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Chapter 1 - Dylan

I never planned to stay out late that Friday night.

The week had been hellish at work, and all I wanted was a quick drink with my friends and roommates before heading home to crash. That was what I told myself when I agreed to meet with Aaron and John at The Blind Tiger.

"Come on, Dylan, live a little!" Aaron had practically dragged me through the door, his enthusiasm as boundless as ever. "You've been cooped up in that office for weeks."

He wasn't wrong. The new software project had consumed most of my waking hours, leaving little time for socializing. The familiar scent of beer and worn leather seats welcomed us as we made our way to our regular booth.

"First round's on me," John announced, already signaling the waitress. "You look like you need it, man."

I slumped into the booth, the fake leather creaking beneath me.

"Thanks. Just one, though. I'm serious about heading home early."

My friends exchanged knowing looks. They'd heard this before, and it usually ended with us closing down the bar. But tonight was different. I really did feel exhausted.

The waitress brought our beers, and I took a long sip, letting the cold liquid wash away some of the week's stress. The bar was busier than usual for a Friday, with people clustered near the small stage area. I hadn't noticed the equipment setup when we walked in.

"Oh yeah, they've got live music tonight," Aaron mentioned, following my gaze. "Some new band. They're supposed to be pretty good."

I nodded absently, more focused on my beer than the prospect of live music. Most bands that played here were mediocre at best, and I wasn't in the mood for amateur hour.

The lights dimmed slightly, and a ripple of anticipation moved through the crowd. I kept nursing my beer, half-listening to John's story about his latest dating disaster when the first guitar riff cut through the air.

The sound grabbed my attention immediately. Clean, professional, with just the right amount of distortion. Then the drums kicked in, followed by a solid bassline. Whoever these musicians were, they knew what they were doing.

But when the vocals started, I forgot about everything else.

Her voice was raw power wrapped in silk, hitting notes that shouldn't have been possible while maintaining perfect control. I found myself turning in my seat, desperate to see the source of that incredible sound.

The spotlight illuminated her perfectly. Tall and slim, with electric blue hair that fell past her shoulders, she commanded the stage like she was born there. But what really caught my attention were her ears - cat ears, the same shade as her hair, perked forward as she sang.

"Holy shit," I breathed. "She's a catgirl."

"Wouldn't have expected that," John said, equally surprised. "They're usually so shy."

He was right. In all my years living in this mixed society, I'd never seen a catgirl so... confident. They typically stuck to quieter professions, avoiding the spotlight. But this one? She owned it.

Her tail, also blue, swayed in perfect rhythm with the music as she gripped the microphone with fingerless-gloved hands. The song was original, something about midnight chases and full moons, delivered with an intensity that had the whole bar transfixed.

"Dude, close your mouth. You're drooling," Aaron laughed, elbowing me in the ribs.

I quickly took another sip of beer to cover my embarrassment, but I couldn't take my eyes off her. The way she moved, the passion in her performance, it was hypnotic. When she hit the bridge of the song, her voice soaring over the instrumental break, I felt goosebumps rise in my arms.

"So much for heading home early," John smirked.

I didn't even bother denying it. "What's the band called?"

"Midnight Chase," Aaron read from a flyer on the table. "Looks like they're doing a full set tonight."

The first song ended with enthusiastic applause, and the catgirl gave a slight bow, her ears twitching. When she spoke, her speaking voice was surprisingly soft, almost shy, but still carried clearly through the bar.

"Thank you! We're Midnight Chase, and we're just getting started."

The next song began, and I settled back in my seat, all thoughts of sleep forgotten. Each song was better than the last, a mix of rock and something uniquely their own. But it was the vocalist who kept drawing my attention.

There was something about her stage presence that seemed almost... hungry. Every now and then, I could swear she was looking right at me, but in the dim bar lighting, it was hard to be sure.

"Another round?" John offered during a brief break between songs.

"Yeah," I found myself saying. "I'm staying for the whole set."

Aaron grinned. "Thought you might. She's pretty hot, right?"

I shook my head. "It's not that. I mean, yes, she is, but that voice... I've never heard anything like it."

"Sure, sure. The voice. That's what you're staring at," he teased.

The band launched into their final song of the night, something slower but no less powerful. The catgirl's voice took on an almost otherworldly quality, singing about finding something precious in unexpected places. As the last note faded, the bar erupted in applause.

"Thank you everyone! I'm Mika, and we've been Midnight Chase. You can find us here every Friday night from now on!"

Mika. Her name was Mika.

As the band started packing up their equipment, I finished my beer, trying to process what I'd just experienced. My friends were already planning to come back next Friday, and for once, they didn't have to convince me.

"Ready to head out?" John asked, checking his phone. "It's getting late."

I nodded, standing up. As we made our way to the door, I couldn't resist one last look at the stage. Mika carefully placed her microphone in its case, her movements precise and deliberate. As if sensing my gaze, she looked up suddenly, her eyes meeting mine across the room.

Golden eyes. Catgirl eyes. They seemed to glow in the dim light, and for a moment, I couldn't look away. Then she smiled, just slightly, and went back to her task.

I followed my friends out into the cool night air, my head swimming with blue hair, golden eyes, and that incredible voice. Maybe it was the beer or the lingering effect of her performance, but I had a feeling my Friday nights were about to get a lot more interesting.

"Same time next week, right?" Aaron asked, though he already knew the answer.

"Yeah," I said, trying to sound casual. "Same time next week."


Chapter 2 - Mika

I always arrived at The Blind Tiger three hours before our set. The rest of the band thought I was obsessive about preparation, but they didn't understand. Everything had to be perfect.

My territory, my performance, my presentation - perfect.

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows through the bar's windows as I meticulously arranged my equipment. My ears twitched at every small sound while my tail swayed in an agitated rhythm. Something felt different about tonight. I couldn't explain it, but my instincts were rarely wrong.

"Early as always, Mika," Mai, the bartender, called out as she stocked the shelves.

I liked Mai. She respected boundaries and never asked too many questions.

I hummed in response, carefully testing my microphone for the third time. The rest of the band wouldn't arrive for another hour, but I needed this time. Needed to make sure every detail was just right.

My phone buzzed. A message from our guitarist, Kurtis: "Traffic's bad. Might be cutting it close."

My ears flattened in annoyance. I hated when things deviated from schedule.

"Just be here by 8," I typed back, then returned to my preparations.

The familiar ritual usually calmed me, but tonight the anticipation continued building. I paced the small stage, marking my territory subtly - a brush of my hand here, a light scratch there.

Most humans didn't understand how important scent marking was to us, how it helped establish comfort and control.

I was adjusting the microphone stand when the door opened, letting in the early evening crowd. My nose twitched, sampling the various scents: perfume, cologne, cigarettes, alcohol... and then something else. Something that made my entire body freeze.

I turned slowly, trying to locate the source. Three men had just walked in, heading for a booth. The one in the middle... my pupils dilated as I watched him slide into his seat. Average height, dark hair slightly messy from the wind, wearing a simple button-down shirt and jeans. Nothing remarkable to human eyes.

But to me? Everything about him called to my senses.

I ducked behind the stage equipment, heart racing. What was happening? I'd performed for countless audiences, seen thousands of faces, but never... never had anyone affected me like this.

With trembling hands, I pulled out my phone and zoomed in, snapping a quick photo. Just for reference, I told myself. Just to understand this reaction better.

The rest of the band arrived while I was still trying to compose myself. Our drummer, Anna, noticed immediately that something was off.

"You okay, Mika? Your ears are doing that twitchy thing."

I forced them still. "Fine. Just focused on the show."

But I wasn't fine. As we did our sound check, I kept stealing glances at him. He looked tired, but there was something gentle in his expression as he listened to his friends. I needed to know more.

When no one was looking, I opened my phone's browser. The photo I'd taken was clear enough for facial recognition. Within minutes, I had his social media profiles. Dylan Reeves. Software developer. Twenty-seven years old. Single.

My tail curled with pleasure at that last detail.

"Five minutes to showtime," Kurtis announced, snapping me back to reality.

I quickly closed the browser but not before saving all the information to review later.

The lights dimmed, and I felt the familiar surge of performance energy. But tonight was different. Tonight, I had someone to sing to.

As we took our positions, I spotted him again. He wasn't even looking at the stage, focused on his beer and friends. That would change.

The first chord struck, and I let my voice soar. I knew I was good - it was just a fact, like knowing the sun would rise. But tonight, I exceeded even my own expectations. Each note was perfect, each movement calculated to draw attention.

And it worked.

I saw the moment he noticed me. The way his eyes widened, the slight parting of his lips. My ears perked forward, and I sang directly to him, though I was careful not to make it too obvious to the rest of the audience.

Through each song, I watched him from the corner of my eye. He never looked away. Pride ran through me - I had his complete attention. As it should be.

Between songs, I caught fragments of his conversation with his friends. His voice... I needed to hear more of it. My ears strained to catch every word, filing away each detail: the way he laughed, how he held his beer, the slight flush in his cheeks.

During our final song, I allowed myself to truly meet his gaze. His eyes were dark brown, warm and kind. Something inside me clicked into place.

Mine, every instinct screamed. He just doesn't know it yet.

When the show ended, I took extra care packing up my equipment. I knew he was still watching - I could feel his gaze like a physical touch. Just before he left, I gave him one small smile—a promise of things to come.

After he left, I retrieved the glass he'd been drinking from before the busboy could clear it. His scent was still there, and I carefully wrapped the glass in a cloth, storing it in my bag. A souvenir of our first meeting.

"Great show tonight," Anna said as we loaded the last equipment. "You were really on fire."

"Thanks," I murmured, already planning my next steps.

"Earth to Mika!" Kurtis waved his hand in front of my face. "We're getting late-night ramen. You coming?"

"No," I said, still lost in thought. "I have things to do."

The drive home was a blur. As soon as I entered my apartment, I went straight to my bedroom. The walls were already covered in various music-related items, but there was a perfect empty space just waiting to be filled.

I printed out the photo I'd taken, carefully pinning it in the center of the blank wall. Then I opened my laptop, downloading every public photo I could find of him. Each one made my heart beat faster.

By the time I finally went to bed, the sun was rising. My new wall was a beautiful collage of Dylan's life - his smile, his friends (potential obstacles), his workplace (easy to monitor). The stolen glass sat on a small shelf below, like a shrine.

As I curled up in bed, my tail wrapped contentedly around myself, I played back every moment of the evening: his eyes, his voice, his scent. Everything about him was perfect.

Next Friday seemed so far away. But that was okay - I had plenty to do before then. Research to complete, plans to make, accidental encounters to arrange. My ears twitched with excitement at the possibilities.

"Dylan," I whispered into my pillow, testing how his name felt on my tongue. Perfect, like everything else about him.

Sleep came slowly, filled with dreams of dark eyes and gentle smiles. In my dreams, he was already mine. Soon, very soon, reality would match.

After all, some things were simply meant to be.


Chapter 3 - Dylan

The office had been particularly suffocating that Tuesday. Lines of code blurred before my eyes until my team lead finally took pity and told me to head home early. I didn't argue – four days of overtime was enough.

The evening air felt refreshing after being cooped up all day, and I decided to take the long way home. As I loosened my tie, my mind wandered back to Friday night's performance. I'd caught myself humming Midnight Chase's songs throughout the week, that haunting voice following me into my dreams.

"Get it together," I muttered to myself. "She's just a singer in a bar."

I was so lost in thought that I almost missed her. A flash of electric blue in my peripheral vision made me stop mid-step. There, not twenty feet ahead, was the catgirl from Friday night – Mika – carefully taping something to a wall.

My first thought was how different she looked outside of the stage. Her presence was somehow smaller, more contained. She wore a simple oversized sweater and jeans, her blue hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Her ears swiveled occasionally at passing sounds, and her tail moved in slow, deliberate sweeps.

My second thought was that posting anything on that particular wall was definitely not allowed.

Before I could stop myself, I called out, "You know that's illegal, right?"

She turned so quickly that her tail puffed up in surprise. For a split second, something fierce flashed in those golden eyes, but it vanished so fast I might have imagined it. Instead, she ducked her head slightly, looking embarrassed.

"Oh! I-I'm sorry," she stammered, her speaking voice just as soft as I remembered. "The other walls were full, and our usual spots were all taken..."

I found myself walking closer, hands raised in a peaceful gesture. "Hey, it's okay. I'm not the poster police or anything. I just wouldn't want you to get fined."

Up close, she was even more striking than I remembered. Those golden eyes seemed to glow even in daylight.

"You're from Friday night," she said quietly, her ears perking forward. "Front row, blue booth."

"You remember that?" I couldn't hide my surprise. "I mean, yes, that was me. Dylan Reeves." I extended my hand without thinking.

She stared at it for a moment before taking it with surprising gentleness. Her hand was warm, and I noticed her nails were painted the same blue as her hair.

"Mika Suzuki. Though you probably caught that from the show."

"Your performance was incredible," I said honestly. "I've never heard anything quite like it."

A slight pink tinged her cheeks, and her ears twitched.

"Thank you. Will you... will you be coming this Friday, too?"

"Wouldn't miss it," I replied, then wondered if that sounded too eager. "I mean, my friends and I really enjoyed the show."

"Oh." Was it my imagination, or did her expression flicker slightly at the mention of my friends? "That's nice."

An awkward silence fell between us. She was still holding the promotional flyers, and I noticed her tail swishing in what seemed like an agitated pattern.

"Here," I said, reaching for one of the flyers. "Let me help you find a legal spot for these. I know this area pretty well."

Her eyes widened slightly. "You'd do that?"

"Sure. Consider it payment for the amazing show on Friday."

A genuine smile spread across her face, transforming her entire demeanor.

"That's very kind of you, Dylan Reeves."

"Just Dylan is fine," I said, falling into step beside her. "There's a community bulletin board around the corner that always has space."

"Dylan," she repeated softly as if testing how the name felt. Her ears twitched again, and I was starting to realize it might be a nervous habit. "Then please, call me Mika."

As we walked, I couldn't help but notice how she kept a precise distance between us – not too close, not too far. Her movements were graceful but measured like she was constantly aware of her surroundings.

"So," I ventured, trying to break the slightly awkward silence, "how long has Midnight Chase been performing?"

"Six months, two weeks, and four days," she answered immediately, then looked embarrassed at her precision. "I mean... about half a year."

I chuckled. "That specific, huh? You must really love what you do."

"I do." Her tail swayed more freely now. "Music has always been... safe. Comfortable. Most catgirls stick to quiet jobs, but when I'm singing, it's different. I can be different."

"Different is good," I said, stopping at a crosswalk. "The world would be boring if we all fit into neat little boxes."

She glanced at me sideways, something unreadable in her expression.

"Most humans don't think that way."

"Well, I'm not most humans," I shrugged. "And you're definitely not most catgirls."

The crosswalk light changed, and we continued walking. I noticed she matched my pace perfectly.

"What about you?" she asked suddenly. "The software company you work for – do you enjoy it?"

I blinked in surprise. "How did you know I work in software?"

Her ears flattened slightly, and she quickly held up one of the flyers.

"Your company badge. I can see it on your belt."

"Oh, right." I laughed, feeling foolish. "Yeah, it's... well, it pays the bills. Not as exciting as being a rock star, though."

She made a slight noise that might have been a laugh.

"I work at a bookstore during the day. Two blocks away from here with a wooden door. You couldn’t miss it even if you tried. It’s called Book Treats. The rock star thing is just Fridays and some weekends."

"A bookstore? That seems more..."

"Traditional for a catgirl?" There was a hint of challenge in her voice.

"I was going to say 'peaceful,'" I corrected gently. "Especially compared to Friday nights."

Her posture relaxed slightly. "It is peaceful. I like the quiet. The smell of books. But I need both, you know? The quiet and the chaos."

We reached the community bulletin board, which, as expected, had plenty of space. As I helped her pin up the flyers, I found myself wanting to keep the conversation going.

"Any book recommendations?"

Her eyes lit up. "What genres do you like?"

"Surprise me."

She tilted her head, studying me with those intense golden eyes.

"'Night Train to Phoenix' by Hailey Morita. It's about finding extraordinary things in ordinary places. It inspired the last song I played on Friday."

"I'll check it out," I promised, meaning it.

We finished with the flyers, and I realized with a start that the sun was setting. How long had we been talking?

"I should get going," Mika said, almost reluctantly. "Early shift tomorrow."

"Right, yes. Me too. I mean, not early shift, but work..."

She smiled again, smaller this time but somehow more real. "Thank you for helping, Dylan. And for the warning about the wall."

"Anytime. I'll see you Friday?"

Her ears perked up.

"Yes. Friday." She hesitated, then added, "Look for me after the show? I'd like to know what you think of the book."

"Deal," I said, trying to ignore the way my heart sped up slightly.

She gave a small wave and turned to leave, her tail swishing behind her. I watched her go, wondering why such a simple conversation had felt so... significant.

My phone buzzed – a message from Aaron asking about dinner plans. Reality crashing back in.

As I headed home, I found myself looking up the book Mika had recommended. It was available at her bookstore, according to the website. Maybe I'd stop by tomorrow before work or during lunch.

Just to get the book, of course. Nothing more.

But as I walked, I couldn't shake the feeling that something had shifted today, like the first domino in a long line had just tipped over. I just couldn't tell yet if that was a good thing or not.

I reached my apartment just as darkness was settling over the city. The moment I opened the door, the smell of takeout curry hit me, and I found Aaron sprawled on the couch, gaming controller in hand.

"Finally!" he paused his game, turning to face me. "Dude, where were you? I thought you said you were leaving work early today."

I shrugged off my jacket, trying to appear casual. "Got sidetracked. Took the long way home."

Aaron's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "The long way home doesn't take an extra hour and a half. Spill it."

"It's nothing," I said, heading to the kitchen to grab a plate of curry. "I just ran into someone and got caught up talking."

"Someone?" He paused, then his eyes widened. "Wait. You're humming that song again. The one from Friday." He jumped up from the couch, pointing at me accusingly. "You ran into the catgirl, didn't you?"

I nearly dropped the curry. "How did you—"

"Dude, you've been humming their songs all week. And your face is doing that thing it does when you're trying to act cool but failing miserably."

"My face doesn't do a thing," I protested, but I could feel my ears getting warm.

Aaron flopped back onto the couch, grinning like he'd won the lottery. "So? What happened? Did you ask her out?"

"What? No! She was just putting up flyers for their next show. I helped her find legal spots to post them, that's all."

"Uh-huh. And this totally casual encounter took nearly two hours because...?"

I sat down with my curry, stabbing at it perhaps more aggressively than necessary. "We talked about books, okay? She works at a bookstore."

"Books." Aaron's voice was flat with disbelief. "You met a hot rocker catgirl and talked about books."

"She's... different," I said, trying to find the right words. "Not what you'd expect. She's quiet off-stage. Interesting."

"Interesting enough that you're going to that bookstore tomorrow?"

I choked on my curry. "How—"

"Because I know you, man. And you've got that look you get when you're planning something but trying to convince yourself you're not."

He wasn't wrong.

"I just want to pick up a book she recommended," I mumbled.

Aaron shook his head, unpausing his game. "Just be careful, okay? I've heard stories about catgirls when they get... interested in someone."

"Stories like what?"

"You know, the usual stuff. They can get pretty intense. Territorial. Once they decide they like someone, they're all in. No middle ground."

I thought about Mika's precise movements, the way her eyes had seemed to catalog everything about me, how she'd remembered exactly where I'd been sitting at the bar.

"I think you're overreacting," I said, but something in my stomach clearly didn’t agree with me. "We just talked about books."

"Sure, sure." Aaron turned back to his game. "Just remember I warned you when she starts showing up everywhere you go."

"That's ridiculous," I said, but found myself thinking about how she'd known I worked in software. Had she really seen my badge? It was usually clipped at my waist, partially hidden by my jacket...

I shook off the thought. Aaron was just being dramatic, and I was letting his paranoia get to me. Mika had been nothing but shy and sweet off-stage.

Still, as I got ready for bed later that night, I caught myself checking my social media privacy settings. Just in case.


Chapter 4 - Mika

The morning rush at the bookstore was in full swing. The usual crowd of students and office workers hurried through, picking up their orders from the café corner while others browsed the new arrivals section.

My nose twitched at the overwhelming mix of coffee, perfumes, and rain from outside.

I arranged the morning's deliveries, my tail swishing as I replayed yesterday's encounter for the thousandth time. His voice had been even better up close, warm and genuine. And his scent... I closed my eyes, remembering.

"Focus," I whispered to myself, ears twitching in irritation. "You're being too intense again."

It was a constant struggle. My therapist had warned me about this, about the overwhelming intensity of my feelings once I found someone interesting.

"Remember to give them space," she'd said. "Humans need time to develop feelings naturally."

I'd been doing well, I thought. After our encounter yesterday, I'd only followed him for three blocks before forcing myself to turn back. I hadn't even gone through his trash yet, though the temptation had been strong. And I'd managed to wait a full hour before adding the new photos I'd taken to my wall at home.

The bell above the door chimed, and my nose caught his scent before I saw him. My entire body went rigid.

Dylan stood in the doorway, shaking raindrops from his umbrella. His suit was impeccable, clearly on his way to work. Perfect. Perfect. Perfect.

No. Calm down.

I ducked behind a bookshelf, heart racing. He wasn't supposed to be here this early. My research indicated he usually went straight to work. Had my careful hints yesterday about the bookstore been too obvious?

"Excuse me?" he called out, looking around the busy store. "Is anyone available to help?"

My ears swiveled toward his voice. I took several deep breaths, forcing my tail to stop its excited twitching. Casual. Normal. Don't scare him.

"Welcome to Book Treats," I said, stepping out from behind the shelf with what I hoped was a naturally surprised expression. "Oh! Dylan, what a surprise."

"Mika!" he smiled, pulling out a slightly damp piece of paper. "I wanted to pick up that book you mentioned before heading to work."

"You came before work just for that?" The words slipped out before I could stop them.

He rubbed the back of his neck, looking slightly embarrassed. "Well, I was really intrigued by what you said about it yesterday."

A customer interrupted to ask about cooking books, and I politely directed them to the correct section, my tail twitching with annoyance at the interruption.

"The science fiction section is this way," I said, leading him through the morning crowd. "You mentioned you enjoy classic sci-fi?"

"Yeah, I grew up reading Asimov and Clarke," he said, following me. "What about you?"

"I prefer modern authors like Liu Cixin," I replied, carefully monitoring his reaction. "They blend hard sci-fi with more emotional elements."

"Oh, I loved The Three-Body Problem! Have you read his other works?"

My ears perked up at his enthusiasm. "All of them. The Dark Forest theory still keeps me up at night sometimes."

"Same here! Speaking of space-based sci-fi, what do you think about—"

Another customer approached with a question about textbook orders, forcing us to pause our conversation. I wanted to hiss at them but maintained my professional smile.

"Sorry about that," I said, returning to Dylan. "Here's the book I mentioned - 'Night Train to Phoenix' by Hailey Morita."

"Thanks! Any other recommendations while I'm here?"

"Do you enjoy parallel universe stories? There's this new one—"

"Actually," he checked his watch, "I should probably head to work. But maybe next time?"

Next time. He was planning to come back.

"Of course," I smiled, leading him to the register. The morning crowd had thinned slightly, giving me a moment to slip a tiny tracker into his umbrella handle while ringing up his purchase. "Have a good day at work, Dylan."

"Thanks! See you Friday?"

"Yes," I watched him hurry out into the rain. "See you Friday."

The moment he disappeared into the rainy morning crowd, I lingered by the window, watching his figure until it blended with the sea of umbrellas. My fingers pressed against the cold glass, resisting the urge to sprint after him and make sure he got to work safely.

"So," Zoey's voice startled me from behind, making my ears flatten. "Who was that cutie?"

I turned slowly to face my coworker, my tail bristling at the way she'd referred to him. Zoey had been working at the store longer than me, and while she was generally nice, she was also notorious for gossip.

"A customer," I said curtly, moving to reorganize the science fiction section where we'd been standing.

"Just a customer?" She raised an eyebrow, following me. "You spent fifteen minutes talking about books with 'just a customer' who clearly came here specifically to see you?"

"He's... he comes to our shows," I admitted reluctantly, not looking at her. My ears twitched with annoyance at having to share even this small detail.

"Oh my god, he's from your band thing?" Her eyes lit up. "No wonder you've been humming all week! He's totally your type too – all proper in his suit but with that messy hair..."

I slammed a book onto the shelf harder than necessary, making Zoey jump.

"Don't you have work to do?"

"Whoa, someone's territorial," she teased, though she took a step back. "Relax, I'm not interested. Though I wouldn't mind if he had a single friend—"

"He does," I cut her off, then immediately regretted revealing I knew about his friends. "I mean, I assume he does. I don't really know him."

Liar. I knew everything about him that public records and social media could tell me. But I couldn't let her know that.

"Well, maybe you should change that," Zoey said, oblivious to my internal struggle. "He definitely seemed into you – I saw how he kept looking at you when you were helping other customers."

My ears perked up despite myself. "He did?"

"Totally. You should ask him out next time he comes in."

"No," I said quickly. Too quickly. "I mean... it's too soon. He needs time to... to get comfortable."

She gave me an odd look. "Right... Well, let me know if you want me to conveniently disappear next time he's here." She winked and headed back to the register.

Once she was gone, I pulled out my phone, fighting the urge to check his social media again. I needed to be patient. Careful. The last thing I wanted was to scare him away by moving too fast.

I began straightening the shelves he'd browsed, carefully memorizing every book he'd touched. His fingers had lingered longest on the cyberpunk section – I'd have to read everything there to be prepared for our next conversation.

Opening the store's database, I created a new customer profile. Not for tracking purposes, of course. Just so I could... make better recommendations. Yes, that was it.

"He likes classic sci-fi," I murmured, typing. "Asimov, Clarke... believes in parallel universes..." My tail swayed as I documented every detail of our conversation.

A customer cleared their throat nearby, and I quickly minimized the window. Right. Work. I had to focus on work.

But as I helped the morning rush of customers, my mind kept drifting to Friday. Three days felt like an eternity. Maybe I could... No. No stalking. No "accidental" meetings. No matter how much I wanted to.

Instead, I'd prepare. Read every book he might like. Practice my singing until it was perfect. Make sure everything was just right.

After all, good things come to those who wait.

Even if waiting felt like torture.

I glanced at Zoey chatting with customers at the register and felt my ears flatten again. From now on, I'd make sure our shifts didn't overlap on the days I thought Dylan might visit. Just to be safe.

Because he was mine. He just didn't know it yet.

And I could be patient.

For now.


Chapter 5 - Dylan

I'd been watching the clock all day at work, counting down the hours until tonight's show. The band had been impressive last week, and I was looking forward to hearing more of their original songs.

"Heading out?" my team lead asked as I packed up exactly at five.

"Yeah, meeting friends later," I replied, trying not to sound too eager.

I'd already texted Aaron and John about meeting early at The Blind Tiger, maybe grabbing dinner there before the show started. The bar's burgers were decent, and it would give us better seats...

My phone buzzed with Aaron's response: "Got some prime ribeyes. Come home first."

I frowned at my phone. Aaron's steaks were legendary – he had a way with the cast iron that bordered on magical – but I'd been looking forward to getting to the bar early.

When I got home, the smell of garlic and rosemary filled the apartment. John was already there, sprawled on our couch playing some new fighting game while Aaron carefully tended to the steaks in the kitchen.

"How was the project handover?" John asked, not looking away from his game.

"Brutal," I sighed, dropping my bag. "The client kept changing requirements at the last minute. You?"

"Security audit from hell. Three different networks had outdated certificates."

Aaron appeared from the kitchen, wearing his ridiculous 'Kiss the Cook' apron.

"Less work talk, more setting the table. These beauties are almost done."

"Medium rare?" I asked, grabbing plates.

"Do I ever serve it any other way?" He looked offended at the mere suggestion.

"Remember that time you got distracted by your raid and burned them?" John laughed.

"That was one time! And it wasn't my fault – who schedules a raid during dinner?"

I arranged the table while they bickered about proper gaming schedules. The steaks did look perfect, with that beautiful crust Aaron somehow always managed to achieve.

"How's the new game?" I asked John, nodding toward the TV.

"Pretty good. They finally fixed the input lag issues. Want to try a round after dinner?"

"Can't stay too late," I said, checking my watch. "We're heading out, remember?"

"Right, the band," Aaron served the steaks. "The rock one, not the jazz one from last month?"

"Yeah, Midnight Chase. They do original stuff, pretty good actually."

"Better than that metal cover band you dragged us to see," John shuddered.

"Hey, their Metallica covers were decent!"

"Decent doesn't make up for blown speakers," Aaron sat down with us. "At least this place has proper sound equipment."

The steak was perfect, as expected. We fell into our usual dinner conversation rhythm – work complaints, gaming news, that new ramen place that opened nearby. Normal Friday night stuff.

"Oh yeah," John said between bites, "did you hear they're finally making a sequel to Stellar Exodus?"

"The space exploration game?" I perked up. "After ten years?"

"Announced this morning. Supposed to have actual parallel universe mechanics this time."

That reminded me of my recent reading, but I kept that thought to myself. Instead, we spent the next twenty minutes debating the merits of different game mechanics.

"Just don't come crying to me when you need help with the boss fights," Aaron warned as he cleared the plates.

"Some of us actually learn attack patterns," I shot back.

"Speaking of patterns," John checked his phone, "we should head out soon if we want decent seats."

I glanced at my watch again. Still plenty of time, but better early than late.

"Let me change first," I said, heading to my room.

"What's wrong with what you're wearing?" Aaron called after me.

"Work clothes smell like office," I answered, which was true enough.

I could hear them talking in the living room as I changed into dark jeans and a clean button-down shirt. Probably making fun of my careful ironing, but whatever. It was normal to want to look nice when going out.

"Ready?" I asked, grabbing my jacket.

"Look at you, all dressed up for a bar," John teased.

"Some of us like to look presentable in public," I retorted.

"Presentable, huh?" Aaron grinned, locking the apartment door behind us. "Nothing to do with a certain blue-haired vocalist?"

"Not this again," I groaned, heading for the stairs. "The band is good. That's all."

"The band is good," John mimicked, "and you've been humming their songs all week."

"They're catchy. Sue me."

"And the perfectly ironed shirt is for the catchy songs?" Aaron called down the stairwell.

"You know what? Next time, I'm meeting you guys there."

"Aw, come on," John caught up with me. "We're just messing with you. It's been a while since you've shown interest in anyone."

"I'm not—" I started, but Aaron cut me off.

"Dude, you literally spent ten minutes picking out that shirt."

"I like to look decent when going out," I muttered, pushing through the building's front door into the cool evening air.

"Right," John laughed. "Very decent. Just like you decently checked your hair in every reflective surface on the way down just now."

I hadn't... had I? I forced my hands down from where they were about to check my hair again.

"Can we just go?" I asked, picking up my pace. "Without the commentary?"

"Fine, fine," Aaron fell into step beside me. "But when you inevitably fall for the rockstar catgirl, remember we called it."

"Not happening," I said firmly, even as I remembered golden eyes and a shy smile from our brief encounter earlier that week.

We walked the rest of the way to the bar, my friends mercifully switching to talking about their latest gaming achievements. But I couldn't help checking my reflection in one last store window before we reached The Blind Tiger.

Just to be presentable, of course.

Nothing more than that.

Right?

The Blind Tiger was already starting to fill up when we arrived. More crowded than last week, I noticed, trying not to feel anxious about finding good seats.

"Looks like they're building a following," John observed as we made our way inside. "Last week was packed, too."

"Over there," Aaron pointed to a booth along the side wall. "Not front and center like last time, but decent view of the stage."

I tried not to show my disappointment. The side angle wasn't bad, but last week's spot had been perfect for... for appreciating the music. Yeah, that was it.

"I'll get the first round," John offered, heading to the bar.

I slid into the booth, deliberately facing away from the stage where the band was setting up their equipment. No sign of blue hair yet, not that I was looking.

"So," Aaron said, sliding in across from me. "About that game John mentioned..."

We fell into an easy conversation about the upcoming Stellar Exodus sequel, debating potential gameplay mechanics. John returned with our beers, and the discussion shifted to his workplace's security issues.

Normal Friday night conversation. Just guys hanging out at a bar.

But I couldn't help noticing when more equipment appeared on stage or when the lights dimmed slightly for sound check.

"Show doesn't start for another thirty minutes," Aaron reminded me after I checked my watch for the third time.

"I wasn't—" I started to protest, but John's knowing smirk made me stop. "Whatever. Anyone want another beer?"

As I made my way to the bar, I firmly kept my eyes forward. No looking at the stage. No wondering if she'd remember me.

"Another round?" Mai, the bartender, asked as I approached. She was already reaching for our usual brand.

"Yeah, thanks," I nodded, leaning against the bar while she poured. The familiar sounds of pre-show preparation filled the background – guitar strings being tuned, drum beats being tested, microphone checks.

"You were here last Friday, right?" Mai asked, sliding the beers toward me. "For Midnight Chase?"

"Yeah, they were good."

"They're building quite a following," she said, glancing at the growing crowd. "Never seen Mika so... energetic on stage before."

I wanted to ask what she meant by that but stopped myself. Instead, I just nodded and paid for the drinks.

An older man bumped into me as I navigated back through the growing crowd, nearly making me spill the beers. The place was definitely more packed than last week. Word must have gotten around about the band.

Back at our booth, Aaron had pulled out his phone and was showing John some new gaming trailer. I distributed the beers and tried to focus on their conversation about graphics engines and frame rates.

"Look at these particle effects," Aaron was saying, zooming in on a particular scene. "They finally got the light diffusion right."

"Yeah, but what about the load times?" John countered. "Remember how the last one would stutter during big battles?"

I nodded along, though my attention kept drifting to the growing ambient noise around us. The bar continued to fill up. More people than last week, definitely. Groups of friends, couples, even what looked like a small office party. All here for the music, I reminded myself. Just like us.

A burst of laughter from nearby made me turn, and I noticed several people I recognized from my company's IT department. Great. Just what I needed – coworkers seeing me here.

"Hey," John nudged me, "isn't that your team lead?"

I looked where he was pointing. Sure enough, Chris had just walked in.

"Great," I muttered. "Hope they don't spot us."

"What, afraid they'll see you all dressed up for a certain—"

"Don't start," I cut Aaron off. "And I'm not dressed up."

My friends exchanged those annoying knowing looks again but mercifully dropped the subject.

The lights dimmed further, and a ripple of anticipation moved through the crowd. I took a long drink of my beer, determined to act casual. Around us, conversations hushed as people turned toward the stage.

"Two minutes!" someone called from behind the bar.

I found myself counting the seconds, though I pretended to be very interested in the label on my beer bottle. The crowd pressed closer to the stage, but our booth gave us a decent vantage point despite not being front and center.

"Ladies and gentlemen," a voice announced over the speakers, "please welcome... Midnight Chase!"

The crowd cheered as the band took the stage. I kept my eyes on my beer, fighting the urge to look up. The first guitar riff cut through the air, followed by drums and bass, building the introduction to their opening song.

The sound quality was even better than last week – they must have adjusted their equipment setup.

"Dude," John elbowed me again, "you can actually watch the show, you know. We won't tease... much."

I shot him a glare but finally allowed myself to look at the stage just as the vocals were about to start.

And there she was. Beautiful under the lights, commanding the stage with a presence that seemed to fill the entire room. The crowd's energy shifted immediately, drawn in by her voice.

"Another beer?" Aaron offered, already standing.

"Yeah," I said quickly, maybe too quickly. "Thanks."

As he headed to the bar, John leaned closer. "You know, it's okay to be interested in someone."

"I'm not—"

"Sure, sure," he cut me off. "Just... don't overthink it, okay?"

I nodded, grateful when Aaron returned with fresh beers. The music washed over us, and I let myself relax.

Even if I couldn't quite take my eyes off the stage.

Even if her voice seemed to wrap around me like a spell.

Even if, just for a moment, I thought I saw golden eyes glance in my direction.

But it was probably just the lighting. I think.


Chapter 6 - Mika

He was there.

Different spot, but still perfect. The side booth gave me an excellent view of his profile when I pretended to look at the right side of the audience. I could see him clearly from my position on stage, noting every detail: the crisp dark blue button-down shirt that brought out his eyes, the way he'd styled his hair differently tonight, how his fingers tapped against his beer bottle in perfect rhythm with our songs.

The first set was going exceptionally well. I'd chosen the songs carefully, mixing our usual repertoire with two new ones I'd written after meeting him.

"Midnight Encounter" and "Paper Trail" – subtle enough that no one would guess their inspiration, but the lyrics about chance meetings and destined paths seemed to resonate with the audience. Especially the line about "golden eyes watching in the darkness" – I'd seen him react to that one, though he tried to hide it.

Between songs, I allowed myself quick glances at his booth, cataloging every interaction. His friends were with him again – Aaron and John, according to my research. Both software developers like him, sharing an apartment in the Minato district. Potential obstacles, but their body language suggested they were supportive of his interests.

My tail swayed in satisfaction as I noticed he'd put extra effort into his appearance tonight. The shirt was new – at least, I had never seen him with it – and he'd used a different hair product. The scent reached me even through the crowd: sandalwood with a hint of citrus. Delicious.

"Thank you everyone!" I announced as we finished "Paper Trail." "We're going to take a short break, but we'll be back in fifteen minutes with even more for you!"

The crowd cheered, several people calling for encores already. I carefully made my way backstage, my ears twitching at every sound from his direction. My bandmates headed straight for the bar, but I had more important things to do.

Settling into my usual corner behind the stage, I pulled out my phone and opened the secure folder labeled "Research." The new photos from Tuesday's bookstore visit were particularly good – I'd managed to capture his expressions perfectly as he discussed his favorite authors. The way his eyes lit up when talking about parallel universes... my tail curled just remembering it.

I opened my notes app and added details about tonight: the new shirt (I must find out where he bought it) and his drinking pattern (two beers only, paced and responsible).

"Hey, Mika," Anna interrupted my documentation. "Want anything from the bar? You're killing it tonight!"

"No, thanks," I said quickly, locking my phone. "Need to rest my voice."

She nodded and left, but not before giving me that look she'd been giving me all week – the one that said she noticed something was different. I'd have to be more careful around her.

Alone again, I closed my eyes and focused my hearing on his booth. My ears swiveled precisely, filtering through the crowd noise until I found his voice.

"...really killing it tonight... those new songs especially..."

My tail curled with pleasure at his praise. He'd noticed the new songs were different. Special. For him.

I checked my reflection in my compact mirror, adjusting my hair slightly. The blue dye was starting to fade at the roots – I'd need to touch it up soon.

The break was almost over. I stood, stretching my arms above my head, my tail arching behind me. Tonight's second set would be even better. I'd saved the most personal songs for last, including a new one about a shy bookworm finding unexpected romance. Not too obvious, I hoped.

As I prepared to return to the stage, I allowed myself one more look at his booth. He was laughing at something one of his friends had said, his head thrown back slightly, exposing his throat. The sight made my heart race. He looked so carefree, so perfect. Soon, I promised myself. Soon we'd laugh together like that.

I touched the small photo I kept in my pocket – one of many I'd taken during my observations, but this one was special. It caught him in a rare unguarded moment, smiling at something on his phone while waiting for his morning coffee. My lucky charm.

"One minute!" the bar owner called.

I took my position on stage, adjusting the microphone stand to the exact height I preferred. This set would be perfect. Everything had to be perfect for him.

After all, the best hunts required patience and precision.

And I could be very, very patient when it came to something I wanted.

Or someone.

The second set went even better than the first. I could feel the energy of the crowd, their excitement feeding into my performance. But more importantly, I could sense his attention, unwavering through each song.

My ears picked up his subtle reactions – sharp intakes of breath at particularly high notes, the way his heartbeat quickened during certain lyrics. Perks of being a catgirl.

The final song was my newest composition, though I hadn't told the band I wrote it about someone specific. They just thought I was going through a romantic phase. If they noticed I kept glancing toward the left side of the room while singing about destiny and chance meetings, they didn't mention it.

As the last note faded, the crowd erupted in applause. My tail swayed with satisfaction as I gave our usual closing speech, thanking everyone for coming. Through it all, I kept him in my peripheral vision, noting how he remained seated while others started heading for the exits.

Backstage, the band was buzzing with energy.

"That was incredible!" Kurtis exclaimed, carefully packing his guitar. "The crowd was totally into it. Did you see how many people were singing along to our older songs?"

"True!! But those new songs really hit different," Anna added, breaking down her drum kit. "You've been inspired lately, Mika."

I hummed, carefully placing my microphone in its case. My ears were still focused on tracking movement in the bar, trying to pick out his voice among the dispersing loud crowd.

"Earth to Mika!" Kurtis waved his hand in front of my face. "You're doing that thing again where you space out."

"Just tired," I lied smoothly. "It was an intense show."

"Well, we're heading to the usual place for late-night ramen," Anna said. "You should come this time. Celebrate how far we've come."

"Maybe next time," I said, helping them load equipment into our van parked behind the venue. My mind was already planning my route home, calculating which streets would give me the best vantage point to ensure he got home safely...

That's when I heard it.

"Mika?"

My ears shot straight up, and my tail froze mid-swish. That voice. His voice. Coming from the back door of the venue.

"Hello? Is anyone still here?"

The others looked toward the door, then at me. I stood perfectly still, trying to process this unexpected development. This wasn't part of my careful planning. He wasn't supposed to be this... forward.

"I think someone's looking for you," Kurtis said unnecessarily, a hint of amusement in his voice.

"Mika? I wanted to talk about the show..."

Anna nudged me. "Well? Are you going to answer him?"

I forced myself to move, though my heart was racing. This was too soon. I hadn't prepared for direct interaction tonight. My hair wasn't perfect anymore, and I'd sweated during the performance, and...

"Go," Anna whispered, giving me another push. "We can finish loading up."

With careful steps, I approached the door. Through the small window, I could see him standing there, shifting his weight nervously from foot to foot. He'd rolled up his sleeves at some point during the show, exposing his forearms. The sight made my tail curl.

"Dylan?" I called softly, opening the door just enough to see him properly. "Is everything okay?"

"Oh! Yes, everything's great!" He smiled, and my knees felt weak. "I just wanted to say how amazing the show was. Those new songs especially..."

Behind me, I could hear the others pretending to be busy with equipment while obviously eavesdropping. My ears twitched in annoyance.

"Thank you," I said, stepping inside and closing the door behind me. "I'm glad you enjoyed them."

"The one about the bookstore," he continued, "it reminded me of... I mean, it was really good."

My tail swayed happily. He'd caught the reference. Perfect, observant Dylan.

"Would you like to..." he started, then seemed to lose his nerve. "I mean, I'm a bit hungry, and I was going to grab some food..."

"She's busy!" Anna's voice called through the door, making both of us jump. "We've got plans!"

I wanted to murder my drummer.

"Oh," Dylan looked disappointed. "Of course, you must be tired after performing. I shouldn't have..."

"No!" I said quickly, perhaps too quickly. "I mean, I'm not that tired. And I don't actually have plans."

Behind the door, I could hear multiple people trying to stifle their laughter. Definitely murdering all of them.

"Really?" His face lit up. "There's this new ramen place around the corner..."

"I'd love to," I said, trying to keep my voice steady despite my racing heart. "Just let me grab my things?"

He nodded, and I slipped back outside, immediately met with knowing grins from my bandmates.

"Not. One. Word." I hissed, grabbing my bag.

"Have fun on your date!" Kurtis called after me, dodging the swat from my tail.

"It's not a..." I started, but who was I kidding? It was absolutely a date. An unexpected, unprepared for, perfectly wonderful date.

I checked my reflection one last time, straightened my clothes, and took a deep breath. This was happening. He had sought me out. Come to my door. Asked me to dinner.

My tail curled with pleasure as I stepped back inside to where he waited. This was better than any scenario I'd planned.

Though I was definitely going to have to adjust my timeline now.

Not that I was complaining.


Chapter 7 - Dylan

What the hell had I just done?

The thought hit me as I stood there waiting for her to return, my heart hammering in my chest. I, Dylan Reeves, notorious overthinker and general coward when it came to dating, had just walked up to the back door of a venue and asked out the lead singer of a band.

Not just any singer. A catgirl. A beautiful, talented, somewhat mysterious catgirl who'd been starring in my thoughts all week.

"Get it together," I muttered to myself, running a hand through my hair. Then immediately tried to fix it, remembering how much effort I'd put into styling it earlier.

My phone buzzed – probably Aaron and John wondering where I'd disappeared to. I'd literally stood up after the show and announced I had something to do, leaving them staring after me in shock. I'd have to deal with their teasing later.

The door opened, and there she was again. Up close, without the stage lights and distance, she was even more striking. Her hair was slightly mussed from performing, giving her a softer look than her stage presence. Those golden eyes seemed to glow in the darkness of the alley.

"Ready?" I managed to ask, proud that my voice stayed steady.

"Yes," she smiled, adjusting her bag on her shoulder. "You mentioned a ramen place?"

"Right! It's new, and just around the corner. Unless you'd prefer something else? We could—"

"Ramen sounds perfect," she cut off my nervous rambling gently.

We started walking, and I realized I had no idea what to do with my hands. Pockets? Too casual. Crossed arms? Too defensive. Why had I never noticed how awkward arms were before?

"The crowd was really into it tonight," I said, desperate to fill the silence. "Bigger than last week."

"Yes, we've been getting more attention lately," she replied, her ears perking forward attentively. "Word of mouth is powerful."

Before I could respond, we reached the ramen shop. The warm light spilling from its windows looked inviting, and the smell of broth made my stomach remind me I hadn't eaten since Aaron's steaks.

"After you," I held the door, keeping a respectful distance as she entered. The shop was small but modern, with sleek black counters and minimalist decor.

A sign proudly proclaimed, "Grand Opening - Two Weeks Strong!"

The place was quiet, with only a few other customers at this late hour. We found seats at the counter, and I tried not to stare as she gracefully arranged herself on the stool.

"Have you been here before?" she asked, picking up the menu.

"No, it just opened recently," I said. "I've been wanting to try it, but..."

"But?"

"Well, to be honest, I usually overthink these things. Going to new places, I mean."

Why was I telling her this?

Her ears twitched, and she gave me a look I couldn't quite read. "Yet you invited me here."

I felt heat creep into my cheeks. "Yeah, that was... very unlike me. I don't know what came over me."

"I'm glad you did," she said, her voice so soft I almost missed it.

Before I could respond, the server arrived to take our order. I went with their signature tonkotsu, while Mika chose the spicy miso.

"No fish toppings?" I asked before I could stop myself. Weren't catgirls supposed to love fish?

She laughed, a melodic sound nothing like her stage voice. "That's a bit stereotypical, isn't it?"

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean—"

"It's okay," she smiled. "I do like fish, but not in my ramen. I prefer it... fresher."

"Fresher?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady despite the way her eyes seemed to gleam at the word.

"Yes. I prefer my fish straight from the market," she clarified, her tail swaying gently. "There's something about the process of preparing it myself."

"You cook a lot?"

"When I have time. Between the bookstore and band practice, it's mostly simple things. Do you cook?"

"My roommate Aaron does most of the cooking," I admitted. "He made steaks tonight before—" I caught myself, not wanting to admit how much preparation had gone into coming to see her show.

"Before?" Her ears perked forward inquisitively.

Thankfully, the server arrived with our ramen, saving me from responding. The broth in my bowl was a rich, milky color, with perfectly arranged chashu, green onions, and a soft-boiled egg. Her spicy miso had an appealing red hue, topped with corn, bamboo shoots, and extra garlic.

"This looks amazing," I said, grateful for the distraction.

"The presentation is beautiful," she agreed, her ears twitching at the aroma. "So, what made you come to our first show last week?"

"Oh, that was actually just chance. My friends and I usually go to The Blind Tiger once a month," I explained, stirring my noodles. "We had no idea there would be live music."

"Lucky coincidence then," she smiled.

"What about you?" I asked. "How did the band get started?"

"The others were already playing together," she said, delicately handling her chopsticks. "They put up an ad looking for a vocalist six months ago. Most people were surprised when a catgirl showed up to audition."

"I can imagine. It's pretty unusual, right?"

"Very. My parents weren't thrilled at first," she chuckled. "They wanted me to stick to the bookstore job. Something quiet, traditional."

"But you went for it anyway?"

"Some things are worth being bold for." Her golden eyes met mine for a moment, and I nearly dropped my chopsticks.

"Have you finished 'Night Train to Phoenix' yet?" she asked, smoothly changing the subject.

"Actually, yes. I couldn't put it down," I admitted. "The parallel universe concept was fascinating."

"What did you think about the ending? When she finds out all the alternate timelines were leading to the same moment?"

"It was unexpected. I thought she'd choose the successful career timeline, but instead..."

"She chose the one where she met him," Mika finished.

There was something in her voice that made me look up, but she was focused on her ramen.

"What other books do you enjoy?" I asked.

"Besides science fiction? I enjoy mystery novels. The thrill of the chase, you know?"

"The chase?"

"Following clues, putting pieces together, watching everything fall into place," she explained, her eyes gleaming. "There's something satisfying about it."

"Speaking of putting pieces together," I ventured, "your music seems to blend different styles. What are your influences?"

Her ears perked up visibly at the topic change. "I grew up listening to classical piano actually. My mother insisted."

"Really? That's quite a jump to rock music."

"Not as much as you'd think. Both require precision, dedication, understanding of structure. The main difference is the energy, the freedom to express... stronger emotions."

"Like in your new songs tonight?" The words slipped out before I could stop them.

Her tail swayed slowly. "Did you have a favorite?"

"The one about destiny and chance meetings," I said honestly. "The lyrics were... personal."

"Yes," she said softly. "They were."

A moment of silence passed between us, filled only by the gentle sounds of the restaurant and the steam rising from our bowls.

"What about you?" she asked finally. "Do you play any instruments?"

"Guitar, but very badly," I laughed. "I took lessons in college but never practiced enough."

"We could always use a backup guitarist," she teased, then added more seriously, "I could help you practice sometime."

"I'd probably need a lot of help. It's been years."

"I'm very patient," she said, those golden eyes fixing on mine again. "When it's something worth pursuing."

Why did that sound like we weren't talking about guitar lessons anymore?

I cleared my throat, trying to regain my composure. "So, what other bands influence your sound?"

"A mix really. Everything from The Pillows to Paramore," she said, taking a delicate sip of her broth. "Though lately I've been drawn to more emotional rock, bands that tell stories through their music."

"Like your songs about bookstores and destiny?" I couldn't help asking.

Her ears twitched, and was that a slight blush on her cheeks? "Sometimes the best lyrics come from real experiences."

"They certainly resonated with the crowd tonight," I said. "The whole bar was captivated."

"Were you?" she asked directly, her golden eyes meeting mine.

Before I could stammer out a response, my phone buzzed. A message from work - probably about the project deadline next week.

"Sorry," I said, glancing at the notification. "Work never sleeps."

"Software development must be demanding," she said, surprising me. "All those late-night debugging sessions and deployment deadlines."

"You know about programming?"

Her tail swayed gently. "My father's a senior developer at a tech firm. I grew up listening to him curse at compile errors and rant about poorly documented code."

I laughed, relaxing a bit. "Let me guess - he also complains about junior developers not using version control properly?"

"And don't get him started on people who don't comment their code," she giggled. "I learned what 'spaghetti code' meant before I learned actual cooking terms."

"That's amazing! Most people's eyes glaze over when I start talking about work."

"Well, I understand the basics. Though I prefer my current jobs - less debugging, more creative expression."

"Though debugging can be creative too," I offered. "Sometimes solving a complex bug feels like solving a mystery."

"Like in those books I enjoy?" Her ears perked up. "Looking for clues, following leads..."

"Exactly! Last week, I spent three days tracking down a memory leak that turned out to be—" I stopped myself. "Sorry, I'm probably boring you with technical details."

"Not at all," she said, taking another bite of her ramen. "Tell me about the memory leak."

No one had ever actually wanted to hear these stories before. "Well, it started when our production server began crashing randomly..."

As I explained the technical puzzle, she asked surprisingly insightful questions, her tail swaying with genuine interest. Her ramen was getting cold, but she seemed more focused on my story.

"So the bug was in a third-party library all along?" she asked.

"Yes! We were going crazy checking our own code, but it turned out we weren't the problem at all."

"Must have been satisfying when you finally found it."

"Almost as satisfying as this ramen," I said, then immediately felt foolish for such a clumsy transition.

But she laughed, a light melodic sound. "Speaking of which, we should probably finish before it gets completely cold."

"Right," I agreed, returning to my bowl. "How's the spicy miso?"

"Perfect balance of heat and flavor. Want to try some?"

"Oh, um, sure," I said, surprised by the offer.

She carefully pushed her bowl slightly closer. "The broth is especially good."

I took a small taste from my side of the bowl. "Wow, that is good. Different from the tonkotsu, but in a great way."

"How's yours?"

"Rich and creamy. They really nailed the traditional style."

"For a new place, they seem to know what they're doing," she observed, her ears swiveling to catch the sounds of the kitchen.

"Better than that ramen place near the office," I said. "They always overcook their noodles."

"Where's your office?" she asked.

"In the tech district, near the central station. Where we met last time, remember? Lots of decent lunch spots, but finding good ramen has been a challenge."

"Ohh, I see. Maybe I can recommend some places," she offered. "I know quite a few hidden gems in that area."

"That would be great! I usually just end up at the convenience store..."

"A crime against good food," she declared, her tail swishing in mock disapproval. "There's a fantastic little place two blocks from the station. Family-owned, been there for decades."

We spent the next few minutes trading restaurant recommendations, discovering we had similar tastes in food. She knew an impressive amount about the city's dining scene.

"The bookstore must give you a good view of different neighborhoods," I said.

"Yes, customers often talk about their favorite places. I like to keep notes."

"Very organized," I observed.

"I like having information properly cataloged," she said, something flickering in her golden eyes. "It makes finding things easier later."

Before I could ponder what she meant by that, I noticed our bowls were empty and the restaurant staff was starting to clean up.

"Oh wow, it's getting late," I said, checking my phone—almost 1 AM.

"Time flies when you're having fun," she smiled. "Thank you for suggesting this place."

"Thank you for joining me," I said, then added quickly, "I mean, after performing and everything, you must be tired."

"Not at all," she assured me. "This was... nice."

"Yeah, it was," I agreed, signaling for the check. "We should... I mean, if you want..."

"Yes?"

"Maybe we could do this again sometime?" I managed to say, proud that my voice stayed steady.

Her ears perked up immediately. "I'd like that."

The server brought our check, and before I could reach for it, Mika spoke up.

"Let me get this," she said. "You're always supporting the band, coming to our shows..."

"No way," I protested. "I invited you, it's my treat."

She looked like she wanted to argue but then smiled. "Next time, then?"

"Deal," I said, paying the bill.

As we stood to leave, I realized I didn't want the evening to end, but it was late, and she probably needed to rest.

"Can I walk you to your car?" I offered.

"I’m actually taking the train tonight," she said.

"Me too!" I said, perhaps too eagerly.

Her tail swayed gently as we stepped out into the cool night air. "Perfect."


Chapter 8 - Mika

I couldn't believe how perfectly everything was going. Not only had he sought me out after the show - a delightfully bold move I hadn't anticipated - but our conversation had flowed naturally all evening.

He'd even noticed the personal nature of my new songs, though he couldn't possibly understand just how personal they were.

As we stood to leave the ramen shop, the sound of rain hitting the windows caught my sensitive ears. The light drizzle from earlier had turned into a proper downpour.

"Oh no," Dylan said, patting his pockets. "I didn't bring an umbrella."

"I didn't either," I admitted, though truthfully, I had left mine in my car deliberately.

Rain could have created an excellent excuse for closer contact, but I reminded myself to be patient. No scaring him away.

"The station's only two blocks," he said, peering out the window. "We could wait it out..."

"Or we could run for it," I suggested, surprising myself with the spontaneity. My usual carefully planned approaches were falling away around him.

He looked at me, then at the rain, then back at me. "You sure? Your hair..."

My ears twitched in amusement. Most people assumed catgirls hated water, another stereotype.

"A little rain never hurt anyone. Unless you're worried about your perfectly styled hair?"

"Hey, this took effort," he laughed, running a hand through said hair. "But you're right. Ready to make a run for it?"

I nodded, adjusting my bag securely. My tail curled in excitement - this wasn't part of my plan for tonight, but somehow it felt right.

"On three?" he suggested, hand on the door. "One..."

"Three!" I said quickly, pushing the door open and darting into the rain.

"That's cheating!" I heard him call as he rushed after me.

The rain was cold but refreshing after the warm restaurant. My enhanced night vision gave me an advantage as we navigated the wet streets, but I made sure not to run too fast. Having him chase me was thrilling but losing him wasn't part of the plan.

We reached the station entrance together, both slightly out of breath and thoroughly soaked. His hair was plastered to his forehead, and his blue shirt had turned a darker shade. He looked absolutely perfect.

"I can't believe we just did that," he said between breaths, laughing.

I couldn't help laughing too, shaking water from my ears. "Sometimes spontaneous decisions are the best ones."

"Like asking a singer out after her show?"

"Exactly like that," I purred, then quickly modulated my voice to something more normal. Too soon for purring.

The station's display showed trains would be arriving soon - his line in three minutes, mine (supposedly) in five.

"I had a really great time tonight," he said, trying to smooth down his wet hair.

"So did I," I replied, restraining myself from helping him with his hair. "Thank you for being bold."

His cheeks reddened slightly. "Yeah, well... sometimes things are worth being bold for."

My own words from earlier. My tail curled with pleasure at him remembering.

The announcement for his train echoed through the station. "That's me," he said, looking almost reluctant.

"See you next Friday?" I asked, though I already knew we’d be seeing each other sooner.

"Definitely," he smiled. "Maybe we can get ramen again after?"

"I'd like that," I said softly, watching as he headed toward his platform.

He turned back once to wave, and I waved back, maintaining the perfect image of a casual goodbye. Only when he disappeared down the stairs did I allow my carefully controlled expression to break into a wide grin.

Everything was going perfectly. Better than perfectly.

As his train departed, I waited exactly seven minutes before heading to my car, parked two blocks away. I hadn't taken the train at all - I never did after performances. But he didn't need to know that.

Just like he didn't need to know, I'd be taking a slight detour past his apartment on my way home. Just to make sure he got back safely, of course.

After all, it was raining. And I had to protect what was mine.

Even if he didn't know he was mine.

Yet.

The rain had lessened to a gentle drizzle as I walked to my car, but I didn't mind getting wetter. Every drop felt like it was dancing on my skin. I twirled once, then twice, my tail swishing in perfect rhythm as I hummed our newest song - his song.

"Some things are meant to be," I sang softly into the empty street, "across all possible worlds..."

A passing car's headlights made me compose myself momentarily, but as soon as it passed, I resumed my private celebration. I couldn't remember the last time I'd felt this... free. This alive.

My car was exactly where I'd left it, three blocks away from The Blind Tiger. I slipped inside, breathing in the lingering scent of rain and happiness.

The drive to his neighborhood was familiar - I'd mapped out every possible route a week ago. I parked in my usual spot, hidden by the large oak tree that gave me a clear view of his building's entrance. His train would arrive in approximately twelve minutes, and it would take him another seven to walk home.

Right on schedule, I spotted him walking down the street, still trying to fix his wet hair. Even from this distance, my enhanced vision caught every detail: the way his shirt clung to his shoulders, how he avoided the deeper puddles, the slight spring in his step.

My ears perked forward as he paused at his building's entrance, and for a moment, I thought he might have sensed me watching. But he just checked his phone - probably messaging his roommates - before heading inside.

Only when I saw his apartment lights turn on did I finally start my car again. Mission accomplished. He was home safe.

The drive to my apartment was a blur of happy thoughts and half-formed plans. I needed to update my wall - add tonight's mental images to my collection. And my timeline would need adjusting. He'd been bolder than expected, which changed everything.

By the time I reached home, my wet clothes were becoming uncomfortable. I headed straight for the shower, not even stopping to check my Dylan wall first - a testament to how different tonight felt.

The hot water was heaven against my skin, and I let it run over my shoulders as I replayed every moment of the evening. The way his eyes lit up when talking about his work. How he'd remembered my words about being bold. The adorable way he stumbled over asking me out again.

"Next Friday," I whispered, watching water swirl down the drain. But could I wait that long? No, I needed to arrange another "accidental" meeting. The bookstore was too obvious... but his usual coffee shop, the one he visited every morning at 8:15? That had potential.

My tail swished, spraying water droplets against the shower wall as ideas formed. I could start going there for my morning coffee. Let him get used to seeing me in different settings. Build up to more casual interactions.

And then there was the ramen shop - our ramen shop now. He'd seemed genuinely interested in trying other restaurants I recommended. That opened up so many possibilities...

I turned off the water and wrapped myself in a towel, my ears twitching with excitement as I padded to my bedroom. The wall of photos seemed to glow in the dim light, but it needed updating. I'd taken several discrete pictures tonight that would make perfect additions.

Sitting at my desk, I opened my planning notebook - the special one with the blue cover that matched his shirt tonight. Time to revise my timeline, factor in these new developments.

"Patient," I reminded myself, though my tail betrayed my excitement by swishing against the chair. "Have to be patient."

But as I began to write, I couldn't help smiling. Tonight had proven that sometimes the best plans were the ones that evolved naturally.

And Dylan... sweet, perfect Dylan... he was already starting to fall into place.

Just like destiny intended.

Just like I'd planned.

Well, mostly planned.

Monday

Monday morning crawled by at an agonizingly slow pace. I'd chosen my outfit carefully - a casual blue sweater dress that matched my hair, comfortable enough to look unplanned but pretty enough to catch his attention. The promotional flyers in my bag were freshly printed, though I only needed them as props.

"Are you sure you're okay?" my coworker asked as I gathered my things at 11:30. "You look flushed."

"Just feeling a bit under the weather," I said, making sure to add a slight rasp to my voice. "I think I caught something from the rain Friday night."

The lie came easily. I'd spent all weekend planning this "chance" encounter, right down to the timing. According to what I'd observed on my days off, Dylan usually left for lunch at 12:15.

The walk to his office district took exactly seventeen minutes at a casual pace. I'd timed it repeatedly over the weekend, accounting for traffic patterns and crosswalk signals. Today, I arrived at 12:10, positioning myself perfectly near the building's entrance with my flyers.

My ears twitched at every sound from the building's lobby, carefully filtering through the noise until... there. His voice, talking with colleagues about lunch plans.

"The cafeteria's been terrible lately," I heard him say. "Maybe I should try that new place Aaron mentioned."

Perfect.

I pretended to be looking at different walls when the doors opened. My tail swayed naturally, and I kept my ears relaxed - nothing suspicious, just a girl looking at flyers.

"Mika?"

I turned, manufacturing just the right amount of surprise. "Oh! Dylan! What a coincidence!"

"This is unexpected," he smiled, then looked confused. "Didn't we already find spots for the flyers last week?"

"Oh! Yes, but we're doing another round of promotion. Different design, new dates..." I pulled out the flyers, showing him the slightly modified layout.

"They look great," he said, then paused. "But isn't the bookstore quite far from here?"

Another detail I should have considered. I needed to be more careful.

"Yes, but I'm actually meeting someone in this area for lunch," I lied smoothly. "I thought I'd combine it with some promotion. Though my lunch appointment just canceled..." I let my ears droop slightly.

"Oh, that's too bad," he said, that adorable concerned look crossing his face. "I was actually heading out for lunch myself. Would you like to join me? There's this steakhouse Aaron recommended..."

Even better than I'd planned - he was asking me.

"That would be lovely," I said, making sure my voice held just the right amount of grateful surprise. "If you're sure you don't mind?"

"Not at all! It's just around the corner. Unless you prefer something else?"

"I trust your judgment," I said, falling into step beside him. My tail curled with satisfaction - everything was going perfectly according to plan.

Well, technically better than planned. I hadn't expected him to suggest lunch himself.

As we walked, I made sure to maintain a natural distance, though every instinct screamed to move closer. Patience. We had all lunch hour for that.

"So, how was your weekend?" he asked as we waited for a crosswalk signal.

My weekend had been spent planning this moment, tracking his routine, and adding Friday's photos to my wall. But he couldn't know that.

"Quiet," I said instead. "Caught up on some reading. You?"

"Same, actually. I started another book you might like."

"Oh?" My ears perked forward with genuine interest. "Which one?"

"'Quantum Memory' by that same author you recommended. It's about a programmer who discovers he can access memories from parallel universes."

Of course I knew the book. "I love that one! Have you reached the part where he realizes the memories are bleeding into each other?"

"Not yet, but now I'm intrigued," he laughed. "No more spoilers!"

We reached the steakhouse, a modern-looking place with large windows.

"Here we are," he said, holding the door. "Aaron swears by their lunch special."

The restaurant was busy with the lunch crowd but not packed. My nose twitched at the appetizing smell of grilled meat.

"Table for two?" the hostess asked, and my tail swished happily at the phrase.

Once seated, I carefully arranged myself so I could watch both Dylan and the entrance - old habits die hard, and I've always enjoyed being in control.

"Their steak is apparently amazing," Dylan said, scanning the menu. "Though everything looks good."

"Is that what you're going to have?" I asked, though I'd already decided to order whatever he did.

"Think so. Aaron would never let me hear the end of it if I didn't try it. How about you?"

"That sounds perfect," I smiled. "I trust your roommate's taste, considering how much you praised his cooking Friday night."

"You remember that?"

I caught myself - too specific. "Well, you mentioned he cooked before the show..."

"Right," he nodded, though something flickered in his expression. "So, did you start working on any new songs this weekend?"

Safe territory. "Actually, yes. I've been working on something new. It's about..." I hesitated, then decided to be bold. "It's about taking chances and doing things you wouldn't usually do."

"Like running in the rain?" he asked, a slight smile playing on his lips.

"Something like that." I smiled.

The waiter arrived to take our orders, and I noticed how Dylan's fingers drummed nervously on the table as he spoke.

After the waitress left, I studied his face carefully. His nervousness seemed deeper than just lunch-date jitters.

"Is everything okay?" I asked softly, my ears tilted forward in concern.

"That obvious, huh?" He ran a hand through his hair. "I just found out this morning... they're putting me in charge of a huge project at work. Multiple teams, international clients, the whole thing."

"That's wonderful!" I said, genuinely happy for him. My tail swayed with pride - of course they'd recognize his talent.

"I don't know," he sighed. "It might be too much. I've never managed something this big before."

"I doubt anything's too much for you," I said, carefully moderating my tone to stay encouraging rather than intense. "From what you've told me about your work, you seem more than capable."

"You think so?" He looked up, hope flickering in his eyes.

"Absolutely. The way you described solving that memory leak? That shows exactly the kind of problem-solving skills needed for project management."

His shoulders relaxed slightly. "Thanks, Mika. That actually helps a lot to hear-"

A phone ring cut through our conversation. He glanced at the screen, then back at me apologetically.

"Sorry, I should take this. Do you mind?"

I shook my head graciously, though my cat ears were already focused on the call.

"Hello?" he answered.

A female voice came through clearly to my sensitive ears. "Dylan! Long time no talk!"

My claws extended involuntarily, digging into my palms under the table. Who was she? Why did she sound so familiar with him?

"Naomi! Yeah, it's been forever," he replied, smiling at the voice.

My tail bristled. Naomi. I'd need to remember that name.

"So, we're organizing the ten-year reunion," the voice continued. "Next month at the old college. You have to come! Everyone's been asking about you."

My muscles relaxed slightly. Just a college friend. Still, I made a mental note to research this Naomi person thoroughly later.

"Wow, has it really been ten years?" Dylan laughed. "Let me check my calendar and get back to you?"

A few more exchanges followed before he hung up, turning back to me.

"Sorry about that," he said. "An old college friend. They're planning our ten-year reunion."

"Sounds fun," I said lightly, "Are you planning to go?"

"Maybe. It would be nice to see everyone again," he mused. "Though some of those memories are a bit embarrassing."

"Oh?" My ears perked forward. Any information about his past was valuable.

"Let's just say I went through a brief phase of thinking I could be a DJ," he chuckled.

I giggled, storing this detail away. "I'd love to hear about that."

"DJ phase?" I prompted, loving how his cheeks reddened slightly.

"It was Aaron's fault, really," he explained. "He convinced me to buy all this equipment. I spent a whole semester practicing, thinking I'd be the next big thing."

"What kind of music did you play?"

"Mostly electronic remixes of anime openings," he admitted, covering his face. "I even had a stage name."

My tail curled with delight. "Which was...?"

"No way," he laughed. "That secret goes to my grave."

"I bet I could get it out of you," I teased.

"Please don't. I'd never hear the end of it." His eyes crinkled when he smiled genuinely, I noticed. Another detail for my notes.

The waitress arrived with our food, momentarily pausing our conversation. The steaks were perfectly presented, served on sizzling plates with rich demi-glace sauce, alongside crisp vegetables and golden potato wedges.

"This looks amazing," I said, carefully cutting into the perfectly cooked meat.

"Aaron was right again," Dylan nodded, taking a bite. "So, what about you? Where did you go to college?"

I took a moment to savor my food before answering. "I started at Metropolitan University, actually. International Business program."

"Started?"

"Mm. Left after two years," I said, my ears flattening slightly at the memory. "It felt... constraining. Too many rules, too many expectations. Especially for a catgirl."

"That must have been a difficult decision," he said softly.

"It was, at first. But it led me to where I am now, so I don't regret it." My tail swished thoughtfully. "Though I did get something useful out of it."

"What's that?"

"Learned Spanish," I smiled. "Took it as an elective and fell in love with the language. It's beautiful, muy melodioso."

"That's impressive!"

"Gracias. Though I'm a bit rusty now. Don't get many chances to practice nowadays."

"Why don't you incorporate it into your songs?" he asked, taking another bite of his steak. "Could add an interesting element to your sound."

"I've thought about it, but..." I poked at my vegetables. "I'm already pushing boundaries being a catgirl fronting a rock band. Adding foreign language lyrics might be too much."

"Too much for who?" His voice was gentle but firm. "The same people who thought a catgirl couldn't be a lead singer?"

"It's different," I said softly. "What if people hate it?"

"Like they hated your new songs on Friday?" He raised an eyebrow. "The ones everyone was cheering for?"

My tail curled at the memory - and at his encouragement. "You really think it could work?"

"Why not? Lots of successful bands mix languages. And your voice..." he paused, seeming to choose his words carefully. "Your voice could make anything sound amazing."

I felt warmth spread through my chest at his praise. Sweet, supportive Dylan. He had no idea how perfect he was.

"Maybe I'll try writing something," I said. "A verse or two, see how it feels."

"I'd love to hear it," he smiled, then glanced at his watch and his expression fell slightly. "Oh, lunch hour's almost over."

"Time flies when you're having fun."

"It really does," he agreed. "This was nice. Much better than the convenience store."

"We could... do it again sometime? Try another place in the area?"

"I'd love that," he said, his smile making my heart race. "Actually, there's this new Thai place that opened last week..."

"The one on Cherry Street?" I asked, then quickly added, "A customer told me about it and said it was incredible."

"Yeah! Have you tried it?"

"Not yet," I said, "Maybe we could check it out together?"

"Tomorrow?" he suggested, then immediately looked embarrassed at his eagerness. "I mean, if you're free. No pressure."

My tail curled with delight. He was initiating plans again. Perfect.

"Tomorrow works perfectly," I said, keeping my voice casual despite wanting to purr with happiness. "Same time?"

"Great! I'll text you the exact address—" he stopped. "Oh. I don't actually have your number."

This was it. The moment I'd been waiting for. I'd memorized my perfectly crafted "casual" response.

"We should fix that," I said, pulling out my phone.

As he entered his number in my phone, I noticed his hands were slightly shaky. Nervous? Excited? I'd overthink that later.

"I'll send you a text so you have mine," I said, typing out a message:

"Looking forward to tomorrow! - Mika ??"

His phone buzzed, and he smiled at the message. "Perfect. I should probably head back to work..."

"Of course," I said, standing gracefully. "Thank you for lunch."

"Thank you for the company," he replied.

As we walked to the door, I made a mental note to arrive at the Thai place thirty minutes early tomorrow, just to ensure we got the perfect table. And maybe check the background of every female server just to be safe.

After all, lunch dates were delicate things.

And I intended to make this one perfect.

Just like everything else would be.


Chapter 9 - Dylan

I couldn't focus on code after lunch. The project specifications on my screen kept blurring into memories of golden eyes and blue hair, of musical laughter and twitching ears that seemed to hang on my every word.

"Hey, earth to Dylan!" My team lead's voice snapped me back to reality. "How's the preliminary planning going?"

"Oh, uh, just reviewing the requirements," I said, quickly maximizing my IDE. Had I really spent twenty minutes staring at the same line of code?

The afternoon crawled by in a strange mix of anxiety about the new project and excited anticipation for tomorrow's lunch. I kept checking my phone, re-reading Mika's message with the musical note emoji.

Had I really asked for her number? Had I really suggested lunch again tomorrow?

This wasn't like me at all. I was the guy who overthought everything, who needed weeks to work up the courage just to email a coworker. Yet somehow, with Mika, things felt... different. Easier. Natural.

By the time I got home, my mind was still spinning with these thoughts.

"Someone's in a good mood," Aaron called from the kitchen as I entered our apartment. "Good day at work?"

"You could say that," I replied, dropping my bag.

John looked up from his laptop. "Does this have anything to do with why you disappeared at lunch?"

I hesitated, but they'd find out eventually. "I ran into Mika."

"Catgirl singer Mika?" Aaron stuck his head out of the kitchen, eyebrows raised. "Just randomly ran into her? Again?"

"She was in the area," I said defensively. "Doing promotion for the band."

"In the business district?" John asked skeptically. "Didn’t you say her bookstore was on the other side of town?"

I hadn't thought about that. "She said she was meeting someone for lunch, but they canceled..."

"Uh-huh," Aaron emerged fully from the kitchen, wearing his signature knowing grin. "And let me guess, you gallantly offered to have lunch with her?"

"Actually, yes." I couldn't help smiling. "We went to that steakhouse you recommended."

"And?" They were both staring at me now.

"And... we're having lunch again tomorrow. At the new Thai place."

"Wait, what?" John sat up straight. "You asked her out again? You? Mr. 'I need to create a flowchart before sending a text'?"

"I also got her number," I admitted, feeling my face heat up.

Aaron dramatically clutched his chest. "Who are you and what have you done with our Dylan?"

"Very funny," I muttered, heading to my room.

"No, seriously," John called after me. "You never do this. You're usually too busy overthinking every possible scenario to actually ask someone out."

He had a point. Even I was surprised by my boldness lately.

"There's just something about her," I said, turning back to them. "She's easy to talk to. Interesting. Different."

"Different enough to make you brave," Aaron nodded approvingly. "Just be careful, okay?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, you know what they say about catgirls when they get interested in someone..."

"Not this again," I groaned. "I've told you, she's not like that. She's actually kind of shy off-stage."

"If you say so," John shrugged. "Just don't come crying to us when she starts marking her territory or something."

"That's not... she wouldn't..." I shook my head. "You guys watch too many dramas."

But as I headed to my room, their words niggled at the back of my mind. Was I being too impulsive? Moving too fast?

My phone buzzed with another message from Mika: "Hope the rest of your work day went well! Looking forward to tomorrow ??"

I found myself smiling again. No, this felt right. Different, yes, but right.

Even if my roommates thought I was crazy.

Even if I was acting completely unlike myself.

Next Day

The morning meetings had gone surprisingly well. Despite my distraction, I'd managed to present a solid outline for the new project, and the team seemed enthusiastic about my leadership. Yet, as I stared at my monitor, watching the clock tick from 11:03 to 11:04, I couldn't focus on anything but lunch.

"Your code's got a syntax error," my colleague pointed out, peering at my screen.

"What? Oh." I'd typed 'mika' instead of 'make' in a command. Smooth.

I corrected the error, trying to force myself to concentrate. The Thai place wasn't going anywhere, and lunch was still over an hour away. Still, I found myself checking my phone every few minutes, re-reading our morning exchange:

Mika (8:45 AM): "Good morning! We still on for lunch?"

Me (8:47 AM): "Of course! Can't wait! ??"

Such a simple conversation, yet it had made my morning coffee taste better somehow. What was happening to me? I'd never been this... affected by someone before. Sure, I'd had crushes, been on dates, but this felt different.

"Reeves?" My team lead's voice broke through my thoughts. "About the database schema..."

"Right here," I said, pulling up the relevant documents.

Work. I needed to focus on work.

But as I explained him the technical specifications, part of my mind kept wandering to golden eyes and blue hair, to the way her ears twitched when she was interested in something, how her tail swayed when she laughed...

11:23 now.

Was I really falling for her? It seemed too soon, too fast. We'd only had what, three real interactions? The shows, the ramen, yesterday's lunch... yet each time, conversation flowed so naturally. She understood my tech jokes, shared my taste in books, and somehow made me brave enough to actually ask for her number.

My phone buzzed - probably another project-related email. But when I glanced at it, my heart did skip a beat.

Mika (11:24 AM): "Hope your morning is going well! See you soon! ??"

I caught myself smiling at the screen like an idiot and quickly put the phone away. This was ridiculous. I was acting like a teenager with his first crush.

But was it mutual? Sure, she'd agreed to lunch again and seemed to enjoy our conversations. But she was naturally friendly - I'd seen how she interacted with fans after shows. Maybe I was reading too much into things.

Aaron's warning about catgirls echoed in my mind. Was I being naive? Too eager?

11:45.

The code on my screen might as well have been written in hieroglyphics for all the sense it made to me now. I saved my work and started gathering my things.

"Heading to lunch?" my colleague asked.

"Yeah, meeting someone," I tried to sound casual.

"The same someone from yesterday?" He smirked. "The one that made you type 'mika' three more times in your code?"

"I did not—" I checked my code. Oh. I had. "Whatever. I'm going to be late."

As I waited for the elevator, I checked my reflection in the metal doors. Hair okay? Shirt not too wrinkled?

A group of coworkers joined me at the elevator, and I heard them whispering.

"...that's him, the one who had lunch with the catgirl yesterday..."

"...saw them through the steakhouse window..."

"...never seen him smile so much..."

Great. Office gossip worked faster than our network speeds. I pretended to be very interested in my phone, though I was actually re-reading Mika's messages from this morning.

The elevator finally arrived, and I stepped in, trying to ignore the curious glances. Was it really that surprising? Sure, relationships between humans and catpeople weren't common, but...

Relationship? Where had that thought come from? We'd had lunch twice - well, about to be twice. That wasn't a relationship.

The elevator seemed to stop at every floor, and each new person who entered seemed to look at me just a little too long. Was I being paranoid? By the time we reached the twentieth floor, the small space was uncomfortably full.

"Big date, Reeves?" one of the accounting guys asked with a knowing smile.

"Just lunch," I muttered, though I could feel my ears getting warm.

"Right, right. Just lunch. That's why you have that big smile plastered all over your face??"

Was I that obvious?

By the time I reached the lobby, it was 11:55. The Thai place was only a five-minute walk, but I didn't want to be late. As I pushed through the revolving doors into the bright afternoon sun, I caught my reflection one last time in the glass. Hair still okay. Shirt still relatively unwrinkled.

"Just lunch," I reminded myself firmly. "Don't overthink it."

The walk to the restaurant felt both too long and too short. My mind kept racing with possibilities. What if she didn't show up? What if she did? What if—

I pushed open the door to the Thai restaurant, and the host immediately smiled.

"Are you Dylan? Your friend is already here."

Following his gesture, I spotted her at a corner table, and all coherent thought left my brain.

She wore a dark blue skirt that fell just above her knees, paired with black tights that highlighted her long legs. Her usual oversized work sweaters had hidden what I now realized was a perfect hourglass figure. Her tail swayed gracefully behind her as she checked her phone, and her blue hair caught the restaurant's ambient lighting in a way that made it seem to shimmer.

How had I not noticed before? I mean, I'd known she was pretty, but this was...

She looked up, catching sight of me, and her whole face lit up. Her ears perked forward, and that smile... that smile could power the entire city grid.

"Dylan!" she called out, and I froze in place.

Words. I should say words.

"Hi," I managed, approaching the table. "Have you been waiting long?"

"Not at all," she smiled, her tail swishing gently. "I just got here a few minutes ago."

As I sat down across from her, I caught a hint of her perfume - something subtle and sweet that made it hard to focus on the menu she was offering me.

"The host recommended their curry," she said, her golden eyes meeting mine. "Unless you'd prefer something else?"

"Curry sounds great," I said, trying to focus on the menu instead of how the light caught her eyes. "Any preference on spice level?"

"I can handle more heat than most people expect," she smiled, her tail swaying with what seemed like amusement. "Another catgirl stereotype proven wrong."

"You’re full of surprises," I grinned, then noticed something. "Is that a guitar pick necklace?"

Her hand went to the small silver pendant I hadn't noticed before. "Yes! I found it at a vintage shop. Do you like it?"

"It's beautiful," I said honestly. "Suits you."

Her ears twitched happily at the compliment.

"Speaking of music, I've been thinking about what you said yesterday, about incorporating Spanish into our songs..."

"Did you try writing something?"

"Maybe," she said shyly, her tail curling slightly. "Just a few lines. Nothing concrete yet."

The waiter approached before I could respond, and we ordered our curries - both spicy, though she opted for the highest heat level available.

"So," she said after the waiter left, "how's the new project going? Still feeling overwhelmed?"

The fact that she remembered and asked about it made my chest warm.

"Actually, the morning meetings went really well. The team seems excited about—"

My phone buzzed. A message from Aaron: "Don't forget about game night tonight!"

I quickly silenced my phone. "Sorry about that."

"Game night?" she asked, and I realized she must have seen the notification.

"Yeah, weekly tradition with my roommates. Usually ends up with Aaron rage-quitting and John ordering too much pizza."

Her ears perked up with interest. "What kind of games?"

"Mostly Mario Kart or fighting games," I explained. "Though John's been trying to get us into this new MMO..."

"Like Stellar Exodus?" Her tail swished with interest. "I heard they're making a sequel."

"You play games too?" I couldn't hide my surprise.

"Occasionally," she smiled. "Though I prefer single-player RPGs. More story-focused."

The waiter returned with our curries, the aromatic steam rising between us. Her eyes lit up at the sight, ears perking forward.

"This smells amazing," she said, picking up her spoon. "Though not as good as that ramen place."

"Our ramen place," I said without thinking, then felt my face heat up. "I mean..."

But her smile widened, and her tail did a happy little curl.

"Our ramen place," she repeated softly.

Trying to cover my embarrassment, I took a bite of curry - and immediately reached for my water. "Wow, this is... this is hot."

She giggled, taking a big spoonful of her even spicier curry without flinching.

"Too much for you?"

"Show off," I muttered, but I couldn't help smiling.

"I could order you some milk," she teased, her golden eyes sparkling with mischief.

"I'll manage," I said with dignity, though my eyes were watering slightly. "So, um, about those Spanish lyrics..."

Her ears twitched with what seemed like pleased surprise that I'd remembered.

"Would you... would you like to hear what I have so far?"

"I'd love to," I said honestly, watching as her ears twitched nervously.

"Well, it's just a rough draft," she said, her tail swaying with what seemed like a mix of excitement and anxiety. "The chorus goes: 'Bajo la luna llena, encuentro mi destino...'"

Her voice, even in this quiet restaurant setting, was mesmerizing. The Spanish words flowed melodically, and though I didn't understand them, I could feel the emotion behind them.

"That was beautiful," I said when she finished. "What does it mean?"

"'Under the full moon, I find my destiny,'" she translated, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. "It's part of a larger piece about... about finding something unexpected. Or becoming something unexpected."

Something in her tone made my heart beat faster. "Like a catgirl becoming a rock singer?"

"Something like that," she smiled mysteriously, taking another bite of her curry.

"You should definitely use it in the next show," I said, managing another spoonful of my own curry without reaching for water. "The audience would love it."

"You think so?" Her ears perked up. "Even with the language switch?"

"Especially with that. It adds another layer to your sound."

She studied me for a moment, those golden eyes seeming to look right through me. "You're different, you know that?"

"Different?"

"Most people try to put me in boxes. Catgirl should be shy. Bookstore clerk should be quiet. Singer should stick to what's expected." Her tail swished thoughtfully. "But you... you just accept me as I am."

I felt my face heat up, and this time it wasn't from the curry.

"Well, why shouldn't I? You're..." Amazing? Perfect? I settled for, "You're you."

Her smile could have lit up the whole restaurant. "Thank you, Dylan."

The way she said my name made my stomach clench. Or maybe that was the curry.

"So," she continued, "after you survive this curry, would you like to try that family-owned place everyone is talking about on social media? It’s close by, and their Pad Thai is legendary."

"Another lunch date?" The word slipped out before I could stop it.

But instead of being put off, her ears perked up even more, and her tail did that happy curl again.

"Date?" she asked softly.

Well, I'd already said it. Might as well be brave. "Yeah. I mean, if you want it to be?"

She reached for her water glass, and I noticed her hand trembling slightly.

"I'd like that," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Tomorrow?" I asked, feeling oddly bold.

"Tomorrow's perfect," she smiled, then added, "Though you might want to order something less spicy next time."

"Hey, I'm handling this just fine," I protested, even as I reached for my water again.

She laughed, and the sound made me forget all about the burning in my mouth. "Of course you are."

Looking at her across the table, watching her ears twitch with amusement and her tail sway happily, I realized I was in deep trouble. This wasn't just attraction anymore. This was something more, something that made me both terrified and excited.

And judging by the way she was looking at me, maybe, just maybe, she felt it too.


Chapter 10 - Mika

Everything was perfect. Better than perfect. He'd called it a date - actually used that word! - and asked for another one tomorrow.

My careful planning was paying off better than I'd hoped, though his boldness today had been a wonderful surprise.

I watched him attempt another bite of his curry, admiring how he tried to hide his reaction to the spice. So brave, my Dylan. Even if his face was adorably red.

"You've got a bit of curry," he gestured to the corner of his own mouth, "right there."

My tongue darted out, trying to catch it, but his laugh told me I'd missed.

"Here, let me," he said, and before I could process what was happening, his finger gently brushed the corner of my mouth.

Time stopped.

His touch was feather-light, barely there, but it sent electricity through my entire body. My tail went rigid, ears standing straight up, and I had to fight every instinct not to grab his hand and keep it there.

First touch. Our first touch. My mind raced to document every detail: the slight roughness of his fingertip, the lingering warmth where he'd made contact, the way his own eyes widened slightly as if he'd surprised himself with his boldness.

"Got it," he said softly, quickly withdrawing his hand.

I forced myself to breathe normally, to keep my tail from showing too much excitement. But inside, I was burning. That single point of contact had awakened something primal, something that screamed mine, mine, mine.

"Thank you," I managed to say, proud that my voice remained steady despite the chaos in my head.

He was blushing now, seeming to realize what he'd done. "Sorry, I should have just told you where it was..."

"No!" I said quickly, "I mean, it's fine. Really."

More than fine. Perfect. Wonderful. Everything.

I took a sip of water, trying to cool the fire running through my veins. This wasn't part of today's plan. I wasn't prepared for this level of intimate contact yet. My timeline needed serious adjustment.

But as I watched him nervously take another bite of curry, clearly trying to move past the moment, I couldn't help but smile. Sometimes the best moments were the unplanned ones.

And now I knew exactly what his touch felt like.

Just another detail to add to my collection.

Just another reason he was perfect.

Just another way he was mine.

Taking another sip of water to steady myself, I decided to be bold. After all, he'd just crossed a physical boundary - surely I could push things forward a little?

"You know," I said, carefully keeping my tail's excited swishing under control, "if you're interested in how the Spanish lyrics fit with the music..."

"Yes?" His eyes met mine, still carrying a hint of embarrassment from our moment earlier.

"We practice on Wednesday evenings. You could... come watch? If you want?" I held my breath, ears forward attentively awaiting his response.

"Really? That wouldn't disturb your practice?"

"Not at all," I said quickly. "Sometimes having an audience helps. And afterward..." I paused for effect, "maybe we could grab dinner? Something less spicy than this curry?"

His face lit up. "I'd love that! I mean, if you're sure the band wouldn't mind?"

"They'd love to meet you properly," I said, though truthfully, I hadn't mentioned him to them at all. I'd have to prepare them, make sure they understood how to behave—no embarrassing stories, no teasing, nothing that could scare him away.

"What time do you usually practice?"

"Seven to nine," I said, "There's this great Italian place nearby that's open late..."

"Perfect," he smiled. "Should I bring anything? Like, for the practice?"

So considerate. So perfect. My tail curled with pleasure.

"Just yourself," I said softly. "Though maybe wear something casual. The studio can get warm."

His phone buzzed again - probably work reminding him lunch hour was almost over. My ears flattened slightly at the thought of him leaving.

"Speaking of work," he sighed, checking the message, "I should probably head back soon."

"Of course," I said, though every fiber of my being wanted to keep him here. "Big project to manage, after all."

"Yeah..." he looked hesitant. "About Wednesday, though, could you text me the studio address?"

"Already planning to," I smiled, though I'd planned exactly how to guide him there. "It's not far from your office, actually."

He looked surprised. "How do you know where my office is?"

Careful.

"I have an idea. You mentioned the tech district yesterday, remember? And I've done band promotion in that area."

"Right, of course," he nodded, seeming satisfied with the explanation.

The waiter brought our check, and before I could reach for it, Dylan had already handed over his card.

"My treat," he said firmly. "You can get dinner on Wednesday? Or tomorrow's lunch?"

"Deal," I agreed, though I'd already planned to accidentally forget my wallet tomorrow. Every opportunity for future dates was valuable.

As we stood to leave, I noticed a small curry stain on his sleeve. My fingers itched to fix it, to touch him like he'd touched me earlier, but I held back. Too soon. Had to be patient.

"Thanks for lunch," I said instead. "And for... encouraging me about the Spanish lyrics."

"Thanks for sharing them with me," he replied, holding the door open as we left. "I can't wait to hear how they sound with the full band."

The first drops hit us just as we stepped away from the restaurant's awning. I looked up at the darkening sky, secretly thrilled. Rain hadn't been in the forecast - I'd checked three different weather apps - but this was perfect.

"Oh no," Dylan looked at the sky, then at me. "No umbrella?"

I shook my head, my ears twitching as another drop hit them. "I checked the weather this morning... We really are unlucky."

"We really are," he laughed. "Listen, my office is just two blocks away. We can run there, and I'll lend you my umbrella. You can return it tomorrow at lunch?"

His umbrella. Something of his that I could keep. Even if just for a day. My heart raced at the thought.

"Are you sure? Won't you need it?"

"I have a spare in the office," he said, as the rain started falling harder. "Ready to run?"

I nodded, and we took off together. The rain was coming down in sheets now, and I could feel my dress getting soaked. But I didn't care. Running beside Dylan, hearing his breathless laughter, feeling the occasional brush of his arm against mine - it was magical.

Until it wasn't.

My foot hit a slick patch of sidewalk, and suddenly the world tilted. I felt myself falling and tried to catch myself, but everything happened too fast. Pain shot through my ankle as I hit the ground.

"Mika!" Dylan was beside me instantly, his hands hovering over me, unsure where to touch. "Are you okay?"

I tried to stand, but the moment I put weight on my right ankle, pain lanced through it. I couldn't hold back a small cry.

"Don't try to stand," he said, his voice firm but gentle. His hand found my shoulder, steadying me. "Let me look at it."

The rain was still pouring, but Dylan didn't seem to notice or care that he was getting soaked. His focus was entirely on me, and despite the pain, I felt a thrill of pleasure at his attention.

"Can you move it?" he asked, carefully examining my ankle without touching it.

I tried, wincing. "A little. But it hurts to put weight on it."

"It might be sprained," he said, concern evident in his voice. "We need to get you somewhere dry, get some ice on it." He paused, then added, "If you're comfortable with it, I can drive you home. My car's in the office parking garage."

Home? My home? Where I hadn't prepared for him to see yet?

"But your work..." I started.

"I'll text them there's a family emergency," he said, already pulling out his phone. "This is more important."

Family emergency. He considered this important enough to use that excuse. My heart soared even as my ankle throbbed.

"Okay," I said softly. "Thank you."

"Here," he put his phone away and moved closer. "Put your arm around my shoulders. I'll help you."

I did as he said, trying not to show how much his proximity affected me. He smelled amazing, even soaking wet - like rain and that subtle cologne I'd noticed earlier, and something uniquely him that I wanted to bottle and keep forever.

"Ready?" he asked, his arm secure around my waist.

I nodded, unable to trust my voice. We started moving slowly, me hopping on my good foot while he supported most of my weight. Each step was a new exercise in self-control - fighting both the pain in my ankle and the urge to burrow closer into his warmth.

"You're doing great," he encouraged as we made our way to the parking garage. "Just a little further."

The garage was pretty much full when we reached it. Dylan helped me hop to a silver Civic - newer model, well-maintained, exactly as I'd noted during my previous observations.

"Here we are," he said, helping me lean against the car while he fished out his keys. "Let me get the passenger door."

As he opened the door, I caught his concerned glance at my soaked dress. "I have a blanket in the back," he said. "You can wrap up in it if you want. Don't want you catching cold on top of everything else."

His blanket. Another piece of him I could touch, smell, keep close.

"That would be nice," I managed to say.

He helped me into the passenger seat with surprising gentleness, making sure my ankle was carefully positioned. Then he reached into the backseat and pulled out a soft grey blanket.

"Here," he draped it over me, his hands brushing my shoulders. "Comfortable?"

I nodded, already breathing in his scent from the blanket, memorizing it.

"Good," he smiled, though worry still creased his forehead. "Let me run around to the driver's side, and we'll get you home."

As he closed my door and jogged around the car, I pulled the blanket closer, letting its softness envelop me. This wasn't how I'd planned to get into his car for the first time - that scenario had involved a much more elaborate setup - but sometimes fate had better ideas.

And now I had his blanket.

The driver's door opened, and Dylan slid in, immediately turning up the heat.

"You'll have to give me directions," he said, starting the car. "I don't think you mentioned where you live?"

No, I hadn't. But I knew exactly how many minutes it would take to get there from this garage, which routes had the least traffic at this time of day, and which would give me the most time with him.

I settled deeper into his blanket, surrounded by his scent, and smiled despite my throbbing ankle.

"Take a right out of the garage," I said softly. "I'll guide you."

"Would you mind if we stop at a pharmacy first?" Dylan asked as he pulled out of the garage. "You should probably get some painkillers, some ice and maybe a compression bandage."

My heart fluttered. He wanted to take care of me.

"That's really thoughtful," I said, watching how his wet hair stuck to his forehead. "But you're already missing work..."

"Work will survive," he smiled, glancing at me briefly before returning his eyes to the road. "Besides, proper first aid is important."

I shifted slightly in the seat, pretending to adjust my position to hide how his words affected me. The blanket - his blanket - was getting damp from my dress, but I couldn't bring myself to care. It would just make his scent linger longer when I washed it.

"There's a CVS two blocks ahead," I offered, though I knew there was a closer Walgreens. The CVS route would give us an extra three minutes together.

"Perfect," he nodded, then added, "How's the ankle feeling?"

"Still throbbing," I admitted.

In truth, I barely noticed the pain anymore, too focused on being in his car, wrapped in his blanket, having his full attention.

"We'll get you fixed up soon," he promised, and my tail curled with pleasure under the blanket.

The rain drummed steadily on the car's roof, creating an intimate atmosphere. Each turn of the wipers revealed new sheets of water as if the weather itself was conspiring to keep us together longer.

"I might have to cancel your invitation to band practice. I won’t be in my best mood. I won’t even be able to move around." I said suddenly, realizing I should probably address it. "I might not even be able to perform on Friday if this doesn't heal quickly."

"Don't worry about that," he said quickly. "Just focus on getting better. Though..." he hesitated, then continued, "maybe I could still come watch practice on Wednesday? Even if you're just sitting and directing?"

My ears perked up immediately. "You'd still want to come?"

"Of course," he smiled, pulling into the CVS parking lot. "I'd like to see how it all comes together, even if you can't perform."

Perfect. Everything was perfect.

"Stay here," he said, putting the car in park. "I'll run in and get what we need."

Before I could protest, he was out in the rain again, jogging toward the store entrance. I watched him disappear inside, then quickly pulled out my phone. A few quick texts to the band would ensure they knew exactly how to behave on Wednesday.

I also needed my apartment cleaned before we arrived. All the photos and the shrine had to be hidden. A few quick messages to my neighbor would take care of that - she owed me several favors and knew better than to ask questions.

Looking up, I saw Dylan returning with a CVS bag, already soaked again from the short run. He slid back into the driver's seat, water droplets running down his face.

"Got everything," he said, handing me the bag. "Ice pack, compression bandage, and some pain relievers. Oh, and these..." He pulled out a small package of cat-safe chocolate cookies, looking slightly embarrassed. "I thought they might help?"

I stared at the cookies, my heart threatening to burst. He'd thought about what kinds of treats were safe for me. He'd remembered I was different, had specific needs, and he'd cared enough to check.

"Thank you," I whispered, trying to keep my voice steady. "That's... really sweet of you."

"It's nothing," he said, starting the car again. "Now, which way to your place?"

I directed him through the rain-slicked streets, deliberately choosing routes that would add a few precious minutes to our journey. Each turn brought us closer to my apartment, closer to the moment he'd see my space - my sanctuary.

And maybe, just maybe, this injury was exactly what we needed to bring us closer together.

"Turn left here," I said softly, watching his hands on the steering wheel. "We're almost there."


Chapter 11 - Dylan

I followed Mika's directions, trying to focus on the road despite my growing concern. Her ankle had swollen visibly during our brief stop at CVS, and though she tried to hide it, I could see pain flashing across her face whenever we hit a bump.

"Just up ahead," she said, pointing to a modern apartment complex. "Building C, there's guest parking on the right."

The rain had finally begun to ease as I pulled into a spot. The complex was nicer than I'd expected - all glass and steel, with well-maintained gardens. Definitely not the typical struggling musician's residence.

"I'm on the second floor," she said softly, and my heart sank.

"Stairs?"

She nodded, ears drooping slightly. "There's no elevator in this building."

"Okay," I took a deep breath, turning to face her. "If you're comfortable with it, I can help you up. Just... let me know if I'm hurting you or if you want to stop."

Her eyes widened slightly, and I saw a faint blush color her cheeks.

"Thank you," she whispered.

Getting out of the car, I jogged around to her side, opening the door carefully. She still had my blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and something about that sight made my chest tight.

"Ready?" I asked, offering my arm for support.

She nodded, shifting carefully. As she stood, putting weight on her good leg, she stumbled slightly. Without thinking, I caught her, one arm around her waist, the other steadying her shoulder.

"Sorry," she murmured, her face now definitely red.

"Don't apologize," I said, adjusting my grip to better support her. "Let's just take it slow."

The stairs were a challenge. Each step required careful coordination, with Mika hopping on her good foot while I practically carried her. She was lighter than I expected, and despite the awkwardness of the situation, there was something oddly intimate about having her trust me this way.

"Almost there," she said as we reached the second floor. Her ears were twitching nervously, and her tail had wrapped itself around my wrist - something I pretended not to notice.

We made our way down the corridor to her door - 2C. She fumbled briefly with her keys before managing to unlock it.

"I should warn you," she said hesitantly, "I wasn't expecting company..."

"Mika," I smiled, "I just want to make sure you're safely inside and get some ice on that ankle. I promise I'm not here to judge your housekeeping."

She let out a small laugh, then pushed the door open.

The apartment was... surprisingly clean. The living room was minimalist but cozy, with a comfortable-looking couch, a few tasteful music posters, and an impressive collection of books along one wall. Everything seemed carefully arranged, almost staged.

"The couch?" I suggested, and she nodded.

As I helped her over, I caught a glimpse of what looked like a home studio setup in the corner - high-end equipment that probably explained the nice apartment. Clearly, there was more to Mika's music career than just the band.

"Here we go," I said, helping her settle onto the couch. "Let's get that ankle elevated..."

I grabbed a throw pillow, gently lifting her leg to place it underneath. She winced slightly but didn't protest.

"I'll get the ice pack ready," I said, looking around. "Kitchen?"

"Through there," she pointed, though something in her voice made me glance back at her. She looked... nervous? But when our eyes met, she just smiled.

As I headed toward the kitchen, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was off. The apartment was perfect - too perfect. Like a showroom, or a carefully curated set.

But then again, I reminded myself, I was probably just being paranoid. After all, what could possibly be wrong with an apartment being too clean?

Walking back with the ice pack, I couldn't help but look around more carefully. The audio equipment alone must have cost thousands.

"This might be cold," I warned, carefully placing the pack on her ankle. "Look, I have to ask... how do you manage all this? I mean, bookstore salary and local gigs..."

Her ears flattened slightly, and she fidgeted with the edge of my blanket, which she was still wearing.

"Can you promise not to tell anyone?" she asked, her voice small. "And... not to laugh?"

"Of course," I said, settling onto the floor next to the couch to keep the ice pack in place. "Whatever it is, I promise it stays between us."

She took a deep breath. "I'm... kind of a YouTuber? I do music covers and originals, but I never show my face. Just my hands on the guitar, sometimes my voice. The catgirl thing..." she gestured to her ears, "it's complicated enough without putting myself out there completely."

My eyes widened. "Wait, seriously? That's amazing!"

"It's not that big a deal," she said quickly, though her tail swished with pleasure at my reaction. "The money isn't crazy or anything, but it covers the rent. The bookstore and band money handles everything else."

"Not that big a deal?" I shook my head in amazement. "Mika, you're literally living your dream. You found a way to make music your life while still protecting yourself. That's... that's incredible."

She looked at me then, really looked at me, her eyes searching mine. "You really think so?"

"I do," I said, and before I could stop myself, I added, "I wish I had your courage."

"What do you mean?"

I adjusted the ice pack, buying time. Why was I even considering telling her this? But something about her confession, about the trust she'd shown...

"I have this dream," I said lowly. "It's stupid, especially now with the promotion, but... I've always wanted to make a mecha game. Not just any game, but something that really captures what I loved about the old anime classics. I have all these ideas, these designs..."

"That's not stupid at all," she interrupted, her ears perked forward. "Why haven't you tried?"

"Because it's insane?" I laughed without humor. "Leaving a stable job, especially now? Trading security for a dream that might never work?"

"But you're not happy," she said softly, and the simple truth of it hit me like a punch to the gut.

"I'm... comfortable," I corrected, but even I could hear how weak it sounded.

"There's a difference between being comfortable and being alive," she said, reaching out to touch my shoulder. The contact sent a jolt through me. "Trust me, I know. Before I started the YouTube channel, I was just existing. Now? Even with all the complications, all the hiding... I'm living."

I stared at her, struck by how passionate she looked in that moment. Her eyes were bright, her ears forward, her whole body seeming to vibrate with conviction despite her injury.

"Maybe," I said slowly, "but it's not that simple..."

"Nothing worth doing ever is," she smiled. "But you know what? I bet you'd be amazing at it. The way you talk about books, about stories... I can hear the passion there. Imagine if you could put that into creating something of your own."

Her words hit something deep inside me, something I'd been trying to ignore for years. And sitting there, holding an ice pack on her ankle while she essentially read my soul, I felt more understood than I had in a long time.

"I haven't told anyone about this," I admitted. "Not even my friends."

"I'm honored you told me," she said, and the sincerity in her voice was unmistakable. "And for what it's worth? I believe in you."

Four simple words, but they made my heart race. Looking up at her, seeing the absolute conviction in her expression, I suddenly understood why her band hired her right away. There was something magnetic about her belief, something that made you want to believe, too.

"How's the ankle feeling?" I asked her.

"Better with the ice," she told me. "Thank you. For everything."

"Of course. I couldn't just leave you in the rain."

Her tail curled around my wrist again as I adjusted the ice pack. This time, I was sure it was intentional.

"Still," she said softly, "most people wouldn't have missed work for a girl they just met."

"We didn't just meet," I found myself saying. "I mean, technically yes, but after lunch yesterday and today, and the show... it feels like..." I trailed off, not sure how to express what I meant.

"Like we've known each other longer?" she finished, her ears perking up hopefully.

"Exactly," I nodded, relieved she understood. "It's weird, right?"

"Not weird," she smiled. "Sometimes people just... fit."

She was right - we did fit, somehow. Talking to her was easy, natural. Even sitting here on her floor, holding an ice pack on her ankle, felt comfortable in a way it shouldn't with someone I'd known for such a short time.

"I should probably let you rest," I said reluctantly, checking my watch. "It's been almost twenty minutes with the ice."

"Oh," her ears drooped slightly. "Right. Of course."

I started to stand, but her tail tightened around my wrist.

"Would you..." she hesitated, then seemed to gather her courage. "Would you mind staying just a little longer? At least until the rain stops completely? I could show you some of my YouTube setup, maybe? If you're interested?"

The responsible thing would be to go back to work. I had meetings, deadlines, expectations to meet.

But looking at her hopeful expression, at the way her tail was still wrapped around my wrist like she couldn't bear to let go...

"I'd love to see your setup," I heard myself say. "And you probably shouldn't be walking around alone just yet anyway."

Her whole face lit up, and suddenly, going back to work seemed like the most ridiculous idea in the world.

"Great! Let me just..." she started to move, but I put a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"Stay put. Just tell me what to bring over here."

She beamed at me, and I felt that now-familiar flutter in my chest.

"The laptop on the desk," she pointed. "And maybe... would you like some tea? The kettle's in the kitchen, and I have this amazing jasmine blend..."

I smiled, standing up carefully to avoid disturbing her ankle. "Tea sounds perfect. You rest, I'll take care of it."

As I walked to her desk, I couldn't help but notice more details about her apartment. Everything was meticulously organized, from the color-coded bookshelf to the precisely arranged music equipment. Even her guitar picks were arranged by color and thickness.

It was endearing, really. Like everything had its proper place in her world.

Moving towards the desk, something caught my eye - a small notebook, partially hidden under some sheet music. The corner that was visible had what looked like my name written on it, but before I could process that thought, Mika called out from the couch.

"Oh! Could you grab the grey notebook too? It has all my recording notes."

I picked up both the laptop and the grey notebook she'd mentioned, deliberately not looking at the other one. It wasn't my business, and I was probably just seeing things anyway.

"The tea is in the top cabinet by the fridge," she directed as I passed by the kitchen. "Mugs are right below it."

Her kitchen was just as organized as the rest of the apartment. Opening the cabinet, I found an impressive collection of teas, all arranged alphabetically. The jasmine blend she'd mentioned was in a beautiful tin with Japanese characters on it.

"Is this the right one?" I called out, holding up the tin.

"Yes! That's my favorite. It was a gift from my grandmother. She bought it in Osaka."

That explained the Japanese characters. As I waited for the water to boil, I heard her shifting on the couch.

"Don't move around too much," I warned, peeking around the corner. "You need to keep that ankle elevated."

She gave me a sheepish look, her ears drooping slightly. "Sorry, I just wanted to see what you were doing."

"Missing me already?" I teased before I could stop myself.

Her blush was immediate and intense, and her tail started doing that curling thing again.

"Maybe," she said softly.

The kettle clicked off, saving me from having to respond to that unexpectedly honest answer. My own face felt warm as I prepared the tea, following her instructions about steeping time precisely.

"Here we go," I said, carefully carrying everything back to the couch. "Tea, laptop, and notebook. Anything else?"

"Just you," she patted the space next to her on the couch. "Sit with me?"

The space she indicated was small, meaning we'd be sitting very close together.

"Are you sure? I don't want to jostle your ankle."

"I'm sure," she said, those golden eyes looking up at me earnestly. "Besides, you'll need to be close to see the screen properly."

She had a point. At least, I told myself it was a good point as I carefully settled into the space beside her, acutely aware of how our shoulders touched.

"Okay," I said, opening the laptop. "Show me your secret internet fame."

She leaned closer to type in her password, and I caught a hint of her shampoo - something floral and subtle. Her tail had found its way around my wrist again, but this time, I didn't think she was even aware of it.

"Promise not to laugh at my channel name?" she asked, hovering over the YouTube bookmark.

"After you didn't laugh at my game development dreams? Never."

She smiled and clicked the link. The page loaded to reveal 'Midnight Strings' - a channel with over 800,000 subscribers. My jaw dropped.

"Mika, this isn't just some small channel... this is..."

"It's not that many," she said quickly, ears twitching nervously. "Not compared to the really big creators."

"Are you kidding? This is incredible!" I scrolled through the videos - hundreds of them, each thumbnail showing elegant close-ups of hands on guitar strings, artistic lighting, perfect composition. "These look professional."

"Well, I did study what the big channels were doing and how before starting," she admitted, then clicked on one of the videos. "This is my most popular cover."

The video started playing - a hauntingly beautiful acoustic version of an old anime opening theme. The camera work was stunning, focusing on her hands as they moved across the strings, occasionally pulling back to show the guitar but never revealing more than that.

"That's your voice?" I asked, amazed. It sounded different from her band performances - softer, more intimate.

She nodded, watching my reaction carefully. "Different style than the band, I know."

"It's beautiful," I said honestly. "You're like... two different artists. Both amazing but in completely different ways."

Her tail tightened around my wrist, and I realized I'd made her blush again.

"The comments seem to agree with you," she said, scrolling down to show hundreds of positive responses. "Though some get a bit... intense."

I read a few - they ranged from musical analysis to passionate declarations of love for the mysterious guitarist. One caught my eye: "I'd recognize those hands anywhere - definitely a catgirl. Look at the grace!"

"Is that why you don't show your face?" I asked softly. "Because of..."

"Because I'm different?" she finished. "Partly. But also... I like the mystery. People can focus on the music without all the..." she gestured vaguely at herself.

"Without all the prejudice," I said, understanding. "But Mika, you shouldn't have to hide. You're talented, regardless of who or what you are."

"You really mean that, don't you?"

"Of course I do."


Chapter 12 - Mika

"Of course I do."

His words wrapped around my heart like a warm blanket. Like his blanket, still draped over my shoulders, carrying his scent. He was so close - our shoulders touching, my tail wrapped possessively around his wrist, his warmth seeping into my side.

Perfect. Perfect. Perfect.

I wanted to climb into his lap. To press my lips against his neck. To mark him as mine. To show him just how special he was, how perfect for me. The urge was almost overwhelming.

But I couldn't. Not yet. Too soon. Too risky.

"Thank you," I managed instead, forcing my tail to loosen its grip slightly. "For understanding."

He smiled that smile - the one that made my insides melt. "You don't need to thank me for basic decency, Mika."

But I did. Because he wasn't just decent. He was extraordinary. He'd stayed with me, cared for me, shared his dreams with me. He'd seen my home, my setup - carefully prepared though it was - and hadn't run. Hadn't judged.

"Still," I said, allowing myself to lean just slightly more against him. "It means a lot."

His arm shifted, and for a moment I thought he might put it around me. My heart nearly stopped. But he was just reaching for his tea.

"This is really good," he said, taking a sip. "Your grandmother has excellent taste."

I watched his throat as he swallowed, imagining how it would feel under my lips, under my teeth. Mine. Mine. Mine.

"I'll give you some to take home," I heard myself offer, though the thought of sharing anything of mine with anyone else usually made me bristle.

"You don't have to-"

"I want to," I interrupted.

Because I did want to. Wanted him to have something of mine. Wanted him to think of me every time he made tea. Wanted to be part of his daily routine, even in this small way.

He smiled again, and I had to dig my claws into my own thigh to keep from pouncing on him.

"Speaking of home," he said, checking his watch, "I should probably..."

"No!" The word came out sharper than I intended, and I quickly modulated my tone. "I mean... the rain hasn't completely stopped yet. And you haven't seen my recording setup..."

Please stay. Please don't leave. Please let me keep you just a little longer.

He hesitated, glancing at his watch again, then out the window where a light drizzle still fell.

"I suppose a few more minutes wouldn't hurt," he said finally.

Victory surged through me, and my tail tightened around his wrist again unconsciously. A few more minutes. A few more precious moments to memorize his scent, his warmth, the exact shade of his eyes in the soft afternoon light.

"Let me show you how I set up for recordings," I said, reaching for my guitar case near the couch.

My ankle protested, but I ignored it. Nothing would ruin this moment. Nothing would make me waste a single second of his presence.

As I pulled out my guitar, I caught him watching me with something like admiration in his eyes. Soon, I promised myself. Soon he would be mine completely. But for now, this was enough.

For now, I could pretend this was normal. Pretend I wasn't fighting every instinct to claim him. Pretend my shrine to him wasn't hidden in my bedroom’s wardrobe just meters away.

For now, I could just be a girl showing a boy her passion.

"Here," I said, carefully positioning the guitar. "Remember when you mentioned taking lessons as a kid? Want to try?"

His eyes widened. "Oh, I don't know... it's been years."

"Just a simple chord," I insisted, holding out the guitar. "I'll show you."

He took it hesitantly, and I shifted closer, ignoring the twinge in my ankle. This was worth any pain.

"Your fingers go here," I said softly, taking his left hand in mine. His skin was warm, slightly rough - programmer's hands. I guided his fingers to the strings, positioning them for a basic C chord.

Every point of contact had me clenching my thighs, rubbing them together.

"Like this?" he asked, and I could hear the slight catch in his breath as I adjusted his thumb.

"Perfect," I purred, then caught myself. Too much. Too obvious. "Now strum..."

He did, producing a surprisingly clean chord. "Hey, I did it!"

"You're a natural," I smiled, still holding his hand under the pretense of adjusting his finger position. His hands were everything I'd imagined when I'd watched him type at lunch, when I'd photographed him from afar. Strong. Capable. Perfect for...

Stop.

I forced myself to release his hand, my claws threatening to extend with the effort of controlling myself. The afternoon's intimacy was making it harder to maintain the careful facade I'd built. Every touch, every smile, every moment of connection was eroding my restraint.

"Try this one," I said, demonstrating an A minor chord to distract myself from the growing urge to push him down onto the couch and...

Stop. Stop. Stop.

"Something wrong?" he asked, noticing my sudden tension.

"Just my ankle," I lied smoothly. "Maybe we should take a break."

He immediately set the guitar aside, concerned. "Should I get more ice?"

So caring. So perfect. So mine.

"No," I said quickly, before I could do something stupid like beg him to stay forever. "Actually, you're right. You should probably head home. I've kept you from work long enough."

The disappointment on his face nearly broke my resolve. "Are you sure? I don't mind staying if you need help..."

Need help? Oh, I needed help. Needed his help. Needed him. Needed his...

"I'll be fine," I managed to say, my tail finally unwrapping from his wrist. "Really. You've done so much already."

He looked uncertain but nodded. "At least let me help you get anything you might need before I go. Water? Snacks?"

"Actually," I said, thinking quickly, "could you get my phone from the kitchen counter? I should probably text the band about practice..."

As soon as he stood and turned toward the kitchen, I quickly grabbed the notebook with his name on it and shoved it between the couch cushions. I'd been so careful all afternoon to keep him away from that corner of the desk, but I couldn't risk him seeing it now, not when everything was going so perfectly.

"Here you go," he said, returning with my phone. "Sure you'll be okay?"

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak as he gathered his things. Every fiber of my being screamed to make him stay, to show him exactly how okay I could be with him here.

But I had to be patient. Had to maintain control.

I had to remember that good things come to those who wait.

And he would be worth the wait.

He would be worth everything.

"Text me when you get home?" he asked, pausing at the door. "Just so I know you're managing, okay?"

My heart thundered. He wanted to text later. Wanted to maintain contact.

"Of course," I smiled, keeping my voice steady despite the chaos inside me. "And thank you again for the blanket."

"Keep it for now," he said. "You can return it tomorrow at lunch. If you're feeling up to it, that is."

His blanket. He was letting me keep his blanket. Overnight. In my bed. With his scent...

"Right. Lunch tomorrow," I echoed, digging my claws deeper into my thigh under the blanket. "I should be able to walk by then."

He hesitated at the door like he wanted to say something else. My ears perked forward, waiting, hoping...

"Take care, Mika," he said finally, with that soft smile that made me want to devour him whole. "Ice that ankle."

And then he was gone.

I waited until I heard his footsteps fade down the hallway before letting out the breath I'd been holding. His scent still lingered in the air, on his blanket, on my skin where he'd touched me.

Moving carefully, I retrieved the notebook from between the cushions.

Opening it to the latest entry, I added today's events in meticulous detail: the way he'd caught me when I fell, how he'd carried me up the stairs, the exact tone of his voice when he shared his dream with me, how his hands felt under mine on the guitar strings...

I needed to call my neighbor and thank her for cleaning while he drove me here. Needed to cut a piece of his blanket and use it to decorate my shrine. Needed to ice my ankle.

But first...

I buried my face in his blanket, inhaling deeply, letting his scent fill my lungs. Mine. He would be mine. Today had proven it. The way he looked at me, cared for me, trusted me with his secrets...

My phone buzzed - a text from him:

"Made it back home. Don't forget to ice that ankle. And thanks for sharing your music with me."

A small whimper escaped my throat as I read his words over and over. Such a caring, thoughtful man. Such a perfect, perfect man.

Soon, I promised myself. Soon he would understand just how perfect we were for each other. Soon he would realize that he belonged to me, just as I belonged to him.

But for now...

For now, I had his blanket, his scent, and the promise of tomorrow's lunch.

For now, that would have to be enough.

I hobbled down the hallway to my neighbor's door, leaning against the wall for support. Sarah had done me a huge favor today, cleaning my apartment so quickly when I texted her about Dylan bringing me home. I couldn't risk him seeing the real state of things - not yet.

Three quick knocks, and Sarah opened the door with that knowing smirk I'd always found slightly irritating.

"Well, well," she leaned against the doorframe, her long red hair cascading over one shoulder. "That was quite the afternoon show. I haven't seen you bring anyone home since you moved in."

My ears flattened slightly. "Thank you for cleaning. I appreciate it."

"Oh honey, I appreciate the eye candy you brought home," she winked, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. "Saw you two through my window. He's cute. The way he carried you up those stairs? Very romantic. And those arms! Must be nice having them wrapped around-"

"Stop." The word came out like a blade.

"Come on, Mika," she laughed, apparently oblivious to the danger. "We're neighbors. Friends, even. Can't I appreciate a good-looking man when I see one? And the way he was looking at you? Girl, he's definitely interested. Though I have to say, if you're not planning to make a move soon..."

Red filled my vision. The implication in her words, the way she'd been watching him, analyzing him, thinking about him...

"He's not for you to look at," I said, my voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. My claws extended, pressing into my palms.

Sarah's smirk widened. "Don't be so possessive. I’ve seen the photos and the rest… Are you really that crazy for him? A man like him won’t like that..."

"I said stop." I stepped forward, ignoring the pain shooting through my ankle. "Don't talk about him. Don't look at him. Don't even think about him."

Her smile finally faltered as she noticed my expression, the way my tail was lashing behind me, the extended claws. "Whoa, calm down. I was just teasing..."

"He's mine," I hissed, taking another step forward. Sarah retreated into her doorway. "Do you understand? MINE. Not yours to watch. Not yours to think about. Not yours to speculate about."

Real fear flickered across her face now. "Mika, you're scaring me..."

"Good." I could feel my pupils dilating, my whole body trembling with rage. "Because if I ever catch you watching him again, if I ever hear you talk about him like that again, if you ever so much as think about him in that way..."

"Okay, okay!" She held up her hands, pale now. "Message received. I'm sorry. I was just trying to be friendly..."

"He's everything," I said, my voice still low and dangerous. "And he's mine. Only mine. Remember that."

I turned to leave, then paused, looking back over my shoulder.

"Oh, and Sarah? Those favors you owed me? Consider them paid. But if you ever breathe a word about what you saw today, about how my apartment looked before you cleaned it, about anything..."

"I won't," she said quickly, backing further into her apartment. "I promise. Not a word."

I nodded sharply and started hobbling back to my apartment. Behind me, I heard her door close and lock quickly, the chain sliding into place.

Good. She understood. Everyone needed to understand. Dylan was mine. Only mine.

My phone buzzed - another text from him asking how my ankle was feeling.

The rage melted away instantly, replaced by that warm, floating feeling he always gave me. Settling back on my couch, wrapped in his blanket, I typed out a response, already counting the minutes until tomorrow's lunch.

Mine. Mine. Mine.

Next Day

I woke up tangled in his blanket, having slept with it wrapped around me all night. Wednesdays were my only day off from the bookstore - usually my favorite day to plan, to update my research, to maintain my shrine. But today, my body had other plans.

The first thing I noticed was the heat - my whole body felt too warm, skin prickling uncomfortably. The second was the throbbing pain in my ankle, significantly worse than yesterday. When I checked my phone, it was already 9 AM - I'd slept through my usual 6 AM alarm.

"No, no, no," I muttered, trying to sit up. The room spun slightly, and I had to close my eyes to steady myself.

Using the wall for support, I attempted to stand. My ankle, now visibly more swollen than yesterday, gave out immediately, and I fell back onto the bed with a hiss of pain.

"Damn it!" I snarled, claws digging into my sheets in frustration. "Not today!"

This couldn't be happening. Not on my one free weekday. Not when I was supposed to have lunch with Dylan. Not when I'd planned everything so carefully - the outfit that would make my eyes pop, the "accidental" touch of hands when returning his blanket, the way I'd guide the conversation toward today's practice. I'd even prepared a playlist of my YouTube covers to "spontaneously" show him.

I glanced at my dresser where the carefully selected outfit hung. Useless now. Like my meticulous plans for today.

Grabbing my phone, I started typing to Dylan before he could text me first - I needed to control this situation: "I'm so sorry, but I woke up with a fever, and my ankle's worse. Don't think I can make it to lunch today. Usually I'd be at the bookstore, but thankfully it's my day off..."

His response came almost immediately: "I'm sorry you're not feeling well! Have you taken any medicine? Eaten anything?"

Before I could respond, another message appeared: "I could bring you some soup from that restaurant you talked about. If you want? No pressure, but you shouldn't skip meals when you're sick."

My ears perked up so fast they hurt, and my tail began to curl with excitement. He wanted to come here. To bring me food. To take care of me. Even though I was sick. Even though I couldn't be perfect for him.

My hands shook slightly as I typed: "You don't have to do that... don't want to trouble you. I know you're busy with work..."

"It's no trouble! I have to eat lunch anyway. Besides, I want to make sure you're okay. You live alone, right? Someone should check on you."

He wants to make sure I'm okay. He wants to see me. He's worried about me being alone. Even sick, even messy, he wants to see me. To care for me.

I glanced around my bedroom - the shrine was safely hidden behind the wardrobe’s door, but I needed to make sure everything else was perfect. Even sick, I couldn't let him see anything out of place.

"That would be really nice," I wrote back, trying to sound appropriately grateful but not desperate. "Thank you. The Pad Thai, please. I'd offer to pay you back tomorrow at the bookstore, but..."

"Don't even think about it. Just focus on getting better. I'll be there around 12:30. Try to rest until then."

Rest? How could I rest? He was coming here. Coming to take care of me. Coming to my sanctuary when I was vulnerable. It was terrifying and thrilling all at once.

My tail curled with pleasure as I hugged his blanket closer, breathing in his fading scent mixed with my fever-sweat. Even sick, he wanted to see me. Even imperfect, he chose to come to me.

Mine. Even when I'm sick, he's mine.

Now I just needed to make myself presentable without looking like I tried too hard. Sick people shouldn't look too put together, after all. But they shouldn't look repulsive, either.

There was an art to appearing naturally, endearingly unwell.

I began planning exactly how disheveled to appear, how to position myself on the couch, which tissues to scatter where. Everything had to be perfect.

Even in illness, I wouldn't let anything ruin this unexpected opportunity to have him all to myself.


Chapter 13 - Dylan

I stared at my phone, re-reading Mika's messages. My heart ached a bit seeing how apologetic she was about being sick, like she felt she was letting me down somehow.

"Going out for lunch?" John asked, noticing me gathering my things earlier than usual.

"Yeah, picking up food for a friend. She's sick with a fever."

His eyebrows shot up. "Already doing the sick girlfriend care package thing? Moving fast, aren't you?"

"She's not my..." I started, then stopped. What was she exactly? Friend seemed inadequate after yesterday. "She hurt her ankle helping me yesterday. It's the least I can do."

"Just remember what we talked about," John said, but his tone was more teasing than warning.

I nodded, though my mind was already elsewhere. Yesterday had been... special. How natural it felt being in her apartment, how comfortable I was sharing my game development dreams with her, how right it felt when she guided my hands on the guitar...

The walk to the restaurant was quick. I'd never been there before, and the smell of spices and herbs hit me as I walked in.

"Welcome!" the server smiled. "What can I get for you?"

I placed the order - soup for her fever and two Pad Thai. While waiting, my phone buzzed - a text from Mika asking if I needed directions to her place.

"No, I remember the way," I texted back, smiling at the memory of helping her up those stairs yesterday.

Her response was a simple smiley face emoji.

As I waited for the food, I found myself thinking about her apartment again. How cozy it felt, how her books and music equipment showed her passions so clearly. I remembered how her eyes lit up when she talked about music, how genuine her interest seemed in my game ideas, how natural it felt sitting beside her on that couch...

"Order ready!" called the server, pulling me from my thoughts.

The drive to Mika's apartment was quick. Looking up at her building, I hoped the food would make her feel better. It felt wrong somehow, knowing she was up there sick and alone.

As I parked, I noticed her neighbor quickly closing her blinds, like she'd been watching for me.

Weird.

Balancing the food bags, I headed up to her apartment, my heart beating a little faster with each step. Yesterday, I'd been too focused on her injury to really process how I felt about her. But now, bringing her food when she's sick, worrying about her being alone...

Maybe John was right. Maybe I was moving fast.

But somehow, despite knowing her for such a short time, it felt completely natural.

Like she'd always been part of my life.

I knocked softly before trying the door handle - she'd said it would be unlocked. The apartment was dimly lit, curtains drawn against the midday sun.

"Mika?" I called out quietly, in case she was sleeping.

"Here," came her slightly weak voice from the couch. She was wrapped in my blanket, her hair slightly messy, ears drooping a bit.

Despite being clearly unwell, there was something endearing about seeing her like this - vulnerable, real.

"I brought the soup and Pad Thai," I said, moving to the kitchen to set everything down. "How are you feeling?"

"Like I got hit by a truck," she admitted, trying to sit up straighter. "But better now that..." she trailed off, her cheeks flushing slightly. Though that might have been the fever.

"Stay put," I said, grabbing bowls from where I remembered seeing them yesterday. "I'll bring everything to you."

"You don't have to-"

"I want to," I interrupted gently.

Her tail, which had been lying limply across the couch, curled slightly at my words.

"Have you taken any medicine?" I asked, bringing over the food and settling into the chair across from her.

She nodded, then winced at the movement. "About an hour ago. Should kick in soon."

"Good. Now, eat something while it's hot. The soup should help with the fever."

She accepted the bowl carefully, her hands shaking slightly. "Thank you, Dylan. Really."

"You'd do the same for me," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "That's what friends are for, right?"

Friends. There was that inadequate word again.

The word 'friends' seemed to hang in the air for a moment. I noticed her ears flatten slightly, though she quickly covered it by taking a spoonful of soup.

"This is really good," she said softly, changing the subject. "I can see why people like that place."

"Right? It’s incredible.” I replied with a brief smile, “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

Her eyes widened slightly, and her tail did that curling thing again. Something about my admission seemed to please her.

"Oh! Do you want to watch something while we eat?" she asked suddenly, reaching for the remote. "There's this detective show I've been following..."

"Sure," I smiled, settling back with my own food. "I like mysteries."

She navigated to a show called "Shadow Detective" and quickly explained the premise - each episode was self-contained, but there were recurring characters and ongoing subplots.

"The fun part is trying to guess who the killer is before the reveal," she said, her eyes brightening despite her fever. "Want to make it a competition?"

"You're on," I grinned. "What does the winner get?"

She paused, thinking.

"Bragging rights? Unless..." her tail swished thoughtfully, "you have something else in mind?"

"How about..." I pretended to consider carefully, "loser buys coffee next time?"

Her whole face lit up at 'next time,' and I felt that now-familiar flutter in my chest.

As the episode started, we both became engrossed in the story. A wealthy businessman had been found dead in his locked office, apparently from natural causes, but the detective suspected foul play.

"The secretary," Mika declared about fifteen minutes in. "Look at how she keeps touching her necklace when they question her."

"No way," I shook my head. "Too obvious. I'm betting on the business partner. He's got the most to gain."

She shot me a challenging look. "Want to make it interesting? Raise the stakes from just coffee?"

"What did you have in mind?"

"If I win..." she hesitated, then continued more softly, "you have to play guitar with me again."

"And if I win?"

"Name your price," she said, her golden eyes intense despite her fever.

"You have to teach me one of your songs. A full lesson, not just chords."

Her tail curled with evident pleasure. "Deal."

We continued watching, both getting more invested in our theories. Mika had curled up tighter in my blanket, but her ears were perked forward attentively, following every clue.

"Ha!" I exclaimed when the business partner received a suspicious phone call. "Called it!"

"Just wait," she smirked. "You haven't won yet."

As the episode progressed, we both got more animated in our predictions, shouting at the screen when characters made obviously bad decisions.

"Don't go in there alone!" Mika called out to the detective, then dissolved into a coughing fit.

I instinctively moved to the couch to pat her back, and she leaned into the touch slightly.

"Sorry," she mumbled. "Getting excited probably isn't helping my fever."

"Maybe we should pause-"

"No!" she said quickly. "I mean... we're almost at the reveal. Let's finish it."

I stayed on the couch, telling myself it was in case she started coughing again. She shifted slightly, allowing her shoulder to brush against mine.

As the final scene approached, we both leaned forward in anticipation. The detective gathered all the suspects, and then...

"I knew it!" Mika exclaimed triumphantly as the secretary broke down and confessed. "The necklace was the key!"

"Okay, okay," I laughed. "You win. Guitar lesson it is."

She turned to me, eyes bright with victory and maybe still some fever, and for a moment I forgot how to breathe. She was so close, and despite being sick, despite her messy hair and flushed cheeks - or maybe because of all that - she was beautiful.

"We should..." I cleared my throat. "We should probably get you back to rest."

"One more episode?" she asked hopefully. "Please? It's nice not being alone while sick."

How could I say no to that?

"One more," I agreed. "But only if you take more medicine first."

Her smile was worth being late back to work.

Halfway through the second episode - this one about a murdered art curator - Mika's body swayed slightly. Without thinking, I steadied her with my arm.

"Sorry," she mumbled. "The medicine makes me a bit drowsy."

"It's okay," I said softly. "You can lean on me if you want."

She hesitated briefly before letting her head rest against my shoulder. Her cat ears twitched slightly, brushing against my neck.

"The artist," she murmured, still focused on solving the mystery despite her obvious fatigue. "She's lying about the time of death."

"I still think it's the gallery owner," I replied, my hand unconsciously moving to stroke her hair.

It was incredibly soft, and I heard what sounded almost like a purr when my fingers gently scratched behind her ears.

"That feels nice," she whispered, nuzzling closer.

I should have felt awkward. We'd only known each other for a few days, and here she was, practically curled up against me while I petted her ears and hair. But somehow, it felt... right.

"The victim's wife," I said, trying to keep my voice steady as she settled more firmly against me. "She just contradicted her earlier statement."

"Mmm," Mika responded, her tail wrapping loosely around my wrist. "No... watch the artist's hands when she talks about the painting..."

Her voice was getting sleepier, but she was still determined to solve the case. It was adorable how she fought to keep her eyes open, even as her body relaxed more heavily against mine.

As the episode neared its end, I glanced at my watch and sighed.

"I should probably head back to work soon."

She stiffened slightly against me, her tail tightening around my wrist.

"Dylan..."

"Yeah?"

"Are you..." she hesitated, then sat up to look at me, though she didn't move away. "Are you going to regret this?"

"Regret what?"

"This. Being here. Being... close to me." Her eyes were intense despite the fever. "You're only seeing my good side right now. There's... there's so much more to me. Parts that might scare you."

Something in her voice made me pause. "What do you mean?"

She looked down at where her tail was still wrapped around my wrist.

"I'm... intense. When I care about something - or someone - I care completely. Totally. Sometimes too much." She took a shaky breath. "I don't want you to run away when you see that side of me."

I thought about how passionately she approached her music, how meticulously she organized her life, how completely she threw herself into everything she did.

"I like intense," I said softly. "I like that you care deeply about things. About..." I swallowed. "About people."

She looked up at me, her golden eyes wide and vulnerable. "You say that now..."

"And I'll keep saying it," I assured her, reaching up to scratch behind her ears again. She immediately leaned into the touch. "Whatever sides of you there are, I want to see them all."

A small sound escaped her throat, somewhere between a purr and a whimper. "Promise?"

"Promise." And I meant it, even though some part of me recognized how serious this conversation had become for two people who'd known each other less than a week.

She settled back against my shoulder, her tail loosening its grip slightly.

"You should go back to work."

"Yeah," I agreed, but made no move to get up. "Try to rest, okay? Text me if you need anything."

"I will," she murmured against my shoulder before finally pulling away. "And thank you. For everything. The food, the company... just... everything."

"Anytime," I smiled, standing up reluctantly. "Don't forget to take more medicine in a few hours."

"I'll set an alarm," she promised, wrapping my blanket tighter around herself. "And... Band practice was moved to tomorrow. I'll text you in the morning to let you know if I'm well enough to go."

"Sounds good. However, don't push yourself too hard. If you need more rest..."

"I won’t… But I want you there," she said quickly, then looked down, her ears twitching. "I mean, if you still want to come."

"I do," I assured her, and was rewarded with one of those bright smiles that made my chest tight.

She started to get up, probably to walk me to the door, but I gently pressed her back down by her shoulders.

"Stay put. I can see myself out."

Her tail brushed against my hand one last time as I pulled away. "Text me when you get to the office?"

"Of course." I gathered my things, trying not to think about how cold my shoulder felt without her leaning against it. At the door, I turned back.

"Take care of yourself, Mika."

"You too," she said softly. "And Dylan?"

"Yeah?"

"Thank you for... for not running away. When I said that stuff about my other sides."

Something in her voice made me want to return to the couch, hold her close, and promise I'd never run away. Instead, I just smiled.

"Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me."

As I walked down the stairs, the weight of Mika's words settled in my chest. "When I care about someone, I care completely. Totally." The intensity in her eyes when she'd said that...

Getting into my car, I couldn't help but think about Britney, my last girlfriend. She'd called me "emotionally unavailable" when she left. Said I was too focused on work, too afraid to let anyone in completely. Maybe she was right.

Before her, there was Naomi. That relationship had crashed and burned when she decided I wasn't ambitious enough, that my dreams of game development were childish fantasies.

"Grow up," she'd said. "Stop living in your fantasy world."

I sat in the parked car, not starting it yet, lost in memories. Every relationship had ended the same way - either I wasn't giving enough, or I was dreaming too much. Never the right balance. Never quite enough.

But Mika... she was different. She understood the dreaming part. She lived her own dreams, made them reality through sheer determination. And when she talked about caring "too much," shouldn't that be complementary to my supposed emotional unavailability?

Or was I just setting myself up for another heartbreak?

The way she'd curled against me, how natural it felt to stroke her hair, how her tail wrapped around my wrist like she couldn't bear to let go... it was intoxicating. Dangerous, maybe. But intoxicating.

And then there were John and Aaron's warnings about catgirls, about their intensity, about how they loved differently than humans. But wasn't that exactly what had drawn me to her in the first place? Her passion, her dedication, her complete embrace of who she was?

My phone buzzed - a text from her: "Missing you already. Thank you again for today."

Simple words that made my chest rise and plummet. When was the last time someone had said they missed me? When was the last time I'd missed someone back?

Because I did miss her already. I missed her weight against my shoulder, her soft purrs, and her determined attempts to solve the mystery even while half-asleep.

"Made it to the car," I texted back. "Take your medicine and rest."

Was I ready for this? For someone who cared "completely, totally"? For all those sides of her she warned me about?

Starting the car, I realized I was smiling. Maybe the real question wasn't whether I was ready for her intensity.

Maybe it was whether I was finally ready to let someone care about me that much.

Maybe it was whether I was ready to care back just as deeply.

And maybe, just maybe, Mika was worth the risk of finding out.


Chapter 14 - Mika

I waited until I heard his car start before letting out the whimper I'd been holding back. His scent was everywhere - on the blanket, on the couch, on me. I pressed my face into the fabric, inhaling deeply, my whole body shivering with need.

"Mine," I whispered, wrapping myself tighter in his blanket. "Mine, mine, mine."

I'd never felt like this before. Never wanted anyone like this. Men had always been a distraction, an unnecessary complication in my carefully planned life. My music, my dreams, my perfect world - those were what mattered.

Until Dylan.

My hips moved against the blanket as I remembered how it felt when he stroked my hair, when he scratched behind my ears. No one had ever touched me like that, so naturally, so perfectly.

"You're only seeing my good side," I'd told him. But he hadn't run. Hadn't even flinched.

"I want to see them all," he'd said.

My claws extended, kneading the blanket as another wave of desire washed over me. He had no idea what he was asking for, what he was offering. No idea how deep my obsession already ran, how completely he'd invaded every corner of my life.

But he would. Slowly. Carefully. I'd show him piece by piece until it was too late for him to run away.

And he wasn't happy - I could see it in his eyes when he talked about work, about his dreams. The game he wanted to make, the passion he was afraid to pursue. My perfect Dylan, trapped in a life that was suffocating him.

"I'll fix it," I promised his scent on the blanket. "I'll make everything perfect for you."

Rolling onto my back, I stared at the ceiling, my tail lashing with excitement. I'd never had a relationship before - never wanted one. But Dylan... Dylan was different. Dylan was worth changing my plans for. Worth rearranging my perfect world around.

My phone buzzed - him letting me know he'd made it back to work safely. My whole body tingled just seeing his name on the screen.

"Miss you," I typed back, then added. "The couch still smells like you."

Too much? Maybe. But I was tired of holding back, tired of pretending I didn't want to possess him entirely.

He replied with a blushing emoji, and I purred louder, rubbing my face against his blanket again.

Yes, Dylan was worth everything. Worth changing for, worth fighting for, worth killing for if necessary.

And I would make him happy. Whatever it took.

I'd make him see that his dreams weren't childish, that his passion was beautiful. I'd help him break free from that soul-crushing job, support him while he made his game.

I'd give him everything.

And in return, he'd be mine.

Completely.

Totally.

Forever.

My claws dug deeper into his blanket as another wave of possessive desire washed over me. Soon. Soon he'd understand. Soon he'd see that we were meant to be together.

Soon he'd be as obsessed with me as I was with him.

My perfect, precious Dylan.

Mine.

Next Day

The fever had broken sometime during the night, after hours of clutching his blanket and writing lyrics that poured out of me like a fever dream themselves. Now, staring at my phone, I took a deep breath and opened the band's group chat.

"Hey everyone. Remember Dylan from The Blind Tiger? He's coming to practice tonight to watch. Be nice."

The responses were immediate:

Anna (drums): "The guy you've been staring at during shows? Finally!"

Hailey (bass): "Does this mean we get to meet your boyfriend? ??"

Kurtis (guitar): "As long as he doesn't interrupt practice..."

My claws extended slightly as I typed: "He's not my boyfriend. Yet. And he's perfect, so you'll all be perfect too. No embarrassing stories. No teasing. Clear?"

There was a pause before the responses came:

Anna: "Crystal clear, boss ??"

Hailey: "Whatever you say..."

Kurtis: "Got it. Best behavior."

Good. They understood. They always understood when I used that tone.

I looked at the new song lyrics beside me - words that had spilled out while surrounded by his scent, high on fever and desire. It was different from our usual style, more raw, more honest. More dangerous, maybe.

But he had to hear it. Had to understand what he did to me, even if he didn't realize the words were about him.

My ankle throbbed as I tested putting weight on it. Still sore, but I could manage. I had to manage. Nothing would keep me from performing this song for him tonight.

Picking up my phone again, I texted Dylan: "Fever's gone. Practice is still on for tonight if you want to come. I wrote something new..."

His response came quickly: "Glad you're feeling better! Wouldn't miss it. Need me to bring anything?"

My tail curled with pleasure. Such a caring, thoughtful man. My caring, thoughtful man.

"Just yourself," I wrote back. "And maybe... your guitar picks? If you want to try playing again after practice?"

"You sure?"

"I'm sure. I want to share this with you."

There was a longer pause before his response: "Then I'll be there. With picks."

I hugged my phone to my chest, purring loudly. He wanted to play with me again. Wanted to share music with me. Wanted to be close to me.

Looking at the lyrics again, I smiled. Yes, he needed to hear this song. Needed to understand how deep this connection went, even if he wasn't ready to acknowledge it yet.

After all, he'd said he wanted to see all sides of me.

And tonight, he'd see a little more of the truth.

Of how completely he owned my heart.

Of how completely I intended to own his.

The doorbell rang at exactly 6:15 PM - Hailey was always perfectly punctual. I grabbed my guitar case and limped to the door, still clutching the new lyrics in my hand. His blanket was carefully folded on my couch, still carrying his scent, waiting for his return.

"You look better than I expected," she said as I entered her car.

Her long black hair was tied back in her usual performance style, her bass already secured in the backseat. "That fever must have broken."

"This morning," I nodded, carefully arranging my guitar next to hers. "The ankle's still annoying, though."

She started driving, and I could feel her stealing glances at me. Something was bothering her - her hands were too tight on the steering wheel, her usually confident posture slightly hunched.

"Just say it, Hailey."

She sighed, turning down the radio. "It's just... you've seemed different lately. Distracted. And now, with Dylan coming to practice..."

My ears flattened slightly. "What are you trying to say?"

"We've worked so hard, Mika. The band is finally getting recognition, we're building a following... The Blind Tiger gigs are leading to bigger venues calling us. I just don't want to see you throw that away for some guy."

The words hit me like a physical blow. My claws extended involuntarily, digging into my thighs.

"Some guy?" My voice was dangerously quiet.

"That's not what I... I just meant..." she glanced at me again, then quickly back to the road. "You've never even looked at anyone before. You've always said relationships were a distraction, that they'd interfere with your music. And suddenly this guy shows up, and you're writing new songs, changing our sound..."

"Pull over."

"What?"

"Pull. Over."

She did, hands shaking slightly as she parked the car in front of a convenience store.

"Listen carefully," I said, turning to face her fully. "Music is my life. The band is my life. Our performances, every single note - they're all part of who I am. Nothing and no one will ever change that. Dylan..." I took a deep breath, trying to control the rage building in my chest. "Dylan understands that. He supports that. He makes me want to create more, not less. He inspires me."

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I didn't mean to suggest..."

"No, you didn't mean to suggest that I'm weak. That I'd abandon everything I've worked for over a man. That I'd let anyone slow me down." My tail was lashing violently now. "You've known me for six months. When have I ever done anything halfway?"

"Never," she admitted quietly.

"The new song?" I continued, pulling out the lyrics. "It's the best thing I've ever written. Because of him. Not in spite of him. He doesn't make me want to slow down - he makes me want to soar higher."

She nodded quickly. "You're right. I'm sorry. I was being stupid. It's just... you're our leader, Mika. Without you..."

"I'm not going anywhere," I cut her off. "If anything, I'm more focused than ever. More driven. More determined to make everything perfect."

"Okay," she said softly. "I get it. Really."

"Good. Now drive. We have practice."

The rest of the ride was silent. Good. I needed time to calm down, to push back the fury that anyone - even Hailey - would dare suggest I might compromise my dreams.

They didn't understand. Couldn't understand. Dylan wasn't a distraction from my perfect world. He was the missing piece that would make it complete.

And tonight, when he heard the new song, everyone would understand that.

Including him.

Walking into the practice space, I could tell Anna and Kurtis had already been briefed about my mood. They were unusually quiet, focused on setting up their equipment without their usual banter.

Good. I needed them focused tonight. Everything had to be perfect.

"We'll start with the new song," I announced, pulling out the sheets of music I'd written last night. "I want to run through it at least twice before Dylan arrives."

They gathered around, reading through their parts. Kurtis's eyebrows rose slightly at some of the chord progressions.

"This is... different," he said carefully. "More intense than our usual stuff."

"Is that a problem?" My voice was calm, but my tail twitched warningly.

"No! No, it's... it's really good, actually. Just surprised."

I started distributing their parts, each carefully written during my fever-dream night. "The bridge needs to build gradually. Anna, I want those drums to feel like a heartbeat getting faster. Hailey, the bass line needs to be sensual, threatening. Kurtis, follow my lead on the guitar."

They nodded, reading through their parts with growing appreciation. Even Hailey looked impressed.

"These lyrics..." she whispered, then caught herself.

"Yes?"

"They're beautiful. And terrifying."

I smiled, running my fingers over the words I'd written while wrapped in his scent.

"That's the point."

Checking my phone - still forty-five minutes until Dylan was due to arrive - I positioned myself at the microphone.

"From the top. And remember..." I looked at each of them in turn, "this has to be perfect."

As we played through the song for the first time, I could feel it all coming together. The way Anna's drums built from a soft heartbeat to a thundering crescendo, how Hailey's bass created that underlying current of desire and danger, Kurtis's guitar weaving perfectly with mine...

"Again," I said as soon as we finished. "Anna, hit those drums harder in the bridge. I want it to feel like a racing pulse."

We were halfway through our second run when I caught his scent. My ears swiveled toward the door before it even opened, and my voice gained an extra edge of intensity as I sang the chorus:

"I'll remake the world for you

Paint it in shades of midnight blue

Every dream you're afraid to chase

I'll catch and hold in my embrace

Until you understand

That you're mine, all mine..."

Dylan stood in the doorway, guitar case in hand, watching with wide eyes. I didn't break eye contact as I finished the song, letting the last note hang in the air between us.

"That was..." he started, then seemed to lose his words.

"The new song," I smiled, trying to keep my tail from showing too much excitement. "What do you think?"

He walked closer, still looking slightly dazed. "It's incredible. Different from what you usually play at The Blind Tiger."

"Sometimes you need different sounds to express different feelings," I said softly, aware of my bandmates pretending not to listen.

"Well, it's..." he ran a hand through his hair, and I tracked the movement hungrily. "It's powerful. The lyrics especially."

If only he knew how powerful. How true. How every word was written for him, about him, because of him.

"We should run through our regular set," I said, reluctantly turning back to the band. "Dylan, there's a chair over there if you want to watch."

He settled into the chair, pulling out a notebook - probably to take notes on the music. So attentive. So perfect.

We played through our usual songs, but I could feel his eyes on me the whole time. Every move I made, every note I sang was for him. The others must have noticed - we'd never sounded better.

"Take five," I called after our third song. My ankle was starting to throb, but I ignored it.

"Here," Dylan was suddenly beside me, holding out a water bottle. "You should rest that ankle for a minute."

My tail curled with pleasure at his thoughtfulness.

"Join me?" I gestured to the small couch in the corner.

As we sat, I noticed Hailey watching us with an unreadable expression. I shot her a warning look and she quickly turned away.

"So," I said, turning back to Dylan, "did you bring your picks?"

He smiled, pulling them out of his pocket. "As requested, but I feel like I should wait until after practice. Don't want to interrupt..."

"You could never interrupt," I said quickly, "Besides, I want you to try something with that new song. If you're willing?"

His eyes widened. "Me? But I barely know how to play..."

"I'll guide you," I promised, scooting closer. "Like yesterday."

A slight blush colored his cheeks at the memory. "If you're sure..."

"I am." Always am. Always will be.

"Okay, break's over!" Anna called out, probably trying to save Dylan from me.

"We'll work on it after," I told Dylan, standing carefully.

My ankle protested, but I refused to show any weakness. Not tonight. Not when everything was going so perfectly.

Back at the microphone, I launched into another song, but my mind was already racing ahead to later. To having his hands under mine again, teaching him the chords. To showing him how music could express things words couldn't yet.

To making him understand, note by note, chord by chord, that he belonged with me.

To me.

Forever.


Chapter 15 - Dylan

I couldn't take my eyes off her. The way she commanded the space, how her voice filled every corner of the room, the intense focus in her golden eyes... it was mesmerizing. Even with her obvious limp, she moved like she owned the stage, like gravity itself bent to her will.

The new song kept playing in my head. Those lyrics... there was something haunting about them, something that made my heart race. The way she'd looked directly at me while singing about remaking the world, about catching dreams...

I was so lost in watching her that I almost missed it - the slight wobble, the way her injured ankle finally gave out mid-step. But somehow, my body moved before my brain could process what was happening.

I caught her before she could hit the ground, one arm around her waist, the other supporting her shoulder. The music screeched to a halt.

"I've got you," I said softly, feeling her trembling slightly against me.

Her tail immediately wrapped around my wrist - something I was starting to realize was an instinctive reaction from her. Her ears were flat against her head, whether from pain or embarrassment I couldn't tell.

"Mika!" Hailey stepped forward but stopped at what must have been a warning look from Mika.

"I'm fine," Mika said firmly, though she was still leaning heavily against me. "Just lost my balance for a moment."

"You need to sit down," I said, trying to guide her toward the couch.

"We're in the middle of practice-"

"Which can wait five minutes," I interrupted gently. "Come on."

To my surprise, she didn't argue further, allowing me to help her to the couch. Her bandmates exchanged looks I couldn't quite interpret.

"Water?" Anna offered, already holding out a bottle.

"Thanks," I took it, then turned back to Mika. "Let me see your ankle."

She hesitated, then slowly extended her leg. The ankle was definitely more swollen than earlier.

"You've been pushing too hard," I said, carefully examining it. "You need to ice this."

"There's a convenience store down the block," Kurtis offered. "I can run and get some ice..."

"No," Mika said sharply, then softened her tone. "No, I'm fine. We need to finish practice. The new song isn't perfect yet."

"It sounded pretty perfect to me," I said, still holding her ankle gently.

"It needs to be more than pretty perfect. It needs to be..."

"Everything?" I finished, remembering how she'd described her approach to caring about things.

Her pupils dilated slightly. "Yes. Everything."

"Tell you what," I said, trying to break the tension. "Let me go get some ice. You can run through the parts that don't require you to move around. Then, if you're feeling up to it, we can work on teaching me those chords you mentioned."

Her whole face lit up at that last part. "You still want to learn it?"

"Of course." How could I not want to learn the song that had clearly meant so much to her to create? "Though I doubt I'll do it justice."

"You will," she said with absolute conviction. "I'll make sure of it."

Something about the way she said it made my heart skip a beat.

"Ice first," I insisted, carefully setting her ankle down. "Which way to the convenience store?"

"I'll draw you a map," Anna said quickly, already pulling out paper.

As she sketched directions, I could feel Mika's eyes on me, intense and focused. When I looked back at her, she smiled - that soft, genuine smile that made everything else fade away.

"Hurry back?" she asked softly.

"Promise," I replied, and meant it more than I probably should have.

Walking to the door, I heard the band starting up again, this time with Mika seated but still commanding the room with her voice. That haunting melody followed me out into the night, along with the memory of how perfectly she'd fit in my arms when I caught her.

The night air was cool against my face as I followed Anna's hand-drawn map. That melody from Mika's new song kept playing in my head, her lyrics echoing with each step: "I'll remake the world for you..."

The convenience store's fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as I walked in, the lone cashier barely glancing up from their phone. Making my way to the freezer section, I found myself humming the tune under my breath.

It was strange how quickly her music had gotten under my skin. How naturally it settled into my mind, like it had always been there, waiting to be discovered. Like she had always been there, waiting...

I shook my head, grabbing an ice pack and some pain relievers. Then, remembering how she'd barely touched her water during practice, I added some sports drinks to my basket. The kind with electrolytes would be good for her fever recovery.

Near the counter, I spotted a display of cat treats - the fancy kind, imported from Japan. My hand hesitated over them. Would that be weird? Too presumptuous? We weren't dating, after all. But she had been sick, and her ankle...

Before I could overthink it further, I added a small package to my basket. If it seemed inappropriate, I just wouldn't give it to her.

As I paid, I caught myself humming that tune again. The cashier gave me an odd look - probably because I kept switching between humming and muttering lyrics under my breath.

Walking back, I tried to analyze why the song affected me so strongly. It wasn't just the melody, though that was haunting enough. There was something in the way she'd sung it, in the intensity of her gaze when she'd looked directly at me during certain lines.

"Paint it in shades of midnight blue..." I murmured, remembering how her eyes had seemed to glow in the practice room lights.

A car passed by, its headlights casting long shadows on the sidewalk. In the distance, I could just make out the faint sound of drums from the practice space. My pace quickened.

The treats bounced against the ice pack in the plastic bag, reminding me of their presence. Maybe it was weird, buying cat treats for someone you'd known less than a week.

Maybe this whole situation was weird - rushing to buy ice for a girl who'd written a song that made your heart race while simultaneously making your skin prickle with something like anticipation. Or fear. Or both.

But then I remembered how she'd felt in my arms when I caught her. How naturally her tail had wrapped around my wrist. How her eyes had lit up when I said I still wanted to learn her song.

And somehow, none of it felt weird at all.

It felt inevitable.

Like everything about Mika, it felt both terrifying and perfectly right.

The practice space was just ahead now, her voice carrying clearly through the night air. I paused for a moment, letting the sound wash over me.

"Until you understand..." her voice rang out, clear and powerful despite her seated position, "that you're mine, all mine..."

My hand tightened on the plastic bag.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the door. The band was just finishing the song, Mika's voice fading into silence as I walked in. Her ears immediately swiveled toward me, followed by her entire focus.

"Got the ice," I said, trying to sound casual despite the way her gaze made my heart race. "And some other things that might help."

Moving to the couch, I knelt beside her ankle.

"This might be cold," I warned, carefully placing the ice pack.

She inhaled sharply, but whether from the cold or my touch, I couldn't tell. Her tail found my wrist again, a gesture I was beginning to find oddly comforting.

"I also got these," I pulled out the sports drinks. "Good for after fever, and..." I hesitated before pulling out the cat treats, suddenly unsure.

But her eyes widened at the sight of them, ears perking forward. "Those are... those are my favorite brand. How did you know?"

I hadn't known. Couldn't have known. "Lucky guess?"

She took the package, handling it like it was something precious. "They only stock these at certain stores. I usually have to order them online."

"Oh, I can get you more if-"

"You'd do that?" she interrupted, something intense flickering in her expression.

"Of course," I said, adjusting the ice pack. "It's no trouble."

Behind us, I heard one of her bandmates - Hailey, I thought - clear their throat. "Should we take a proper break? Give that ankle some time with the ice?"

Mika looked like she wanted to protest, but I spoke first. "That's probably a good idea. Fifteen minutes?"

To my surprise, she nodded. "Fifteen minutes."

The others filtered out, presumably for a smoke break or snack run, leaving us alone. Mika shifted slightly on the couch, making room for me to sit beside her.

"Thank you," she said softly. "For catching me. For the ice. For..." she held up the treats, "for noticing things."

"Anyone would have-"

"No," she cut me off. "They wouldn't. Trust me."

Something in her voice made me look at her more closely. In the dim practice room lights, her eyes seemed to glow, fixed on me with an intensity that should have been unnerving but somehow wasn't.

"I meant what I said yesterday," she continued. "About caring completely. About being intense."

"I remember."

"And you're still here."

It wasn't quite a question, but I answered anyway. "I'm still here."

Her tail tightened around my wrist, and she leaned slightly closer. "The song... did you really like it? Be honest."

"It's incredible," I said honestly. "Different from your other stuff, but in a good way. It feels more..."

"More what?"

"Personal," I finished. "Like you're not just telling a story, you're sharing a truth."

"Yes," she whispered. "A truth."

My phone's ringtone interrupted the moment. Glancing at the screen, I felt my stomach drop.

"Sorry, I should..." I gestured with the phone, and Mika nodded, though her ears had flattened slightly.

"Hey, Naomi," I said, trying to keep my voice neutral.

"Dylan! Have you thought more about the reunion? Everyone's asking if you'll be there!"

I caught Mika's ears twitching at the enthusiastic female voice coming through the speaker.

"I told you last time. I don't know if I can make it."

"Oh, come on, it's our 10-year! You have to come! Remember how much fun we had in the programming club? And that time we-"

"Naomi," I interrupted, pinching the bridge of my nose. "I don't... I'm not comfortable with this. With you calling me like we're still friends."

There was a pause. "We are friends, aren't we?"

"No," I said firmly. "We're not. Not after... everything. I've got to go."

I hung up before she could respond, then looked up to find Mika watching me intently.

"Haley is your ex?" she asked, her voice carefully controlled.

"Yeah," I sighed. "Sorry I didn’t tell you earlier. She... we dated for two years. She was the one who first told me my game development dreams were childish. Said I needed to grow up, focus on a 'real career.'"

Mika's tail had unwrapped from my wrist, now lashing behind her. "And she still calls you?"

"Every few months. Always about something random, always acting like nothing happened. Like she didn't..." I stopped, surprised by the old bitterness in my voice.

"Like she didn't break your heart?" Mika finished softly.

"Yeah. I mean, it was years ago, but... she was the first person I shared my dreams with. Really shared them. And she laughed."

A low sound came from Mika's throat, almost like a growl. "She had no right."

"It's fine. Ancient history."

"No," Mika's voice was sharp. "It's not fine. She hurt you. Tried to change you. Tried to make you give up your dreams." Her pupils had contracted to slits. "She didn't deserve you."

The intensity in her voice made me look at her more closely. Her whole body was tense, claws slightly extended.

"Mika..."

"Your dreams aren't childish," she continued, moving closer despite her ankle. "They're beautiful. Perfect. Like..." she caught herself, taking a breath. "You should never let anyone make you feel ashamed of what you want."

"Thank you," I said softly. "For understanding."

Mika was still rigid with anger, her tail now wholly puffed up.

"How dare she keep calling you? Acting like she has any right to your time after what she did?"

"Hey," I touched her shoulder gently. "You need to cool down. It's okay."

She blinked, seeming to come back to herself slightly. Her ears drooped.

"I'm sorry. I told you I get intense. This always happens when..." she paused, looking away. "When someone hurts people I care about."

"It's okay," I assured her. "Really. But no need to get worked up on my account. It was a long time ago."

Her tail gradually returned to its normal size, though it didn't return to my wrist.

"I just hate the idea of anyone hurting you like that. Making you doubt yourself."

Something about her protective anger was both touching and slightly unsettling. "Can I ask... have you had similar experiences? With exes?"

She let out a small laugh, but there was no humor in it. "No. I've never... I've never had a boyfriend."

"Really?" The surprise in my voice was genuine. "But you're so..."

"Intense?" she supplied with a self-deprecating smile.

"I was going to say talented. And beautiful."

Her eyes widened, and her tail finally moved back to my wrist, curling tightly. "You think I'm beautiful?"

"Well, yeah," I admitted, feeling my face heat up. "But that's not... I mean, I'm just surprised no one..."

"I never wanted anyone before," she said softly, intensely. "Never felt this way before. About anyone."

The implications of that statement hung in the air between us.

"Mika, I..."

The practice room door opened, her bandmates returning from their break. Mika didn't move away from me, though her ears twitched toward the sound.

"Ankle feeling better?" Hailey asked, though she seemed more focused on how close Mika and I were sitting.

"Much better," Mika replied, her voice perfectly normal despite our intense conversation moments before. "I think we can run through the new song one more time."

But her tail wrapped around my wrist, and her words from moments ago echoed in my head: "Never felt this way before. About anyone."

The weight of that confession, the intensity of her earlier anger on my behalf, the way she looked at me now... it should have been overwhelming. Maybe it should have even been frightening.

Instead, it felt like pieces of a puzzle clicking into place.

Maybe I hadn't felt this way before either.

The band launched into the new song again, but this time I heard it differently. Every lyric seemed to take on new meaning, knowing she'd never felt this way about anyone before. Knowing this intensity, this passion, was something unique to... us?

When they finished their final run-through, Anna started packing up her drums.

"Same time Friday?" he asked, looking at Mika.

She nodded. "And remember, we're trying the new song at The Blind Tiger next week."

The others exchanged glances before gathering their things. Anna hesitated at the door.

"Need a ride home?" she asked Mika.

"Dylan can take me," Mika replied without consulting me. Not that I minded. "We still have some practicing to do."

After they left, the practice space felt different. More intimate somehow. Mika shifted on the couch, finally unwrapping her tail from my wrist, but only to reach for her guitar.

"Ready to learn?" she asked, her eyes bright with excitement.

"I'll try my best," I said, pulling out my picks. "Though I warn you, I'm still pretty rusty."

"Here," she patted the space next to her, holding out her guitar. "We'll start with the chorus. It's the most important part."

I settled beside her, taking the guitar. She immediately moved closer, her hands covering mine like they had in her apartment.

"These three chords," she guided my fingers into position. "They're the foundation. Like a heartbeat."

Her touch was gentle but precise, and I tried to focus on the chord positions rather than how warm her hands were on mine.

"Like this?" I strummed experimentally.

"Perfect," she purred, and I felt the vibration of it through where our shoulders touched. "Now, when you transition to the next chord..."

She guided me through the progression, her voice soft and encouraging. Every time I got something right, her tail would curl with pleasure.

"You're a natural," she said after I managed to play through the chorus smoothly. "Like you were meant to play it."

"I have a good teacher," I replied, looking up from the strings to find her face very close to mine.

Her eyes met mine, and for a moment everything else faded away - the guitar, the practice space, the world outside. There was just Mika, her golden eyes intense and focused entirely on me.

"Dylan," she said softly, "I meant what I said before. About never feeling this way. About anyone."

"I know," I whispered back.

"And it scares you?"

"No," I realized, surprised to find it was true. "It probably should, but... it doesn't."

Her pupils dilated slightly, and her tail wrapped around my wrist again, over the guitar strings.

"Good," she breathed. "Because I don't think I could stop feeling this way if I tried."

"I don't want you to stop," I heard myself say.

Her smile then was different from any I'd seen before - somehow both softer and fiercer, like she'd won something precious but was afraid to celebrate too openly.

In that moment, with her so close and looking at me like that, it felt natural to lean forward and press my lips to hers. She made a small sound of surprise that quickly turned into a purr, her hands tightening on mine over the guitar strings.

The kiss was soft, but I could feel an underlying intensity in the way she responded, in how her tail tightened around my wrist almost desperately. When her claws started to extend slightly against my hands, I pulled back gently.

"Mika," I breathed, trying to gather my thoughts. "I..."

Her eyes were still closed, her breathing quick. When she opened them, the golden irises were almost entirely black with dilated pupils.

"I want to do this right," I said softly. "Take it slow. I don't want to rush into anything and risk..."

"Risk what?" she asked, her voice slightly hoarse.

"Risk ruining something that could be really special."

She was silent for a moment, and I worried I'd offended her. But then her tail loosened its grip slightly, becoming more of a gentle hold than a desperate clutch.

"You think this could be special?" she asked, and there was something vulnerable in her voice that made my heart ache.

"I think it already is," I admitted. "That's why I want to do it right. Get to know each other properly. Take our time."

A complex series of emotions crossed her face - disappointment, understanding, and something else I couldn't quite identify. Finally, she nodded.

"Slow," she agreed, though it sounded like the word cost her something to say. "We can do slow."

"Thank you," I said, reaching up to scratch behind her ears the way I knew she liked. She immediately leaned into the touch, purring softly. "And thank you for teaching me the song."

"We're not done with the lesson," she said quickly, then caught herself. "Unless you need to go?"

"I can stay a bit longer," I smiled. "Show me the verse?"

She nodded, repositioning her hands over mine on the guitar, though she kept a slight distance between our bodies now. But her tail stayed wrapped around my wrist, a constant, comforting presence.

As she guided me through the chords, I couldn't help but think about the kiss, about how right it had felt. About how much willpower it had taken to pull back.

But looking at her now, seeing how she was respecting my wishes despite her obvious desire for more, I knew I'd made the right choice.

Something this special deserved to be done right.


Chapter 16 - Mika

"Like this?" Dylan asked, strumming the chord progression I'd just shown him.

"Mmhmm," I managed, barely registering the sound. All I could focus on was the memory of his lips on mine, the taste of him still lingering.

My whole body felt like it was on fire.

His hands under mine on the guitar strings were torture now. Every slight movement sent electricity through me. I wanted to push the guitar aside, to climb into his lap, to mark him as mine in every possible way.

But he'd said slow.

He wanted to do things right.

Special, he'd called it. Called us.

So I forced my claws to stay retracted, even as my tail betrayed my agitation by tightening around his wrist. Forced myself to maintain a proper distance, even as every fiber of my being screamed to close it.

"Did I get that transition wrong?" he asked, noticing my distraction.

"No," I said quickly, trying to focus. "No, it was perfect. You're perfect."

The last words slipped out before I could stop them, and I saw his cheeks color slightly. God, he was adorable when he blushed. I wanted to kiss each cheek, then work my way down his neck...

Stop. Slow. Right.

"Maybe we should take a break?" he suggested, probably noticing how I was practically vibrating with tension.

"No!" I said too forcefully, then toned down. "I mean, you're doing so well. Let's try the next part."

Because if we stopped, if there wasn't a guitar between us anymore, I didn't trust myself to maintain this fragile control. At least the music gave me something to focus on besides the overwhelming urge to claim all of him .

My thighs clenched involuntarily as another wave of desire washed over me. His scent was everywhere, mixing with the lingering fever-warmth in my body to create an intoxicating cocktail of need.

"Mika?" his voice was gentle, concerned. "You're shaking."

Was I? I hadn't noticed.

"Just... excited about the music," I lied, knowing he could probably see right through it.

His thumb brushed against my hand where it rested on the guitar, and I had to bite back a whimper. How could such a slight touch affect me so much?

"Maybe we should call it a night," he said softly. "It's getting late, and you're still recovering."

No. Not yet. I wasn't ready to let him go yet.

But he'd said slow. He'd trusted me with his fears about rushing things. I couldn't betray that trust, couldn't let my desperate need override his wishes.

"Okay," I managed to say, though it felt like the word was being torn from my throat. "But you'll practice at home?"

"Every day," he promised, and the sincerity in his voice made my heart pump even faster.

As he carefully set the guitar aside, I tried to memorize everything about this moment - his scent, the warmth of his hands, the way his hair fell across his forehead. I'd need these details later, when I was alone with his blanket and my burning desire.

Slow, I reminded myself as he gathered his things. We're taking it slow.

But oh, how I wanted to devour him whole.

As we left the practice space, my ankle reminded me sharply of its existence.

"My car's just around the corner," Dylan said, noticing my wince. "Here, lean on me."

His arm wrapped around my waist, and I immediately melted into his side, trying to keep my purring under control. Even this simple contact was enough to set my blood on fire again.

"Look at that," a rough voice called out from the shadows. "Another human with his pet catgirl."

My ears flattened instantly, and I felt Dylan tense beside me.

"Shut up," Dylan said, his voice louder than I'd ever heard it. "Keep walking."

"Or what?" the man stepped into the streetlight. He was big, probably twice Dylan's size. "You gonna make me? Bet she's got you wrapped around her little finger. They all do, these freaks-"

"I said shut up." Dylan's grip on my waist tightened.

The man moved faster than his size suggested, shoving Dylan hard. I barely managed to keep my balance as Dylan stumbled backward.

Rage flooded through me. How dare this creature touch what was mine? I launched myself at him, ignoring my ankle's protest, but he barely moved when I shoved him.

He turned to me with an ugly smile.

"Feisty little thing, aren't you?" His arm drew back, and I braced for impact.

But it never came.

Instead, there was a blur of movement as Dylan slammed into the man with surprising force, taking him to the ground. Before I could process what was happening, Dylan's fist connected with the man's face once, twice.

"Don't." Punch. "You." Punch. "Ever." Punch. "Touch her."

My whole body trembled as I watched. Sweet, shy Dylan, defending me like this. Being violent for me. It was the hottest thing I'd ever seen.

The man managed to shove Dylan off, scrambling to his feet with blood streaming from his nose.

"You're fucking crazy," he spat, backing away. "Both of you!"

When he was gone, Dylan turned to me, his chest heaving. "Are you okay? Did he hurt you?"

I couldn't speak. Could barely breathe. The sight of him like this - protective, aggressive, mine - was overwhelming all my senses.

"Mika?" He stepped closer, worried now. "Your ankle-"

I grabbed his shirt, pulling him to me, pressing my face into his neck. His scent was different now - adrenaline, sweat, and something primal that had my knees trembling and my pussy throbbing.

"My hero," I purred, unable to keep the desire out of my voice.

He laughed nervously, the shy Dylan returning. "I just... I couldn't let him hurt you."

"You protected me." My tail wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer. "Fought for me."

"Of course I did." His hand came up to stroke my ears, gentler now than his fists had been moments ago. "I'll always protect you."

Always. The word echoed through me like a promise. Like destiny.

"We should get you to the car," he said softly. "Your ankle..."

Right. Slow. We were taking things slow.

But as he helped me walk the rest of the way, I couldn't stop thinking about how he'd looked defending me. How perfectly he'd fulfilled yet another of my fantasies without even trying.

"Thank you," I said as we reached his car. "For standing up for me."

"You don't need to thank me," he replied, helping me into the passenger seat. "I just... I hate people like that. Who judge without understanding."

As he started driving, I couldn't take my eyes off his hands on the steering wheel. His knuckles were red, slightly swollen - proof of what he'd done for me. I wanted to grab his hand, kiss each bruised knuckle, show him exactly how much his protection meant to me.

But there was something I needed to ask first.

"Dylan?"

"Hmm?"

"Are you..." I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. "Are you ready for more of that? People judging us? Being together?"

His hands gripped the steering wheel. "You mean because you're a catgirl?"

"Yes. Some people... they'll be like that guy. They'll say cruel things. Judge you for being with me."

"Let them," he said, with that same hardness in his voice from earlier. The one that made my tail curl with pleasure.

"Your friends might not understand either," I pressed, needing to know. "They might think like that guy, might think I'm..."

"My friends aren't like that," he interrupted. "And if they were, they wouldn't be my friends anymore."

The conviction in his voice made me purr. "You'd choose me over them?"

He glanced at me briefly before returning his eyes to the road. "I'd choose what's right. And there's nothing wrong with..." he paused, then continued more softly, "with us."

Us. The word sent shivers down my spine.

"Besides," he added with a small smile, "after tonight, I think I proved I can handle anyone who has a problem with it."

I couldn't help it - I reached out and touched his right hand where it rested on the gear shift. His knuckles were warm under my fingers.

"Does it hurt?" I asked, tracing each reddened spot gently.

"A little," he admitted. "Worth it, though."

"My brave protector," I purred, unable to keep the possession out of my voice.

He blushed but didn't pull his hand away. "I'm not usually... violent like that. I surprised myself, honestly."

"You were perfect," I said firmly, still stroking his knuckles. "Everything you did was perfect."

We drove in comfortable silence for a while, my hand still on his, my tail swishing contentedly behind me. The streetlights cast alternating patterns of light and shadow across his face, and I memorized each angle, each expression.

"We're here," he said finally, pulling up to my building.

I didn't want to let go of his hand, but we had to get out of the car. Each step toward my building felt like an eternity, his arm steady around my waist. The stairs loomed before us like a mountain, but with him supporting most of my weight, I barely noticed the pain.

All I could focus on was his warmth seeping through my clothes, his scent mixing with the night air, the way his muscles tensed and shifted as he helped me up each step.

"Almost there," he murmured, and I had to suppress a shiver at how close his lips were to my ear.

Inside my apartment, he immediately switched into caretaker mode, his protective instincts apparently not satisfied with just defending me from strangers.

"You should rest," he said, helping me to the couch with such gentleness it made my heart ache. "Have you eaten? I could make something..."

"There are ingredients in the fridge," I said, unable to take my eyes off him as he rolled up his sleeves.

Those hands that had been so violent in my defense were now moving gently through my kitchen, opening cabinets with careful precision.

As he started cooking - something with eggs and rice that filled the apartment with a mouthwatering aroma - my eyes kept drifting to my bedroom door.

Behind it, hidden inside the wardrobe, was my shrine. All my carefully collected photos, from every angle, in every light. The notes detailing his schedule, his preferences, his habits. The detailed plans for our future together, mapped out with the same precision I used for everything else in my life...

Would he understand? Could he?

He'd said he wanted to know me, really know me. And he'd proven tonight that he could be surprising - that quiet, shy exterior hiding such passionate protection. The way he'd fought for me, defended me... it showed there were depths to him I'd only begun to explore.

But this was different. This was the depth of my obsession, the true extent of my feelings laid bare. What if it was too much, too soon? What if it scared him away before we even had a chance to start? Before I could show him how perfect we could be together?

The sound of him humming while cooking drew my attention back to the kitchen. He looked so natural there, like he belonged. Like this was where he was always meant to be. I'd researched his favorite foods, stocked my kitchen specifically for him, and now here he was, using those ingredients exactly as I'd imagined.

I could tell him. Show him. Let him see all of me, not just the carefully controlled version I showed the world. Let him understand just how deeply, how completely he belonged to me.

But then I remembered his words from earlier. Slow. Special. Doing things right.

Maybe the shrine could wait. Maybe I could reveal myself gradually, let him adjust to each new layer of my devotion before showing him the next. Like a carefully orchestrated symphony, building to its inevitable crescendo.

"I hope you like these omelets," he called from the kitchen, breaking into my thoughts. "It's not fancy, but I noticed you had some eggs and fresh vegetables, and I thought..."

"It's perfect," I said, meaning so much more than just the food. "Everything about this is perfect."

He smiled, that shy smile that made me want to devour him whole and went back to cooking. My tail swished against the couch cushions as I watched him, imagining countless future evenings like this. Him cooking in my kitchen, caring for me, being mine. Always mine.

For now, I could wait. I could be patient. After all, I'd already planned everything else - what was a little more time in the grand scheme of our destiny together?

The sound of his phone ringing cut through my thoughts. He wiped his hands on a kitchen towel before answering, and I watched his face soften into a familiar smile.

"Hi, Mom," he said, adjusting the heat under the pan with his free hand. "Yeah, I'm actually cooking right now... No, not at home..."

My ears perked up, tracking every nuance of the conversation. His relationship with his mother could be crucial information for our future together.

"Sunday lunch? Sure, I can make it," he said, glancing at me with a slight blush. "The usual time?... Yeah, I'll be there."

He listened for a moment, stirring the eggs. "Love you too, Mom. See you Sunday."

After he hung up, he seemed slightly embarrassed. "Sorry about that. My mom likes to check up on me."

"It's sweet," I said, genuinely meaning it. A mother's love wasn't threatening - it was useful. Someone who already cared for and protected Dylan could be an ally in keeping him safe. "Are you close with your family?"

"Pretty close," he said, plating the omelets. "Sunday lunch is kind of a tradition. My sister usually comes too, when she's not traveling for work."

A sister. Interesting. Another potential ally, depending on her personality.

"Do they live nearby?" I asked, accepting the plate he brought over.

"About thirty minutes away, in the suburbs," he said, settling beside me with his own plate. "Where I grew up, actually. Mom still lives in the same house."

I filed away each detail. The suburbs would be perfect for us eventually - quiet, private, room for a family of our own...

"What about your dad?" I asked, immediately regretting the question as his expression shifted.

"He passed away. Six years ago now," he said quietly, pushing some rice around his plate. "Heart attack. It was... sudden. One day he was there, teaching me how to fix the car, and the next..."

My chest tightened painfully. How had I not known this? All my research, all my careful observation, and I'd missed something so fundamental about him. I hadn't even known about his sister. There was still so much to learn, so many layers to uncover.

"I'm so sorry," I whispered, "I shouldn't have..."

"No, it's okay," he smiled, and it was genuine despite the sadness in his eyes. "I like talking about him sometimes. He was the one who got me into gaming, actually. He used to play all the old classics with me. Mom would get so mad because we'd stay up way too late trying to beat the final boss."

His voice was warm with memories, and I found myself leaning closer, wanting to absorb every detail.

"He always believed in me," Dylan continued. "When I told him I wanted to make games instead of becoming a doctor like Mom wanted, he just said 'Show them what you can do, kid.' I wish... I wish he could see what I'm working on now. Would he be proud?"

"He would," I said softly, meaning it. "Anyone would be."

"I'd like to know about your family, too," he said after a moment. "If you want to share."

My ears flattened slightly. "It's... complicated."

"We don't have to talk about it," he said quickly, noticing my discomfort. "I just... I want to know more about you. The real you."

The real me. The words echoed in my head. Here he was, offering exactly what I'd been yearning for - a chance to be truly known. And yet...

"I haven't really talked about this with anyone," I admitted, pushing my plate aside. "But with you, it feels... safe."

He set his plate down too, turning to face me fully. The attention in his dark brown eyes made my heart race.

"My family..." I started, then paused, gathering my thoughts. "They're very traditional. Old money, old values. My father... he had this whole life planned out for me. Which schools I'd attend, which business courses I'd take, which people I'd associate with. Music was fine as a hobby, but anything more was..." I trailed off, remembering the arguments.

"When I joined the band instead of taking over the family business, they cut me off. Said I was bringing shame to the family name. My mother wouldn't even look at me during our last conversation. Just sat there, staring at her teacup while my father listed all the ways I'd disappointed them."

His hand found mine, squeezing gently.

"They didn't even come to see me perform. Not once," I continued, surprised by how much it still hurt. "Said having their daughter on stage like some common entertainer was beneath them. When I refused to quit, they disinherited me. Haven't spoken to me in three years."

"My mother used to brush my hair every night," I added softly, the memory suddenly vivid. "She'd tell me stories about our ancestors, about maintaining dignity and family honor. Now she won't even take my calls."

"That's their loss," he said firmly, with that same protective edge I'd heard earlier. "You're incredibly talented. They should be proud."

"You really think so?" I asked, hating how vulnerable I sounded.

"I think," he said, reaching up to gently stroke my ear, "that anyone who can't see how amazing you are is blind. And I think sometimes parents get so caught up in what they want for us, they forget to see who we really are."

"I'd never do that to my kids," I said softly, then froze, realizing what I'd implied. But instead of pulling away, Dylan nodded thoughtfully.

"Me neither," he agreed. "I want to be more like my dad was - supportive, you know? Let them find their own path."

My heart raced at how easily he'd engaged with the topic.

"How many would you want?" I asked, trying to keep my voice casual even as my tail tightened around his wrist.

He blushed slightly but answered. "I always thought two or three would be nice. Growing up with my sister... I'd want my kids to have that kind of bond with siblings."

Three. Perfect. I'd planned for three in my future timeline, but hearing him say it made it feel real in a way my carefully drawn charts never had.

"What about you?" he asked, his thumb still absently stroking my ear in a way that made it hard to concentrate.

"Three sounds perfect," I purred, then caught myself. "I mean... I'd want enough that they'd never feel lonely. But not so many that they'd have to compete for attention."

"And you'd let them pursue music if they wanted?" he asked with a small smile.

"Of course. Or gaming. Or whatever makes them happy." I leaned into his touch. "As long as they're passionate about something..."

"Like their mother," he said softly, and the word 'mother' in his voice, applied to me, made my whole body warm.

"And supported like their father," I added, observing his reaction.

Instead of pulling away or showing discomfort at the implied future, he smiled - that gentle smile that made me want to wrap him in my tail and never let go.

"They'd be lucky kids," he said, and in that moment, I could see it all so clearly - our future children, a perfect blend of us both, growing up in a home filled with music and games and love.


Chapter 17 - Dylan

Sitting there with Mika, talking about our future children with such natural ease, I should have felt scared. Overwhelmed. It was too soon, too fast - we hadn't even officially started dating.

But instead, it felt right. Like we were simply acknowledging something that was already written in stone.

Her tail remained wrapped around my wrist as we finished our now-cold omelets, and I found myself studying her profile in the dim lamplight. The way her ears twitched slightly when she was thinking, how her eyes seemed to glow golden when she looked at me.

"What?" she asked, catching me staring.

"Just..." I searched for the right words. "Today has been intense. Fighting that guy, learning about your family, talking about... future stuff. But it doesn't feel overwhelming somehow."

She set her plate down, turning to face me again. "No?"

"No," I confirmed. "It feels natural. Being here with you, talking like this. Even though we've only known each other for a short time..."

"Sometimes," she said carefully, "when things are meant to be, time doesn't matter as much."

The intensity in her eyes should have unnerved me. Instead, it made me feel anchored, certain. Like I'd finally found solid ground after drifting for so long.

"Is that what this is?" I asked. "Meant to be?"

Her tail tightened slightly around my wrist. "What do you think?"

I thought about how drawn I'd been to her from that first performance. How comfortable I felt in her space, how natural it felt to protect her, to care for her. How easily I could picture our future together.

"I think," I said slowly, "that I've never felt anything like this before."

Her face lit up at my words, and she leaned closer. "Neither have I. Never even came close."

The warmth of her body next to mine was becoming increasingly distracting. I needed something to focus on besides how her scent filled my senses, how her tail kept tightening and loosening around my wrist in a rhythm that felt almost like a heartbeat.

"We should watch something," I suggested, perhaps a bit too quickly. "Take our minds off... everything."

"The detective series?" she asked, reaching for the remote.

"Actually," I said, "I was thinking maybe a superhero movie? If you're into those?"

She gave me a knowing smirk, her golden eyes sparkling with amusement. "Oh? Feeling like a superhero after defending my honor tonight?"

I felt my face heat up but couldn't help smiling back. "Maybe a little."

"My brave protector," she purred, and the sound went straight through me.

God, this was torture. I was the one who'd asked to take things slow, to do this right. But sitting here with her, watching her tease me with that playful glint in her eyes, all I wanted was to pull her into my lap and kiss that smirk right off her face.

To show her exactly how much I wanted to protect her, possess her, make her mine.

The intensity of my own desires surprised me. I wasn't usually like this - possessive, territorial. But something about Mika brought it out in me. Made me want things I'd never wanted before.

"Iron Man okay? The first one." she asked, mercifully unaware of my internal struggle.

"Perfect," I managed, trying to focus on the screen rather than how she was subtly shifting closer to me on the couch, "That's the best one"

As the movie progressed, Mika gradually slid lower on the couch until her head was resting on my lap. It felt natural to start stroking her ears, running my fingers through her soft hair. Each touch earned a contented purr that vibrated against my thigh.

"You're good at that," she murmured sleepily, nuzzling closer.

I smiled, watching her eyelids grow heavy as my fingers continued their gentle exploration. Her ears twitched occasionally under my touch, and her tail loosened its grip on my wrist to drape lazily across both our legs.

When the first tiny snore escaped her, I had to suppress a chuckle. She fought it for a while, her eyes drifting half-closed before snapping open again, determined to watch the movie. But eventually, the combination of exhaustion from the day's events and my continued caresses won out.

She looked so peaceful sleeping there, all that intense energy finally at rest. Her face completely relaxed, occasional soft purrs escaping with each breath. I couldn't bring myself to wake her, to disturb this perfect moment.

I tried to focus on the movie but found myself instead watching the way her ears would occasionally twitch in her sleep and how her tail would sometimes curl tighter around my leg before relaxing again. Without thinking, I found patterns in her breathing, in her little movements, memorizing each detail.

My eyelids grew heavy as Tony Stark worked on his suit in the background. I told myself I'd wake her when the movie ended and get her properly to bed. But the warmth of her against me, the rhythmic sound of her breathing, the comfortable weight of her head in my lap...

The last thing I remember thinking before sleep took me was how right this felt. Our first night together, and we hadn't even made it to the bed. Just fell asleep watching a movie, like we'd been doing this forever.

Like we were always meant to end up exactly here.

Morning

A sharp ray of sunlight hit my face, and I blinked awake, momentarily disoriented. This wasn't my room. This wasn't my couch. The unfamiliar ceiling above me, the soft weight in my lap, the lingering scent of-

Mika stirred against me, still sleeping peacefully, and everything from last night came rushing back.

The fight, the cooking, our conversation about family, the movie... Then I saw the time on her wall clock, and my heart nearly stopped.

"Shit!" I jerked upright, accidentally disturbing Mika, who made a slightly confused sound. "I'm late for work!"

"Mmm?" she mumbled, slowly sitting up and rubbing her eyes. Her hair was adorably mussed, one ear slightly folded from where she'd been sleeping on it. Her tail was still wrapped loosely around my leg, as if reluctant to let go even in sleep.

"It's 8:45," I explained, frantically patting my pockets to make sure I had my phone and keys. "I should've been at work fifteen minutes ago."

"Oh," she said, becoming more alert. Then her eyes widened. "Oh! You need clothes! I mean, fresh ones. You can't go to work in what you wore yesterday."

She was right. My shirt was wrinkled from sleeping in it, and there was still a small bloodstain on the sleeve from the fight. Not exactly professional attire, even for our casual office.

"I'll have to stop home first," I said, already calculating how late I'd be. "Call in and say I had car trouble or something."

"Take a shower here," she suggested, standing up and stretching in a way that momentarily derailed my thoughts. Her shirt rode up slightly, revealing a strip of skin that I forced myself not to stare at. "I'll make you coffee while you do. It'll save time."

"But my clothes-"

"Your workplace is casual, right? You can get away with yesterday's jeans and..." she disappeared into her bedroom and came back with a plain black t-shirt. "This should fit you. It's oversized on me."

I wanted to ask why she had men's shirts in her size, but there wasn't time. She was already pushing me toward the bathroom, her tail working as a third hand. The bathroom, like everything else in her apartment, was meticulously organized. Fresh towels were already laid out as if she'd been prepared for this possibility.

"Shower. I'll have coffee ready when you're done."

Under the hot water, using her shampoo (which explained the familiar scent I'd been noticing), I couldn't help but marvel at how natural this all felt. Like we'd done this dance a hundred times before.

When I emerged, dressed in her perfectly fitting shirt (which I still had questions about), she was waiting with not just coffee but also a quick breakfast - toast with egg and cheese, wrapped in a paper towel for easy transport.

"You didn't have to-" I started.

"You need breakfast," she said firmly, pushing a travel mug into my hands. "Keep the mug. And the shirt."

The coffee was perfect - exactly how I liked it, though I couldn't remember telling her my preference. The food was simple but exactly what I needed. She'd thought of everything.

"I'll text you later?" I said at her door, still feeling rushed but reluctant to leave.

Despite the panic of being late, I didn't want this morning to end.

"You better," she smiled, then stood on tiptoe to kiss my cheek. Her tail brushed against my arm as she pulled back. "Have a good day at work, Dylan."

As I drove to the office, I couldn't stop thinking about how natural it had all felt. Like we'd been doing this morning routine forever. Like it was just the first of many such mornings to come.

I touched my cheek where she'd kissed me and smiled, completely forgetting to be worried about being late. The shirt smelled faintly of her laundry detergent, and the coffee was still warm in her mug - no, my mug now. Little pieces of her to carry through my day.

Two weeks later

Nearly two weeks had passed since that first morning at Mika's apartment, and everything felt like it was simultaneously moving in fast-forward and slow-motion.

Our first proper date had been to a tiny ramen shop she'd discovered - tucked away in an alley I must have walked past a hundred times without noticing.

The second date was my suggestion - a retro arcade I'd loved since college. She'd destroyed me at Street Fighter, then acted adorable about it all evening. Watching her eyes light up at the classic games, hearing her laugh when she beat my high score... I couldn't remember the last time I'd had so much fun.

Our third date had been impromptu - we'd meant to go to a movie but got caught in the rain. Instead, we'd ended up spending hours in a used bookstore, sharing our favorite books and reading passages to each other in quiet corners. She'd curled up next to me while I read her my favorite sci-fi novel, her purring so content that the bookstore's resident cat had come to investigate.

And now it was Friday again, but not just any Friday. The band had landed a gig at The Black Rose - easily three times the size of their usual venue. When Mika had called asking me to come early, her voice had held an edge I'd never heard before.

"Of course," I'd said immediately. "What time?"

"Seven? We're doing our final practice and..." she'd paused. "I just... I'd feel better if you were there."

So here I was, pushing open the heavy door of The Black Rose at 6:55 PM, hearing the band running through sound check. The venue was impressive - proper stage, professional lighting rig, space for at least 200 people.

Mika spotted me immediately, her ears perking up and her tail, which had been lashing anxiously, suddenly went still. She was wearing ripped jeans and a tank top for practice, her performance outfit hanging backstage.

"You came," she said, jumping down from the stage and hurrying over.

"Of course I came," I replied, catching her as she practically crashed into me. "Wouldn't miss it."

"This place is so big," she whispered against my chest. "What if I mess up? What if-"

"Hey," I cut her off gently, scratching behind her ears the way I knew calmed her. "You're going to be amazing. Just like always."

She purred softly, pressing closer. "Stay where I can see you during practice?"

"Front row seat," I promised. "I'll even pretend to be a screaming fan if you want."

That earned me a laugh and a playful swat with her tail. "Don't you dare."

"Actually," I said, reaching into my pocket, "I brought something for you."

Her eyes widened as I pulled out the small velvet box. "Dylan..."

"It's nothing huge, but..." I opened it, revealing the black choker with its silver cross. "When you mentioned wanting something to complete your outfit tonight, I thought..."

"It's perfect," she breathed, her fingers tracing the pendant delicately like it might disappear if she touched it too firmly.

Before I could say anything else, her tail wrapped around my waist - something she had done only once - pulling me closer with surprising strength. Her hands came up to cup my face, and then she kissed me. The intensity made my head spin, and I found my hands settling naturally on her hips.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were gleaming with an emotion I couldn't quite name.

"You didn't have to," she said, though her tail maintained its grip on my waist. "But I can't believe you did. It's exactly what I needed. A constant reminder that I belong to you."

The words sent a shiver down my spine - not an unpleasant one, but intense. A week ago, that kind of possessive statement might have scared me. Now... now it felt right. She was mine, and I was hers. We hadn't made it official yet, but...

My hand unconsciously touched the pocket where I'd been carrying a small gift box with a pair of matching earrings. I'd been planning to give them to her tonight, after the show, along with asking her to be my girlfriend officially.

"Could you..." she turned around, lifting her hair. "Put it on me?"

Her neck looked so delicate as I carefully fastened the choker. My fingers brushed against her skin, and I felt her shiver. The black band looked striking against her pale skin, the silver cross catching the stage lights.

"Perfect," I murmured, and she turned back to face me, golden eyes shining.

"How does it look?"

"Beautiful," I said honestly. "Like it was made for you."

She reached up to touch it, a soft purr escaping her. The way she looked at me then, like I'd given her the world instead of just a simple necklace, made my chest rise and plummet.

"Hey, lovebirds!" Anna called from the stage. "We need our singer back!"

Mika blushed but didn't move away immediately. Instead, her tail squeezed gently around my waist one more time before reluctantly unwinding.

"Thank you," she whispered, standing on tiptoe to kiss my cheek. "For everything."

As she headed back to the stage, her hand trailing along my arm until the last possible moment, I watched her reach up to touch the necklace again. Her tail was dancing with happiness now, all traces of anxiety gone from her movements.

Yeah, I was definitely asking her tonight. The earrings in my pocket felt like they were burning a hole, reminding me of what was to come. Watching her take her place at the microphone, adjusting the choker with careful fingers, I couldn't imagine her saying anything but yes.

She belonged to me, after all. Just like I belonged to her.

The band launched into their first practice song, and I settled into a seat near the front, just as promised. Watching them practice was always different from seeing them perform - there was an intimacy to it, seeing how they worked out small details, adjusted their timing, discussed changes. Mika was a perfectionist, insisting on running certain sections multiple times until everything was exactly right.

Every few minutes, her eyes would find mine, and she'd touch the choker, a smirk playing on her lips. Her confidence grew with each song, her earlier nervousness replaced by the commanding presence I'd first been drawn to.

"Water break," Hailey called after their third run-through of the new song.

Mika hopped off the stage again, making her way directly to me. Without hesitation, she settled into my lap, her tail immediately finding its place around my wrist.

"How does it sound?" she asked, slightly breathless from singing.

"Amazing," I replied honestly. "The new arrangement really works."

"You're biased," she purred, but I could tell she was pleased.

"Maybe," I admitted, reaching up to adjust her choker which had shifted slightly during practice. Her breath caught at the touch. "But I'm also right."

"Twenty minutes till doors open!" the venue manager called out, breaking the moment.

Mika tensed slightly in my lap. "I should go change," she said, though she made no move to get up. "Will you..."

"I'll be right here," I assured her. "Front row, just like we said."

She nodded, finally standing. "Watch my makeup bag? I left it by your seat."

"Of course," I said


She disappeared backstage, and I found myself fidgeting with the bag's zipper, anticipation building. 

When she returned, I nearly dropped it.

Her all-black outfit was striking - tight leather pants, a crop top that showed just enough skin to be captivating without being excessive, and combat boots that added a few inches to her height. The choker completed the look.

She settled in front of me, using her phone's camera to apply makeup on her cheeks. Just a touch here and there, enough to make her features catch the light without overshadowing her natural beauty.

Then she stretched, arms above her head, back arching slightly, and my brain short-circuited. The movement made her top ride up slightly, and the way her boobs moved with the stretch was... was...

"See something you like?" she teased, catching my slack-jawed expression.

I snapped my mouth shut, feeling my face heat up. "I... uh..."

"God, I'm so nervous," she said, mercifully changing the subject. "The owner of The Crimson Room is here tonight. If we do well..." she bit her lip. "It could mean bigger venues, better opportunities."

"You're going to blow them away," I said with complete conviction. "Everyone who sees you perform falls in love with your music. Tonight won't be any different."

"You really think so?"

"I know so. You're the best, Mika. And tonight, everyone else is going to realize that too."

She wrapped her arms around me, pressing close, and I could feel her heart racing with anticipation. I pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead, breathing in her familiar scent.

"Ten minutes!" the venue manager called out.

Mika pulled back reluctantly.

"I should check on the others. Make sure everyone's ready. Anna always gets jittery before big shows, and Hailey probably needs help with her hair again..."

"Go," I smiled. "Be their fearless leader."

She touched the choker one more time, gave me a quick kiss that left me wanting more, then headed back to where the rest of the band was gathering.

I watched her walk away, already missing her warmth. The way she carried herself had changed - shoulders back, head high, every step purposeful. This was Mika the performer emerging, the confident singer who could command any room she entered.

The venue was starting to fill up now, early arrivals claiming the best spots near the stage. I noticed a few people I recognized from their regular shows at The Blind Tiger, but most faces were new. The energy in the room was building, conversations and laughter mixing with the sound of final equipment checks.

My hand touched the gift box in my pocket again. After seeing her reaction to the choker, after this brief moment before the concert, I was even more certain about giving her the earrings tonight. About asking her to be mine officially, even though the word 'girlfriend' seemed not enough for what we were becoming.

From the stage, I caught her stealing glances at me between giving instructions to the sound tech. Each time our eyes met, she'd touch the choker, and my heart would skip a beat.

Yeah, tonight was going to be perfect.


Chapter 18 - Mika

I couldn't stop touching the choker.

Each brush of my fingers against it sent a rush of adrenaline throughout my body, reminding me of how carefully Dylan had fastened it around my neck. How he'd marked me as his, even if he didn't fully realize the significance of such a gesture.

"Earth to Mika," Hailey waved her hand in front of my face. "The sound check?"

"Right," I forced myself to focus on the tech's questions about microphone levels. But my eyes kept drifting back to where Dylan sat, watching me with that soft expression that made my tail curl with pleasure.

The venue was filling up quickly. I could smell the growing crowd, hear the rising excitement in their voices. My ears twitched, picking up fragments of conversations - people who'd seen us at The Blind Tiger, others who'd heard about us from friends.

And somewhere out there was the owner of The Crimson Room, watching, judging.

But none of that mattered as much as the man in the front row, the one whose scent I could pick out even among the growing crowd. The one who'd brought me a perfect gift, who looked at me like I was the most precious thing in his world.

I needed to make him proud tonight. I needed to show him that his faith in me wasn't misplaced.

"Five minutes!" the manager called.

Anna fidgeted with her drumsticks while Kurtis did his usual pre-show stretches. Hailey was...

"Your hair's coming loose again," I sighed, moving to fix her bobby pins. "Here, let me."

"Thanks," she said, then lowered her voice. "So... things seem to be going well with your human?"

I couldn't help the purr that escaped me. "Perfect. He's perfect. Everything is-"

"Two minutes!"

My heart started racing again, but this time with excitement rather than nerves. I could do this. I would do this.

For my band. For our future.

For him.

Through the crowd, I spotted Aaron and John joining Dylan. Their presence would normally make my fur bristle - they were still wary of me, of what I represented - but tonight, I was too focused to care. Let them watch. Let them see exactly why Dylan chose me.

"Places, everyone!"

We took our positions on stage as the house lights dimmed. In that moment of darkness, I found Dylan's eyes - somehow always able to locate him even in the darkest room. He smiled, touching his neck where my choker would be, and my heart soared.

The first notes of our opening song filled the venue. This was it. This was our moment.

I grabbed the microphone, and as the spotlight hit me, I transformed. All my careful planning, all my obsessive practice sessions, everything I'd worked for - it all came together in this performance. My voice soared over the crowd, stronger and clearer than ever before.

Between songs, I caught glimpses of Dylan's friends' reactions. Aaron's surprised expression when we nailed our new arrangement. John's reluctant head-bobbing during our third song. But mostly, I watched Dylan.

The way his eyes never left me, how he mouthed along to the lyrics I knew he'd memorized, how his face lit up with pride every time the crowd cheered.

By our fourth song, the energy in the room was electric. The audience was fully with us, moving to the music, responding to every note. Even the regular crowd from The Blind Tiger seemed amazed by how different we sounded on this bigger stage.

As we moved through our set list, each song flowing perfectly into the next, I could feel the crowd's energy building. When I launched into "Midnight Promises" - the new bilingual song we'd been perfecting - the response was immediate. People who'd never heard it before were swaying, caught up in the rhythm, even if they didn't understand all the words.

"Promesas de medianoche

En tus ojos puedo ver

That you're the one I've waited for

Mi corazón es para ti..."

The Spanish lyrics rolled off my tongue, and I saw surprise and appreciation ripple through the audience. Even Dylan's friends looked impressed - Aaron had stopped checking his phone every ten seconds, and John was actually nodding along. But Dylan... Dylan was beaming with pride, and that made everything else fade away.

My tail moved with the rhythm, expressing the joy I couldn't contain. Each time my fingers brushed against the choker he'd given me, I felt stronger, more confident. More his.

After the final note, we left the stage as planned, but the crowd wasn't having it. The chants for "Encore!" started immediately, growing louder and more insistent. I heard Dylan's voice among them, calling for more.

I shared knowing looks with my bandmates. We'd practiced for this moment, saved our best for last. Anna twirled her drumsticks, Hailey adjusted her bass strap, and Kurtis grinned - they knew what was coming.

When we returned to the stage, the cheering was deafening. I approached the microphone, my tail curling with anticipation. This was it - our signature song, the one that had become an anthem at The Blind Tiger. The one I'd written thinking of Dylan, even before he was mine.

The first notes started soft, building slowly. I closed my eyes, letting the music flow through me, feeling the weight of his choker against my throat.

"I'll remake the world for you

Paint it in shades of midnight blue..."

When I opened my eyes, I found Dylan's gaze locked on mine. He was singing along, knowing every word by heart. The sight of him mouthing the lyrics I'd written for him made my heart race even faster.

"Every dream you're afraid to chase

I'll catch and hold in my embrace..."

More voices joined in - regulars from our other shows who'd learned the lyrics, new fans caught up in the moment. I saw phones being raised to record, saw people wrapping arms around friends and swaying together. But I only heard his voice, only saw his lips forming the words I'd written for him.

"Until you understand

That you're mine, all mine..."

The possessiveness in the lyrics didn't make him flinch anymore. Instead, he smiled that soft smile that was only for me, and my heart nearly burst with joy. My tail curled and uncurled with each line, expressing what I couldn't contain even if I tried.

The final chorus swelled, the whole band giving everything they had. Anna's drums thundered, Hailey's bass line pulsed through the floor, and Kurtis's guitar soared. The crowd responded in kind, the energy building to something almost tangible.

As the last note faded, the applause was thunderous. I saw the owner of The Crimson Room nodding appreciatively near the bar, already reaching for his business card. Various industry people who'd also shown up were exchanging impressed looks.

But none of that mattered as much as the look in Dylan's eyes. Pride, love, acceptance - everything I'd ever wanted to see there. He touched his chest where his heart would be, a gesture just for me, and I touched the choker in response.

Mine. All mine. And tonight had proved it to everyone.

The post-show high was electric. People crowded around the stage, many wanting autographs or photos. I signed everything they put in front of me, posed for countless selfies, but my attention kept drifting to where Dylan stood with his friends.

Through snippets of conversation I could hear with my sensitive ears, I caught Aaron admitting, "Okay, they're actually really good," and John asking about our next show. Progress. Their acceptance mattered - not because I needed it, but because it would make things easier for Dylan.

The owner of The Crimson Room approached, all business cards and promises of bigger venues and better exposure. "Your sound is exactly what we've been looking for," he said, "The way you mix genres, languages... it's fresh."

I nodded at appropriate moments, but my focus splintered when I noticed a group of girls approaching Dylan. Three of them, all giggling and pretty, one boldly touching his arm as she spoke. My claws extended involuntarily, and I had to force them back in.

He was being polite - too polite, really - as he chatted with them. One girl flipped her hair, another leaned in too close. My tail began to lash back and forth, a low growl building in my throat that I had to disguise as a cough.

"Are you alright?" The Crimson Room owner asked, noticing my distraction.

"Fine," I managed, even as I watched one of the girls hand Dylan her phone. Probably asking for his number. He better not...

But no, he was just taking a photo with them. Still, the way they clustered around him, touched him so casually... My fingers found the choker, reminding myself. He'd chosen me. Marked me. Those girls meant nothing.

More industry people approached - promoters, managers, venue owners. Each conversation felt important, crucial even, but all I wanted was to get to Dylan. To show those girls and everyone else exactly who he belonged to. To feel his arms around me, to make it clear that the love songs they'd just cheered for had a very specific target.

"Your marketing potential is incredible," a promoter was saying. "The catgirl angle, the bilingual lyrics..."

My tail twitched with impatience as I handled the necessary networking. Those girls were finally walking away, but another woman was approaching Dylan. Older, more sophisticated. More dangerous?

Anna noticed my growing agitation and squeezed my arm in support.

"Go," she whispered during a brief lull. "We can handle the rest. You've earned this."

I didn't need to be told twice. Weaving through the crowd, I made my way toward where Dylan stood. His eyes lit up as I approached, and he opened his arms just in time for me to launch myself into them. Let everyone see. Let those girls watch. Let them all understand exactly who he belonged to.

I stayed in his arms a moment longer than necessary, making sure the sophisticated woman saw before she walked away. My tail remained firmly wrapped around his waist as I pulled back just enough to look at him.

"Those girls..." I started, trying to keep my voice casual.

"Oh, them? No idea," he laughed. "They wanted to set up some triple date thing with John and Aaron, but I told them I had a girl."

My heart skipped at the word 'girl,' even though we hadn't made it official yet. The possessive part of me purred with satisfaction that he'd claimed me so easily.

"They're meeting the guys another day," he continued, oblivious to my internal celebration. "But tonight, actually... John and Aaron were wondering if you'd want to join us for game night? Street Fighter and Mario Kart."

I blinked in surprise. His friends wanted me there? "Really?"

"Really," he smiled. "I think you won them over tonight. John kept saying how incredible your Spanish pronunciation was, and Aaron... well, you saw him actually paying attention instead of being on his phone."

The acceptance I'd been hoping for, finally happening.

"I'd love to," I said, then glanced back at the stage where my bandmates were starting to pack up. "But first, I need to help with the equipment. And tell them about The Crimson Room..."

"The Crimson Room?" His eyes widened. "They want you to play there?"

"They want us for a regular spot," I couldn't help but bounce a little with excitement. "Monthly shows, maybe more if it goes well. Real promotion, better pay..."

"Mika, that's amazing!" He hugged me tighter. "I'm so proud of you."

I couldn't help myself - I pulled him down for a kiss, not caring who saw. His lips were soft against mine, and I felt him smile into the kiss. Let everyone see, especially those girls still lingering near the bar, exactly who he belonged to.

"Give me twenty minutes?" I asked when we finally parted, my tail still firmly wrapped around his waist. "Just need to help pack up and tell them the news."

"I can help," he offered immediately. "I'm pretty good at wrapping cables. Learned it back in college when I was in the AV club."

The casual revelation of another piece of his past made my heart flutter. Every new detail about him was precious, another fragment to add to my collection.

"My hero," I purred, then watched with amusement as he turned to his friends. The way he kept one hand on my lower back as he spoke to them didn't escape my notice - or theirs, judging by their expressions.

"We'll be quick," he told them. "And you better be ready - Mika's a beast at Street Fighter, and I've seen her Mario Kart skills. She doesn't just win, she destroys."

"Oh really?" Aaron raised an eyebrow, finally looking interested. The way he was actually looking at me now, like a person rather than just a catgirl, made me feel oddly warm. "We'll see about that. I've held the neighborhood record since college."

"Don't say I didn't warn you," Dylan grinned, then squeezed my hand. "Ready?"

As we walked toward the stage, where the band was already breaking down equipment, I could hear John and Aaron discussing game strategies behind us. They were actually excited about playing with me. Actually wanting to include me in their friend group.

"You okay?" Dylan asked, noticing my thoughtful expression. "You're purring."

I hadn't even realized I was.

"Just happy," I admitted. "Everything's perfect. The show, The Crimson Room, your friends..."

"They're going to love you," he said softly. "Once they get to know you like I do- well, maybe not exactly like I do," he added with a blush.

We reached the stage where Anna was already dismantling her drum kit, Hailey was coiling cables, and Kurtis was carefully packing away guitars.

"Need some help?" Dylan called out, already reaching for a nearby cable.

"Extra hands are always welcome," Hailey smiled, then shot me a knowing look. "Especially such capable ones."

I felt a small surge of possessiveness at her tone but squashed it. She was my friend, my bandmate. She was just being nice.

"Watch and learn," Dylan said, demonstrating a perfect over-under cable wrap. "This way, they don't get tangled."

"Very impressive," I said, deliberately brushing against him as I passed with an armload of microphone stands.

The band watched with obvious amusement as Dylan and I moved around each other, always finding excuses to touch or brush past one another. He was surprisingly efficient at breaking down equipment and seeing him work so naturally with my band made my tail curl with pleasure.

"So," Anna said, carefully packing her things, "anyone going to mention the suit from The Crimson Room, or are we pretending we didn't see that?"

"Oh!" I nearly dropped the mic stand I was carrying. In my Dylan-induced haze, I'd almost forgotten. "They want us. Monthly shows, possibly more. Real promotion, better pay, bigger stage..."

"What?" Kurtis stopped mid-guitar-case-closing. "Are you serious?"

"He gave me his card," I pulled it from my pocket, showing them. "Said our sound is exactly what they're looking for."

"Holy shit," Hailey breathed, abandoning her cables to look at the card. "The Crimson Room. That's... that's huge."

"We'd need to polish the new songs," Anna said thoughtfully, but I could see the excitement in her eyes. "Maybe add a few covers that work with our style..."

"And we'd need new promotional photos," Kurtis added. "The ones we have are kind of amateur..."

"I might know someone," Dylan spoke up unexpectedly. "A friend from work does professional photography on the side. I could ask..."

Four pairs of eyes turned to him - mine included - and he blushed slightly.

"I mean, only if you want..."

"That would be amazing," I said, resisting the urge to tackle him with a hug right there. Instead, my tail found his wrist, squeezing gently.

"Look at you," Hailey teased, "already contributing to the band. Careful, Mika, or we might steal him for ourselves."

A low growl escaped me before I could stop it, making everyone laugh.

"Don't worry," Dylan said, wrapping an arm around my waist. "I'm pretty firmly taken."

Those words - "firmly taken" - made me purr so loudly that Anna snickered. But I didn't care. Let them laugh. Let them see how perfectly matched we were.

"Speaking of taken," I said, trying to regain some composure, "we should finish up here. Dylan's friends are waiting for us."

"Oh?" Hailey's ears perked up with interest. "The ones who always looked at you like you might bite?"

"They want to play games with us," I explained, carefully wrapping the last microphone cord. "Mario Kart and stuff."

"They finally saw sense, huh?" Kurtis grinned, snapping his guitar case shut. "Probably helped that you killed it tonight."

"That reminds me," Anna said, hefting a cymbal bag, "we should celebrate properly. Tomorrow night? My place? We can discuss The Crimson Room details, too."

"Bring Dylan," Hailey added quickly. "He's practically band family now."

Band family. The words made my heart swell. Everything was integrating so perfectly - Dylan with my band, me with his friends. Like puzzle pieces clicking into place.

"Tomorrow then," I agreed, doing a final sweep of the stage. "But tonight..."

"Tonight, you go destroy some gamers," Anna laughed. "We've got this covered."

"You sure?"

"Go," they all said in unison.

I turned to Dylan, who'd been watching this exchange with a soft smile.

"Ready to watch me humble your friends?"

"More than ready," he grinned, taking my hand. "Though fair warning - Aaron takes Mario Kart very seriously."

"Good," I said, leading him back toward where his friends waited. "So do I."

We made our way back through the now-thinning crowd, my tail happily wrapped around his wrist. The girls from earlier were gone, and even the older woman had disappeared. Good.

The venue staff were already starting to clean up, and the late-night energy was shifting toward closing time.

John and Aaron were waiting near the entrance, engaged in what looked like an intense debate about optimal Mario Kart characters.

"Yoshi has the best acceleration-" John was saying, gesturing with his hands for emphasis.

"But Bowser's weight advantage in the corners-" Aaron countered, clearly falling back on an old argument.

"You're both wrong," I interrupted, making them jump slightly. "Princess Peach is clearly superior."

They stared at me for a moment before Aaron burst out laughing.

"Oh, you're one of those Peach mains? This is going to be easier than I thought."

I felt Dylan trying to suppress a chuckle beside me. He'd seen me play. He knew what was coming. After all, I'd memorized all the tracks, studied every shortcut, practiced until I could run Rainbow Road with my eyes closed. Just like I did with everything that mattered.

"Care to put money on that?" I asked sweetly, letting my claws extend just slightly.

"Careful," Dylan warned his friend. "She's not just good, she's-"

"Twenty bucks says I lap you," Aaron interrupted, grinning.

"Make it fifty," I countered.

"Deal."

John looked between us, clearly amused. "Well, this should be interesting. Our place?"

"Perfect," Dylan said. "And I just bought snacks yesterday. Though we might need more after this showdown."

I'd only been there once, briefly, when picking him up for our arcade date. But I'd memorized every detail I could see - the layout, the game collection carefully organized by genre, the photos on the walls. Now I'd get to spend real time there, marking my territory in another part of Dylan's life.

"Unless the lady prefers somewhere else?" Aaron asked, and I noticed he was actually making an effort to be inclusive. Such a change from his initial wariness around me.

"Anywhere with a clear view of your face when I destroy you works for me," I smiled, showing just a hint of fang.

Dylan squeezed my hand, and I could feel him practically vibrating with contained laughter. He knew my competitive side well by now.

"Home it is then," Aaron said, already heading for the door. "We've got snacks, drinks, and and I hope you're ready to eat those words, Mika."

"Oh, I'm ready," I purred, following them out into the night air. "Are you?"


Chapter 19 - Dylan

The walk to our apartment was entertaining, to say the least. Aaron and Mika kept trading competitive jabs while John tried to mediate, pointing out that technically Waluigi had the best stats overall.

I just enjoyed watching them interact and seeing how naturally Mika fit into our dynamic.

Her tail remained wrapped around my wrist the entire walk, occasionally tightening when Aaron made particularly bold claims about his gaming skills. The possessive gesture, which might have made me uncomfortable a few weeks ago, now just felt right.

"Home sweet home," John announced as we reached our building.

As we climbed the stairs to our third-floor apartment, I noticed Mika taking everything in - the building's security door, the emergency exits, the neighbor's names on their mailboxes. Her ears twitched at every sound, mapping the environment in that careful way she had.

"Sorry about the mess," I said as we entered, though the apartment was actually pretty tidy.

We'd cleaned yesterday, though I hadn't known then that Mika would be visiting.

"It's perfect," she said, and something in her tone made me wonder if she was cataloging every detail for future reference.

"Love what you've done with the place," she added, examining our game collection with obvious appreciation. "Original Nintendo 64? Nice."

"That's my baby," John said from the kitchen. "Nobody touches it without my permission. Beer anyone?"

"I'm good," Mika replied, still studying our setup. "But water would be nice."

"Same," I called out, watching as she moved around our living room, taking in the photos of the three of us from college, the posters on the walls, the comfortable but worn couch.

"Is this from your graduation?" she asked, pointing to a photo I'd almost forgotten about.

"Yeah," I moved closer, remembering that day. "Right before Aaron tripped and fell into the fountain."

"That was John's fault, and you know it!" Aaron protested from where he was setting up the game console.

"I did no such thing," John emerged from the kitchen with drinks. "You were too busy trying to look cool for those girls in the chemistry department."

"Speaking of looking cool," Aaron grinned, holding up controllers, "ready to lose your money, Mika?"

Her answering smirk said it all. "Oh, you have no idea what you're in for."

"Before we start," John interjected, "house rules: no throwing controllers, no unplugging other people's equipment in rage, and absolutely no using the blue shell unless it's absolutely necessary."

"The blue shell is always necessary," Mika and I said simultaneously, then looked at each other and laughed.

"Oh god, there's two of them now," Aaron groaned, but he was smiling. "Alright, Princess Peach, show us what you've got."

I settled onto the couch, watching as Mika perched on its arm, tail swishing with anticipation. John distributed snacks and drinks, and Aaron finally got the game loaded.

"Best of three?" Mika suggested innocently.

"Make it five," Aaron countered. "Really make that fifty bucks worth it."

"Deal," she purred, selecting Peach with ease. "Hope you've got cash on hand."

I caught John's eye, and we both tried not to laugh. This was going to be interesting.

The first race was Rainbow Road - Aaron's choice, obviously trying to intimidate. But as soon as the countdown started, I knew he'd made a mistake. Mika's posture changed, becoming focused and predatory. Her tail stilled completely - something I'd noticed she did when concentrating intensely.

"Three... two... one..."

What followed was nothing short of a massacre. Mika didn't just win - she dominated. Her Peach weaved through the course with surgical precision, hitting every shortcut, never falling once. By the second lap, she was so far ahead that Aaron's jaw had dropped.

"That's... that's impossible," he muttered as she crossed the finish line nearly a full lap ahead of everyone else.

"Want to forfeit now?" Mika asked sweetly, her tail now curling with satisfaction.

"Never!" Aaron said.

"Careful, man," John warned, but he was grinning.

The next race went similarly, though on Bowser's Castle Aaron at least managed to stay within sight of Mika's Peach. But watching her play, I realized something - she wasn't just good, she'd studied this. Every move was calculated, every shortcut memorized. Just like how she approached everything else in her life.

By the fourth race, Aaron had gone quiet, his usual trash talk replaced by intense concentration. John was openly cheering for Mika now, and I couldn't help but feel proud. This was my girl, showing my best friends exactly how amazing she was.

"How?" Aaron finally asked after Mika won the fifth race, completing her sweep. "How are you this good?"

"Practice," she said simply, but I caught the gleam in her eye. "Lots and lots of practice."

"She's like this with everything," I found myself saying. "You should see her song arrangements."

"Speaking of," John piped up, "that performance tonight was incredible. The way you mixed languages..."

"Thank you," Mika beamed, sliding from the couch arm into my lap as naturally as breathing. Her tail immediately found its place around my wrist. "The Crimson Room seemed to think so, too."

"Wait, The Crimson Room?" Aaron perked up. "That fancy place downtown?"

As Mika explained about the potential regular gig, I watched my friends' faces. They were genuinely interested, asking questions about the band's future plans and offering suggestions for promotion. No more wariness, no more catgirl prejudice. They were seeing her as I saw her - talented, dedicated, amazing.

"We should celebrate," John declared. "Not just the game victory - though Aaron's definitely paying up - but the Crimson Room too."

"Yeah, yeah," Aaron grumbled good-naturedly, pulling out his wallet. "But I want a rematch sometime. After I practice."

"Anytime," Mika purred, accepting the money with a gracious nod. "Though you might want to switch from Bowser. His turning radius really doesn't suit your playing style."

"See?" John laughed. "She even knows why you lost. Keep her around, Dylan."

"That's the plan," I said without thinking, then felt Mika's tail tighten around my wrist. When I looked down at her, the expression in her golden eyes made my heart skip a beat.

"Good," she whispered, just for me, then louder to the others, "So, who's up for Smash Brothers? Unless you're afraid of losing more money?"

"Oh, it is ON," Aaron declared, already switching games. "I'm actually good at this one."

As they argued about character selection and stage choices, I held Mika closer, breathing in her happiness. Everything was perfect - my friends accepting her, her fitting so naturally into my life, the way she just belonged here.

The small box of earrings felt heavy in my pocket. Maybe tonight was the right time after all.

The Smash Brothers matches were more competitive than Mario Kart. Mika's Zero Suit Samus against Aaron's Fox was like watching a carefully choreographed dance of destruction. She won the first match handily, but the second one was closer - her precise movements against his aggressive style making for an impressive show.

"See?" Aaron crowed when he finally won the third match. "Told you I was better at this!"

"You won one out of three," John pointed out, passing out fresh drinks.

"Still counts!"

Mika laughed, stretching in a way that made me momentarily forget about the game.

"That was fun," she said, checking the time on her phone. "But I should probably head home. It's been a long night."

"Already?" Aaron actually looked disappointed. "We haven't even tried Street Fighter yet."

"Save something for next time," she smiled, and I felt warm at how easily she assumed there would be a next time.

"I'll drive you," I offered, already reaching for my keys.

"You don't have to-"

"It's late," I insisted. "Besides, I want to."

Her tail curled happily as she stood, gathering her things.

"Thank you for having me," she told John and Aaron. "This was really fun."

"Thank you for taking Aaron's money," John grinned. "He needed the humbling."

"Come back anytime," Aaron said, ignoring John's jab. "I need to reclaim my gaming honor."

"Good luck with that," she told him, slipping her hand into mine.

As we headed for the door, I heard John whisper to Aaron, "Dude, she's actually pretty cool."

"Yeah," Aaron agreed. "Who knew?"

I felt Mika's tail sway with pleasure - her sensitive ears had clearly caught the exchange, too. In the hallway, she pressed closer to my side.

"Your friends are nice," she said.

"They like you," I replied, leading her down the stairs. "I knew they would, once they gave you a chance."

"Even after I took Aaron's money?"

"Especially after that," I laughed. "He needs losing sometimes. Like John said, it keeps him humble."

The night air was cool as we stepped outside, and she shivered slightly. Without thinking, I shrugged off my jacket and draped it over her shoulders.

"Such a gentleman," she teased but pulled the jacket closer, burying her nose in the collar for a moment.

My car wasn't far, but as we walked, I felt the weight of the earring box in my pocket. The night had gone perfectly - she'd charmed my friends, proved herself their equal in gaming, shown them exactly why I was so drawn to her.

Maybe now was the right moment...

"Dylan?" her voice broke into my thoughts. "You okay? Your heart's racing."

Right. Sensitive hearing. Of course she could hear my heartbeat.

"I'm fine," I said quickly. "Just... happy. Tonight was perfect."

"It really was perfect," she agreed, then started playing with her hair - a gesture I'd come to recognize as her being nervous about something. "Hey, um... are you still thinking about attending your college reunion next month?"

"Yeah, I think so," I said, fishing my car keys from my pocket. "There are a lot of people I haven't seen in years. My old gaming club friends, some of the AV crew..."

Her tail, which had been swishing, suddenly went still. "Oh."

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing," she said too quickly. "Just... there'll probably be a lot of girls there too, right? Like Naomi, your ex-girlfriend?"

I couldn't help but smile. "Is someone jealous?"

"No!" she protested, then immediately backtracked. "Maybe. Yes." Her claws extended slightly as she spoke. "I saw how those girls looked at you tonight. How they touched you. And now there'll be more of them, ones who knew you before, who have history with you..."

"Mika-"

"Girls like Naomi," she continued, her voice taking on an edge I hadn't heard before. "Who got to have you first. Who probably still think they have some claim on you. I can't... I won't..."

"Hey," I reached for her, but she was too caught up in her spiral.

"I know we said we'd take things slow," her tail was now lashing back and forth agitatedly. "But the thought of other girls around you, touching you, trying to reconnect... They don't deserve to be near you. They don't understand what you need, what you are to me."

We'd reached my car, and I used the opportunity to back her against it gently. "You really don't see it, do you?"

"See what?" she asked, her pupils narrow slits now.

"How completely yours I already am."

Her eyes widened, pupils dilating rapidly. "Dylan..."

"Those girls from my past? They don't matter. The ones at the venue tonight? Didn't even notice them. Because ever since I first saw you on that stage, there hasn't been anyone else."

A small sound escaped her, somewhere between a purr and a growl. Her claws extended fully now, and she gripped my shirt, nearly puncturing the fabric.

"I know we're taking things slow," I continued, reaching up to touch the choker I'd given her. "But that doesn't change the fact that I'm yours. Just like you're-"

"Mine," she said fiercely, cutting me off. "You're mine. And if any of those girls try to change that..."

"Yours," I confirmed. "Only yours."

Her pupils were still dilated but now with something closer to pleasure than anger.

"Please, say it again."

"I'm yours, Mika. Completely."

"Good. Because I don't share what's mine. Ever."

Her tail coiled around my waist, pulling me closer until there was no space left between us. The gesture was pure Mika - demanding, intense, leaving no room for doubt about what she wanted. And what she wanted, right now, was me.

I kissed her, one hand tangling in her hair while the other pressed against the small of her back. She responded immediately, her claws retracting just enough not to tear my shirt as she pulled me even closer. The purr that rumbled through her chest vibrated against mine.

When she nipped at my lower lip, just shy of breaking skin, I gasped. She took advantage of that, deepening the kiss in a way that made my head spin. Her tail tightened around my waist, and I could feel her claws extending and retracting rhythmically against my chest as she fought to maintain control.

"Mine," she whispered against my lips when we finally broke for air. "Say it again."

"Yours," I breathed, and was rewarded with another kiss, this one softer but no less intense.

"And I'm yours," she added, her golden eyes glowing in the dim parking lot lights. "Only yours. Forever yours."

The word 'forever' should have scared me. Instead, it felt right. Natural. Inevitable.

"We should..." I gestured vaguely toward the car, trying to remember how to form complete sentences.

"Yes," she agreed, though her tail maintained its grip. "Take me home?"

The way she said 'home' made it sound like more than just her apartment. Like anywhere we were together was home.

I had to practically peel her tail from my waist so we could separate enough to get into the car. Even then, as soon as I settled into the driver's seat, it found my wrist instead, wrapping around it like it belonged there.

Every red light was torture - she'd use the pause to trace patterns on my arm with her claws, just firmly enough to make me shiver but never break the skin. At one particularly long light, she leaned over and nuzzled against my neck, her breath warm against my skin.

"You're making it very hard to concentrate on driving,"

"Good," she purred but retracted her claws slightly. "Though I suppose I should let you focus. I want you to get us home safely." She paused, then added with a mischievous glint in her eyes, "After all, I might have plans for you."

At the next light, I caught her watching me, her golden eyes reflecting the streetlights. She was still wearing my jacket, and something primal in me loved seeing her wrapped in my clothes, carrying my scent.

"What are you thinking about?" she asked softly, her tail unwinding from my wrist only to slide up my arm in a slow caress.

"How perfect you look in my jacket."

Her purr intensified, and her tail returned to my wrist, squeezing gently.

"Keep talking like that, and we might not make it to my apartment."

"Is that a threat or a promise?" I asked, surprising myself with my boldness.

She laughed, low and musical.

"Both." Then she leaned closer again, her lips just brushing my ear. "Though I thought you wanted to take things slow?"

The light turned green, and I forced myself to focus on driving. But her words, her touch, her presence beside me - it was all making it increasingly difficult to remember why we'd agreed to take things slow in the first place.

"I did," I admitted, grip tightening on the steering wheel as her claws went back to gently scratching my arm. "I do. But you're making it very challenging."

"Oh?" she smiled innocently, though there was nothing innocent about the way her tail was now sliding along my forearm. "Am I distracting you?"

"You know exactly what you're doing."

"Maybe," she conceded, then deliberately shifted in her seat so my jacket slipped off one shoulder. "But isn't it fun?"

I swallowed hard, trying to keep my eyes on the road. "You're dangerous, you know that?"

"Only for you. Only ever for you."

The rest of the drive was sweet torture. Every time I managed to focus on the road, she'd find a new way to distract me - a soft purr, a gentle scratch, the way she kept "accidentally" letting my jacket slip further down her shoulder.

"We're almost there," she said, her voice husky. "Though I'm not sure I want this drive to end."

"No?"

"Mmm," she hummed, her tail tightening around my wrist. "I like having you trapped here with me. No escape."

The words should have sounded threatening. Instead, they sent a shiver down my spine that made even my bulge throb.

"Who says I want to escape?"

Her purr deepened at that.

"I know I agreed to take things slow," she said, tracing a claw along my arm. "But you make it so hard to maintain control. Especially after tonight. Seeing you with my band, with your friends... being so perfect..."

We pulled up to her building, and I turned off the engine.

"Come up?" she asked, her golden eyes almost glowing in the darkness. "Just... just for a while?"

I knew I should probably say no. We'd had an emotional night, and the way she was looking at me suggested that 'taking it slow' might become very challenging very quickly.

But...

"Yes," I heard myself say. "I'd like that."

Her smile was radiant as she practically bounced out of the car, and the walk to her apartment felt different from previous times. Maybe it was the late hour, the lingering adrenaline from the night's events, or the way her tail kept brushing against me in ways that seemed far from accidental.

"Want some tea?" she asked as she unlocked her door. "Or... anything?"

The way she said 'anything' made my mouth go dry.

"Tea would be nice," I managed, following her inside.

Her apartment was exactly as I remembered it - meticulously organized, everything in its perfect place. But something felt different tonight. More intimate somehow.

She moved to the kitchen, still wearing my jacket, and I found myself following her instead of sitting on the couch like I usually did. I couldn't seem to bear having any distance between us.

"Jasmine or green?" she asked, reaching for cups, but her voice suggested she wasn't really thinking about tea at all.

"Whatever you're having," I said, moving closer.

She turned to face me, and suddenly we were inches apart, her back against the counter. Her pupils were huge in the dim kitchen light, and her tail found its way around my waist again.

"Dylan," she breathed, and my name had never sounded like that before. "I'm trying very hard to be good right now."

"I know," I said, though I was the one who'd moved closer. "Me too."

"But you're not making it easy," she continued, her claws extending slightly where they rested against my chest. "Standing there, looking at me like that..."

"Like what?"

"Like you want to devour me."

"Maybe I do," I admitted, my voice rougher than I'd intended. "I know I said we should take things slow, and I meant it. But you look... God, Mika, you always look incredible, but tonight..."

Her tail tightened around my waist, pulling me even closer.

"I'm yours now," she purred, her claws flexing against my chest. "The choker proves it. I belong to you, Dylan. To do with as you please."

The possessiveness in her voice, the way her eyes seemed to glow in the dim kitchen light, the feeling of her pressed between me and the counter - it was all becoming too much.

"Mika," I managed, trying to maintain some semblance of control. "If you keep talking like that..."

"Like what?" she asked innocently, though there was nothing innocent about the way her tail was now sliding up my back. "Like I'm completely yours? Like I've been yours since the moment I first saw you? Like I dream every night about you claiming me properly?"

My hands found her hips, gripping perhaps a bit too tightly, but the small gasp she let out suggested she didn't mind.

"You have no idea what you do to me," I said, leaning closer until our foreheads touched.

"Show me," she whispered, her claws retracting just enough to not tear my shirt as she pulled me closer. "Show me exactly what I do to you."

The last threads of my self-control were rapidly unraveling.

"What happened to taking things slow?"

"Maybe," she breathed against my lips, "slow isn’t right for us."


Chapter 20 - Mika

My tail had a mind of its own, snaking down to tug at Dylan's waistband. The smirk that crossed his face sent a shiver through me, igniting a fire in my core.

He scooped me up and placed me on the kitchen counter right before stepping between my legs. The cool surface against my heated skin made me gasp.

"Eager, aren't we?" he growled, his hands sliding up my thighs, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake.

"You have no idea," I purred, wrapping my legs around him to pull him closer. The hard bulge in his pants pressed against me, and I had to bite back a moan. "I've imagined this so many times..."

His lips found my neck, kissing a trail up to my ear. His breath was hot against my skin as he demanded softly, "Tell me."

I gasped as he nipped at my earlobe, the slight pain mixing deliciously with pleasure.

"I've dreamed of you taking me right here. Bending me over this counter and claiming me. Making me yours in every way possible."

His grip on my thighs tightened, fingers digging in just shy of painful.

"Is that what you want?"

"Yes," I moaned, grinding against him, seeking friction. "Please, Dylan. Make me yours completely. I need you to fuck me."

His lips were suddenly on mine, his tongue demanding entrance, which I eagerly granted. My claws extended, raking down his back as he pressed closer. I could feel the heat of his skin through his thin shirt, and it wasn't enough.

"These clothes," I growled between kisses, tugging at his shirt, "need to go. Now."

Dylan chuckled, "As you wish."

He stepped back just enough to pull his shirt over his head, and I took a moment to admire his body. My tail swung behind me as I reached for him again. It then found its way back to his waistband, this time successfully undoing his belt.

"Your turn," he said, his voice husky as his hands found the hem of my top.

I lifted my arms, allowing him to pull it off. His sharp intake of breath as he saw my lace bra was immensely satisfying. I'd chosen it specifically with him in mind, hoping for this very moment.

"Beautiful," he murmured, palming my breasts through the delicate fabric. His thumbs brushed over my nipples, already hard and straining against the lace.

I arched into his touch, purring loudly. The vibrations seemed to travel straight through his hands to my sensitive peaks.

"More," I demanded, my voice a needy whine.

His hands slid around to my back, deftly unhooking my bra. As it fell away, he wasted no time in lowering his head to take one nipple in his mouth. The wet heat of his tongue sent shocks of pleasure through me.

"Dylan!" I cried out, my claws digging into his shoulders.

I was sure I'd leave marks, but I couldn't bring myself to care. Let everyone see that he was mine.

He alternated between gentle licks and soft bites, driving me wild. When he switched to my other breast, giving it the same attention, I thought I might combust. My tail thrashed behind me, knocking over a mug, but the sound of it shattering on the floor barely registered.

"Please," I whimpered, grinding against him desperately. "I need you. Now."

Dylan looked up at me, his eyes gleaming with lust. "Are you sure?"

"I've never been more sure of anything," I said, pulling him in for another kiss.

I poured all my need, all my want into it, trying to convey just how desperately I needed him.

His hands found the waistband of my skirt, and I lifted my hips to help him slide it off along with my panties. As soon as I was bare before him, his fingers trailed up my inner thigh.

"So wet already," he murmured appreciatively as he stroked me, his fingers gliding easily up and down my pussy.

I couldn't form words, only managing a needy moan as his fingers now moved faster. When he finally slid one inside me, I threw my head back in pleasure, nearly banging it against the cabinet behind me.

"More," I gasped, rocking against his hand. "Please, Dylan, I need more."

He added a second finger while his thumb found my clit, circling it with just the right pressure.

Dylan's fingers worked inside me, curling and stroking in a way that had me seeing stars. Just when I thought it couldn't get any better, he hunched down, his hot breath teasing my sensitive flesh before his tongue joined his fingers.

"Oh god," I moaned, my claws digging into the counter's edge.

His grip on my thighs tightened, holding me in place as he licked a long stripe from his fingers to my clit. The roughness of his tongue against my sensitive clit sent shockwaves through my whole body.

Dylan was incredible, his mouth and fingers working in perfect harmony to bring me closer and closer to the edge. But as amazing as it felt, I needed more. I needed to be one with him, to feel him inside me, claiming me completely.

But first...

"Wait," I gasped, gently pushing at his shoulders.

He looked up, concern flashing in his eyes. "Everything okay?"

I nodded, sliding off the counter. "More than okay. I just... I want to taste you too."

Understanding dawned on his face as I sank to my knees before him. My tail swished excitedly as I unbuttoned his pants, pushing them down along with his boxers.

His cock sprang free, hard and glistening at the tip. I licked my lips, drinking in the sight of him. He was perfect, just like I'd imagined.

"Mika," he breathed, his hand coming to rest gently on my head.

I looked up at him through my lashes, maintaining eye contact as I leaned forward to lick the bead of precum from his tip. The salty taste exploded on my tongue, and I purred with satisfaction.

Dylan's breath hitched as I took him into my mouth, slowly working my way down his shaft. My hands came up to grip his thighs, steadying myself as I began to bob my head.

"Fuck," he groaned, his fingers tangling in my hair.

I hollowed my cheeks, sucking harder as I pulled back, swirling my tongue around his tip before taking him deep again. His hips jerked slightly, and I relaxed my throat to take him even deeper.

"Mika," he panted, "if you keep that up, I'm not going to last."

I pulled off with a wet pop, looking up at him with a mischievous grin.

"Maybe that's what I want."

"As incredible as your mouth feels, I have other plans for tonight."

In one swift motion, he pulled me to my feet and crushed his lips against mine. I could taste myself on his tongue as it swept into my mouth.

Without breaking the kiss, Dylan lifted me back onto the counter once again. His hands gripped my thighs, spreading them wide as he positioned himself between them.

"Are you sure about this?" he asked, his voice husky with need but still filled with concern.

"I've never been more sure of anything," I replied, wrapping my legs around his waist to pull him closer. "Please, Dylan. Make me yours."

He nodded, lining himself up with my entrance. As he pushed in slowly, I gasped at the stretch.

As Dylan fully sheathed himself inside me, I couldn't help but marvel at how perfect he felt. His cock was just right - not too big, not too thick, but filling me completely. It was as if he was made for me, fitting perfectly like the missing piece of a puzzle.

"You feel amazing," I purred, adjusting to the delicious stretch.

Dylan started to move, rocking his hips in a slow, deliberate rhythm. Each thrust sent waves of pleasure through my body, and I found myself meeting his movements, desperate for more.

As his pace quickened, I leaned closer, my breasts bouncing with each thrust. Dylan's eyes darkened with desire, and he lowered his head, attempting to capture a nipple in his mouth. But his efforts were thwarted by my constant movement and the sounds of pleasure escaping my lips.

"Oh god, Dylan," I moaned, my claws scratching against the counter.

I knew I was probably leaving marks, but I couldn't bring myself to care. All that mattered was the feeling of him inside me, claiming me, making me his.

The kitchen filled with the sounds of our lovemaking - skin against skin, my increasingly loud moans, and Dylan's deep groans of pleasure. My tail wrapped around his waist, pulling him even closer with each thrust.

Just as I felt myself nearing the edge, Dylan slowed his pace. I whimpered at the loss of friction, but his next words sent a thrill through me.

"Where's your bedroom?" he asked, his voice husky. "I want to fuck you properly, on a bed. Your bed."

A moment of panic flashed through me. My bedroom. The shrine. What if he saw it? But as quickly as the fear came, it was replaced by a surge of arousal. Maybe it was time he knew. Maybe seeing how devoted I was to him would only fuel his passion.

But not now. Now, I needed him to keep fucking me.

"Down the hall, first door on the right," I managed to say between gasps. "But can't we just stay here?"

Dylan smirked, pulling out slowly before thrusting back in hard, making me cry out in pleasure.

"Trust me, you'll want more room for what I have planned."

With surprising strength, he lifted me off the counter, my legs still wrapped around his waist. I clung to him, gasping as the change in position caused him to hit new spots inside me.

As he carried me to the bedroom, I couldn't help but think about the shrine. Would he be freaked out? Turned on? But those thoughts quickly dissipated as Dylan laid me on the bed, his body covering mine as he entered me again.

"Now," he growled, "where were we?"



  Chapter 21 - Dylan

  
  I couldn't believe how tight Mika felt around me. I'd never been with someone like her before, but then again, I'd never been with a catgirl. I'd had concerns it might feel too different, that her anatomy might be strange, but those worries evaporated instantly.


  Her pussy was perfectly human-like, pink and glistening with arousal, completely smooth and inviting.


  Her hourglass figure was driving me wild. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, and her tail swished behind her, occasionally brushing against my thighs. The sight was captivating, but I needed more.


  "Get on all fours," I commanded, surprised by the authority in my voice.


  Mika smirked, quickly obeying. She positioned herself on her hands and knees, looking back at me over her shoulder with a mixture of lust and mischief in her golden eyes. Her bubbly ass was incredible.


  "You can pull my hair," she purred. "In fact, you definitely should."


  Her willingness to submit, combined with her playful demands, was the perfect blend of submission and control. I knew she was intense, maybe even a little crazy, but it was exactly the right amount of crazy for me.


  I positioned myself behind her, gripping her hips as I slid back inside her welcoming heat. With one hand, I gathered a fistful of her silky hair, using it to guide her movements as I began to thrust.


  The new angle allowed me to penetrate even deeper, and Mika's moans of pleasure filled the room. Her tail curled around my waist, pulling me closer with each thrust.


  As I fucked her, my gaze wandered around the room, taking in my surroundings for the first time. That's when I noticed something peculiar in her wardrobe - what looked like photos glued to the inside of the door. I couldn't make out the details from that distance, and honestly, I didn't care at that moment.


  All that mattered was the feeling of Mika's tight pussy gripping me, the sound of her desperate moans, and the sight of her body moving in perfect sync with mine.


  "Harder," Mika gasped, pushing back against me. "Please, Dylan, I need more."


  I tightened my grip on her hair, pulling just enough to arch her back as I increased my pace. The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room, punctuated by our shared moans of pleasure.


  "You feel so good," I groaned, my free hand sliding around to rub her clit. "So tight, so perfect."


  Mika's inner walls clenched around me at my touch, and I knew she was close. I was too, the pressure building at the base of my spine threatening to overwhelm me.


  "Dylan," she whimpered, "I'm going to-"


  "Come for me," I commanded, rubbing her clit faster as I pounded into her. "Let me feel you come around my cock."


  With a cry of ecstasy, Mika's body tensed, her pussy clamping down on me as she climaxed.


  The intensity of Mika's orgasm nearly pushed me over the edge, but I managed to hold back, wanting to prolong our pleasure. As her tremors subsided, I continued to thrust, slower now, helping her ride out the aftershocks.


  Just as I was about to pick up the pace again, Mika looked back over her shoulder. Her lips were parted, eyes half-lidded with desire, and her voice was husky when she spoke.


  "I need to ride you," she purred. "I want to look into your eyes when you cum inside me."


  The raw desire in her voice sent a shiver down my spine. Without hesitation, I withdrew and rolled onto my back, positioning myself in the center of the bed.


  Mika straddled me, her golden eyes locked on mine as she reached between us to guide my cock to her entrance. She sank down slowly, taking me in inch by inch until I was fully sheathed inside her once more.


  For a moment, she just sat there, her inner walls pulsing around me as she took deep breaths. The sight of her above me, flushed and beautiful, was almost too much to bear.


  "You're so beautiful," I murmured, my hands coming to rest on her hips.


  A smile played on her lips as she began to move, starting with slow, deliberate rolls of her hips. Her tail swung behind her, occasionally brushing against my thighs in a teasing caress before wrapping around to gently fondle my balls. The unexpected sensation made me gasp, my hips bucking involuntarily.


  As she picked up the pace, her breasts began to bounce again. They were perfect - large and full, but not overly so. I couldn't resist reaching up to cup them, finding they fit perfectly in my palms. My thumbs brushed over her hardened nipples, eliciting a moan from Mika.


  She threw her head back, her rhythm faltering for a moment before she found it again. She braced her hands on my chest, using the leverage to lift herself almost completely off my cock before slamming back down. Her nails dug into my skin, leaving red marks in their wake.


  "Oh god, I'm sorry," she gasped, her voice cracking slightly as she noticed the scratches. But the apology was quickly forgotten as pleasure overtook her again.


  "It's okay," I assured her, the slight pain only adding to my arousal. "You feel amazing."


  I met her movements with upward thrusts, driving myself deeper into her welcoming heat. The room filled with the sounds of our passion - skin against skin, breathless moans, and whispered praises.


  Mika's tail continued its teasing caress on my balls, adding an extra layer of sensation to the already overwhelming pleasure. Her breasts jiggled hypnotically before my eyes, and I found myself mesmerized by the sight.


  As our movements became more frantic, I could feel the familiar tightening in my balls. I was close, so close, and from the way Mika's inner walls were clenching around me, I knew she was too.


  "Mika," I groaned, "I'm going to-"


  "Yes," she hissed, her eyes locking with mine. "Cum for me, Dylan. Fill me up. Make me yours completely."


  Her words pushed me over the edge. With a loud groan, I thrust up hard, burying myself to the hilt as I came. Mika's eyes widened, her pupils dilating as she felt my release inside her.


  "Oh fuck, Dylan!" she cried out, her body tensing above me as her own orgasm hit. Her nails dug deeper into my chest as she rode out her climax, her inner walls milking every last drop from me.


  As our shared high began to subside, Mika slowly lifted herself off me, a soft whimper escaping her lips at the loss of fullness. She lay back on the bed beside me, her chest heaving and her face glistening with a sheen of sweat.


  "Look," she purred, spreading her legs slightly. "Look at your seed leaving my pussy."


  I propped myself up on an elbow, watching in fascination as a trickle of white liquid began to seep out of her. The sight was incredibly erotic, a visual representation of how thoroughly I'd claimed her.


  "That's so hot," I murmured, reaching out to trace a finger along her inner thigh, collecting some of the mixture of our fluids.


  Without hesitation, I brought my finger to her lips. She immediately wrapped her tongue around it, sucking every drop clean with a satisfied purr.


  "Mmm," she hummed after swallowing, "you taste good." Her cheeks flushed a deep red, and despite everything we'd just done, she suddenly seemed shy. "Would you... would you stay the night?"


  She was still panting slightly, her chest rising and falling into a hypnotic rhythm. The vulnerability in her voice was enchanting - so different from the confident catgirl who'd just been riding me moments ago.


  "Of course," I replied, stretching out on the bed beside her. "Though I should probably shower first."


  Mika's laugh was musical, her earlier shyness instantly replaced with mischief.


  "We could shower together," she suggested, her tail swishing playfully. "Save water and all that."


  "How environmentally conscious of you," I teased, reaching out to stroke her tail.


  She purred at the touch, then sat up with renewed energy. "Come on," she said, extending her hand to me. "I'll show you where everything is."


  The sight of her naked form walking toward the bathroom, our combined fluids still trickling down her thigh, made my spent cock twitch with interest.


  I stood up, my attention drawn back to that wardrobe. Something about those glimpses of photos I'd caught earlier nagged at me. As I moved toward it, I heard Mika's sharp intake of breath.


  "Dylan, stop!" she screamed, but I'd already pulled the door open.


  My blood ran cold. The inside of the wardrobe door was completely covered - photos of me at work, at lunch, with friends.


  There were detailed notes about my schedule, my favorite foods, even my gaming preferences. Papers listed my friends' names, their relationships to me, their routines.


  "What the fuck?" I whispered, taking a step back as Mika rushed toward me. My stomach churned as I noticed a small shrine-like arrangement - candles, more photos, even what looked like receipts from places I frequented.


  "Please," she reached for me, but I backed away further. "I can explain!"


  "Explain?" My voice cracked. "Explain how you have so many photos of me? Explain how you know where I get coffee every morning? My gym schedule?" I picked up one of the papers. "My ex-girlfriend's address? What the fuck is this, Mika?"


  Her ears flattened against her head, and her tail wrapped around her waist in defeat.


  "I... I just needed to know everything about you. From the moment I first saw you, I knew you were mine. I had to make sure everything would be perfect."


  "Perfect?" I felt sick. "This isn't perfect, this is insane! You've been stalking me!"


  "No!" she protested, then paused. "Well, yes, but not like that. I just love you so much. I needed to know everything, to make sure I could be exactly what you needed."


  I ran a hand through my hair, trying to process this. The beautiful, intense woman I'd just made love to was suddenly terrifying.


  "How long? How long have you been watching me?"


  "Since the first time you came to The Blind Tiger," she admitted quietly. "Days before we actually met."


  "Days?" I stared at her in disbelief. "None of this was real, was it? Our 'accidental' meeting? You working at that bookstore?"


  Her golden eyes filled with tears.


  "No, it was real! My feelings are real! I just... helped things along a little."


  "A little?" I gestured at the shrine. "This isn't 'helping things along a little,' Mika. This is... this is calculated. Obsessive. Did you plan everything? Tonight? Was this all just part of your... your scheme?"


  Her tail lashed anxiously behind her as she reached for her robe. "No! Well... yes, I planned some things, but not like you think. My feelings are real, Dylan. Everything between us is real!"


  "Real?" I laughed bitterly. "How can anything be real when it's all been orchestrated? Christ, even the book recommendations - were those calculated too? Did you research my reading preferences?"


  Her silence was answer enough.


  "Jesus," I muttered, pulling on my shirt. "I need to get out of here."


  "Please don't go," she begged, moving between me and the door. "Let me explain properly. You don't understand - this is how I love. Completely, totally, with everything I am."


  "This isn't love, Mika. This is obsession."


  "Why can't it be both?" Her voice cracked. "I know it's intense, but you liked my intensity before. You said it yourself - I was the right kind of crazy for you."


  "That was before I knew about... this!" I gestured at the wardrobe again. "Before I knew you'd been manipulating everything from the start!"


  Tears were streaming down her face now.


  "I didn't manipulate your feelings. I just... created opportunities. Perfect moments. Everything else - your attraction to me, our connection - that's all real."


  "How can I possibly believe that?" I asked, running a hand through my hair in frustration. "How can I trust anything about us now?"


  "Because you feel it too. This connection between us - it's real. You know it is."


  I stared at her, my mind racing. She was right - I did feel it. That connection between us was unlike anything I'd ever experienced. And despite the shock of discovering her shrine, a part of me understood. Hadn't I been drawn to her intensity from the start? Hadn't I found her possessiveness appealing?


  "You're right," I said slowly, watching her eyes light up with hope. "I do feel it. But Mika... this is a lot to process."


  She took a tentative step toward me, and this time I didn't back away.


  "I know it looks scary," she whispered. "But everything I did, every detail I learned, was because I love you so completely. I just... I love differently than most people."


  I glanced back at the shrine. It was obsessive, yes, but wasn't there something oddly touching about the level of dedication? The careful attention to every detail of my life?


  "You could have just talked to me," I said softly. "Asked me these things directly."


  "Would you have given someone like me a chance?" Her voice was barely audible. "A catgirl who fell in love at first sight? Who wanted to know everything about you immediately?"


  She had a point. If she'd been this intense from the start, I probably would have run. Instead, she'd created the perfect circumstances for us to connect naturally. Well, "naturally."


  "This is crazy," I muttered, more to myself than her. "I should be freaking out more about this."


  "But you're not," she observed, moving closer still. "Because you understand, don't you? You understand that this is just how deeply I love you."


  I looked at her - really looked at her. Behind the tears, her golden eyes held that same intensity that had drawn me in from the start. She was still Mika - my Mika. Just... more.


  "If we do this," I said carefully, watching her eyes widen, "there have to be boundaries. No more stalking. No more manipulating situations. Just... us, being honest with each other."


  "You mean...?" Hope bloomed across her features.


  "I mean, I'm willing to try. Because you're right - what we have is real, even if how we got here wasn't entirely... conventional."


  Her tail started to sway happily. "Really? You're not just saying that to escape?"


  I couldn't help but laugh. "Would that even work?"


  "No," she admitted with a small smile. "I'd follow you anyway."


  "I know," I said, surprised to find I wasn't bothered by that fact. "That's kind of the point. You're crazy, Mika. But maybe... maybe you're my kind of crazy."


  She launched herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck.


  "I promise I'll be more open about everything," she murmured against my chest. "No more secrets. Well, fewer secrets. Some surprises are good, right?"


  I stroked her hair, feeling her purr against me. "We'll work on defining the difference between good surprises and stalking."


  I held her for a moment longer, still processing everything. Was this the wisest decision? Probably not. But it felt right. She was intense, obsessive even, but wasn't that part of what drew me to her?


  And beyond the shrine and the stalking, we had something real. Our friends got along, we connected on every level, and she loved me - perhaps too much, if that was possible.


  "Wait here," I said, gently disentangling myself from her embrace. I walked over to where my pants lay discarded on the floor, feeling her curious gaze following my movements.


  My hand found the small box in the pocket - the one I'd been carrying around for days, waiting for the perfect moment. Maybe this wasn't the perfect moment I'd imagined, but somehow it felt right. After all, we'd just laid everything bare - quite literally.


  "I actually got something for you," I said, turning back to face her. Her eyes fixed on the box in my hand, ears perking up with interest.


  "Dylan?" Her voice was barely a whisper.


  I opened the box, revealing the earrings - delicate golden crescents that perfectly complemented her choker.


  "I was going to ask you something tonight, before... well, before everything. And I still want to ask."


  Her tail started swishing excitedly, but she remained perfectly still otherwise, as if afraid any movement might break the moment. The robe she'd hastily thrown on had fallen slightly open, revealing the curve of her breast and the smooth line of her collarbone. Even after everything we'd just discovered, I couldn't help but admire her beauty.


  "Mika," I took a deep breath, trying to focus on what I wanted to say rather than how the dim light played across her skin, "would you be my girlfriend? Officially? Shrine, stalking, and all?"


  A tear rolled down her cheek as she nodded vigorously.


  "Yes! Yes, yes, yes!" She launched herself at me again, nearly knocking the box from my hands. Her robe slipped further, and I found myself distracted by the perfect curves of her body - the same body that had been writhing beneath me just minutes ago. "I promise I'll be the best girlfriend ever. I'll only stalk you a reasonable amount, and I'll only add to the shrine on special occasions, and-"


  I couldn't help but laugh, cutting off her rambling with a kiss. "We'll work on defining 'reasonable amount' later. For now, let me put these on you?"


  She pulled back, wiping her eyes as she nodded. As she sat on the edge of the bed, letting me remove her simple studs, I couldn't help but notice how the robe had fallen completely open now. Her body was still flushed from our earlier activities, her nipples hard in the cool air. The choker I'd given her stood out beautifully against her throat, and soon the earrings would complete the picture.


  My hands trembled slightly as I carefully inserted the first earring, partly from the delicacy of the task and partly from the intoxicating proximity to her. She sat perfectly still, only her tail's gentle swinging betraying her excitement.


  "Perfect," I murmured, finishing with the second earring and admiring how they caught the light. "Just like you."


  "Even with my shrine?" she asked, half-joking but with a hint of genuine anxiety.


  "Even with your shrine," I confirmed, my hands resting on her bare shoulders. "Though maybe we could move it somewhere less... prominent?"


  She grinned, her tail wrapping around my waist as she pulled me closer to stand between her legs.


  "I have a better idea. Why don't we make it our shrine? You can add things too - make it ours instead of just mine."


  I should probably have been concerned by that suggestion. Instead, I found myself intrigued.


  "Our shrine?"


  "Mm-hmm," she purred, nuzzling into my neck. "We can start with pictures from tonight. Well, maybe not from the last few minutes..."


  "Mika?"


  "Yes?"


  "You're crazy."


  She looked up at me, golden eyes sparkling. "But I'm your crazy now. Officially."


  And god help me, but I wouldn't have it any other way.




  Epilogue – Mika


  One Month Later


  I couldn't stop staring at Dylan in his suit. He had always been handsome, but that night he was absolutely devastating. The way the fabric hugged his shoulders, how the tie brought out his eyes - it was almost too much.


  I had bought him that tie, of course, after extensive research on what colors would best complement his skin color.


  My tail twitched nervously as we drove toward his old college. I smoothed down my dress for the hundredth time - a deep burgundy number that hugged every curve.


  "Crazy hot," he'd said when he saw me, and I had preened under his approval. The weeks I'd spent finding the perfect dress had been worth it.


  I needed to look perfect that night. These women - these humans he grew up with - needed to understand immediately that they didn't stand a chance. Especially Naomi. I'd memorized her face from old yearbook photos, studied her social media posts obsessively. I knew exactly what she looked like now, knew she was single again, knew she'd been asking about Dylan. The thought made my claws want to emerge.


  "You're thinking too loud," Dylan said, reaching over to squeeze my hand. His touch instantly calmed me, though my claws still itched to extend at the thought of his ex-girlfriend.


  "I just want everything to be perfect," I murmured, leaning over to nuzzle his neck. His scent grounded me and reminded me that he was mine now.


  The choker around my neck and the crescents in my ears proved it. I'd even added photos of me wearing them to our shrine that morning.


  "It will be," he assured me, then added with a knowing smirk, "Just try not to maim anyone."


  "I would never," I protested, though we both knew that wasn't entirely true.


  I'd gotten better at controlling my possessive instincts, but seeing other women around what was mine still set my teeth on edge. Just last week, a waitress had touched his arm while taking his order, and I'd nearly leaped across the table.


  At least our shrine was doing well. Dylan had even started contributing to it - ticket stubs from our dates, photos he'd taken of me when I wasn't looking, even a lock of my hair he'd cut while trimming my bangs. He understood now that love didn't have to be conventional to be real.


  "Besides," he continued, "everyone already knows I'm taken. I made sure of that."


  My purr kicked in automatically. He'd been so good about marking his territory - posting about us on social media, changing his relationship status, even putting a photo of us as his phone background. It was almost like he knew exactly what I needed.


  Then again, he probably did. The dossier I'd compiled on him wasn't for nothing, after all. And now that we shared the shrine, he'd learned to appreciate my thorough approach to love.


  As we pulled into the college parking lot, I took a deep breath. I could do this. I could be social and normal and not scratch any woman who looked at my Dylan too long. Probably. Unless they touched him. Or stood too close. Or laughed too hard at his jokes.


  "Ready?" he asked, turning off the engine.


  I leaned over and kissed him, making sure to leave a perfect lipstick mark on his collar. Just in case anyone needed a visual reminder. I'd practiced that kiss in the mirror for hours, getting the angle just right to leave the most visible mark.


  "Ready," I purred and meant it. Let them look. Let them want. They couldn't have him.


  He was mine. Our shrine proved it. And tonight, everyone else would know it, too.


  "Just remember," he said, helping me out of the car, "no actual bloodshed."


  I smiled innocently, though my tail swung with anticipation. "Of course not, dear. That would ruin my dress."


  He laughed, wrapping an arm around my waist. "You're still crazy, you know that?"


  "But I'm your crazy," I reminded him, pressing closer to his side. "Forever."


  And as we walked toward the entrance, I couldn't help but smile. Because he was right - I was crazy. Crazy in love, crazy possessive, crazy devoted.


  And crazy prepared. In my purse, alongside my perfectly applied makeup for touch-ups, was a USB drive containing every message Naomi had ever sent Dylan, every photo of them together, and a detailed analysis of why I was better for him. Just in case anyone needed convincing.


  I'd also memorized the college's layout from old blueprints, identified all possible exit routes, and knew the exact distance from every corner to the nearest bathroom - in case I needed to drag Dylan away from any overly friendly former classmates.


  The hallways were decorated with tapes and balloons, and music drifted from the gymnasium. I noticed several heads turn as we entered - both male and female - and instinctively pressed closer to Dylan's side. My tail wrapped around his waist, a gesture that had become so natural he didn't even react anymore except to smile slightly.


  "Dylan!" A woman's voice called out, and I immediately identified her from my research.


  Sarah, computer club president, now a software engineer in Seattle. Single. Threat level: moderate. According to her social media, she'd broken up with her boyfriend three months ago and had been liking Dylan's professional posts with suspicious frequency.


  "Sarah, hey!" Dylan's greeting was friendly but appropriately distant.


  Good. He'd learned exactly how to interact with other women in a way that wouldn't make me want to scratch their eyes out. Much.


  I watched her approach, noting how her eyes widened slightly at the sight of me. Yes, take a good look. See how perfect we are together. See how my dress complements his suit, how my tail marks him as mine, how the jewelry he gave me glints in the light.


  "And you must be Mika," she said, smiling warmly. "I've seen your photos on Dylan's Instagram. You're even prettier in person!"


  I relaxed slightly. This one understood boundaries.


  "Thank you! Dylan's told me about the computer club days."


  "Oh god, we were such nerds," she laughed, then turned to Dylan. "Remember that time we tried to hack the cafeteria menu?"


  As they reminisced, I scanned the room, categorizing potential threats. Two ex-girlfriends including Naomi (not here yet, though my sources confirmed she was coming), two former crushes (both now married, though one's marriage was showing signs of strain according to her recent social media activity), and one single girl who'd liked his posts too frequently in the past year and never liked our pictures together.


  I'd compiled dossiers on all of them, of course. Their careers, their relationships, their connections to Dylan - all meticulously documented in our shrine. Knowledge was power, after all, and I needed every advantage to protect what was mine.


  "Mika?" Dylan's voice brought me back to the conversation. His tone suggested he knew exactly what I'd been doing. "Want to get a drink?"


  "Yes, please," I purred, letting him lead me toward the punch bowl.


  My mental map of the gymnasium told me Naomi would have to pass us to enter from the main doors. Perfect. I'd positioned us exactly where I wanted us to be.


  I'd prepared for this night meticulously. The dress was carefully chosen to highlight my assets while remaining elegant - tight enough to show off my figure but not so tight as to appear desperate. My makeup was designed to look natural but striking, with just enough dramatic flair around my eyes to emphasize their unusual golden color. Even my perfume was selected to complement Dylan's natural scent while being distinctly feline - a reminder to everyone that he'd chosen a catgirl, that he preferred me over any human woman.


  Because tonight wasn't just about marking my territory. It was about showing everyone that I was worthy of him. That this crazy, obsessive catgirl was exactly what he needed. The way he looked at me, touched me, smiled at me - it all proved I'd been right about us from the start.


  And if anyone tried to suggest otherwise... well, I hadn't sharpened my claws for nothing. They were perfectly manicured, yes, but lethal if necessary. Just like me.


  Dylan caught my eye and smirked, clearly reading my thoughts. He'd gotten good at that - understanding my moments of possessive planning. Instead of being scared by them, he seemed amused, even appreciative. It was one of the many reasons we worked so well together.


  "You're plotting something," he whispered in my ear.


  "Always," I admitted, my tail tightening around his waist. "But only because I love you."


  "Try to relax and enjoy the night," he murmured, his hand resting on the small of my back. "It's not a battlefield."


  I leaned into his touch, purring softly.


  "I'll try, but..." I sighed, watching as another group of his former classmates entered. "I prefer our usual dates. Or gaming with Aaron and John. Even band nights are easier - at least there I know everyone's relationship status and threat level."


  "Threat level?" He chuckled, but I could tell he wasn't really surprised.


  "This feels like a tournament," I admitted, smoothing my dress again. "And I need to be the last one standing."


  "You already won," he reminded me, fingers brushing against my choker.


  Before I could respond, the atmosphere in the room shifted. My ears twitched, picking up the sudden change in conversation patterns, and I knew before I even turned around.


  Naomi.


  She looked exactly like her recent photos - tall, elegant, human. Her black dress was designer (I'd tracked down the brand when she posted about buying it two weeks ago), and her hair was styled in loose waves. Objectively beautiful, I had to admit. But she wasn't right for Dylan. Never had been. Never would be.


  I watched her scan the room and knew the exact moment she spotted us. Her eyes widened slightly - obviously surprised by my presence despite having surely seen our relationship status online. Then her gaze moved to Dylan, and I felt my claws extend involuntarily.


  "Mika," Dylan's voice was soft but firm. "Your claws."


  I retracted them immediately, but my tail gripped his waist. She was walking toward us now, her smile perfectly practiced.


  "Dylan," she called out, her voice carrying across the space between us. "It's been so long!"


  I shifted closer to Dylan, making sure the gymnasium's lights caught my jewelry just right. Time to show her exactly who had won this particular tournament.


  "Naomi," Dylan greeted her politely, his arm wrapping around my waist. "You look well."


  Her eyes flickered to his hand on my hip, then to my tail around his waist, before settling on my choker. I saw the exact moment she recognized it for what it was - a mark of possession.


  "You must be Mika," she said, turning her attention to me. "I've heard so much about you."


  Liar. I'd monitored all her conversations about me.


  "Likewise," I purred, letting just a hint of fang show in my smile. "Dylan's told me all about college."


  He hadn't, actually. I'd learned everything through my own research, but she didn't need to know that.


  "Oh?" She laughed, the sound slightly forced. "All the embarrassing stories, I hope?"


  "Among other things," I replied smoothly, my tail swishing with calculated casualness. "The computer club stories are particularly entertaining."


  Her smile faltered slightly. She'd quit the computer club after their breakup, a detail she probably didn't expect me to know.


  "You know," she said, turning back to Dylan, "I've been meaning to reach out. I'm working on a project that could use someone with your expertise..."


  My claws itched to emerge again. Professional networking? Really? That was her angle?


  "Actually," I cut in before Dylan could respond, "we're quite busy with his mecha game development. It's looking very promising - several major studios have shown interest."


  Dylan squeezed my hip gently - half warning, half appreciation. We both knew I'd been the one to arrange those studio meetings through careful networking and "coincidental" encounters.


  "Oh," she blinked, clearly thrown off-script. "I hadn't heard about that."


  "It's still in early stages," Dylan explained, but his tone was proud. "Mika's been incredibly supportive. Her music might even be featured in the game."


  I preened internally. Take that, Naomi. I wasn't just his girlfriend - I was his partner, his supporter, his perfect match.


  She shifted uncomfortably, clearly realizing she was losing this exchange.


  "That's... wonderful. You two seem very..." she paused, searching for the right word, "...synchronized."


  "We are," I purred, nuzzling slightly against Dylan's neck - a distinctly feline gesture that emphasized our differences. "When you know something is meant to be, everything just falls into place."


  Her smile tightened almost imperceptibly. She'd been the one to end things with Dylan and now clearly regretted it. How deliciously ironic that he'd found his perfect match in someone so different from her.


  "Well," she said, smoothing her dress in a nervous gesture I'd noted in old videos of her, "I should probably make the rounds. It was nice seeing you, Dylan. And meeting you, Mika."


  "Likewise," I smiled, ensuring my fangs caught the light. "I'm sure we'll run into each other again."


  It wasn't a threat. Not exactly. But from the way she quickly excused herself, she definitely took it as one.


  "That was almost civil," Dylan murmured into my ear once she was out of earshot.


  "I didn't even show my claws once," I pointed out proudly.


  "No, but I'm pretty sure you terrified her anyway."


  "Good." I turned to face him, reaching up to straighten his tie. "She needed to understand that some things aren't meant to be revisited."


  His eyes sparkled with amusement. "You're enjoying this way too much."


  "Maybe," I admitted, "But did you see her face when I mentioned the game studios? She thought she could impress you with her project, but I've already arranged everything you need for success."


  "About that," he said, pulling me closer. "How exactly did you manage those meetings?"


  I gave him my most innocent smile. "Would you believe me if I said it was just luck?"


  "Not for a second."


  "Good," I purred. "Because I have a whole section in my computer dedicated to that particular project. Complete with detailed profiles of every executive, their daily routines, and the exact moments I orchestrated our 'chance' encounters with them."


  Instead of being disturbed, he laughed. "Of course you do. My brilliant, terrifying girlfriend."


  "Your brilliant, terrifying, victorious girlfriend," I corrected, watching her retreating form. "Now, shall we dance? I've practiced all the popular songs from your college years, just in case”


  We moved to the dance floor just as a slow song began playing - one that had been popular during those years.


  "You really did practice these songs," Dylan murmured as I followed his lead perfectly.


  "Mmhmm," I purred, pressing closer. "Three weeks of dance lessons. I wanted to make sure I could match any style they might play tonight."


  His hand on my waist tightened slightly. "You're incredible, you know that?"


  "I just like being prepared," I said innocently, though my tail swished with pleasure at his praise.


  We swayed together, and I couldn't help but notice several envious glances from other women. Good. Let them see how perfectly we fit together, how naturally we moved as one.


  Then his phone buzzed in his pocket. I felt him tense slightly as he read the message, and my claws extended against his shoulder.


  "It's Naomi," he said softly. "She wants to talk. Alone. Says she's waiting in the girls' bathroom."


  A growl rose in my throat before I could stop it. "The audacity..."


  "Mika-"


  "No, this is perfect," I cut him off, a plan already forming. "Stay here. I'll handle this."


  His eyebrows rose. "Handle it?"


  "Don't worry," I assured him, giving him a quick kiss. As I pulled away, I made sure to leave another perfect lipstick mark on his cheek - a fresh reminder of who he belonged to. "I won't hurt her. We're just going to have a nice talk, woman to woman."


  His expression was a mixture of concern and amusement. "Just... keep the bloodshed to a minimum?"


  "Please," I scoffed, straightening my dress. "I'm not going to hurt her. I'm just going to have a friendly chat about boundaries and the proper way to respect other people's relationships."


  "Why doesn't that reassure me?"


  I gave him my sweetest smile. "Because you know me too well. But trust me - I won't do anything... permanent."


  He shook his head, but I could see the hint of a smile. "I'll be waiting right here."


  "Good," I purred, running a claw lightly down his chest. "Because after I'm done explaining things to her, I plan to dance with you all night."


  As I walked toward the bathroom, my heels clicking purposefully against the floor, I felt a thrill of anticipation. I'd been waiting for this moment and had prepared for it extensively.


  The bathroom door swung open silently. Naomi was standing by the mirrors, reapplying her lipstick—amateur move. My makeup was designed to last all night without touch-ups.


  "You wanted to talk?" I let the door swing shut behind me, the click of the lock echoing in the tiled space.


  She jumped slightly, not having heard me enter. Catgirl stealth had its advantages.


  "I... this was meant to be a private conversation with Dylan."


  "Dylan and I don't do private conversations with exes," I said smoothly, moving to lean against the counter. "Especially not exes who've been stalking his social media and asking mutual friends about his relationship status."


  Her eyes widened. "How did you-"


  "I know everything about you," I interrupted, keeping my voice calm and pleasant. "Your morning coffee routine, your gym schedule, the fact that you drive by his office twice a week despite it being nowhere near your commute route."


  She paled slightly. "That's... that's crazy."


  "No," I smiled, letting my fangs show. "That's thorough. And speaking of thorough, would you like to see the PowerPoint presentation I've prepared about why you need to back off? It's very detailed. Complete with graphs showing the decline in your social media interactions with Dylan since we started dating."


  I reached into my purse, pulling out my phone. "I especially like the pie chart showing the percentage of his photos you've liked versus how many of our couple photos you've ignored. It's quite telling. And the 'accidental' likes on his old photos at 3 AM? I have timestamps for all of them"


  "You're absolutely insane," she whispered, backing away until she hit the sink. "This isn't normal. The stalking, the monitoring, the PowerPoint presentations..."


  "Crazy?" I let out a soft laugh, tilting my head in a way I knew made me look particularly scary. "Oh, honey. You haven't seen crazy yet. Would you like to? I could show you the shrine I've built. Well, our shrine now - Dylan contributes to it too. He understands that real love requires dedication."


  "Shrine?" Her voice cracked. "What kind of shrine?"


  "The kind that documents everything. Our whole love story."


  As Naomi turned to leave, my claws extended fully, catching the fluorescent bathroom light as I held them inches from her face.


  "We're not done talking."


  She froze, eyes fixed on my claws. "I... I should go..."


  "You're not going anywhere until we reach an understanding," I purred, though there was nothing friendly in the sound. "Dylan belongs to me. Only to me. Forever. And you know what the best part is? He wants to belong to me. He loves how devoted I am, how thoroughly I love him. Can you say the same? Did you ever love him that completely?"


  "Look, I-"


  "No, you look," I interrupted, letting one claw trace the air near her cheek. "You're going to unfollow him on all social media platforms. You're going to delete his number. You're never going to text him again. In fact, you're going to forget he exists. Because if you don't..." I smiled, showing my fangs. "Well, let's just say I have several contingency plans, and none of them end pleasantly for you."


  She nodded quickly, trembling slightly. "Y-yes. I understand. I'll do all of that. Right now."


  "Good girl," I smiled, watching as she fumbled with her phone, hands shaking as she unfollowed Dylan. "See? That wasn't so hard. And just to make sure you remember our little chat..."


  As I turned to leave, I "accidentally" caught her dress strap with my claws, tearing it cleanly. Her gasp of horror as she scrambled to keep her dress from falling was music to my ears.


  "Oops," I said sweetly. "Claws can be so unpredictable sometimes. Kind of like ex-girlfriends who don't know their place."


  I slipped out of the bathroom, leaving her struggling with her wardrobe malfunction. A quick scan of the hallway revealed an empty classroom. Perfect. I grabbed a chair and wedged it under the bathroom door handle.


  "That should keep you occupied for a while," I murmured, admiring my handiwork. "Just long enough for Dylan and me to enjoy the rest of our evening without any... interruptions."


  The sound of her frustrated attempts to open the door made me grin as I walked back toward the gymnasium. From inside, I could hear her muffled curses and the futile rattling of the handle.


  "Consider yourself lucky," I called through the door. "If you'd actually managed to get Dylan alone in here... well, let's just say a torn dress would have been the least of your worries."


  Mission accomplished. Now to find my Dylan and show everyone exactly how a slow dance should look. After all, I hadn't taken those dance lessons just to let them go to waste.


  And later, when we got home, I'd add tonight's events to our shrine. Maybe with the small scrap of her dress as a souvenir.


  I returned to the gymnasium, smoothing my dress and checking my lipstick in my compact mirror. Perfect, as always. Dylan was exactly where I'd left him, and his eyes lit up when he saw me.


  "Everything okay?" he asked as I slid back into his arms.


  "Perfect," I told him, wrapping my tail around his waist. "Just had a lovely chat about boundaries and social media etiquette."


  He raised an eyebrow. "Should I be worried?"


  "Not at all. Though you might want to check your follower count later." I smiled innocently. "It might have decreased by one."


  "Mika..." There was a warning in his tone, but I could see the amusement in his eyes.


  "What? We just had a civilized conversation. And if she happens to be temporarily... indisposed, well, that's just a coincidence."


  He shook his head, pulling me closer as a new song started. "Do I want to know?"


  "Probably not," I admitted, nuzzling into his neck. "But I promise she's physically unharmed. Mostly. Her dress might need some minor repairs, but that's hardly my fault. These claws do have a mind of their own sometimes."


  "You're impossible," he chuckled.


  "But you love me anyway."


  "I do," he agreed, and my heart soared at how easily he said it. "Crazy shrine, sharp claws, and all."


  I preened under his words, letting my tail brush against his back.


  "Good. Because I have plans for tonight's memorabilia. That torn piece of dress will look perfect next to the photos from this evening."


  Instead of being disturbed, he laughed. "Our shrine could use some updating."


  Our shrine. The words still gave me tingles.


  "I love you," I whispered, meaning it with every fiber of my being.


  "I know," he murmured back. "You've got the PowerPoint presentations to prove it."


  I laughed, pressing closer as we swayed to the music. Around us, other couples were dancing, but I barely noticed them anymore.


  My mission was accomplished - Naomi was handled, our territory was marked, and Dylan was holding me like I was the only woman in the world.


  "You know," he said thoughtfully, "I should probably be more concerned about how thoroughly you've documented everything."


  "But you're not?"


  "No," he admitted, spinning me gently before pulling me back. "Maybe that makes me as crazy as you are."


  "We're perfect for each other," I said, "Speaking of documentation, though... I may have installed a small camera in your office last week. Just to keep an eye on that new intern who keeps bringing you coffee."


  He blinked. "When did you-"


  "Remember that lunch delivery I surprised you with? While you were eating, I did a little... redecorating."


  Instead of being angry, he started laughing. "Of course you did. Any other surveillance I should know about?"


  "Well..." I traced a claw lightly down his chest. "I might have placed a tracking device in your favorite jacket. And possibly set up alerts for whenever someone searches your name online. Oh, and I may have created a detailed spreadsheet of everyone who's ever liked your photos on any social media platform."


  "Mika..."


  "I know, I know. We talked about boundaries." I looked up at him through my lashes. "But in my defense, that intern really does bring you coffee suspiciously often."


  He shook his head, but I could see the smile playing at his lips. "What am I going to do with you?"


  "Love me? Keep me? Let me protect what's mine?"


  "As if I had any choice," he murmured, leaning down to kiss me softly. "You've had me thoroughly caught since day one."


  "And don't you forget it," I said against his lips. "Now, shall we give them something to really talk about?"


  Without waiting for an answer, I deepened the kiss, making sure everyone in the room could see exactly who Dylan belonged to.


  After all, what was the point of winning if you couldn't flaunt your victory a little?
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