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Chapter 1
The Great Escape


Kiki’s pulse raced as the cab weaved through traffic, bringing the massive structure of the airport into view. The building rose like a mountain of glass and steel, an imposing gateway to the freedom she had long dreamt of but never thought she’d reach. Her breath caught in her chest, trepidation mingling with the thrill of escape from GenXTex—the research facility where she’d been…

Born? Created?

Imprisoned…

Kiki didn’t actually remember how she’d come to be at GenXTex, and that hardly seemed to matter now. What mattered was that she’d escaped, and she was never, ever going back.

"Almost there," she whispered to herself, barely audible above the hum of the taxi cab’s motor. “Almost free.”

Furtively, Kiki glanced at the rearview mirror, not to meet the driver’s eyes but to scrutinize her disguise. The bright orange ball cap—her trophy from a daring escape—sat snug on her head, effectively camouflaging the distinctive white cat ears that would give her away. A careful adjustment ensured her secret remained safe. She tugged at the sweatshirt tied nonchalantly around her waist, checking that her tail was equally concealed.

"You look fine, Kiki," she murmured under her breath, offering herself a small nod of approval. “No one will suspect you’re anything more than a tourist.”

Her gaze drifted back to the reflection, taking in the rest of her hurriedly assembled ensemble. A gym bag lay at her feet, stuffed with the essentials she had managed to swipe from one of the lab assistants in the chaos. The black shorts and white tank top hung loose on her slender frame, while the oversized running shoes threatened to trip her at any step.

“A fashion-challenged tourist,” she amended. “But better than the alternative.”

It was the striking contrast of her purple eyes, framed by long white lashes, that made her hold her breath for a moment, hoping they wouldn’t attract undue attention. They were a rare beauty—the scientists at GenXTex often remarked upon them—yet in the bustling anonymity of the airport, they could be her downfall.

"Please, just blend in," she silently implored her reflection. “You’re just a young woman, going on her first vacation. No one will suspect you’re a freak, an escaped lab experiment with a bounty on her head.”

Kiki closed her eyes and took a deep breath, pushing the thoughts from her mind. If she was going to blend in, she had to stop thinking like a fugitive. She blew the breath out through puffed cheeks and leaned back in the sweet, smoke-scented seat of the yellow cab.

She chuckled wryly to herself at the absurdity of her situation; a cat-girl on the lam, clad in stolen clothes, about to navigate the human world for the first time. And not just with a jaunt down a busy city street. Oh, no. Not her. She was going to jump straight into the deep end and attempt to find her way around a massive, international airport, because Kiki Cat didn’t do anything the easy way.

Her laugh was soft and self-deprecating, the sound of it oddly comforting amidst the uncertainty that lay ahead.

"Here goes nothing," she said, psyching herself up for the next leg of her unforeseen adventure. “Nothing at all…”

The warmth of the cab’s interior wasn’t enough to assuage the chill that crept up Kiki’s spine as she drew closer to her unknown future. She could feel the cab driver glance at her through the rearview mirror, his eyes reflecting a seasoned curiosity.

"First time flying?" he asked, his voice as gruff as his stubbled cheeks, but not unkind.

Kiki managed a tight-lipped smile, nodding. She lifted the gym bag onto her lap and gripped it with sweaty palms.

"Yes, just pre-flight jitters," she lied, her voice barely a whisper over the hum of the engine. “I’ll be okay.”

"I don’t like airplanes much, either," he said, grinning in the mirror and pulling up to the Departure gate with practiced ease. “I much prefer the up-close-and-personal thrills of rush hour traffic and road raging yuppies. But I’m glad for the business the airport drums up.”

He parked the cab and came around to open the door for her, his round face etched with lines that hinted at a kindly nature.

"Thank you," Kiki said, her gaze flitting about nervously as she tried to figure out which way she was supposed to go now that she was here. Really here, after years of dreaming of her escape.

The man offered her a quick nod, motioning toward the bustling entrance of the airport.

"Remember, security’s there if you need any help," he advised, his tone suggesting he sensed more to her story than simple travel anxiety. “Don’t hesitate to ask if… if you need something.”

Kiki’s heart clenched in gratitude. This man, this stranger, showed more concern for her well-being than any of the scientists had in all her time at GenXTex.

The only one who had shown her any compassion at all had been the lab-assistant, Kathleen, a lonely woman in her late 30s who had made a special effort to keep Kiki comfortable despite the fact that she was forced to live in a cage.

Kathleen had been the one to give her a name other than Subject 984. Kiki Cat was what Kathleen’s niece had called kitty cats before she learned to pronounce all her letters.

Kiki remembered the story fondly, then was struck by a wave of guilt. Kathleen had been so kind to her, and she’d repaid the woman by stealing her gym bag, wallet, and GenXTex ID in order to escape. Kiki hoped the lab assistant wouldn’t get in trouble because of her.

“Miss?” the cab driver asked, looking a bit worried. “You okay?”

“Security,” Kiki replied, handing him the stolen money with trembling fingers. “Thank you. I’ll remember that.”

She turned away quickly then, afraid her eyes would betray the secrets of her true nature.

"Take care, young lady," he called after her, but she didn’t dare look back as she darted into the cacophony of the airport, clutching the gym bag to her chest like a safety jacket.

The noise hit her like a physical force as she stepped into the building, a tidal wave of chatter, footsteps, and intercom announcements that made her ears ring beneath the snug cap. Kiki glanced around, wide-eyed, taking in the sea of people. They moved with purpose, their faces set with determination or dulled by fatigue, each absorbed in their own journey.

It was nothing like the television had portrayed, where everyone seemed to have a direction and a script to follow. But that television had been Kiki’s only window into the world outside—a reward for good behavior that the scientists had agreed to when they’d seen how lonely she was becoming, despite Kathleen’s best efforts. Kiki didn’t know anything beyond what she’d seen on the screen. The scientists had no idea that in giving her a TV to keep her company they were also giving Kiki the inspiration and information she’d need to perform a daring escape from the research facility labs.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Kiki edged her way toward the crowded flight counters, her muscles tensing with every brush of a stranger’s elbow or shoulder. She joined a line, trying to mimic the nonchalance of the travelers around her, though her heart raced like a caged bird fluttering for escape.

"Stay calm," she coached herself, feeling the prickly sweat under her too-large tank top. "Just another passenger."

As she inched forward, her purple eyes scanned the signs overhead, the electronic boards flickering with destinations and times. Her mind whirred with possibilities and dangers, but for now, she was just one in a crowd, and that was exactly where she needed to be.

Kiki’s ears strained beneath the cap as she focused on the travelers ahead, their conversations a babble of excitement and frustration. This was how she’d learn what she was supposed to do, what would be expected of her in this strange new place.

A couple argued about overbooked flights, a family juggled passports and squirming children. Attendants asked for documents in bored, fake-friendly voices. She could hear the chink of coins, the rustle of paper money, the swish of credit cards through machines.

As Kiki listened, her hopes began to sink.

The attendants were checking IDs, and the cost of flights was much higher than the amount of cash the lab assistant had carried in her work bag. Palming Kathleen’s wallet, Kiki’s fingers counted the bills once more, hope waning with each whisper-soft tally.

"Next," called the clerk from the counter, her voice a distant anchor in the chaos.

Kiki bit her lip as she watched the woman in front of her step up to the counter. She was next, but she had no idea what to do. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself by asking a bunch of stupid questions or by not having the right documents on hand.

Slinking out of line, Kiki ducked her head to avoid the gaze of curious onlookers. Each step away felt like an admission of defeat—she had been so close to freedom, but she hadn’t realized how complicated this escape was going to be. Her heart knocked heavily against her ribs as the reality of her situation settled in.

Not enough money. An ID that screamed lies with its every laminated fiber. No idea how any of this was supposed to work.

What had she thought was going to happen when she’d stepped through those doors? That someone would whisk her away to a different life without asking any questions?

Scattered around the airport there were stern-looking security officers who would probably pounce on any excuse to toss someone out or call the police if they suspected even a hint of strange behavior.

Maybe the police had already been alerted of her escape from GenXTex? Had they labeled her a danger to society? Would they have eyes watching the airport for someone of her description?

Kiki’s heart thundered in her chest.

"Think, Kiki," she whispered to herself, her breath hitching. "There has to be another way."

Stealing a glance around, she sought inspiration amid despair, willing the universe to toss her a lifeline. She’d gotten this far, it hardly seemed fair that her dreams of escape could be ended so soon!

That’s when she noticed the woman at the concierge desk, arguing with an attendant who was trying to convince her to put her pet inside a designated pet carrier. The transaction unfolded like a scene from a sitcom. The woman’s sleek feline peered out with disinterest before being enveloped into the depths of a designer purse. The woman stomped off, cursing to the heavens about the state of customer service these days, at how appalling it was to expect a woman to put her baby in a cage!

As dramatic as the scene was, it ignited a spark of hope within Kiki’s chest.

“Of course,” she murmured. “Cats don’t need ID and plane tickets…”

The gears turned, a plan unfurling like a map in her mind.

Casually, Kiki meandered closer to the desk, feigning interest in a nearby departure screen. Her muscles tensed, ready. When the attendant’s back was turned, she seized the moment, her movements swift with natural stealth. She snatched her prize and was away before anyone noticed it was missing.

The carrier was lighter than she expected, incomplete without a furry fare to fulfill its purpose. Kiki hugged it to her chest and whisked it further from the concierge desk.

“I’ll be your passenger,” she whispered to the carrier, knowing she probably looked like a crazy woman. But in her cell at the lab, she’d often resorted to talking to the furniture, or the walls, or the buzzing overhead lights, just so she didn’t feel so alone. The habit comforted her now, even if she did look crazy. She tapped her fingernails on top of the carrier, gazing at the surrounding crowds. “We just need someone to carry us through security.”

How that was going to work, she wasn’t sure. But she was confident there would be someone she could ask, someone competent, yet distracted—or distractable—enough that she could pull off this ruse.

She couldn’t give up now.

She was so close to freedom, she could taste it! Her ears flickered beneath the orange ball cap and her tail twitched where it was hidden beneath the ugly orange sweatshirt. Kiki bit her lip, her sharp canines pinching the flesh painfully. Why oh why had Kathleen liked orange so much? She felt like a traffic pylon in the middle of the busy airport, drawing eyes thanks to the fluorescent color alone. The sooner she could ditch the stolen workout clothes the better. Kiki pushed her way through the crowd and back toward the desk where people were lined up to buy last minute tickets.

These were the people who would be in too much of a hurry to ask inconvenient questions…

Finding refuge near the restrooms, Kiki set down her ill-gotten goods at a cluster of empty chairs. The busy security checkpoint bustled behind her. If she transformed now and ran, she might make it through security, but she certainly wouldn’t make it onto a plane. No… she’d need to be in the carrier. It was the only way. But who would carry her?

She chewed on her lip, pondering the logistics. It was risky, undoubtedly so, but then again, what part of today hadn’t been?

"Okay, Kiki," she encouraged herself, a determined glint in her amethyst eyes. "Time to be the cat. Now who’s going to be your owner…?"

She reached for the zipper, opening the door to her possible salvation and keeping her eye on the crowds. She’d have to move fast and didn’t want to have to fight with the zipper when she had paws instead of fingers.

A knot tightened in Kiki’s stomach as she contemplated transforming into her feline form, small and vulnerable within the confines of the stolen cat carrier. The plan would only work if she moved fast. In her human form, she could convince someone to take the carrier through security and onto an airplane. Then she’d have to transform, and sneak into the empty carrier in her cat form without the good Samaritan realizing there hadn’t been a cat in it to begin with.

Kiki had always been able to rely on her agility and quick wits—the scientists had been increasingly impressed by her problem-solving skills—but this was different; this required trust. And trust was a currency she’d never had much use for.

The cat-girl’s eyes scanned the bustling crowd, searching for an ally in this human hive—an unknowing accomplice to her escape.

Her heart was sinking with the futility of the plan. Despite her best efforts to hold them back, tears were beginning to well in her eyes. How was she going to find an ally in all this chaos?

Kiki felt her stomach lurch as she locked eyes with a man and couldn’t look away. Across the tumult of the airport terminal, amidst the discord of rolling suitcases and flight announcements, he seemed to carve out an island of calm around him that Kiki was immediately drawn to. The man was clothed in black, from his soft-looking sweater down to his polished shoes, and despite the attire that suggested he meant business, there was a gentleness about him, an approachability that Kiki found herself drawn to.

He ran a hand through his short, ruffled hair, the movement casual yet somehow precise. His bright blue eyes, magnified slightly by the thick-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, looked weary, but they softened as they caught her staring at him.

He seemed as stunned by her as she was by him for a moment. Then, as if remembering there was something he should do in a situation like this, he lifted a hand and waved.

Kiki felt butterflies in her stomach that had nothing to do with her escape plan, yet it seemed like destiny that he should be the one to help her.

Yes, it was him she would ask. It just felt… right.

This was it—another leap into the unknown for Kiki. And maybe, just maybe, this time she’d land on her feet.


Chapter 2
Clean Getaway


Joseph Owens had leapt from the cab and run into the airport as if he were already late. He felt like he was, even if he didn’t have a particular destination in mind. It was guilt, he knew, that twisted his guts and had him breaking out into a cold sweat.

Because he was late—and for something far more important than a last-minute vacation.

Joseph shouldered his way through the crowd, pulling a small, wheeled laptop bag behind him, feeling the anxiety tightening around him like a belt around his neck. He didn’t know where he was going. All he knew was that he had to get away. Because if he didn’t get this manuscript written, the belt around his neck would be literal. Failure wasn’t just career suicide. Joseph didn’t think he could live with himself if he got this close to success and then screwed the pooch.

He’d have no choice.

He’d hang himself in his closet, surrounded by the collection of designer dress shoes and three-piece suits his father had given him. He’d breathe his last gasping breaths, surrounded by the evidence of his failure, the gifts his father kept buying for him in hopes that Joseph would give up this silly writing career and join him at Owens & Owens Financiers, like his father had, and his grandfather before him.

Why had he gone and told his father about the contract with Adrenaline Media? If he hadn’t said anything, he wouldn’t be in this mess. He wouldn’t be fighting his way through throngs of people to get a ticket to somewhere… anywhere but here! He’d probably be done the damned book and cashing that sweet advance check right now…

Of course, he knew why he’d told his father, even if he now wished he hadn’t.

He’d wanted to brag. This was his big break. The external validation that his “silly” writing career was the real deal.

Getting signed by the biggest publishing house in North America hadn’t been enough—Jeremy Owens didn’t care that his son was a household name in the homes of pulp thriller readers around the world—but this contract was more than just books. Adrenaline offered a movie franchise, streaming series, video game spin offs… an entire media empire based around Joseph Owen’s bestselling Cornelius Fallowheart crime novel series.

It was what his literary agent, Cindi Rockford, called a “career-defining contract,” and those were the words Joseph had used when he’d told his father the good news. For a moment, Jeremy Owens had seemed surprised by his son. Perhaps there was even a flicker of pride in his face at the mention of the seven-figure contract with Adrenaline Media.

That was a lot of money to invest, and of course Owens & Owens would be responsible for Joseph’s investments.

Then his father had said the words that had crushed Joseph’s hopes and cut the ambition out of his heart. “That sounds great, son,” Jeremy Owens had said. “Give us a call if you manage to deliver on that contract.”

If…

What had he meant if he delivered? Joseph had never failed to deliver a manuscript on time to his publisher. Not once in his decade-long career.

But the word had settled in his mind like a worm, wriggled its way in there, and planted itself in his gray matter like a little parasite that leeched away his creativity.

If…

It was as if it had never occurred to Joseph that he might not be able to fulfill Adrenaline Media’s contract, but the moment he considered it the possibility became horrifyingly real. The fear that he might fail had pushed everything else out of his mind, squatting in his skull like a foul-smelling vagabond camping out in a newly built apartment complex.

Joseph had been avoiding calls from his agent for days. He was supposed to have delivered the first quarter of the manuscript he’d written for his contract with Adrenaline Media last Friday.

But Joseph didn’t have the first quarter done.

He didn’t have any of it done.

In fact, since signing that “career-defining contract” with the biggest thriller media franchise on the planet, Joseph Owens had been unable to write a single word.

And that was why he was rushing through the airport, with no particular destination in mind, feeling like he was going to miss the flight he hadn’t even booked yet. His plan was to buy a last-minute ticket to… somewhere. He didn’t really care where. He just needed to get away from this city, his apartment, the prying phone calls from Cindi Rockford, and most of all, his father.

Then, maybe, he’d be able to think. Then, maybe, he’d be able to write.

His mother, Millie, swore by travel as the best way to keep one’s mind open to the pulse of the world. As a kid, Joseph had thought she was a bit of a hippy—carefree, worldly, sweet but never fully present in his life. As an adult, Joseph suspected Millie traveled so much because she couldn’t stand being around Jeremy any more than he could—they remained married to that day, yet Joseph was lucky if he saw his mother twice a year, for his birthday and for Christmas.

Despite their differences in career choice, Joseph’s work ethic had certainly come from his father. Both the Owens men were workaholics, obsessed with their careers to the point that they often forgot other things existed.

Like friends, lovers, homes… even food was forgotten when Jeremy or Joseph were onto something big.

But that wasn’t working for Joseph anymore, and to be honest, he was panicking. So, in a last-ditch effort to save this “career-defining” contract, Joseph was going to take a page from Millie’s book and fly away from his problems.

Or, at least, fly away from the things that were distracting him from his problem.

He hoped a change of scenery would be enough to get his creative juices flowing again. Because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep Cindi off his back.

His cell phone buzzed in his pocket, as if he’d summoned his agent by thinking of her too often. Glancing at the caller ID, Joseph cringed. Yup. He’d done this to himself.

Cindi Rockford.

Joseph hit the button to send her to voicemail just as he got into line, tugging his suitcase behind him. He joined a queue at the first ticket counter he came to that didn’t have an enormous line up. Ahead of him, a woman with permed hair, teased into an ephemeral cloud of blond cotton candy, blocked his view of the line up and filled his nostrils with the acridly sweet scent of cheap hair products.

Joseph inhaled deeply, focusing on the artificial but not unpleasant scent of pineapple and coconut. It reminded him of when he was younger, and Millie used to take him on some of her trips. He’d always liked the tropical ones.

Maybe he’d fly to somewhere with a beach, blue waves stretching into the horizon, the scent of sunscreen and fruity cocktail drinks his only companion until he completed Cornelius Fallowheart’s latest adventure.

Hawaii? Mexico? Jamaica?

Joseph closed his eyes, forcing himself to calm. There was no sense in worrying about the book while he was in a busy airport. It wasn’t like he could write at the moment anyway. He breathed in and out, allowing the tropical scent to transport him to another place, one where he felt relaxed, comfortable, and free of all obligations but to write.

He sensed the line moving forward and stepped ahead, running his hand through his hair and adjusting his glasses. Then he gazed up at the list of flights available at this counter.

Bali.

That would do the trick.

It was hard to get much farther away from home than Bali.

With that settled, he felt himself relax for the first time since that fateful conversation with his father. He was still in control of his life, of his career, of his creativity. He hadn’t lost anything. He just needed some time and space to himself to focus on this project and everything would be fine.

As Joseph inched closer to the counter, his mind still swirling with thoughts of deadlines and escape, he gave in to the chaotic tapestry of the airport around him, letting it sweep him away. His mother always said she felt closest to the world when she was traveling, and in a way, Joseph could see what she meant. There was life here, in abundance.

The air buzzed with the sound of rolling suitcases, distant announcements echoing through the vast halls, and the myriad languages that melded into a swell of human activity. Neon lights from shops and cafés cast a glow on travelers, their faces illuminated by the promise of new destinations. Families huddled together, poring over passports and boarding passes, while solo travelers like Joseph navigated the stream of people with a focused, almost meditative pace.

Above the rush, a series of large televisions offered a view of the tarmac, where planes taxied like giant metallic birds preparing for flight. Joseph allowed himself a moment of distraction, watching as a jet soared into the sky, its trajectory a physical representation of his own desire to break free.

It was a world unto itself, this airport, a liminal space between what was and what could be, filled with people all on the cusp of their next adventure or returning home from one. For a brief moment, Joseph felt a kinship with these strangers, all of them suspended in the in-between.

He wondered where they were all going, or where they were coming from. How many of them were attempting to escape cages they’d built for themselves, like he was?

Joseph’s reverie was broken by a sudden shift in the crowd, a parting so perfect it felt orchestrated, like a scene from a movie. The crowd opened, like a pair of doors swinging wide. to reveal the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

Startled, Joseph felt his gaze fixate upon the young woman standing somewhat apart from the hustle, as if existing in a bubble of calm. His heart hammered against his ribs like a crazed animal attempting to break free of a trap. His mouth went dry, and he swallowed repeatedly, to no avail. Her hair was the color of moonlight, stark against her tanned skin, and her eyes shimmered with a vibrant, jewel-like tone under the neon lights of the airport. Were they… purple?

He couldn’t look away. She was an anomaly in this place of transient faces, wearing a bright orange ball cap that somehow accentuated the pallor of her hair, her figure swallowed by oversized workout clothes, with an orange sweater casually tied around her waist. She somehow looked uncomfortable and out-of-place while simultaneously looking as if she meant to be exactly where she was.

Joseph swallowed again as her amethyst eyes collided with his, and she smiled.

The moment Joseph’s gaze met hers, it was as if he had been struck, his breath caught in his throat, and the ambient noise of the airport receded into a hush. For that suspended slice of time, all of Joseph’s worries—the manuscript, his father’s expectations, the looming deadline—evaporated, leaving only the intensity of this stranger’s gaze and the inexplicable feeling that, in seeing her, he had stumbled upon something extraordinary.

Everything else melted away; the crowded terminal, the hum of voices, the weight of his own anxiety, all dissolved into the background.

There was only her, this figure who seemed both out of place and perfectly situated to cross his path at the most tumultuous time in his life.

Only then did he remember that he was staring, just as she—unabashedly—stared back at him. He should do something. What did one do in a situation like this? Run across the airport and declare his love for her like some buffoon? No, of course not. Real people didn’t do things like that. God, Joseph couldn’t even remember the last time he’d been on a date, let alone been so struck by a woman’s beauty that he was rendered speechless. What should he do?

As if on autopilot, his hand rose in the air, and he gave an uncertain wave.

The woman beamed at him and lifted her own hand.

Joseph felt suddenly faint. This couldn’t be happening. She was probably waving at her boyfriend or husband who was standing behind him. Joseph turned around, checking to be sure. But there was no one else there.

And when he turned back around, she was gone.

Great, he thought. That’s just great. She wasn’t waving at her boyfriend, or me. Because she wasn’t even there. I’m letting the stress get to me.

“Next, sir,” the woman at the counter said, her voice carefully neutral, but not neutral enough to hide her irritation. “That’s you, in the glasses.”

How many times had she called for him while he’d been staring at the mysterious stranger? Joseph felt his cheeks flush with embarrassment as he lugged his suitcase forward. “Sorry, uh,” he fumbled for his passport and wallet. “I’d like to buy a ticket on your next flight to Bali, if there’s any availability.”

The attendant quirked an eyebrow at him. “I can sell you a ticket, sir,” she said. “But you’re going to have to go straight through security. No snack stops. No bathroom breaks. Go straight to your gate. That flight leaves in forty-five minutes.”

Joseph glanced at the security line up, wondering if he’d have time to get through before boarding began. Then he caught a flash of orange in the crowd and was distracted for a second, his gaze searching for the beautiful girl. The attendant cleared her throat and his attention snapped back to her. “Yes, sorry,” he said. “Bali for one. I won’t dawdle.”

She frowned, but she took his documents and punched in the details, turning the card reader around to face him. “Mmm hmm,” she said. “Well, I’ll give them a call at the gate and let them know you’re on your way, but they aren’t going to wait for you just ‘cause I say you’re coming. Not for long.”

“Got it. Thank you.” Joseph swiped his card and waited for the ticket to print, his gaze darting over the crowds as he hoped for another glimpse of the girl. Nothing. He must have been dreaming.

Turning, ticket in hand, to head for the security line up, Joseph resigned himself to the fact that he was probably just going crazy from stress. It was time to put this city behind him and start fresh before he completely lost his mind.

As he hurried toward security, Joseph felt a touch on his arm. “Excuse me,” a small voice said. “Did you say you’re going to Bali?”

Joseph stopped, annoyed to be interrupted when he’d just promised the attendant he wasn’t going to delay for anything.

But when he turned to see who was speaking, all words died in his throat. The young woman in the orange hat stood before him, gazing up at him with her startling purple eyes.

“Um,” he said, eloquently. “What?”

“Bali,” she said, nodding to his ticket. “That’s where I’m going, too. I just was hoping you could help me with something.”

No, no, no, his mind stuttered. We don’t have time for this.

Fortunately for Joseph, his mind wasn’t in control at the moment. His heart had taken the reins. “Uh, yeah,” he said, feeling his face stretch into a stupid grin. “Sure. What do you need?”


Chapter 3
A Change of Plans


The pretty young woman stood on tiptoes, pointing through the crowd toward a set of chairs. A pet carrier, for a cat or small dog, marked with the airport’s logo, sat on one of the chairs. “Can you watch my kitty while I run to the restroom, please?”

“Your… kitty?” Joseph stood bewildered as the girl, with a rush of words and an embarrassed glance, explained that the air dryers were too loud and terrified her poor cat, but that she absolutely could not hold her bursting bladder for a second more.

“I know it’s crazy, but I just don’t think I’ll make it if I have to wait until the other side of security,” she gushed, blushing bright pink as if she suddenly realized how this must sound. “I’m sorry. This is really awkward.”

The security line stretched endlessly before them, a daunting barrier to anyone pressed for time, and she looked genuinely concerned she wouldn’t make it through without risking their flight. Her embarrassment seemed to mirror onto Joseph, who felt a flush of warmth creep up his neck, not entirely sure how to react to such an unexpected request.

“Uh, well…” He didn’t want to deny her request, but she must know how tight their schedule was if they were on the same flight. “I—"

"Great, thank you so much,” she said, her voice tinged with relief. “I knew I could count on you! You just look like the steadfast, reliable type."

He barely had a chance to process her words before she beamed up at him, her gratitude shining in those striking purple eyes.

Joseph opened his mouth to respond, perhaps to clarify that while he was certainly steadfast and reliable, he was also on a tight deadline. “Well, I…”

But she had already turned, disappearing into the sea of travelers with a grace that left him momentarily stunned.

“Great,” he muttered, shaking his head in mild disbelief. “That’s great. Good news is, the mystery girl is real. Bad news is, she’s crazy, and you’re probably going to miss your flight because you couldn’t say no to those big, purple eyes.”

Purple? Could they really have been purple? How unusual. Contacts, obviously, but still… And framed with those startling white eyelashes as if her eyes were rimmed with hoarfrost on a perfect winter morning. She was a stunner, there was no doubt about that.

And hell, if he had to book a different flight for a chance to talk to this girl, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. He—

No, he reminded himself. What was he thinking? He could not be getting distracted by a woman when he had his entire career on the line.

Joseph argued with himself as he navigated his way toward the indicated chair, his progress hindered by a sudden surge of people. It took a moment of gentle maneuvering and a few polite excuse-mes to reach the cat carrier left in his charge. Settling down beside it, he couldn’t help but peek inside, curious about the creature that had inadvertently become his responsibility.

Inside the carrier, a white cat with fur as bright as moonlight stared back at him, its eyes a deep purple that mirrored the girl’s. Joseph wrinkled his forehead. The resemblance was uncanny, and for a fleeting second, Joseph wondered if the girl had coordinated her appearance with her pet’s—a thought that brought an amused smirk to his face.

Yup. She was crazy. Why were the gorgeous ones always crazy? It was some kind of universal rule that with great beauty came great insanity.

His gaze drifted to the carrier tag, which read "Kiki Cat," accompanied by flight information identical to his own. So, they were both Bali-bound. The tag’s ambiguity left him pondering whether "Kiki" referred to the cat or its owner. Was the cat named Kiki Cat? Or was the tag supposed to read “Kiki’s Cat,” and Kiki was the girl’s name? He’d have to ask her when she got back.

Joseph noticed the carrier’s door was slightly ajar, and he closed it. It was a good thing he’d seen that, he thought. What if she’d returned from the restroom to find him sitting there like an idiot with the door wide open and the cat running off?

Great way to make a first impression.

As time ticked by, with no sign of the girl’s return, Joseph felt a growing urgency. Deciding it was best not to wait any longer, he lifted the carrier, determined to make his way through security. He reasoned that once the girl, presumably Kiki, emerged from the restroom, he could easily signal her over.

Missing the flight was not an option, romantic daydreams aside.

He’d made his decision, and he didn’t want to waste any more time. Besides, he doubted the mysterious girl who’d entrusted him with her pet could afford to buy another ticket. She’d seemed adrift… wearing ill-fitting clothes and not carrying any luggage.

Maybe she was running away from something, too. There was something about her that seemed nervous and on edge.

He glanced down at the cat carrier and narrowed his eyes. “You’re not sporting a tummy full of hard drugs, are you kitty cat?”

The cat yowled in apparent indignation, and more than one person turned to look at him. He smiled nervously.

This was the kind of thing he wrote about in his books. He should know better than this.

Joseph’s forehead began to sweat as he considered the other reasons this girl might have approached him. Airport security signs all reminded passengers never to take other people’s luggage… did that apply to pets?

But the girl had seemed so sweet and genuine. Joseph realized it was naïve of him to put his trust in the girl—and he knew outer beauty was no indication of what lay in a person’s heart—but dammit, he’d felt something when they’d first locked eyes.

It had been years since he’d felt the jolt of attraction and interest and excitement that marked the beginning of something more…

He was good at reading people, too. That’s what made him a good writer. He was always observing, and he never missed a thing.

And he knew she’d felt something similar. She’d looked at him in exactly the same way he’d looked at her. Like they’d been fated to see one another at that exact moment.

Settle down, Harlequin Joe, he chastised himself. You write thrillers, not romance. What’s all this fate nonsense?

But he couldn’t convince himself that there had been nothing behind the look she’d given him. He refused to believe the girl had been lying to him for some nefarious B-movie plot. Drug smugglers and international contraband rings. Ridiculous.

With the cat carrier in hand, Joseph joined the back of the security line, casting occasional glances towards the restroom. The cat inside the carrier seemed content, not a bit curious about the unfolding events. Despite the absurdity of the situation, Joseph felt a light-heartedness he hadn’t experienced in a long time. Here he was, embroiled in a bizarre twist of fate, all because of a pretty girl with an enigmatic cat.

It was worthy of a story, whatever this was. He found his mind churning with the concept, imaging what Constantine Fallowheart would do in such a situation. It was the first time he’d been able to think about his favorite character without breaking into a sweat since signing that damned contract.

As he inched forward in line, Joseph found himself more amused than irritated by the predicament. The encounter had offered him a brief respite from his swirling anxieties. The distraction was as welcome as it was unexpected.

A tropical holiday. A beautiful woman. A mystery.

Whatever awaited him in Bali, he now had an intriguing story to tell, thanks to the little white cat and its equally captivating owner. Here he was, a man on the verge of a personal and professional breakdown, now tasked with babysitting a pet that bore an uncanny resemblance to the most intriguing stranger he’d ever met.

The irony wasn’t lost on him; in his attempt to escape the complexities of his life, he’d walked straight into a scenario that felt like it was plucked from one of his own thrillers.

As he queued, Joseph glanced back towards the restroom, expecting to see the white-haired girl emerge at any moment. Time ticked by, and with each passing minute, his anxiety returned and grew—not just for the flight now, but for the girl’s return. Had she trusted him too readily? Was this some elaborate setup? Yet, the sincerity in her eyes, that vulnerable plea for assistance, seemed too genuine to doubt.

The line inched forward, and Joseph found himself rehearsing what he would say to her when she returned. He practiced a casual demeanor, aiming to appear unfazed by the oddity of their encounter. In his mind, he’d hand back the cat with a nonchalant comment, maybe even manage to strike up a conversation that could continue onto the plane.

But as the minutes stretched into what felt like an eternity, Joseph’s concern deepened. What if something had happened to her? What if she couldn’t find him in the line? He glanced at the carrier again, meeting the cat’s gaze. "Kiki Cat," he mumbled, trying the name on his tongue, wondering about the story behind it—and behind her.

Finally, resigning himself to the possibility that he might indeed have been set up, Joseph reached the security checkpoint. He placed the carrier on the belt, explaining to the officer with a sheepish grin that he was holding it for someone who’d be right back.

“It’s not your cat?” The officer gave him a look that mixed skepticism with amusement. “Maybe you should put it over there and let me take a closer look.”

Joseph winced, hoping the little kitty wasn’t about to get the rubber glove treatment. But he obeyed, suddenly worried that he’d been a fool. What if there were drugs in the cat? Would he be arrested? Would the security footage validate his claims of innocence? If he had to ask his father for money in order to fight off drug trafficking charges, Joseph thought he’d rather just go to jail.

But before he could spiral into any deeper dark thoughts, the security officer motioned him over. “Kiki Cat looks clean,” he said, indicating a bioscan of the cat’s insides. “But for future reference, we don’t encourage taking other people’s luggage through security. And that includes pets.”

Joseph thanked the man, and glanced at his watch, his uneasiness not fading as much as he felt it should.

Where was she?

Joseph emerged on the other side of the security checkpoint, carrier in hand, still scanning the crowd for a flash of white hair or the bright orange cap. But the girl was nowhere to be seen. A pang of worry, mixed with an odd sense of disappointment, settled in his chest. Had she simply used him to ensure her pet’s safe passage through security? What would be the point of that?

Had she somehow gotten through security ahead of him? Maybe she’d lost sight of him and had the same idea as he’d had, that they’d meet up at the plane?

Shaking his head, Joseph hurried toward his departure gate. The flight attendants would know what to do. Surely, they had a record of the young woman who’d checked in with a cat. You needed some kind of special registration to get an animal on board a plane these days, he was pretty certain of that.

Joseph glanced down at the carrier, and the white cat gazed up at him with a calm and trusting look that made his stomach twist. He didn’t even like cats. Especially not white ones when every article of clothing in his wardrobe was a stark, uncompromising black.

But it wasn’t as if he could abandon her with a stranger. The girl had trusted him. And for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to let her down, even if he didn’t know her from Eve.

"Looks like it’s just you and me for now," he told the cat, earning a soft meow in response. “I hope you don’t get airsick.”

Just then, a loud beep sounded over the loudspeakers, and Joseph’s heart lurched. Maybe they would announce that there was a woman looking for her cat, and where he could meet her.

“Attention everyone,” the shrill voice droned over the speakers. “Passenger Joseph Owens, on Bali Air Flight 7011, please head to Gate B13 immediately. Your flight has finished boarding and will be leaving in five minutes. That’s passenger Joseph Owens, Bali Air Flight 7011, please head to Gate B13 immediately.”

Joseph cursed and hurried down the busy corridor toward his gate. So much for that.

Then he realized something. If they were calling his name and not the girl, she must already be there!

He began to run, more excited to see the girl with the white hair than he was nervous to miss his flight. Despite the confusion and the unforeseen responsibility, Joseph battled a smile that threatened to tug at his lips. Somehow, this unexpected charge had grounded him, pulling him out of his spiraling thoughts and focusing him on the present moment.

As he ran for Gate B13 Joseph found a new resolve settling over him. Bali was a new start, not just for his writing but for himself.

He’d never been one to put stock in fate, but this felt too serendipitous to be a meaningless coincidence.

Perhaps, in some strange way, this mysterious girl and her cat were part of his new beginning.


Chapter 4
The Reluctant Pet Sitter


Joseph’s sprint to Gate B13 was a blur of terminal shops and surprised faces as he dodged fellow travelers, the cat carrier securely tucked under one arm and his laptop case trailing behind him. By the time he arrived at the gate, his breath came in sharp gasps, and his heart hammered against his ribs.

The gate area was a scene of organized chaos, with flight attendants managing the last-minute rush of passengers. Joseph, desperate and slightly disheveled, approached the nearest attendant, trying to catch his breath.

"There’s been a mistake," he managed to say between gasps. "This cat—it’s not mine. It belongs to another passenger. She has long white hair, purple eyes... She should already be on the plane."

The attendant, a woman with a practiced smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, barely glanced at the cat carrier.

"Just a moment, sir," she said, her attention more on his ticket than his story. She scanned the barcode with an efficiency born of routine, checked the details on the carrier, and punched something into her computer.

"Support pets must stay in their carriers at all times," she reminded him, the rehearsed line falling flat between them. With a nod toward the jet bridge, she added, "Please make your way onboard."

Joseph tried to protest, to explain the urgency of finding the cat’s owner, but it was clear the attendant was more concerned with departing on time than the intricacies of his predicament. With a resigned sigh, he moved toward the plane, the carrier now feeling like a lead weight in his arms.

As he boarded, the tight aisles were lined with passengers, their faces a mix of irritation and fatigue. The cabin was crowded, the air tinged with the collective annoyance of those who had been waiting for him, the last passenger to board. Joseph felt every eye on him, their glares sharp enough to sting. He ducked his head, murmuring apologies as he made his way to his seat, keenly aware of the disruption he was causing.

The flight attendants on board mirrored the impatience of the seated passengers, their smiles strained as they directed him with curt nods. Joseph moved as quickly as he could, the carrier and suitcase cumbersome in the cramped space. He wished for nothing more than to melt into the floor, to escape the mounting pressure of dozens of annoyed gazes.

Finding his seat, Joseph gingerly placed the cat carrier on his lap, the small space around him feeling even more constricted with the added responsibility. He glanced around, hoping against hope to catch a glimpse of the white-haired girl among the faces. But she was nowhere to be seen. Her absence sat like a heavy stone in his stomach.

Resigned to the reality that he would have to wait until landing to resolve the situation, Joseph tried to settle in. The cat, seemingly undisturbed by the ordeal, shifted comfortably within the carrier. Joseph envied its calm, his own nerves frayed and his mind racing with questions about the girl’s whereabouts and the fate that had intertwined their paths.

Joseph pulled his phone out to check his messages, ignoring the one from his agent. He paused at one from his best friend, Hank Hobart.

Hank: Hey man, want to grab a beer this afternoon? Just finished a crazy investigation.

Hank was an investigative reporter for a somewhat dubious newspaper called the Rochester. Their friendship had begun in college, when they had some English Lit courses together before Hank branched off into journalism and Joseph into creative writing. He always had interesting stories to share with Joseph and a lot of the inspiration for Cornelius Fallowheart’s wilder adventures had come from real life scoops Hank had dug up—some of which had been so explosive he wasn’t allowed to print them.

Joe: Not today. I’m on a plane to Bali. I think I might have accidentally stolen a girl’s cat.

Hank: … Is that like… a euphemism, or…?

Joe: Long story. I’ll call when I land. Maybe by then I’ll know how it ends.

Hank: You’re seriously flying to Bali? Without me? Not cool, man. I thought we were bros.

Joe: It’s for work, not play.

Hank: Yeah, sure. All work and no play makes Joe a dull boy.

Joe: I’m serious. It’s this Adrenaline manuscript. Can’t get my head in the game.

Hank: Fine. With your career and millions of dollars on the line, I’m gonna cut you some slack. Just this once.

Joe: Thanks, man. It was kind of a last minute decision or I would have told you.

Hank: Whatever. But I want to hear all about your pussy thieving ass the moment you set down.

Joe: Deal. But if you see my dad or Cindi… tell them…

He didn’t know what message to pass on, so he left the message hanging like that.

Hank: That you’ve been arrested. For touching kitties that don’t belong to you. Got it.

Joseph let out a disbelieving snort. How was this possible. How had his plans gone so spectacularly off script?

As the plane began its taxi to the runway, the finality of the moment settled on Joseph’s chest like a pile of bricks. He was leaving, bound for Bali with a cat that wasn’t his and a mystery that seemed to deepen with every passing second. The annoyed passengers, the terse flight attendants, and the echoing absence of the cat’s ethereally beautiful owner compounded into a surreal experience that Joseph knew he would never forget.

It didn’t feel real.

“This doesn’t feel real, Kiki Cat,” he murmured, just to say something out loud. “This is completely nuts, do you know that?”

The cat mewed and scratched at the carrier as if she wanted out.

“Close your eyes, Kiki,” he said. “We’ve got a long flight ahead of us. And then… who knows.”

He leaned back, closing his eyes as the engines roared to life. The flight attendants began their spiel about seatbelts, oxygen masks, and emergency exits, and Joseph felt his eyelids begin to droop. He’d been so keyed up in the days leading up to this snap decision, hardly able to sleep. Then this insanity at the airport. Now that he was sitting down, exhaustion hit him like a freight train.

Even before the plane took off, Joseph was beginning to doze in his seat. In the half-dreaming state, he felt a spark of adventure settle over him, a flicker of something exciting and utterly unexpected.

Bali… the girl… the cat… it was all crazy.

But that craziness would have to end when they landed. He couldn’t forget the real reason he was on this trip.

He had a book to write, a contract to uphold. Pretty girls and sunny beaches would have to wait until he had at least started the damned manuscript. He hoped Kiki would understand.

If that was her name. Kiki Cat. Kiki’s Cat. The words swirled in his mind as he pictured the girl’s beautiful purple eyes and her silky white hair. It was so strange how the cat looked just like her. Did she wear contacts? Did she make the cat wear contacts? That wasn’t a thing, was it?

Joseph didn’t know, and as sleep took him, he didn’t care. He just wanted to see her face again.

For now, though… for the next seventeen hours and twenty-two minutes, all he could do was wait, watch over Kiki—the cat—and hope that the answers would find him once they touched down.

The gentle hum of the aircraft and the muted conversations around him soon faded into the background as he drifted into a deep sleep, the cat carrier nestled securely on his lap.

[image: image-placeholder]

When Joseph next opened his eyes, the cabin was dim, the overhead lights set to a soft glow to accommodate the long-haul flight’s night mode. He blinked away the grogginess, momentarily disoriented by the passage of time. A flight attendant was navigating the aisle with a cart, distributing meals to the passengers. Joseph accepted his with a murmured thanks, peering down at the tray to decipher its contents. Chicken or pork—it was hard to tell, but at this point, his stomach wasn’t picky.

Remembering his unexpected companion, Joseph carefully opened the carrier to check on the cat. She looked up at him with curious eyes, seemingly unbothered by the flight. He reached inside to scratch between her ears, eliciting a contented purr that made him smile.

“Poor thing,” he said keeping his voice low so that he didn’t disturb the other passengers. “If you’re stuck with me, I guess I’d better figure out how to take care of a cat, huh? Do you like chicken? Or, uh, Pork? Chork? Picken?”

With a small piece of the questionable meat, he offered it to her, watching as she sniffed it cautiously before accepting the offering. He then poured a little water into the cap of the plastic bottle he’d gotten with his meal, holding it for her to drink. The cat’s simple needs held him in the moment, stopping the whirlwind of questions that threatened to overwhelm him the moment he started thinking about the bizarre situation he found himself in.

“I hope you don’t need to use the restroom, Kiki Cat,” he said, shaking his head. “Because I don’t think Bali Air comes equipped with a litter box.”

Joseph pondered the logistics of having a "support animal" on such a long flight. He hadn’t seen anyone else dealing with pets, and the thought of asking the already terse flight attendants for advice didn’t sit well with him. They seemed no more approachable now than they had at the beginning of the flight. So, he did his best to ensure the cat’s comfort and needs were met in silence, hoping she wouldn’t require more than he could provide in their cramped seating arrangement.

After ensuring the cat was settled once more, Joseph leaned back in his seat, the fatigue washing over him again. In no time, he found himself drifting off again, the cabin’s subdued noise a distant lullaby.

He slept deeply, the kind of uninterrupted sleep that was rare for him even in the best of times. It was only the captain’s announcement, signaling their descent into Bali, that roused him from his slumber. Joseph stretched as best as he could in the confined space, the stiffness in his muscles a painful reminder of the hours spent in the air.

The realization that they were about to land brought a mix of relief and anxiety. Relief that the long journey was nearly over, and anxiety about what awaited him in Bali. The adventure had taken on a life of its own, far beyond what he had envisioned when he booked this impromptu trip. But now that he was about to arrive, fresh worry washed over him.

This wasn’t some vacation, despite the tropical locale. He was here because he needed to work. And he wasn’t going to be able to do that if he was chasing all over Hell’s half-acre looking for the girl who’d foisted her pet upon him in a moment of weakness.

He couldn’t let himself get distracted. His entire life hinged on this unwritten manuscript. If he couldn’t find the girl and deliver the cat he’d have to…

What? He couldn’t just abandon the animal.

Joseph shook his head, at a loss for what to do. He looked down at the carrier, where the cat was now awake and peering out with those same intelligent, curious eyes. "Do you have any bright ideas?” he muttered to the cat. "What am I supposed to do with you now?”

The cat blinked back at him, and mewed softly, apparently as nonplussed as he was. He stuck his fingers through the mesh at the front of the carrier and stroked between the cat’s soft ears. She began to purr happily once more.

“At least one of us seems okay with this.”

As the plane began its final approach, Joseph gazed out the window at the sprawling island coming into view. With the landing gear deployed and the cabin bustling with the pre-landing preparations, Joseph held the carrier close. Whatever Bali had in store for him and his temporary charge, they would have to face it together.

Joseph pressed his face against the window as the aircraft descended, eager for his first glimpse of Bali. He smiled, thinking how proud his mother would be of him for taking this unexpected trip. He wondered where she was at the moment, what adventures she was on. Maybe he’d email her once he got to his hotel.

First, he supposed, he’d have to book a hotel. He hadn’t thought to do that in the airport, and now that he was here he had nowhere to stay. Another thing to deal with once they landed. For now, though, the view took all of his attention.

Joseph gasped as he took in the land below.

The setting sun cast a golden hue over the landscape, illuminating the island in a warm, ethereal light. Below them, the picturesque beaches of Bali unfurled like ribbons of white and gold, fringed by the azure embrace of the Indian Ocean. The contrast of the verdant green of the inland forests against the sprawling sands was striking, with the sun dipping low, painting the sky in shades of orange, pink, and purple.

The breathtaking welcome seemed to promise more than the serenity and inspiration Joseph had been seeking.

For that magical moment, he allowed himself to hope for something… more.

More, that was what he wanted.

Some indefinable detail that had been missing in his life, that made his career stand out as the only important thing.

He knew, deep inside, that he had been searching for more than just freedom from writer’s block when he’d booked this last-minute trip. He was searching for change. For something to shake him out of the comfortable—or uncomfortable—rut he’d dug for himself where all he did was write books, sign contracts, and seek the ever-moving-goal-post of his father’s approval.

That was why the girl had been able to pin him down with her uncanny request. She must have seen it in his eyes, even if he hadn’t been able to see it himself.

Joseph was desperately, incurably lonely in this life he’d built.

A life of one, with a nice apartment and a fat bank account, but no one to share it with.

People learn to be happy with much less than I have. I’m pathetic.

As the plane touched down, the gentle thud and the subsequent arrival announcement brought a sense of reality crashing back. The tranquility of the aerial view, and the pain of Joseph’s private thoughts, gave way to the hurried pace of disembarking passengers.

Joseph found himself swept up in the flow of the crowd, the cat carrier securely in his grip as he stepped into the terminal. His eyes scanned the sea of faces, searching once more for the distinctive white hair, orange ball cap, and amethyst eyes of the mysterious girl, but she was nowhere to be found.

Of course.

If he wasn’t carrying her cat under his arm, Joseph would have trouble convincing himself that she’d ever been real.

The awareness that she might have been on a different flight—or worse, not on any flight at all—settled in with a heavy disappointment.

Determined to resolve the situation, Joseph filed off the plane and approached a customer service desk, explaining his unusual situation to the representatives with a mix of hope and resignation. He described the girl as best he could, emphasizing the unique features that made her so memorable, and left his contact information, just in case she or anyone who knew her showed up looking for the cat. The airport staff listened with a polite interest, assuring him they would pass the message along, though their noncommittal smiles did little to bolster his confidence.

Joseph lingered at the airport longer than he’d intended, watching and waiting, half-expecting the girl to appear at any moment. But as minutes threatened to stretch into hours, the bustling airport began to empty, and the reality of his situation sank in deeper. He was in a foreign country, alone but for a cat that wasn’t his, holding onto the slender, desperate hope that a girl he knew nothing about would somehow find her way back to him.

“Come on, girl,” he said to the cat. “We can’t wait here forever. You probably need to get out and stretch, don’t you?”

Joseph used an app to scan for hotels in the area, but it seemed as if everything was already booked. He’d noticed flyers for some kind of convention inside the airport, and supposed that might be why. He slowly expanded his search until he found something promising in a village called Canguu, “a digital nomad’s paradise.”

What was he if not a digital nomad, with nothing but his laptop and an unwritten manuscript to his name. And the cat he was apparently going to be pet sitting for the foreseeable future. Joseph rang the hotel, Blossom Lux Boho, and was able to secure a room for an eye-watering price. But he didn’t have much to fall back on, without a reservation.

Besides, once the book was complete and the contract was finalized, he would be a very wealthy man. Joseph tried to push the thought of money from his mind.

With the room booked, Joseph finally stepped outside, the balmy evening air of Bali enveloping him. The beauty of the island, so captivating from above, now seemed overshadowed by uncertainty. As he made his way to the taxi stand, the vibrant sunset had given way to a gentle twilight, the day’s end mirroring his mood. Yet, amidst the doubt, he couldn’t deny the glimmer of hope there too.

He had the girl’s cat. He had to see her again.

The story that was unfolding was entirely his own, even if it hadn’t started the way he’d planned. He only wished he was the kind of free-spirit who knew how to take advantage of an adventure—like his mother, Millie—rather than the kind of person who plotted adventures on paper and never strayed from the plan, only ever taking risks with his character’s lives and never his own.

“What would Cornelius Fallowheart do?” he mused, lifting a hand to hail one of the brightly colored cabs. “If anyone should know the answer to that question, I suppose it ought to be me.”

But he didn’t. And that scared Joseph more than he wanted to admit.


Chapter 5
Blossom Lux Boho


Trapped within the confines of her carrier, Kiki experienced the journey through a lens of muted sounds and swaying movements. In her feline form, she was able to go much longer without food, water, and other needs than she was in her hybrid form—a feature of her biology that the scientists at GenXTex had been especially interested in unlocking. She’d never shared that her ability was more one of meditative control of her bodily functions than some cellular anomaly they would be able to mimic, bottle, and sell to the military.

Kiki had never wanted to give them more reason to keep her locked up, and she’d always hoped that eventually they might let go of her once they grew bored. She didn’t know where she was from, but she felt certain on some instinctive level, that she did not belong in the lab. She’d come from… somewhere. The more television she watched, and the more she learned of the world outside the lab, the more convinced she became that wherever she was from it wasn’t this world.

Kiki lay curled up, her bright white fur a stark contrast to the dark interior of the carrier, enjoying the peppery scent of Joseph’s nearness—she didn’t know if it was a cologne or just the way he smelled, but it was comforting to her. The longer she spent in Joseph’s presence, the more she never wanted to leave. He’d kept her safe, despite the strange circumstances of their companionship, even in her most vulnerable form. She loved the way he spoke to her, his voice low and soothing. When he’d reached into the carrier to rub between her ears, even Kiki had been surprised by the rumbling purr that had risen from inside her chest, completely of its own accord. She’d known that cats purred, from television, but she had never purred in either form. Maybe she’d never been comfortable enough.

Then, when he’d fed her from his own plate, and let her lap the water from the cap of his water bottle, she’d had to stop herself from licking the tips of his fingers too. The overwhelming desire to thank him, to wrap him in her arms, to be wrapped in his arms, like a pair of lovers in one of those movies on the Hallmark Channel… it had risen as unbidden as the purring had and started her rumbling again.

When he rubbed her ears the second time, she’d had to restrain herself from transforming into her human form and rubbing her entire body on his. She wanted to feel his touch everywhere, to be touched lovingly, rather than with the rubber-gloved hands of scientists poking and prodding at her and trying to figure out how she worked. Kiki hadn’t realized how starved for affection she was until she’d met Joseph, and every kind gesture, every touch, felt like magic zinging through her veins, sparking and tingling and setting her nerves alight with excitement.

Oh, what had she gotten herself into?

As much as she enjoyed Joseph’s presence, and as surprised as she was by the attraction she felt to him, Kiki had to admit she hadn’t planned beyond how to get on the plane.

Now what was she going to do? She couldn’t just transform back into herself, and tell Joseph to forget about the cat.

In fact, if GenXTex was looking for her, Joseph might be safer if she never revealed herself at all. She had no idea if they would have agents out looking for her. The research facility was connected to the federal government, and probably had special ops resources to keep cases like hers under wraps. She’d seen shows about government coverups, aliens, cryptids, and international espionage. She knew what was possible.

She didn’t know how badly they’d want her back. And she didn’t know how dangerous knowledge of her true identity would be to people she came to care about. The safest thing for Joseph, if she really cared about him, would be to run away the moment he opened the carrier.

Yet it broke her heart to consider leaving without some kind of explanation. He was keeping this cat in hopes that he would see her again. She’d listened to him muttering under his breath, attempting to puzzle out the unlikely situation. And she’d seen the look in his eyes when they’d first caught sight of one another across the busy airport. His interest had been palpable, more than interest… He’d been attracted to her too, she was certain of it.

Was this what it was like to fall in love?

Kiki had never been in love before. She’d never even imagined a life for herself in which love was possible. People in movies and television shows seemed to fall in love all the time, quickly and easily. But… having experienced the chaos of the airport, Kiki knew that the version of life shown on the screen was not exactly realistic.

She was glad they were done with the airports, even if she was still stuck in the pet carrier.

The hum of the engine and the rhythmic beat of the tires against the road lulled her into a state of calm, despite her predicament. Through the mesh of the carrier, she could see glimpses of the world outside—a blur of colors and lights as they passed through the bustling streets of Bali.

As evening settled over the island, the air outside grew cooler, the change seeping into the cab and brushing against her fur. She could smell the richness of the island life; the frangipani, the ocean, and even the tantalizing scents of food that made her stomach rumble in response. She tamped down on her hunger, willing her feline form into the meditative calm that had gotten her through the long flight. Soon, she would be out of this carrier and could explore the world and all its alluring scents and sounds. But for now, she had to wait.

Joseph’s phone rang, startling Kiki with its shrill tone.

Joseph’s hand seemed to reach for the device in his pocket, instinctively. He groaned as he checked the call display. Kiki could see the name Cindi Rockford flash across the screen. She’d heard him mutter that name, but didn’t know who she was. Kiki might have felt jealous had Joseph not looked so reluctant to speak with the woman.

But, as the phone continued to ring, some internal battle of conscience seemed to resolve itself in Joseph’s expression. With a grimace, he pressed the phone to his ear, his features firm as if he were bracing himself for something unpleasant.

“Hello, Cindi,” he answered, his voice tighter than it had been when he’d spoken with Kiki. She didn’t know who was on the other end of the line, but Kiki felt a surge of dislike for anyone who changed the soft, comforting man she’d begun to rely on into this terse, stern person she barely recognized. “I see I’ve missed a few calls from you. I’m in Bali, you see.”

"Joe, darling, Bali?" Cindi’s voice came through, saccharine sweet with an edge of steel. With her feline ears, Kiki could hear the woman as perfectly as if she were in the cab with them. Her voice had a practiced sound to it, not villainous exactly, but like a woman who did not like to take no for an answer. Kiki felt herself bristle. “What on earth are you doing in Bali? How is the manuscript coming? Please tell me it’s the masterpiece I promised Adrenaline, I won’t accept anything less.”

"Ah, well, you know, it’s... progressing," Joseph stammered, his fingers tightening on the phone.

"Joe," Cindi pressed, her tone sharpening, "you’re not getting cold feet on us now, are you? Adrenaline Media is champing at the bit for your next Fallowheart thriller. And this Brock Sterling crossover could be huge for your career. Think of the exposure!"

"Right, Brock Sterling," Joseph echoed with a forced chuckle that didn’t quite mask the disdain that was evident on his face. Kiki stared up at him through the mesh door of the carrier, trying to puzzle out what the conversation as about. “And while we’re at it, why don’t we paint a clown nose on the Mona Lisa?”

"Exactly!" Cindi said triumphantly, clearly not listening to a word Joseph was saying, as if his jibe had been an affirmation of enthusiasm. "So, keep your head down and write, sweetheart. I’m expecting big things!"

"Of course, Cindi," Joseph replied through gritted teeth. His gaze fell to the cat carrier, and he smiled stiffly at Kiki. She felt her heart lurch as he met her gaze, yearning to comfort him though she didn’t understand what the problem was. “Big things. The biggest.”

He reached his fingers through the mesh to stroke between her ears, and Kiki’s throat began to hum with the involuntary sounds of pleasure only he’d been able to elicit from her feline form. Joseph’s smile softened as she purred, and Kiki felt happy that she could do something to help him. She purred louder at the thought.

Joseph’s fingers drummed against the plastic of the cat carrier as he tried to focus on the conversation, his voice tightened, and Kiki had a sense that he was about to say something he knew he shouldn’t say. “It’s just that, Cindi, Brock Sterling’s a cartoon! He’ll turn Cornelius Fallowheart into a joke. Are you sure they won’t be happy without the crossover? It’s not strictly in the contract."

"Joe, I hear you," Cindi’s voice was calm, a practiced lull amidst the chaos of Joseph’s barely restrained emotions. "But sometimes we need to embrace the ridiculous to uncover new layers in our work. And I happen to know of three failed Adrenaline Media contracts from artists and creators who failed to read behind the lines. They want you to think the crossover angle is optional, bonus material for someone who’s unsure of their own brand.”

“That’s literally what it says in the contract,” Joseph said. “Optional. Bonus material.”

“Lies,” Cindi snapped. “What they’re really looking for is someone who will fall over himself at the opportunity to sell out to the Brock Sterling franchise. The question you need to be asking yourself is, how much is your integrity worth? I know what you earn, Joe. I know that even the biggest pulp publishers don’t offer a fraction of what a conglomerate company like Adrenaline can. If you want to take the next step in your career, it’s time to start thinking bigger than books, Joe."

Joseph scoffed, running a hand through his neatly trimmed black hair, glasses slipping slightly down his nose. Kiki leaned into his finger, purring loudly. "Brock Sterling wears Hawaiian shirts and solves crimes with a pet ferret named Archibald,” he said, almost spitting the words into the phone. “How am I supposed to blend that with Fallowheart’s gritty realism?"

Cindi’s sigh resonated through the phone. "I don’t know, Joe. Archibald and Cornelius… it kinda works, doesn’t it? If anyone can make it work, you can. It will be fresh and unexpected.”

“I know, I know,” Joseph muttered. “You’ve heard my reservations. I’ve heard your sales pitch. Contrast sparks the extraordinary, blah, blah, blah.”

“That’s right, my dear, dear Joe,” the woman coaxed. “And remember why you’re doing this. This deal will set you up for life. You didn’t sign with Adrenaline for the sake of your integrity as an author. You signed with them for the sake of your bloody bank account."

These words elicited the first smile Kiki had seen from Joseph since he’d met her gaze in the airport. “All it’s going to take is my soul, right? And I suppose I could buy my dad a solid gold calculator to show off my success as a writer."

"That’s the spirit!" Cindi’s voice beamed through the line. "Think about how good it will feel to prove to your father that you made it without chaining yourself to the stock market. You’ll be free, Joseph. Free to write whatever and however you want after this. Filthy rich people can afford luxuries like honor and integrity. Selling out once doesn’t mean selling out forever."

Joseph’s chuckle was genuine this time, though still heavy with unspoken worries. "Alright, Cindi. For freedom then. And maybe for a little bit of spite too."

"Spoken like a true Owens," Cindi quipped, her laughter shrill through the phone. Kiki wished Joseph would hang up on the woman. She didn’t like the way this Cindi turned the man she’d grown so attached to into this sad, defeated shell of himself.

"Let’s just hope Cornelius Fallowheart can survive the encounter with Brock Sterling and his ferret." Joseph said, the frown returning to his mouth. He glanced at Kiki, who blinked back, feigning a serenity she hoped would soothe him.

"Trust me," Cindi assured him, "Fallowheart is tougher than you think. And so are you."

Joseph groaned as he hung up the phone and stuffed it back in his pocket. He stared down at the carrier and poked his fingers through the door once more. Kiki pressed her forehead against them, wishing she could take away his stress.

“I still haven’t told her that I haven’t started the manuscript,” Joseph whispered to Kiki, as if knowing she’d keep his secret. “I don’t want to be a sellout. And I can’t afford not to sell out. What am I supposed to do?”

Kiki didn’t have an answer for him, of course, though she wished she did. He sighed and made a few other phone calls, taking care of things he should have done before he’d bought his ticket to Bali, he explained. Kiki liked that he spoke to her, even though he thought she was just a cat. It only made her like him more.

She was acutely aware of Joseph’s presence beside her, his voice a constant murmur as he made calls and sent texts. She listened to his conversations, learning snippets of his life from his tone and the things he said. The only person he talked to that Kiki actually liked—based on how Joseph sounded when he spoke to the man—was someone named Hank Hobart. Hank seemed like a good man and a good friend, and not only because Joseph spent the majority of his conversation with Hank describing the otherworldly beauty of the white-haired girl he’d met in the airport.

Kiki couldn’t help purring as she listened to him speak of her, like a lovestruck teenager, because that had been exactly how she’d felt when she’d seen him. She was right. There was something between them. Chemistry, as they said in the movies. A spark.

Too bad she was still a cat.

It pained Kiki not to be able to reveal herself, to comfort him in her human form, but fear of the unknown and the consequences of her actions kept her from acting on her impulses.

The cab ride took them away from the cacophony of the airport and into the serenity of the countryside. Kiki felt the shift in the atmosphere, the air becoming fresher, filled with the scent of rice paddies and earth. She heard Joseph’s breath catch as he beheld the beauty of Bali, his excitement a palpable thing that filled the small space between them. It warmed her to know he was moved by the island’s charm, even as she remained hidden in plain sight.

The cab’s journey through Canggu brought a mix of sounds and scents that were both familiar and exotic to Kiki. The occasional honk of the traffic, the distant sound of waves crashing against the shore, and the laughter of children playing in the twilight. She could sense the lushness of the vegetation, the life that thrummed through the island, and it made her heart ache with a longing to roam freely, to experience it all without the barriers that currently held her.

When they finally arrived at the Blossom Lux Boho, Kiki could sense the shift in Joseph’s demeanor, his awe at the beauty and tranquility of their surroundings. He got out of the cab, paid the driver, and set her carrier atop the small rolling case.

Even from her limited view, she could glimpse the bohemian elegance of the place, the gentle lighting, and the lush greenery that whispered promises of peace. She hoped that this would give Joseph the atmosphere he needed to finish the manuscript that obviously meant so much to him.

To Kiki, the hotel offered a stark contrast to the sterile environment she had known for so long. Warm, inviting, and homey—though she knew this was the feeling hotels were supposed to evoke in their guests, it surprised her nonetheless.

In that moment, despite her confinement, Kiki shared in Joseph’s excitement, her spirit buoyed by the prospect of new beginnings. For the first time since her escape, she allowed herself to feel a flicker of hope, wondering what experiences awaited her and Joseph in this island paradise.

Her and Joseph.

Somehow, the unknowable future of her imagination had come to include the gentle man who now carried her into the hotel. She wasn’t sure how she would accomplish it, but Kiki knew she had to try to keep Joseph in her life.

As Joseph wheeled the suitcase and her carrier up to the front desk, Kiki didn’t think anything could disrupt the joy that trembled through every fiber of her being.

That was until the receptionist spoke.

“Oh no, sir,” the woman said, her voice a harsh whisper. “You cannot be here with that.”

Joseph stopped abruptly, sending Kiki rolling into the side of her carrier. She hissed at the unexpected movement. “What do you mean?” he said, exasperation clear in his voice. “I just called to make the reservation. I booked a room for an entire month!”

“No, no, no,” the woman said, her voice going even lower. “No pets. Absolutely no pets. The manager will not stand for it!”


Chapter 6
Hotel Stowaway


Joseph, laden with both his luggage and the unanticipated responsibility of a cat that was not his, stood before the front desk of the hotel, blinking with stunned disbelief. “No pets,” he repeated. “What do you mean, no pets?”

The tiny Balinese woman gave him a stern look and shook her head sharply. “No pets, sir,” she said. “I am speaking your English. I know that you know the words I am saying. No. Pets. Never.” She paused, as if considering her next words very carefully. “Also, I would like to say welcome very much to Bali and most especially to Blossom Lux Boho Hotel.”

Joseph groaned, closing his eyes and wishing that just one thing could go the way he’d planned. Though even he had to admit that he hadn’t planned very well, and that this most assuredly was his fault. He hadn’t thought to check if pets were allowed when booking his hotel. All he’d wanted was somewhere to stay.

“I am welcome very much,” he said, dryly. “But not my cat. Just what am I supposed to do with her, exactly? Every hotel from here to the airport has been booked up for some convention!”

The woman narrowed her dark eyes at Joseph and glowered over his shoulder as if expecting someone to enter the lobby behind him. When no one did, she put her hands on the counter and leaned forward, whispering like she was speaking an ancient evil curse. “‘Yogis of Instagram: The Serene Stream Summit’ - A meeting of the minds for influencers who blend yoga with social media, featuring laugh-out-loud workshops like ‘Poses for Posts: Aligning Your Asanas with the Algorithm’ and ‘Finding Your Center (of Gravity for the Perfect Handstand Pic).’”

Joseph wrinkled his forehead, staring at the woman as if she were possessed. “Yeah,” he said. “Sure. Something like that.”

“You are not a ‘Yogi of Instagram,’ sir, are you?” the woman asked, her eyes still narrowed suspiciously at him. “We also have a very strict ‘No Influencers’ rule at Blossom Lux Boho Hotel. No influencers, most especially yogi influencers. And no pets. Never.”

“No, I am not an influencer!” Joseph let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m a writer. I don’t know a damned thing about yoga or Instagram or whatever that Click Clack app is.”

“Tik Tok,” the woman supplied, shuddering dramatically. “Even worse.”

“Whatever.” Joseph ran a hand through his hair and adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose, which was starting to ache as an invisible vice inside his skull decided now was the time to crank up the tension. “I don’t do social media. I barely leave my house, and when I’m here I plan to barely leave my room. I have a book to write, a deadline to meet, and a blasted cat to take care of, and apparently the universe has aligned itself in order to make this especially difficult for me! Where am I supposed to go if I can’t stay here?”

The woman pursed her lips, staring up at him. “You are a writer, sir?”

“Yes,” he said, gesturing to his laptop case. “Yes. I am a writer. I only brought enough clothes to stuff in my computer bag, and that seemed like a good idea to me at the time. That’s how much of a writer I am.”

The receptionist looked him up and down with renewed interest. “Sir,” she said, tapping a perfectly manicured nail on her full lower lip. “I am a reader. Very big reader. The biggest. Do you write the books I read?”

Joseph groaned internally, rolling his eyes in frustration before he caught himself being rude and transformed the gesture into an appreciative gaze around the lobby of Blossom Lux Boho. After all, it wasn’t her fault—Citra, her nametag read—that he was in this predicament.

And she’d given him a way through this conversation that might actually work out in his favor. Joseph didn’t know much, but he knew how to talk to readers. Maybe she’d do him a favor and transfer his booking to a pet-friendly hotel without him having to pull his own teeth out to get the process started.

The hotel’s lobby was like the centerfold image of a bohemian luxury magazine, with lush green plants cascading down walls of reclaimed wood and vibrant, handwoven textiles adorning every surface. The air was scented with a subtle blend of jasmine and sandalwood, a refreshing contrast to the sterile confines of the airport and the cab.

God help him, this was the kind of place he could write. He didn’t want to leave. It pleasant and relaxing and welcoming—other than the interrogation by receptionist who seemed a bit too keen on doing her job—and in that desperate moment he would have done anything in order to be able to stay.

“Listen, Citra,” he said, giving the woman his best ‘Meet the Author’ charm-oozing grin. “My name is Joseph Owens. I am the internationally bestselling thriller writer of the Cornelius Fallowheart series. I don’t know what kind of books you like to read, but millions of people do read the books I write. Maybe you’re one of them.”

Citra immediately narrowed her eyes at him again, scowling ferociously. “Joseph Owens,” she said, almost spitting his name back in his face. “You are a—”

She stopped suddenly, glancing at something behind the counter.

All right, he thought. Not a fan. Great. Just my luck.

But Citra cleared her throat, and a blush rose in her cinnamon-colored cheeks. “A registered guest,” she finished weakly. “My apologies, sir. I thought…”

The blush deepened as she pulled both the paper registry out and a battered paperback novel. It was Cornelius Fallowheart’s first adventure, so well-worn that Joseph almost didn’t recognize it, the spine was so faded. Citra flipped the book open to the back pages and looked at the author picture there, then back up at Joseph. Her face grew so red that he feared she was about to pass out. She thrust the book at him.

“It is you,” she said, almost accusingly. “I thought you had seen my book and were making fun of me. Mr. Owens I must apologize most profusely for my behavior. Many years have I imagined having a chance to speak with you, and here I have made a most embarrassing bungle of it. You are my favorite author, sir. This book—” she waved the book in his face. “This book I have read one dozen times. Perhaps two dozen. Now, I am reading it again!”

Joseph took it tenderly from her flailing fingers and flipped the book open to his author photo. He’d been so young, then. Ten years ago, before he wore glasses, before he’d taken to wearing all black. He almost didn’t recognize himself, and he could hardly blame Citra for not recognizing him.

“This is a first edition,” he said, slightly bemused. “I didn’t think there were any of these around anymore. You know, there’s a scene in this book where Cornelius calls his ex-lover, Cara Brighton, which my publisher had removed in future editions. This might be worth some money, Citra.”

She beamed at him, showing a row of perfectly white teeth, her dark eyes sparkling. He hadn’t noticed before how beautiful the woman was, without the smile she looked just like anyone else might. But her smile was brilliant. “Do you really think so, Mr. Owens?”

Exhaustion clung to Joseph like a second skin, the weariness from the flight making his limbs heavy and his mind foggy. He was already distracted by the looming deadline of his next book, not to mention the life-long pressure of pleasing his forever-disapproving father. This vacation was supposed to take him away from all of that and give him a chance to clear his head. He was so close. The last thing he needed was this complication at check-in, involving a cat he had never intended to be responsible for.

A part of him hated himself for what he was about to do, but it was a small part. And that part was far too tired to argue.

He turned on the charm and cranked it up to eleven. “It would be worth even more, if I signed it.”

“You would do that, sir?” she gasped, the flush receding from her face leaving her complexion in a wan pallor. “You would sign my book? Your book. This book with your name upon it, which you have written and which I have lovingly read at least three dozen times?”

“Of course,” he said, forcing as much gooey sweetness into his voice as he could manage without throwing up. “It’s the kind of thing I do all the time, especially when I’m planning to stay somewhere for an extended period of time. I believe I booked a whole month…?”

He let the sentence trail off, hoping the woman wasn’t too starstruck to catch his drift. Her dark eyes darted to the cat carrier, then back to him. She bit her lip and drummed her fingers on the counter.

“My manager,” she said. “Mr. Vogler. He is very strict. Very particular. Mr. Vogler will not—”

“Mr. Vogler doesn’t need to know,” Joseph said, casually picking up the pen that was chained charmingly to the old-fashioned guest registry. He flattened the Cornelius Fallowheart novel open atop the registry and hovered the pen over the inside title page.

Citra began to sweat, glancing nervously over her shoulder. “I… I do not wish to cause trouble, Mr. Owens.”

“Leave Mr. Vogler to me,” Joseph said. “If I am caught breaking the rules, I will personally take responsibility for it. I will swear up and down that you had no idea what kind of a delinquent I was, that I snuck the cat carrier by you like one of the villains in my books. Please, Citra. I am tired. I want to stay here, in the room I reserved. I look forward to speaking to you each and every day about your favorite books. But, regrettably, I must keep the cat.”

The receptionist’s demeanor changed from frightened to delighted in a heartbeat. “Every day, Mr. Owens? I have many questions about your Cornelius, I must warn you.”

Inside, Joseph cringed, but he did not allow his smile to waver. “Every day, Citra.”

Still biting her lip, she nodded, ever so slightly. Joseph breathed a sigh of relief, and dropped the pen nib to the page, making a slow, sensual show of signing his name for the woman. Citra shuddered with pleasure as he finished the autograph with a little perfect heart woven into the tail.

“Thank you,” he said. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

She blushed again. "I know very much about writers,” she said, nodding sagely. “And I know every writer needs a cat. All of my most favorite writers love cats. Ernest Hemingway, Raymond Chandler, Neil Gaiman, Charlotte Brontë…”

Her statement would have amused Joseph under different circumstances. Truth be told, he wasn’t particularly fond of cats. And despite his growing fondness for this particular cat, he dreaded the white fur that was sure to cling to every fabric of his meticulously maintained all-black wardrobe.

Black had become his signature look, along with the glasses. This was his authorial brand, dark, moody, mysterious… he was a thriller writer, after all. Admittedly, his signature look was not designed with cat ownership in mind.

Yet, there was something about this cat, with its silky white hair and amethyst gaze… so reminiscent of the mysterious woman in the airport… that had endeared him to it.

Maybe it was the way the cat had become a silent companion through his unexpected journey, or perhaps—all right, forget ‘perhaps,’ undoubtedly it was the lingering curiosity about the white-haired girl and his desire to see her again that made Joseph more accepting of the situation.

Of course, he didn’t say this. He just smiled again, thanking the receptionist, and finalizing the sign-in process while she stared at him with the glazed look of a person going into joyful shock.

In order to make the woman feel a bit better about aiding and abetting a criminal, Joseph tugged off his black sweater to reveal a black t-shirt underneath, and he tucked the sweater around the cat carrier, camouflaging it entirely.

“Mr. Owens, sir, you are too kind,” Citra said, her hands fluttering over the registry book, unsure of whether to put it away or her precious signed first edition. In the process, she touched his hand, and jolted backward as if she’d just made contact with a god. “I very much look forward to your stay,” she whispered, her previously commanding voice as fluttery as her fingers. “If it is not too bold of me to say.”

“I am indebted to you, Citra,” Joseph said, his smile beginning to hurt as he waited for his room key. “The pleasure will be all mine, I’m sure.”

Citra, now unabashedly flirting, promised to keep his secret, her earlier professionalism giving way to giggles and sidelong glances.

She was certainly pretty, and at any other time he might have taken advantage of her enthusiasm. He’d dated fans once or twice before… though it had inevitably been a mistake. They’d sometimes humored him with the things he liked in bed, which other women might not have, but they never seemed to enjoy the sex as much as they enjoyed the idea of sex with a celebrity.

Unfortunately, book conventions and ‘Meet the Author’ events were one of the only times he ever left the house, and fans were some of the only women he had a chance to meet. So it wasn’t that which made him eager to be away from the woman.

But Joseph found himself unable to imagine a romantic rendezvous with the receptionist, pretty as she may be, because every time he tried her face was replaced by that of the petite, white-haired girl in the airport.

Wherever she was, he was still holding out hope for her return and he wasn’t about to mess that up with an ill-conceived hookup with the Balinese beauty at the front desk—no matter what his flirting might have implied.

Besides, he wasn’t here to date anyone. He was here to work. It would be a good thing if the girl with the white hair didn’t show up.

At least, it would be good for his manuscript.

He wasn’t sure how he’d just… go on with his life if she didn’t return.

As Joseph made his way to his room, he marveled at the hotel’s intricate details—the way the soft lighting accentuated the textures of the walls, the carefully selected pieces of art that elicited a bohemian charm. The path to his room was an immersive experience, the whole island aesthetic palpable. He found the tension of his journey easing away as he traversed the silent corridors of Blossom Lux.

Arriving at the door to his room, Joseph swiped his key card and pushed the door open to a room that looked even better than the advertisement on the app had made it out to be. He rolled his suitcase inside, closing it softly behind him and immediately locking the door with the safety latch in case Mr. Nitpicky Vogler decided to pay him a welcome visit.

“Well, Kiki Cat,” he said, lifting the sweater off her carrier, “If that is your real name. Looks like this will be your new home for a while. Hope you don’t mind sharing it with me.”

He opened the door, letting the silky white cat out of her confines for the first time in nearly an entire day, feeling guilty at how long she’d been cooped up. The cat jumped agilely from the carrier and took a long, stretching step across the floor, yawning wide and flashing a mouthful of delicate, needlelike teeth. Then she gazed over her shoulder at him with those uncanny, amethyst eyes, and leaped onto the bed.

Joseph didn’t speak cat, but he was pretty sure this was her way of claiming her territory.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to share the bed,” he said, unable to stop himself from smiling at his unexpected companion. “But I think it’s big enough for both of us.”

The cat dug her claws into the bed spread and picked at it as if it needed fluffing up before it was suited to her taste. Then she spun in a circle and curled up in a ball and tucked her little face under her tail, right in the middle of the bed.

“Just like that, huh?” he said. “Back to sleep?”

Then he sighed. It had been a big day, and if he was going to get over the jet lag he’d have to try to sleep at least a few more hours himself, since it was now night time in Bali.

“All right,” he said, peeling his t-shirt off and hanging it in the closet. “Bedtime it is.”

Then he undid the buckle on his belt and slipped out of his jeans, folding them neatly before setting them on the luggage rack beneath his shirt.

“Move over, fluff butt,” Joseph said, nudging the cat aside as he pulled out the tucked blanket. “I’m the one paying for this place, you can at least give me a sliver to lie on.”

Kiki Cat didn’t seem bothered as he moved her to the other side of the bed. The moment he lay down beside her, she began to purr.


Chapter 7
Waking Up in Paradise


As the first light of dawn crept into Joseph’s suite, the soft, early morning rays brought the room to life. Gentle beams of buttery light illuminated the luxurious details he’d missed the night before. He rolled over, yawning and stretching and blinked his eyes at the lush, tropical paradise just beyond the open window.

Joseph sat up, staring in wonder. He’d been impressed with the hotel the night before, but he’d had no idea just how luxurious these accommodations actually were. No wonder it was costing so much money. He stood slowly, glancing at the sleeping cat who’d curled up on the pillow next to his head and now snuggled into the warm indent he’d left behind, then made his way to the huge window.

The gentle sound of a waterfall pouring into the pool below mingled with the distant calls of the jungle, instantly signally that he really was on the other side of the world. His crazy, last-minute panic plan had landed him in a tropical paradise.

Joseph approached the window, drawing the curtains fully to reveal a balcony that promised a front-row seat to the vibrant tableau of nature and tranquility that was the hotel’s pool area, seamlessly integrated into the surrounding jungle.

Kiki Cat lay sprawled on the king-sized bed, her white fur bathed in the warm glow of the morning sun, purring contentedly in her sleep. The bed, with its crisp white linens, were a perfect complement to the vivid greens and blues of the world outside, embodying the suite’s blend of modern luxury and natural beauty. Joseph smiled at the sight, appreciating the peaceful moment before the day’s adventures began.

As much as he needed to get to work, there were some errands he would have to run first. Unless he wanted to be leaving the room three times a day for meals, he’d need to pick up some groceries. And he’d have to smuggle some pet supplies in as well, since he didn’t suppose Kiki Cat was trained to use the toilet.

Although, somehow he wouldn’t have been surprised if she was.

Joseph chuckled ruefully, still finding it hard to believe this was happening, and gazed around at his home-away-from-home.

The suite was a showpiece of design and comfort. A full-sized couch and love seat made of intricately woven wicker, paired with plush white cushions, looked like something from a lifestyle magazine. An armchair covered in a bright tropical print, featuring palm leaves and pink flowers, added a splash of color that echoed the lushness outside, its pattern mirrored in the throw pillows that adorned the couch. The large desk, positioned to offer views of the jungle while working, was the perfect spot for his laptop, promising inspiration for his writing sessions.

Nothing about the space reminded him of home, and that was exactly what he needed. He could already feel the story ideas beginning to churn beneath the surface of his imagination, freed of the stress and pressure he’d been putting on himself since signing the contract with Adrenaline.

The small kitchen and breakfast nook provided a cozy corner for morning coffee or a quiet meal, and Joseph quickly sorted out the coffee maker to get the beans brewing while he made his way to the luxurious bathroom.

He stripped out of his boxers and tossed them through the door, making a plan to ask about the hotel’s laundry facilities. He shook his head, a little amazed that he’d only thought to pack a single change of clothes for his grand adventure. Talk about tunnel vision. He supposed he should be grateful he’d remembered that much; at least he’d have clean clothes to put on after his shower.

Speaking of which, Joseph was stunned by the huge walk-in shower, tiled in a muted teal green with multiple shower heads positioned to spray around the user like they were standing in their own personal spray park. There was also a jacuzzi tub that promised indulgent relaxation, giving Joseph a pang of regret that he didn’t have anyone to share these luxuries with.

Joseph could easily imagine soaking in the tub after a long day, the stresses of his deadlines and the outside world melting away in the warm water. But, even more so, he imagined bringing a flute of champagne to a lovely woman wearing nothing but bubbles… a woman with bright amethyst eyes and long, silky white hair.

Maybe it was time to let the grip on his writing career relax a little once this contract was complete. There was more to life than money, after all, and there sure as hell better be more to it than the futile pursuit of his father’s respect. If he had someone to share his life with, maybe Jeremy Owens opinion wouldn’t matter to him so much. Maybe the years he’d spent trying to impress his workaholic dad would have better been spent chasing after love rather than money and recognition.

Joseph sighed as he stepped into the shower and turned on the steaming water. The jets cascaded over him, washing away the remnants of his travels, his worries, and invigorating him for the day ahead.

He needed to finish his book before he could worry about finding love.

Wrapped in a fluffy white towel, Joseph used the complimentary toiletries to shave and tame his hair, then he stepped back into the room to unpack the small suitcase.

He was arrested by a pair of startling purple eyes, staring at him in the closet mirror, and turned to see Kiki Cat sitting on the edge of the bed, watching him with interest.

“Good morning,” he said, feeling a bit silly for talking to the cat as if she were a person. “I trust you slept well? As soon as I’m finished getting ready, I’ll go out and get us something to eat. And some supplies to keep you… comfortable.”

The cat blinked slowly at him, her eyes darting up and down as if she were checking him out. Joseph glanced down at the clothes he’d been about to put on, suddenly feeling the need for privacy.

“Excuse me,” he said, moving back into the bathroom. “I’ll just get dressed in here. We hardly know each other, after all.”

For some reason, he found himself blushing as he dressed. He’d been momentarily convinced that it was the mysterious woman from the airport watching him, rather than the cat. The idea both excited and alarmed him, even though he knew it was impossible. Still, he took an extra moment to ensure he was looking his best before he stepped back into the suite.

“So,” Joseph said as he moved to unpack his computer, “I thought I would get us some decent food, extra coffee, and maybe some toys and a litter box for you. Unless… I don’t suppose your lady friend taught you how to use the toilet?”

Kiki Cat blinked and jumped off the bed, then trotted into the bathroom with her fluffy white tail held high.

Joseph laughed. It was almost as if she’d understood him, he thought, as she disappeared around the half-closed door. He continued to set up his workspace at the desk, still chuckling. But his laughter died in his throat as he heard the toilet flush.

He turned back to the bathroom in time to see the cat slip through the cracked door, prance up to the bed, and leap up to the mattress where she sat primly, gazing at him with those uncanny jewel-toned eyes.

“So, no litter box then,” Joseph said, somewhat dazed.

Kiki Cat began grooming herself with delicate licks to her paws which she swept over the silky hair around her perfect little face. It was as if she knew what a beauty she was and was just rubbing it in.

Joseph snorted another laugh, shaking his head, and turned back to his new workstation. The desk had a view into the poolside rainforest where birdsong could be heard above the distant hum of traffic, reminding him that this paradise wasn’t completely removed from the urban jungle. Still, it was a view that any writer would envy.

As Joseph powered on his laptop, the promise of the day stretched out before him. The tranquility of his surroundings, combined with the comfort and elegance of the suite, filled him with a sense of purpose. Canggu, with its vibrant culture and breathtaking landscapes, awaited exploration, but first, he had some writing to do. And before he could write, he had to run some errands… The task at hand was simple: equip himself for the days ahead, both as a temporary caretaker for Kiki Cat and as a manic writer on a deadline who would be locked in this room for the foreseeable future, pouring his very lifeblood onto the digital page.

Okay, that was a bit dramatic, but he really wouldn’t be able to leave the hotel often if he was going to get his manuscript finished, so he had to be prepared.

This was the way he had managed to build his writing career faster than the other promising new authors who’d debuted alongside him. Joseph kept his head in the game, laser focused on the project at hand, barely coming up to eat, sleep, or engage in normal human social behavior. He was a writer. He wrote, to the exclusion of literally everything else.

He wrote to chase away the feelings of loneliness and existential dread that might otherwise have crushed him long before now.

Stop it, he reminded himself. This isn’t about feelings, it’s about working hard, earning respect, and climbing the career ladder of my choice. My choice, not my father’s.

That’s what had propelled him to the top of the charts. Hard work. Fast, reliable releases. A constant stream of new books for his publisher to promote.

That’s what would save him from his current predicament, too. Writer’s block be damned, he was going to finish this book, cash in, and then…

Well, he’d figure that bit out later.

But first, caffeine.

Joseph grabbed a steaming mug of locally sourced organic coffee and settled in front of the computer. Kiki Cat was contentedly basking in a sunbeam on the bed, seemingly without a care in the world.

Maybe having a cat wouldn’t be such a bad thing, he thought as he began searching for what he needed. All great writers need a cat, Citra had said. And she’d had a point. There were a lot of great writers who swore by feline companions to keep them company while they worked. Cat’s didn’t mind if you worked long hours, they didn’t demand to go for walks or to be let into the yard to do their business, they were happy so long as you kept their food bowl filled and provided premium napping locations.

Joseph could do that.

Maybe then he wouldn’t feel so lonely all the time.

The screen before him displayed a colorful mosaic of local attractions, markets, and essential services, effectively distracting him from that dead-end thought. As he searched, Joseph meticulously compiled a list of supplies: food to fill the kitchen, and cat food to make Kiki’s stay comfortable. He put litter box on the list followed by a question mark. Maybe the toilet trick had just been a fluke, after all.

He noted the names of a nearby market renowned for its fresh produce and a pet shop that came highly recommended in online forums for its variety and quality.

Realizing the sprawl of Canggu meant distances that were a tad too long for comfortable walks under the Balinese sun, Joseph decided he’d need a more efficient mode of transportation. He made note of a few scooter rentals, and planned to ask the receptionist at the hotel desk which was more reputable.

A scooter offered the freedom to explore the town’s nooks and crannies at his own pace, which was a plus, but he had no wish to be stranded in the middle of a foreign city with a bike that didn’t run.

“All right, Kiki Cat,” he said, standing with his list in his hand. “I’ll be back in a few hours. You just keep on…”

The cat was fast asleep, rolled on her back with her silky tummy raised like an offering to the beam of golden sun that pooled on the bed.

“…keepin’ on,” he finished with a shrug. He supposed the cat would hardly notice if he was gone or not. It wasn’t as if she’d be attached to him since she belonged to someone else. She was probably patiently awaiting the return of her doppelganger owner.

You and me both, Kiki Cat, Joseph thought as he grabbed his cell phone and wallet and headed out.

You and me both.


Chapter 8
Personal Petting


The moment the door closed, Kiki’s eyes flashed open. She waited a few minutes to make sure Joseph wasn’t about to come back because he’d forgotten something, then she transformed back into her more human form.

The process was quick and painless—something that the scientists who’d spent years observing her had never been able to understand. The only downside to shifting from feline to human form was that she was naked.

Alone in the luxurious hotel room, however, that was hardly a downside.

Kiki stretched her petite, lithe form, moaning in pleasure as her muscles extended to their true size. She inhaled deeply, breathing in the delicious peppery scent she associated with Joseph, feeling the soft linen bedspread rubbing against her bare skin.

She rolled onto her tummy and pressed her face into Joseph’s pillow, wrapping her arms around it and squeezing it to her breasts. The king-sized pillows were almost as long as she was and as she pulled it to her, she found she was able to wrap her legs around it too.

The cool fabric against her private areas sent a little shiver through her body and she squeezed her thighs to pin the pillow there, imagining it was Joseph.

Joseph, Joseph, Joseph…

She had spent the last day quietly observing the man who had saved her from the airport, listening to his conversations, watching the little furrow of worry between his eyebrows, and admiring the shape of his lean, masculine frame beneath his clothes. And with every word, every gesture, every flicker of emotion on his face, Kiki found herself falling for him.

Deeper and deeper she fell until she was completely immersed in these new, overwhelming feelings that she’d never allowed herself to feel before.

Of course, she knew about falling in love—holding hands, hugging, kissing, and whatever it was that happened between the sheets that they didn’t like to show on television. But she’d never experienced any of it. And she hadn’t been prepared for the intense, physical sensations that would accompany those things…

At least, they must, because the way she felt just being close to Joseph was deliciously, intensely, overwhelming.

Sometimes, after seeing a particularly steamy scene on her television in the cell at GenXTex, Kiki had felt a warmth and tingling between her legs, and had an urge to explore what was happening down there. But there were cameras all over her cell, and the moment she made any motions in that direction there would suddenly be men and women in white lab coats and clip boards showing up to “observe” her behavior.

Well, she didn’t want to be observed when she was exploring her own body. Her body was hers! They had never forced her to do anything like that, but their eagerness to watch had made Kiki shut down that part of her mind just as surely as she could shut down her other biological needs, like hunger, thirst, and the urge to use the bathroom.

She’d spent years in a half-meditative state, just to numb the emotions she didn’t want to feel fully around those creepy peeping toms and tomettes.

Since her escape, however, Kiki’s every emotion and instinct had been blaring at full power—she’d been so scared of being caught that she hadn’t wanted any of her feelings to be dulled. Which meant these times with Joseph had been stimulating in ways she was not at all prepared for.

The soft linen sheets and the tropical sights and sounds of Bali were overwhelming enough, after the sterile chaos of the airport, but to be here, so warm and comfortable and happy and to be immersed in the sweet, peppery scent of Joseph…

It was too much. She couldn’t handle it any longer.

Kiki tossed the pillow aside and leaped from the bed. She ran quickly to the door and peered out the peephole that allowed her to see if there was anyone around. There wasn’t, but she threw the safety bolt anyway, just in case Joseph came back earlier than he’d planned and found her—

What would he think if he found her here, naked on his bed, rolling in his scent and touching herself like she was in heat?

Kiki bit her lip and ran back to the bed, squeezing her eyes closed as she imagined it, feeling the immediate heat and tingle of pleasure between her legs. Okay, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if Joseph was the one watching. But she wanted to practice a bit before she—

What was she thinking? She couldn’t put on a show like that for him. As far as Joseph knew she was just the weird cat some crazy lady had foisted on him at the airport. She couldn’t tell him who she really was. What if he tried to search the internet for information about mysterious cat-girls from another world and ended up flagging some GenXTex spyware or something? She’d seen things like that in the movies. Joseph wouldn’t be safe if he knew who she really was, and she couldn’t risk anything happening to him after everything he’d done for her.

But she could imagine what it might be like, she thought as her finger traced the taut muscles of her belly, eliciting a thrill from her nerves as she touched herself for the first time. Her amethyst eyes glanced over to the mirrored closet where she’d watched Joseph undress the night before, lean muscles illuminated in the moonlight, and then again this morning, glistening with water from the shower before he’d caught her staring.

He wasn’t a big man, but he clearly did something to keep in shape. She liked his sparse form more than the pumped-up types that they used on television. Joseph looked like he was built for movement, probably a runner, she thought. Or that Cross-Fit sport she saw advertisements for sometimes. Something like that would suit his personality as she’d observed him—intense, focused, low-maintenance and consistent.

Now she stared at her own body in the mirror, lean and tanned-looking, though she hadn’t spent much time in the sun. Her complexion was naturally golden, just as her hair was naturally the unnatural color of moonlight and her eyes were naturally purple. Those features, so strange in the human world, must have been normal wherever she was from.

Her gaze roved over her body as her hands explored, rubbing gently over the small pert breasts, making her brown nipples tense and pucker. Kiki sucked in a breath as the sensation sent a jolt of excitement through her. She imagined Joseph’s hands doing the exploring and the excitement doubled.

Moving lower, her fingers trailed over her muscular stomach and down between her thighs where the mound of her sex trembled beneath her fingertips. This was the locus of the sensations she felt when she thought of Joseph, this was where all her pleasure gathered, and she was surprised to find herself slick with moisture as she slipped her fingers into those intimate folds.

Her entire body shuddered as she moved her fingers through the wetness, the motion sending electric shocks of ecstasy through her body. If it felt this good to touch herself, she wasn’t sure she could survive Joseph touching her. Every nerve in her body felt alive in a way it had never felt before.

Her sensitive feline ears, perched atop her head and nestled in the silken waves of her hair, twitched as she began to pet herself between her thighs, rubbing the way Joseph had rubbed between her ears. The tip of her tail flicked each time she found the sensitive, swelling button of pleasure.

She bit her lip, watching her hand move between her legs, finding the act of watching almost as exciting as the touching. Knowing what she looked like allowed her to imagine Joseph watching her, she tried to picture herself from his point of view, a small, excited, completely vulnerable woman pleasuring herself on his bed.

Would he enjoy the way her back arched, the way her small breasts thrust toward the ceiling, her little nipples as hard and tight as pebbles against her flesh. Kiki stroked faster, finding a rhythm that made her breath hitch in her throat. Her chest was growing pink with heat and her heart pounded as hard as it had when she’d made her escape.

Would Joseph like the little ears that twitched atop her head, and the tail that flicked behind her? Would he still like to pet her in this body, stroking her as she now stroked herself, pumping her fingers up and down over the nub of flesh that grew more and more sensitive with every flick of her fingers?

The thought of Joseph petting her became such a visceral need that Kiki felt her muscles clench with desire, her sex began to throb, pulsing as if it could pull her fingers inside, hungrily needing more than she could give herself. Pleasure burst like fireworks through her body, her mind going white with the shock of sensation as every nerve exploded at once.

“Joseph!” she cried out, saying his name aloud for the first time. Hearing his name on her own lips brought a second wave of pleasure through her as she imagined how he would feel, hearing her call his name in lust. “Oh, Joseph…”

Her fingers stilled, squeezed between her thighs, as her sex continued to pulse weakly, and Kiki gasped for breath. Her heartbeat slowed, making her vision go black around the edges at the sudden change in pressure, and she felt her mouth tingling where she’d bitten her lip a bit too hard.

As the pleasure faded, Kiki was surprised to find anger rushing in to take its place.

This had been the most incredible moment of her sheltered life, just learning her own body and imagining the intimacy of a lover’s touch. How much more intense would her pleasure have been with Joseph’s hands upon her? And those bastards at GenXTex had kept her from it, just as they had forced her to get her exercise in a white-walled health monitoring facility rather than letting her run free outdoors. They’d stopped her from having friends, from experiencing life to its fullest.

All so they could scan her brain and analyze her blood and stick sensors on her body, hoping they could crack the secrets of her biology.

Rage at everything GenXTex had taken from her washed all the good feelings she’d had away. Kiki sat up and stormed around the room, pacing in frustration. Every muscle in her body screamed out for her to run, and she was feeling a bit cooped up. But where could she go? She had no clothes. No one knew she was here. She didn’t have a key to the hotel room or any money.

What was she going to do?

Frantically, Kiki searched the room for something she could use for clothing. Joseph’s clothes would have been too big, but they would have worked. But he’d taken the bundle of dirty clothes with him when he’d left, presumably to have them laundered by the hotel.

Her eyes fell upon a fluffy white bath robe hanging in the closet, and a pair of slippers overhead. Quickly she pulled them down and wrapped herself in the luxuriously soft fabric, instantly feeling a sense of calm wash over her. She slipped her feet into the slippers and shuffled over to the mirror to have a look.

She looked… like a rich woman at a spa, she supposed, which wasn’t too bad. But it might look a little strange if she wore this outfit to the market. Then again, tourists were known for their unusual behavior—at least it seemed that way in some of the movies she’d watched—so she thought she might be able to get away with it.

That left the matter of money, though.

Biting her lip guiltily, Kiki crouched to search through Joseph’s laptop bag, hoping he might have some cash in one of the pockets. She breathed a sigh of relief when she found a twenty-dollar bill tucked inside a mesh pouch next to some pens and pencils.

“I’m sorry, Joseph,” she whispered. “I’ll find a way to pay it back, somehow.”

As she slipped the money into the pocket of her bathrobe Kiki was startled by a loud rap on the door.

She froze, not sure what to do. Glancing at herself in the mirror, she realized that her ears were still visible, though her tail was hidden by the robe. She quickly grabbed the damp towel Joseph had used after his shower, swept her hair onto her head, and wrapped her hair and ears in the towel.

The knocking sounded again. Then there was a key swipe in the hallway, and the door slammed open, caught by the security lock inside. “Housekeeping,” a woman’s voice called from outside.

“Just a minute!” Kiki shouted, checking her reflection once more. Satisfied that she wouldn’t give herself away, she ran to the door.

“Housekeeping,” an irritable sounding older woman said, peering through the crack in the door. “You no want housekeeping?”

“No,” Kiki said. “No, thank you.”

Though she couldn’t open the door with the woman holding it open against the security lock, and she thought it might be rude to close the door in order to remove the lock.

“You no want housekeeping, you put sign on door,” the woman chastised, reaching around the crack in the door to yank a plastic card off the inside doorknob. She stuck it on the outside doorknob and glared at Kiki. “There. Now we no waste anyone’s time. Yes?”

Kiki blushed and nodded briskly. “Yes, I understand. I’m sorry.”

The cleaning woman glared at Kiki, then her dark eyes jumped over her shoulder to peer at the room. She frowned. Then she nodded and pulled the door closed with a snap.

Kiki let out a held breath and put her forehead against the door. That had been too close for comfort. Then she undid the security bar in case Joseph returned before she did and couldn’t get back into the room.

The cat-girl quickly crossed the room to Joseph’s computer and scanned the website he’d been using to find the nearest store she could buy clothes at. She didn’t recognize a lot of the words on the screen, which she assumed must be Balinese, but she thought she could make sense of the little map in the corner. With any luck she would be out and back before Joseph ever knew she’d been gone.

With a little bad luck, she’d be locked out and stranded in a foreign country… but that didn’t bear worrying about. It wasn’t like she had a choice.

Kiki opened the door to the balcony, slipped into the warm morning sun, and gazed down at the lush, tropical bushes below. They were on the second floor, so it wasn’t too steep a drop.

Then, she glanced around furtively, making sure there was no one around to see her, and jumped.


Chapter 9
Banana Scooter


It had been a different receptionist who had greeted Joseph that morning, and he was a little disappointed that Citra wasn’t there. The middle-aged woman’s welcoming smile was framed by the morning light that filled the lobby as he approached the desk. The rustic elegance and colorful vibrance of the lobby seemed to reflect in her cheerful demeanor.

"Good morning," Joseph began, returning her smile a bit sheepishly. "Do you happen to have a laundry service? I have some washing that needs—”

“Yes, sir,” she responded immediately, pulling a bag from beneath the counter and holding it open for him to deposit his dirty clothes inside. “Which room is it?”

He told her, and she filled out the tag quickly and efficiently, informing him that the charges would be billed to his room.

“Thank you,” he said, relieved that at least that part of his poor planning wouldn’t prove to be too big a problem. “And, ah… I’m planning to do some shopping and I thought I would maybe rent a scooter. Do you know if—”

"Of course, Mr. Owens," she replied, her voice as warm as the Bali sun. Her brown skin crinkled kindly around her eyes as she smiled. "There is a fine shop just around the corner from us. Bali Breeze. They have a fine fleet of scooters, very fine, sir. I recommend asking for the yellow one. It’s in excellent condition and, well, it’s quite the eye-catcher. Much like yourself, sir."

She winked at him and tittered behind her hand. Joseph wondered if Citra had told her of their conversation the night before. “The yellow one, you say?” he said, pulling out the piece of paper he’d written his shopping list on. “And what about this other shop, Wander Wheels Canguu? It seems to be closer?”

“No, no, sir,” she said, shaking her head in mock horror. “Wander Wheels Canguu simply will not do for you. No, sir. You go to Bali Breeze and ask for the very fine yellow scooter. Tell them Nabila sends you. You will receive a discount, believe me.”

Armed with her directions and a mental map of his route, Joseph set out on foot towards the shop district. The streets of Canggu unfolded before him in a lively display of daily life. Locals and tourists alike mingled in the early hours, the air rich with the scent of incense from the small temples that dotted the roadside, mingling with the aroma of fresh fruit from street vendors.

Bali Breeze Scooters was a small, open-fronted establishment with a sun-bleached and peeling sign hanging above its entrance. Inside, the walls were adorned with photos of satisfied customers against the backdrop of Bali’s stunning landscapes. Joseph scanned the row of scooters available for rent, each looking a bit worse for wear. Then again, looking into the streets outside, the same could be said for most of the vehicles on the road. And with traffic as dense as it was, he supposed it wasn’t uncommon to have a few dings.

“May I help you, young sir?” asked the shop proprietor, an elderly man with skin as brown and wrinkled as a walnut shell. His silvery hair was neatly bound beneath a colorful cap, but there seemed to be no taming the man’s eyebrows. They twisted over his squinting eyes like the exotic feathers of a luxurious, albino bird.

Joseph said, “I’ve been instructed to ask for your very fine yellow scooter. Nabila at Blossom Lux Boho says it’s the best one.”

The old man grinned widely, showing of a row of tobacco-stained teeth. “Ah, Nabila, my lovely niece. She has very fine taste. Very fine.”

“So I’ve heard,” Joseph replied wryly, amused despite himself. “I do hope this pinnacle of scooter excellence is still available?”

The old man rubbed his hands together and shuffled out from behind the counter. “Yes, yes, she is only available by special request, you see,” he said, weaving through the rows until he got to a bright, banana colored Vespa covered in scrapes, dents, and stickers which looked to be about thirty years older than the models at the front of the store.

“This is the famed machine?” Joseph asked, staring at the thing uncertainly. “It looks very… well-loved.”

“Do not allow appearances to deceive you,” the old man said, wagging a finger in Joseph’s face. “This is a very fine scooter. The best. Come, come…”

He motioned Joseph closer and pointed to a small label on the side of the scooter which read: Made in Italy.

The old man covered his mouth as if telling a great secret.

“You see,” he said. “Vespa. The very real deal. Only scooter in Canggu that is so very fine. And yellow!”

“It certainly is yellow,” Joseph said, shaking his head. “All right. I’ll take it. Let’s see what this very fine machine can do.”

The old man grinned and held out the keys as if he’d known all along that Joseph would not be able to resist his sales pitch.

With the keys in hand and an equally yellow helmet secured, Joseph kick-started the scooter, feeling a rush of anticipation. The engine puttered to life, with only a minor hiccough. He didn’t bother wasting time feeling silly—the streets were packed with scooters—excited for a day of exploration before he needed to settle down to work.

Joseph navigated the streets with a cautious delight, the vibrant life of Canggu unfolding around him in a kaleidoscope of sights, sounds, and scents. His first stop was the local market, where he filled his basket with an array of fresh fruits, vegetables, meats and cheeses, and other staples—like coffee and some tinned fish for Kiki Cat, as a treat.

The chatter of bargaining, the laughter of children playing nearby, and the vivid colors of the produce created a lively tapestry of local culture. He could understand why his mother liked to travel so much. It had been a long time since Joseph had felt like he was a part of something bigger than himself and his work. But in the market, it was hard to deny that he was really here, present in the world, and not even he knew what might happen next. It was exhilarating.

Next, he found the pet shop which had been recommended on one of the Bali travel blogs. There, he found everything Kiki would need. He found himself spoiling the cat with a jeweled food and water dish, the most expensive organic food on the shelf, and a bunch of catnip toys covered in beads and feathers and things he hoped she would find enticing. He paused before the litterboxes… but, deciding to believe his fluffy little companion had been showing off a trick she knew well, he chose not to buy one.

On his way to the till, however, he couldn’t resist buying a little purple collar that would match her eyes, with a silver heart pendant at the center. The shop offered an engraving service for free with the purchase of the collar, and he had the word Kiki engraved in a delicate, feminine script, thinking that when the cat’s owner returned, she wouldn’t be able to accuse him of not taking good care of her precious pet.

And if he did need to come back for the litter box, he knew where to find it.

Joseph found himself smiling at the thought of how this unexpected companion had become an integral part of his Bali adventure, even while she was lounging in the hotel room and he was out in the streets.

As he rode around the busy town, the wind against his face and the sun warming his back, Joseph felt a contentment he hadn’t known in a long time. Canggu, with its blend of tranquility and vibrancy, was already working its magic on him, promising a stay that would be as fruitful for his writing as it was for his soul.

Or so he hoped.

Joseph’s initiation into the bustling streets of Canggu on the dented, yellow Vespa was an adventure that could only be described as exhilarating, if not slightly nerve-wracking. The vibrant Balinese culture unfolded around him in a dizzying display of sights, sounds, and smells, as he navigated the main thoroughfares with names like Jalan Pantai Batu Mejan and Pantai Batu Bolong Street. Each road offered its own unique charm and chaos, providing Joseph with a crash course in the local dynamics of this lively town.

The Banana Vespa, as he’d begun to think of it, had been a good choice. It ran smoothly and didn’t give him any trouble, a fact that he was grateful for when he saw more than one tourist kicking a newer looking, but clearly inferior scooter in frustration on the side of the road. There was something about riding through the streets like this, bags strapped to the luggage rack, that seemed like it was the key to truly experiencing the essence of Canggu.

As he rode, Joseph couldn’t help but be drawn to the vibrant café culture that seemed to thrive on every corner. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and exotic spices filled the air, enticing him with promises of culinary delights. He made mental notes of several cafes and restaurants, their quirky names and inviting exteriors promising a taste of local and international cuisines. The beaches, too, caught his attention, with their surfers and sunbathers dotting the shoreline, embodying the laid-back lifestyle that Canggu was renowned for.

When he’d made some progress in his manuscript, he’d be back, exploring in greater depth. He couldn’t imagine how appalled his mother would be if she learned he’d come to Bali and spent the entire time locked in his hotel room, staring at this computer screen. She’d probably disown him.

Just as his father would probably disown him if he didn’t secure his contract with Adrenaline.

Joseph’s good mood faded as quickly as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice water on his back. He really did have to get back and get to work. Not just because of his father… his entire career, his identity as an author was riding on this book. He could not afford to let himself down by not focusing on it now that he had the chance.

With a sigh, Joseph turned the Vespa around and headed back to Bali Breeze. Though he was half distracted by all the work he knew he’d have to do, he allowed himself the luxury of taking in the sights on the way back to Blossom Lux Boho.

The contrast between the serene rice paddies just a stone’s throw from the bustling streets and the eclectic mix of traditional Balinese architecture and modern graffiti art provided a visual feast that captivated him. Canggu, with its mix of tranquility and vibrancy, seemed to encapsulate the very essence of the island nation—a blend of the old and new, the serene and chaotic. It had been a fortuitous choice, he realized, when he’d picked his destination at random.

And not just because that choice had been what attracted the mysterious girl to his side, either. Bali resonated with Joseph, filling a hole that had been growing in his structured, work-filled, boring life for years.

The ride back was a reflective journey, with the afternoon sun casting long shadows on the streets. A fabric bag, with its bright patterns, flapped on the luggage rack, disguising his illicit pet purchases. And when he pulled into Bali Breeze to return the keys to the old proprietor, Joseph found he was grinning from ear to ear.

He made the rest of the journey on foot, replaying the days adventures in his mind. It had been fun, but now it was time to get to work.

As he was leaving the market district, Joseph caught sight of a woman in a fluffy white bathrobe with a towel over her head. She was small—about the size of the girl in the airport his mind supplied, unbidden—her delicate face focused intently upon something in the shop she was perusing. She didn’t seem bothered at all by the fact that she was wearing a bath robe out in public, and no one around her seemed to think anything of it either. The people of Canggu must have been used to odd tourist behavior.

But Joseph couldn’t seem to tear his gaze from her, she seemed so out of place and yet perfectly at home. He admired her as she browsed a rack of summery blouses. Her features were large and attractive. Full lips, wide, lowered eyes, and a little upturned nose with a pink tip that made him think of—

The woman looked up, as if sensing him staring at her, and her eyes caught him completely off guard.

Purple, they were purple.

It was her, the girl from the airport.

“Hey,” Joseph called, raising a hand and waving across the market. “Hey, miss! I still have your cat!”

The other shoppers gave him an odd look, but carried on with their business. He ignored them, only having eyes for the woman with the amethyst gaze.

He’d expected her to recognize him, and rush toward him, radiating waves of relief after they’d been separated back in America.

But when she saw Joseph, her jewel-like eyes widened, and she backed away from the shop where she’d been browsing as if she’d seen a ghost.

Joseph jostled his way through the crowd, thinking she must have mistaken him for someone else. He hurried toward the clothing shop, losing sight of the girl through the throngs of shoppers. His heart sank when he finally arrived, only to find her gone.

Why had she run from him?

What on earth was going on?

Joseph walked the rest of the way back to the hotel, feeling more confused than he’d ever felt in his life. Everything to do with this woman was strange, mysterious, and more than a little distracting.

He had to put her out of his mind, or he was never going to get any work done. Yet, with so many questions bouncing around his brain he wasn’t sure how he was ever going to concentrate on Cornelius Fallowheart and his adventures with the buffoon, Brock Sterling.

Maybe he could find a balance between work and solving this mystery. Maybe he would make a point of going out at least once a day, taking a break from his story and seeing the sights, and hopefully uncovering a clue or two about the girl’s identity.

He still had her damned cat for pity’s sake. She couldn’t avoid him forever!

Yes, that was it. If she was here, Joseph was certain they would run into each other again.

He would find her.

And when he did… God, he had so many questions!


Chapter 10
Bathrobe DisasterTop of Form


Kiki sprinted back to Blossom Lux Boho hotel as quickly as her slippered feet would carry her. Beneath her flapping bathrobe, her fluffy white tail was puffed up like a bottle-brush making the weight of the fabric increasingly uncomfortable.

He’d seen her. How had she let that happen? He’d seen her!

She tried to convince herself to calm down, but the towel covering her ears was beginning to sag and the bathrobe had slipped open so that she had to clutch it closed at the front. Kiki was in danger of exposing herself, not just to Joseph, but to every resident and tourist at the market!

Yet, she didn’t dare stop to re-tie it because she was terrified that Joseph would try to follow her, and if he stopped her to chat there was no way she would be able to get back to the room in time, and then—

It didn’t matter what would happen then, she chastised herself, because she wasn’t going to get caught. She was going to make it back to the hotel, leap up to the balcony, and slip inside before Joseph returned, never the wiser of her little outing.

At least she’d managed to find one set of clothes, she thought, pressing the pink plastic bag to her chest as she ran. Or… part of one.

Kiki had been a bit stumped when she’d discovered that her American twenty-dollar bill wasn’t accepted in any of the market stalls, until a helpful lady with a litter of children had kindly pointed her toward a gentleman who could exchange the dollars for Indonesian rupiah. The disguised cat-girl had been shocked to receive more than three hundred thousand rupiah, for the single American bill, but the man had assured her the conversion was correct.

Then she’d gone on to find that, while some shops did have clothing she could afford, there were far fewer options than she’d expected. Kiki hadn’t had a firm grasp of what things were worth, as most advertisements on television didn’t actually state the cost of the items they were presenting… rather they showed how happy the people were who were using the item for sale, implying that the cost didn’t matter.

Of the many things Kiki had found frustrating about the real world since she’d escaped, this lack of understanding around money was the most troubling to her. She had no idea if the bill she had stolen—no, not stolen, borrowed, because she did plan to pay Joseph back someday, somehow—was worth a lot or a little. The guilt she felt made it seem like a lot, and the shock she’d had in receiving the bundle of rupiah had made her even more worried. But soon she realized that she couldn’t even buy a sundress with all those colorful pieces of paper, not at most of the shops she’d visited.

So, her quick jaunt to the market had taken her longer than she’d planned, and now…

Kiki tried to force the problem from her mind. She was a fast runner, even in her unlikely outfit, and she was certain she’d make it back to the hotel before Joseph. Everything would be fine.

She had managed to buy a bandana to cover her ears, a two-piece bathing suit that she figured could double as undergarments, and a pair of denim shorts, now stuffed in the little pink bag she clutched to her breasts as she attempted to keep the bathrobe closed. The shorts were, admittedly, a little too small. But there had only been one stall at the market that had any items within her budget, and she had figured tiny shorts were better than no shorts.

Besides, it seemed that a lot of the tourists preferred to wear next to nothing. She probably would have attracted less attention walking down the street in her birthday suit than in the big, fluffy bathrobe.

At least, if she’d been human, that might have been true.

Kiki approached Blossom Lux Boho from a side street, breathing only a little harder than normal. Her heart beat quickly from fear rather than exertion. The side of the building was covered in lush vegetation which served to hide the privacy wall that blocked the hotel’s pool area from public view, but Kiki knew from her exploration that morning that there was a little gap in the foliage where she could slip through, where the wall didn’t penetrate. She glanced around quickly to ensure no one else was around, and then slipped through the bushes.

There were people in the pool now, which she hadn’t expected. Kiki peered at them through the leaves, wondering if they would care if they saw a woman in a hotel bathrobe pop out of the jungle. Was that a strange thing to do? It seemed like it might be. She was beginning to realize she was a very bad judge of what was normal behavior, despite all her experience observing the world through the television screen.

It was almost as if those shows she’d learned to love weren’t real at all.

But why would people make shows about life that was almost real, but not quite?

Humans were baffling creatures, Kiki thought. Sometimes it seemed easier just to stay a cat.

Maybe that’s what she would have done, had it not been for Joseph.

She could have been happy, just living as someone’s pet kitty, never using her human form again…

Had she not felt the spark of his gaze in the airport, and breathed the spicy scent of his skin, and listened to his soothing voice, and felt the gentle touch of his fingers in her fur…

Kiki could never be happy as someone’s pet now—not since she had dared to imagine a life in which she might find more than just companionship, but love.

Thinking of Joseph made Kiki brave enough to push her way through the bushes into the pool area. She paused just long enough to tighten her robe and re-wrap the towel on her head, then strode toward the balcony she recognized as belonging to Joseph’s room.

The hotel guests swimming in the pool stared at her as she strode past, as if they’d never seen a woman in a bathrobe before. Maybe they thought she was a crazy person who’d snuck in from the street? Kiki turned and waved, making sure they could all see the BLB logo embroidered on the front of the robe.

“Hello…” She smiled in what she hoped was a disarming way, and tried to come up with a believable excuse for why she’d been sneaking around in the bushes. “I, uh, thought I saw a rabbit.”

They continued to stare.

“A big fat one,” she explained further. “Juicy, you know? Plump?”

Kiki frowned at them. She’d always liked it when the scientists had served her fresh rabbit at GenXTex. They’d gotten them brought in especially for her as she’d preferred it to the canned food they’d tried before. But in one of their observation experiments, they’d let Kiki hunt a rabbit. When she’d caught it, she’d eaten it more enthusiastically than she’d ever eaten anything. It seemed natural to Kiki that everyone would love rabbit.

She crossed her arms and stalked away. “No accounting for taste, I guess,” she muttered under her breath.

“Sounds like someone’s been hitting the cocktail bar already,” snickered one of the girls in the pool, making the others laugh.

“Actually, I could go for a drink myself,” a man said, pulling himself from the pool. He winked at Kiki and gave her a disarming smile. “Want to join us? I’ll make white rabbits for all of us. Vodka, peach schnapps, and cranberry juice, right?”

There was a self-serve bar next to the pool, with a palm-leaf roof and a glass cabinet full of liquor that opened with the scan of a room key. Stone footpaths led through the jungle foliage away from the pool and toward the first-floor balconies which had walk-out access to the pool area.

Kiki paused on the footpath. She didn’t want to stay, but she didn’t want to seem rude, either. And she definitely didn’t want to draw attention to herself.

“Sounds good,” she said with a stiff smile. “I, uh… I just have to drop something off at my room first.”

The man winked again. “I’ll be waiting.”

Kiki blushed, hurried around the corner and out of sight of the swimmers. Once she was gone, she heard the irritated voice of one of the girls. “Were you just flirting with that crazy person, Mark? Jesus, you have the worst taste.”

Mark’s laugh followed Kiki down the path, her sensitive feline ears picking up the sound from far further away than a human’s ears would. “Crazy cute,” he said. “And I bet she’s hiding a killer bod under that robe.”

“You’re just jealous, Jenni,” another male voice said. “We all know you want to bang Mark.”

There was a splash of water and a shriek from Jenni and the other girls. Playful squabbling broke out. Kiki breathed a sigh of relief. If they were distracted by each other, she could get up to Joseph’s balcony without them noticing her.

Sneaking around the corner until she was right underneath the balcony, Kiki gazed up, biting her lip. Had that delay allowed Joseph to catch up? Was he back in the room already? She couldn’t hear him calling for her, which she assumed he would if he had returned to find the pet he was supposed to be taking care of suddenly missing…

She glanced over her shoulder, ensuring she was alone, and then threw the pink bag with her new human clothes up onto the balcony. It sailed over the railing and landed next to a wicker chair with a plop. Then, trying not to let her nerves get the best of her, she removed the bathrobe and towel, bundled them into a fat ball, and launched it onto the balcony, too. She felt exposed standing naked on the footpath, and knew that someone might come at any moment and see her standing there, bare as a newborn babe, with nothing but a fluffy white tail to wrap around herself.

But even that would be better than if anyone saw what she was about to do next.

Eyes darting to the windows of the first floor rooms, she backed toward the bushes, making sure that she was truly alone. When she felt certain she was safe, she transformed, shrinking and shifting into her cat form.

The world looked very different through her feline eyes. She saw things more sharply, in a range of colors that was different from her human vision. Greens and blues were muted, but reds and yellows stood out more vividly. She could detect the slightest movements of insects, birds, and rodents in the grass and trees.

She smelled things more intensely, too, from the fragrant flowers of the jungle paradise, to the chemicals used to treat the water of the pool feature, to the rotting garbage in the alley behind the hotel.

Kiki’s hearing was always sharper, because of her feline ears, but in this more diminutive form she heard sounds more clearly. Everything from the distant hum of traffic to the nearby rustle of leaves took on a crispness.

She was more aware of her surroundings, but also more attuned to her instincts and emotions. Although she was smaller and more vulnerable in her feline form, Kiki breathed a sigh of relief as well, knowing that at least if someone saw her now, all they would see was a cat.

A cat that wasn’t supposed to be at Blossom Lux Boho Hotel, but a cat nonetheless. Worst case scenario someone would try to chase her away.

But they wouldn’t get a chance to do that, because she was already climbing the palm tree nearest the balcony, and within moments she’d launched herself from the tree, over the railing, and onto one of the wicker chairs.

Fortunately, the door to the balcony was still cracked open from when she’d left that morning and Kiki was able to slip inside the suite, just as she heard the key swipe of Joseph’s card in the hallway outside.

Kiki would have cursed if she’d human lips to do it. Instead, she released a tiny, involuntary hiss and jumped up onto the bed. She wouldn’t be able to risk transforming again in order to close the balcony door. She could only hope that Joseph wouldn’t freak out, thinking someone had broken into the hotel room.

The door clicked as it opened and Joseph pushed his way into the room, carrying a big, colorful canvas bag in each hand. Kiki sat primly upon the bed, sniffing at the air, smelling the scents of the city radiating from him. Her stomach growled as she caught a whiff of something that smelled like food, she licked her lips, the full force of her hunger hitting her now that she’d released her meditative state and allowed herself to notice how hungry she was.

Joseph entered the room and leaned against the door with a sigh. His gaze locked with hers and Kiki felt her heart leap before she remembered that she was in her feline form, and that he wasn’t seeing anything more than a hungry kitty staring back at him.

“Hello, Kiki Cat.” Joseph smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Then he moved toward the kitchenette to start unloading his purchases. “You’ll never guess who I saw today. Or who I thought I saw… Do you think your pretty owner could be here in Bali?”

Kiki wanted to explain. Her heart broke that she couldn’t. She released a plaintive yowl and picked at the linen bed spread with her claws, the emotional turmoil coming out despite her best efforts to act natural.

“Ahh, you’re hungry I bet,” Joseph said, his smile widening just for her. “I bet you’re more interested in what I’ve got in this bag than about your wayward friend. Well, you’re in luck…”

He turned back to the kitchen and pulled a can from one of the bags. Kiki hopped off the bed and walked up to him, her tail swishing behind her. As he opened the can her whiskers twitched, her feline instincts taking over as her stomach twisted up in knots of excitement. What would it be? Chicken? Salmon?

Joseph set a can of… mush… down in front of her and Kiki balked, stepping back and wrinkling her nose.

Oh no. It was pet food. They’d tried to feed her pet food at GenXTex, too. But even in her feline form she couldn’t stomach the stuff. It was like the ground up paste scraped off the floor of a meat factory. The dregs they couldn’t even stuff into the cheapest hot dogs.

Actually, Kiki had no idea what was in canned or dry pet food, but she was certain that there was no actual food in it at all. It stank. It looked like dog poo. It was an insult to every one of her heightened feline senses.

It was all she could do not to transform into her cat-girl body just so she could pick the can up and throw it off the balcony.

Using the only tools she had at her disposal, Kiki swatted the can away and yowled angrily.

Please, please, please, she hoped. Please let him have brought something else for me to eat!

Joseph put his hands on his hips and stared down at her, perplexed. “You don’t like it?” he said. “That’s the most expensive food they had at the store. You’re not a picky little princess are you, kitty?”

She yowled again, indignantly.

“You do look like you might be a picky princess,” he said, putting his hand to his chin and making a big show of thinking about the question. Then he pointed to the image on the side of the can, where a fluffy white cat with blue eyes stared haughtily back at her. “Look, you’re even on the label. They got your eyes wrong, though.”

Kiki turned her back on Joseph and strutted away, her disappointment overshadowing the growling of her tummy. She’d just have to go back into the state of stasis that had sustained her so far. She could go a few more days without food and water, and if she had water she could go even longer without food.

As much as she liked Joseph, she had standards. In her human form she could eat all kinds of food, but as a cat she was much more particular.

A hunger strike. That’s what this called for. Just like she’d done at the research facility. They wouldn’t let her starve to death, and neither would Joseph. Eventually, he’d get the message, and bring her some real food.

A steak, maybe. Or lobster slathered in butter—she’d never had lobster before, but she was certain she would like it. Maybe he’d even find her a rabbit to hunt!

The only trouble was how to communicate her needs to Joseph.

Kiki reached the bed again, but instead of jumping onto it, she reached up with her clawed paws and raked them along the comforter, feeling the satisfying snap of expensive linen fibers breaking.

“What—?” Joseph shouted. “Stop that!”

He ran to scoop her up in his arms in order to save the bed spread. Kiki was still annoyed, but she couldn’t help starting to purr the moment he put his hands on her.

“You’re going to get both of us in trouble, you little brat,” he muttered, bringing her back into the kitchen. “I thought you’d like that fancy food. I don’t know anything about cats, you know. You could cut me some slack.”

He plunked her onto the counter and unloaded the rest of the supplies and groceries. She chirped with curiosity as she saw the jeweled food and water bowls, sniffing them cautiously.

“Oh, you like those, do you?” he said, a smile twitching at the corner of his lips. “I thought you might. I got you another little present too, but that’s for after you eat.”

He snatched something from the counter and put it in his pocket.

Her gazed darted after his movement but she didn’t see what it was.

But the scent of fresh sausages caught her attention, and drew her back to the groceries.

“Chorizo?” Joseph laughed. “Isn’t that a bit spicy for you? What about this?”

He pushed another can toward her and Kiki almost hissed, thinking it might be another can of cat food. Then she read the label. Tuna. Tuna was good.

She pushed the can with her nose and purred.

“You recognize that one, huh?” He gave her a bemused look. “This isn’t even a brand I’ve seen back in the states. Sometimes I think there’s more to you than meets the eye, Kiki Cat. But let’s see… I did buy a few cans of tuna for you before I went to the pet store, just in case they didn’t have something better.” He chuckled. “Or worse, as the case may be.”

He opened the can of tuna and set it in front of her gently. Kiki pounced toward the dish immediately, burying her face in the fish.

Joseph laughed again, and stroked between her ears as she ate. Kiki began to purr so hard she was afraid she’d rumble right off the counter. Food and pets, what more could a cat-girl ask for?

Well, she could think of a couple other things… but they’d have to wait until she wasn’t a cat.

Would she ever find a way to tell Joseph who she really was?

In her feline form, Kiki wasn’t as bothered by the question as she had been before. Her instincts reassured her there was food, water, and shelter here, so she had nothing to worry about. Joseph’s fingers caressing the top of her head sent little shivers of pleasure through her body as she continued to eat.

Everything would work out. She had to believe it.

Because this was too perfect a life to give up.


Chapter 11
Resuscitating Cornelius Fallowheart


Joseph was exhausted by the time he’d fed Kiki Cat, gotten the weeks groceries put away, and called down to the front desk to arrange weekly room service rather than daily. He’d noticed the “Come Back Later” sign on the doorknob outside his room which he must have put up on autopilot, because he didn’t remember doing it. But he was glad he had. It would have been a disaster if housekeeping had shown up while he was out and found the stowaway cat perched on his bed as she’d been when he’d come home that afternoon.

But he figured he could put the cat in the carrier and the carrier on the balcony under a blanket or something, and just tell room service he only wanted the bed and bathroom taken care of. He would make a nuisance of himself and insist on staying to work on his computer, just to make sure they didn’t get nosy and decide to poke around. Maybe he’d even take his laptop onto the balcony just to be safe.

For the moment, however, he was going to have to take care of his own—and Kiki Cat’s—messes.

Joseph was relieved to see that the cat hadn’t left any unpleasant surprises for him while he was out. He had been a little nervous about not having a litter box, but Kiki Cat had gone to the bathroom to do her business once more since he’d been back and he was beginning to believe she really was well-trained.

He’d noticed that the sliding door onto the balcony was open a crack, and he didn’t remember opening it that morning. But he’d been in a bit of a daze with the jetlag and the stress, so he supposed it wasn’t impossible.

A quick glance outside didn’t show anything out of the ordinary, and it didn’t look like anything in the room had been touched, so he ruled out a break-and-enter as a possibility.

And the manager hadn’t been up to chew him out, so he could also cross snoopy housekeepers off the list of possibilities.

Unable to come up with any other likely scenarios, Joseph shrugged, closed the door, and went to sit down at his laptop.

The moment he sat down, the little white cat trotted across the room and jumped into his lap, purring contentedly. He rubbed her between the ears the way she seemed to like and smiled. Maybe he could be a cat person after all. Other than her little fuss about the food, Kiki Cat was a sweet companion.

Then the cat pawed at his pocket, and made a plaintive mewing sound.

‘What’s the matter, Kiki?” he said. “What’s in there?”

Thinking he’d put one of the catnip toys in there without thinking, Joseph slipped his hand inside his pocket and felt the collar he’d hidden from her earlier.

“Oh, that’s right,” he said, feeling a strange prickle over the back of his neck. “Your present. How could I forget?”

He pulled the purple collar out, with the silver heart dangling at its center. Sometimes the cat’s behavior was so human it was unsettling. He found himself talking to her as if she’d answer back, and on multiple occasions she’d acted as if she understood exactly what he was saying.

Holding the collar out for Kiki Cat to sniff, he said, “What do you think? Purple seemed like it might be your color. I had it engraved with your name, too. At least, I hope it’s your name. I don’t know what else to call you.”

Kiki Cat nudged his hand with her forehead, her purrs rumbling loudly. He scratched her ears and put the collar on—it was made of elastic, which the shopkeeper said was for safety, so she wouldn’t strangle if it got caught—stretching it easily over her tufted ears. It stood out very prettily against her silky, white fur. After he’d secured it, the little cat licked his hand once, as if in thanks, and then curled up on his lap to sleep.

Joseph sighed contentedly, grateful that the day’s running around was complete and that he could finally sit down to work on what he’d come all this way to do.

Turning on the laptop he opened a folder he kept for his Cornelius Fallowheart series. In it, he had documents and spreadsheets with all his planning and research for every book he’d ever written. Each file was carefully labeled according to his personal system, and had been backed up to an external hard drive and cloud storage. Usually, when he was starting a new book, Joseph felt comforted to know that everything he needed was there on his computer, safe from harm, and perfectly organized so that he could find everything he might need.

Excel documents with character names for every person Cornelius Fallowheart had ever met or heard mention of—including physical descriptions and page numbers for each appearance in the series—were one of the most often referenced. He had the same thing for places his protagonist had visited. It was like seeing the long-term memory of the character he’d created, opened wide and displayed in digital form. It made him feel a bit like a god.

In fact, Joseph often felt like he knew Cornelius better than he knew himself. Cornelius didn’t have any extraneous personality traits or interests; everything about the man existed solely because it served Joseph’s purpose in telling his stories. He wished his own mind were so simple.

And yet, as well as Joseph knew his character, this story he had to write for Adrenaline Media just didn’t want to come. Because, on some level, Joseph knew that what they wanted was impossible. Cornelius Fallowheart would never team up with a buffoon like Brock Sterling. No matter what his agent, Cindi Rockford, had said about this being his ticket to freedom, Joseph knew that writing the story Adrenaline wanted was a betrayal to his character. It was a betrayal to fans like Citra, who had read every one of his books multiple times. They didn’t want Brock Sterling and his comic-book heroics. They wanted Cornelius, with his dark, brooding mind and the slow-burn thrills of espionage that Joseph had built his name upon.

He opened his most recent file, a brain dump document where he’d attempted to come up with some way to tell a story that was true to him without feeling like he was selling out.

There were barely a handful of words on the page.

Nothing seemed to fit.

But there was a story that Joseph wanted to tell, one that he could see Cornelius Fallowheart pursuing. The last-minute run to Bali, the luxury hotel, the crowded city streets of Canggu, and the little white stowaway cat were percolating in his mind… There was something there, he was certain.

Forgetting the specifics of his contract with Adrenaline, Joseph began writing some notes on the story he wanted to tell. Maybe, he told himself, he could find a way to shoe horn Brock Sterling and his ridiculous ferret in once the story had taken shape. He wasn’t procrastinating, he was just… experimenting.

With the warm body of Kiki Cat on his lap, rumbling contentedly away, Joseph found himself flying through the planning process. He wrote snippets of scenes that he wanted to include, inspired by the day’s events.

Even the mysterious woman from the airport made an appearance, dressed in a bathrobe, as he’d sworn he’d seen her. But for Cornelius Fallowheart, who was often chasing a woman along with clues to whatever crime he was solving, the mystery woman was in his bed, fresh from the shower, beckoning the detective toward his downfall…

Joseph began writing the scene with an almost feverish excitement, putting words to the things he’d been thinking of but trying not to think of ever since the moment he’d set eyes upon the petite white-haired woman with purple eyes.

But when he felt himself stirring from the fantasy, with the cat still on his lap, Joseph stopped.

“Sorry, Kiki Cat,” he muttered, picking her up gently. “I’m going to have to move you over here. This next scene is for adults only, and you don’t look a day over… well, you’re not old enough.”

The cat didn’t protest as he placed her on the loveseat, curling up in a ball and falling instantly back to sleep atop one of the bright, floral pillows.

He felt a bit awkward about writing a steamy scene with the cat in the room with him. He wasn’t used to an audience when he wrote. Maybe a normal cat wouldn’t have made him feel this way but there was something about Kiki Cat that was a bit too intelligent. He felt like she understood more than she should, and the thought that she might know he was excited by the scene he was writing made Joseph flush with embarrassment.

It had been far too long since he’d done any of the things he was about to write about. Far too long since he’d so much as had a date. He used to date often, when his books had first started selling. He’d enjoyed wowing the girls he met with his bestseller status, and showing them photos of himself with other famous people he’d met. It had made him feel important, and that was something he’d never been able to convince himself that he was.

Certainly, he’d never been important enough to impress his father.

But the more girls he’d dated, the more disillusioned he’d become. They seemed to blend together, fawning over his books and his career but never really seeming to see him for who he was. Joseph had adopted the all-black uniform and the distinctive glasses he wore in part because he was beginning to feel like he was playing a character in his own life. He was becoming Joseph Owens, the author, rather than Joseph Owens the man.

People were only really interested in Joseph Owens, the author.

So, that’s who he became, and that’s who he’d stayed. And he’d learned to hide all the aspects of himself that didn’t fit this particular version of himself that was salable to the public. And after a time, he’d lost interest in pursuing women who only wanted to know Joseph Owens, the author.

They felt as flat and cardboard to him as the worst-written characters in pulp fiction. Faces without names, names without faces, bodies without souls. Just as, he assumed, they saw him.

Joseph kept himself from going crazy by adding some of his little quirks and interests into Cornelius’s character, just so that he could spend time with them. Like his love of big band music, his taste for high-tech wrist-watches, and his loathing for the smell of limes. Nobody cared about those aspects of Joseph’s personality in his real life.

But Cornelius’s love of big band music had featured in Swing Time, where the detective had to infiltrate a drug ring that used a jazz club as a front. Cornelius’s taste for high-tech wrist-watches had saved his life more than once, as they contained hidden gadgets and weapons that he used in his missions. And Cornelius’s loathing for the smell of limes came to a head in The Citrus Conspiracy, as he unraveled cryptic clues linked to the sudden disappearance of a renowned botanist who had been developing a rare and valuable citrus strain. Joseph’s readers had loved the quirky theme so much that it had become a running joke among his fans that they sometimes sent Joseph lime-scented perfumes and candles as gifts.

The more Joseph hid of his true self, the more he molded Cornelius Fallowheart as the self he wanted to be.

It was a bit sad, he could admit that much to himself. Pathetic, even.

Cornelius would have known what to do with the woman in the airport, and Joseph’s boring, card-board cutout self had ruined what might have been something… more. Something he needed more than he wanted to admit. Something real.

He might have messed up his chance with the petite, white-haired beauty in real life. But he wasn’t going to let her get away from Cornelius. There were things that Joseph had been dreaming of ever since he’d laid eyes on the jewel-eyed girl, though he kept them locked far away in the back of his mind where they wouldn’t distract him, or embarrass him.

Now it was time to let those dreams come out to play.

Joseph’s fingers flew over the keyboard as he imagined Cornelius slipping the bathrobe from the woman’s damp shoulders, bending to kiss the water droplets from her skin. Cornelius knew their fling wouldn’t be a forever thing, but he would treat her as if it would be. The detective was so sure of himself, so firm in his desire, there would never have been any question of what he wanted with her as he slid his hands inside her robe, revealing her small, perfect breasts, slender waist, and silken panties—

Joseph was jolted from his fantasy by a sharp rapping at the door. He nearly fell over, pushing his chair back from the desk and hurrying across the room. He stopped with his hand on the door, looking over his shoulder for Kiki Cat. The knocking had startled her from her sleep, however, and the cat had made a dash for the safety of the bathroom. Unless it was maintenance at the door, coming to fix a leaky pipe he didn’t know about, Joseph figured the cat would be safe enough in there.

The knocking sounded again, and Joseph quickly hid the cat carrier behind his suitcase and dropped his empty shopping bags on top, hoping that would be enough to hide the evidence of his wrongdoing from any prying eyes. Then, with a defensive smile plastered on his face, he pulled the door open.


Chapter 12
Special Delivery


It was Citra.

“Hello Mr. Owens, sir,” the short, curvy receptionist beamed up at him with her blindingly white smile. She lifted a bag in the palm of her hand and held it out to him. “Your laundry is ready for pick up.”

Joseph, momentarily stunned, took the bag, and set it on a chair inside the door. “Thank you, Citra,” he said. “But you could have just called me. I would have come down to get it.”

“Nonsense, Mr. Owens,” she said, clicking her tongue against her teeth. “Blossom Lux Boho is a full-service hotel, not some chintzy social media photo op hostel. I will be personally seeing to your satisfaction for the duration of your stay.”

She paused as if he was supposed to fall over in gratitude. Or, based on the look in her eye, perhaps invite her into his room.

“Uh, thank you. I appreciate that.” He blushed, thinking of the scene he’d been writing, set in a hotel room just like his. Would Citra read it someday, and think he had been fantasizing about her as he’d written it? Quickly, he tried to think of some other direction to steer the conversation. “What do you have against social media, anyway? I’d have thought a fancy hotel like this would encourage those influencer types to stay here. Good publicity, isn’t it?”

Citra scoffed, putting her hands on her hips. “Those ‘influencer types’ as you call them are not business of making money. They are in business of pretending to make money. This is why we do not allow such guests. They wish to take advantage of our very fine hotel, to take pictures in our lobby and our most luxurious rooms, to dip their feet in our natural-water-feature-including-waterfall—very expensive!—and then… disappear! Maybe they stay one day after booking for weeks. Maybe they make up some excuse after taking their photos and demand a refund. Then, months later, we see hashtags of Blossom Lux Boho on their Instagram Tik Toks as if they were a very esteemed guest, such as yourself, who pays in full and stays in full. This is your good publicity, yes?”

Joseph was about to agree that it did sound like it would be good, when Citra stabbed a finger toward his face as if to shush him. “NO,” she said, emphatically. “We get many bookings after these hashtags, all from other influencers. They do not wish to stay at Blossom Lux Boho. They wish to ‘offer’ Blossom Lux Boho ‘opportunity’ to ‘partner’ with ‘up-and-coming social media starlet.’ No, no, no. Very bad deal. And all their clicky-clicky camera pictures make the other guests—the real guests—very uncomfortable. So, we say no-thank-you-very-much, influencers not welcome.”

Joseph blinked, stunned by the ferocity of Citra’s outrage. “Even the yogis?”

“Especially the yogis,” she hissed. “Also, they are always tramping around in those tighty-tighty leggings and forgetting to wear underpants, which Mr. Vogler finds very distracting.”

“I see,” Joseph said, thinking this was perhaps the real root of the problem at the hotel. Perhaps the nitpicky Mr. Vogler had a habit of getting himself in trouble with the influencer set.

“Underpants are very important, don’t you think, Mr. Owens?” Fire burned behind Citra’s dark-eyed gaze as she peered up at him with sudden intensity. “I do wear underpants. Would you like to see?”

Joseph nearly choked on his own tongue. “Uh, no. No, thank you, Citra.”

“Are you most certain?” she begged. “They are very fine underpants. Red and lacy and—”

“No!” Joseph swallowed against the dryness in his throat. “Not that you aren’t lovely, but I…”

He trailed off, not really knowing why. She was beautiful and enthusiastic. Once upon a time that would have been all the excuse he’d needed to jump in the sack for a momentarily fun, and ultimately disappointing fling with a fan. But it didn’t feel right, somehow. He’d grown past that stage in life. Now the pursuit of sex without meaning held little appeal.

The pretty receptionist’s shoulders slumped, and her full lips turned down in pout. “So, it is true,” she said. “You have a lady friend with you. You did not check her in, so I did not know. I had hoped—”

“I don’t,” Joseph stammered, then realized this probably would make the woman feel worse. “No girlfriend. No lady fried. I’m just on a very tight deadline, and it’s been a long time since I’ve dated anyone, I just… I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

Her frown hardened. “You do not have to lie to me, Mr. Owens. I am not so delicate that I cannot handle the truth. Our housekeeper reported there was a woman in your room this morning. I did not wish to believe her, but I see I should have protected my pride more carefully.”

It was Joseph’s turn to frown. “She must have been mistaken. Other than the… fuzzy friend you saw last night here is no one but me here. I am in Bali to focus on writing my book. I don’t have time for dating or relationships right now.”

Citra crossed her arms, looking a bit perturbed. “I do not speak of dating either,” she said. “Only funny business. I have many times thought I would play a perfect Persian Princess from—”

“Shadows of Persia,” Joseph interrupted with a groan. “Of course. You would, Citra, I’m sure of it. Please don’t tempt me with that image. I really, really need to get back to writing.”

Yasmina, the Persian Princess, had been the femme fatale in Cornelius Fallowheart’s adventure in the bustling bazaars of Tehran. An antiquities dealer comes across a rare manuscript believed to be a lost section of the Shahnameh, the epic Persian poem. However, it was no ordinary find; the manuscript contained cryptic annotations hinting at the location of a legendary gemstone once worn by Persian kings. Cornelius’s investigation leads him straight into the arms of the beautiful princess with a penchant for tying her lovers up with colorful scarves…

Citra’s lips quirked into a hesitant smile, as if assuaged by the fact that she’d managed to distract him at least. “Are you certain you would not like to play out that scene with the silken scarves, Mr. Owens? Your Cornelius enjoyed himself quite well…”

“Yes, right before Yasmina tried to kill him,” Joseph said, suddenly recalling the dramatic ending of that scene. “I think we shouldn’t, Citra. Thank you for your kind offer.”

“Very well, Mr. Owens,” Citra said, sighing forlornly. “If I shall not have my way with you, perhaps I may ask a favor of you instead?”

Joseph swallowed. “A favor?”

“Yes, please,” Citra said, giving him a mischievous look. “May I request that your Cornelius enjoys the company of more brown-skinned beauties in future books? I am, of course, not of Persian descent, and yet Yasmina is the only lover in Cornelius’s long list of lovers, whom I can imagine myself being. Perhaps this book you are writing now… could it have a lovely Indonesian girl in it?”

Joseph laughed, feeling himself on steadier ground. “With lacy, red underpants?”

“Only if you like,” she said, blushing suddenly.

“It wouldn’t make you feel uncomfortable?” he asked. “I mean… most women do not like to be objectified like that.”

“Those women are fools!” Citra said, vehemently. “I was raised with modern enough sensibilities to enjoy being a woman, but not so modern that I refuse to do it. I would like very much to be the beloved plaything of a bestselling author. But if I cannot have that, perhaps I may be the equally beloved plaything of the famous detective, Cornelius Fallowheart.”

“You did me a very great favor by letting our secret friend into your fine hotel,” Joseph said, leaning against the door jamb as he pretended to think about Citra’s proposal.

“Very fine hotel,” she emphasized.

“Very fine, indeed,” Joseph said. “All right, Citra. In repayment for your help, I will add a character in your likeness to my current book.”

“And there will be funny business?” she pressed.

“Undoubtedly.”

Citra leaned in, gazing up at him with her adoring eyes. Her long black hair shone like gossamer in the light of the corridor. It smelled sweet and floral with just a hint of something spicy. Joseph felt his earlier resolve wavering. She said, “And will you imagine me as you write it, Mr. Owens?”

Joseph’s heart pounded in his chest. After more than a year of romantic drought he was unprepared for the shock of Citra’s advance—she was much more invested than most of the fans who tittered and flirted with him, and he found her difficult to refuse. Yet, in his heart of hearts, he knew that a fling with Citra would only ever be that.

She was passionate and beautiful, but he did not feel the soul-tugging spark as he gazed into her eyes that he’d experienced with the woman in the airport.

Joseph put his hands on the woman’s soft shoulders, and gently urged her to step out of his space. Once he was no longer breathing her perfume and feeling the heat of her body, he found it easier to think clearly. “An author never tells the secrets of his trade,” he said, avoiding the question. “We’re like magicians that way.”

Citra bit her lip enticingly, her sultry, dark-eyed gaze piercing his. Then she smiled. “You will,” she said with satisfaction. “I think you will, Mr. Owens. That is good enough for me.”

Then she sashayed away, her hips moving with a sensual grace, her bright pink sarong accentuating every swish, and Joseph watched her go, fighting the part of his brain that wanted nothing more than to call her back and throw her onto the bed.

“Jeez,” he said, blowing a deep breath out through his cheeks. Then he closed the door behind him and leaned on it like he’d just finished running a marathon. “You say you don’t want any distractions and the universe throws everything it can at you.”

He returned to his computer in a bit of a daze, sitting down before he remembered his charge. “Kiki Cat?” he called gently. “You can come out now.”

The cat slunk out of the bathroom as if she understood him, but she didn’t come to sit with him again. She jumped onto the bed, her new purple collar twinkling in the evening light that now streamed in through the window, and gazed at him with a forlorn sort of look.

She seemed to make a point of turning her back on him before curling up on the corner of the bed—opposite of the pillow she’d slept upon the night before—and pretended to go to sleep.

Cats. He didn’t understand them one bit. Especially not this one.

Joseph sighed and turned back to his computer. He was about to delete the scene he’d been writing with Cornelius and the white-haired beauty from the airport. An Indonesian love interest would make more sense for this story, if he was going to keep the tropical setting. He’d have to rewrite the scene for the Balinese beauty.

Instead, he copied the section into a new file, titled Amethyst_Eyes and saved it.

“I’ll come back to you later,” he said, picturing a disappointed look on the petite, tan-skinned woman’s face. “I promise.”

But when Joseph went to rewrite the scene, he found he’d lost interest in it.

Instead, he went back to developing the beginning of the story. The words were coming more easily than they had in weeks, as if there had been a background task working in his brain the entire time he’d felt blocked, and his conversation with Citra had unlocked the missing key.

The Balinese Bride he wrote as a title atop the screen, a plot leaping into place after it—murder at a high profile wedding held at a Balinese resort, every guest a suspect, Cornelius Fallowheart accidentally getting involved while he attempts to take a vacation, a woman in a red dress… it all fit, it all flowed…

Joseph’s fingers raced across the keyboard as he hurried to get all of his ideas down, feeling free in a way he hadn’t felt since signing the contract with Adrenaline Media.

He’d worry about adding Brock Sterling later.


Chapter 13
Fight or Flight


Kiki felt like she was on a rollercoaster, her stomach lifting and sinking with every passing moment. The evening had been going so well as she’d kept Joseph company while he wrote. She’d heard a bit about his struggles with this story through his conversation with the agent woman, but she’d learned much more while listening to him mutter and curse himself under his breath as he paced the hotel room their first night there.

Kiki didn’t even think Joseph realized that he was talking to himself. Sometimes he directed his anxious thoughts to her, as if a part of him knew she was listening and wished she would answer. And oh, how she longed to answer him!

First, to thank him for the food and the kitty dishes and the pretty kitty collar. When he’d put the collar on her, Kiki had felt as if he were claiming her for his own. She’d nearly melted with happiness.

Then, she wanted to tell him how proud she was that he had found his muse once more. He’d been writing diligently for hours as Kiki dozed upon his lap. She’d sensed a change in him as he was writing, a heating of his body and a richness to the peppery scent she associated with him.

In her feline form, Kiki was much more sensitive to the biological shifts in the people and animals around her—the scent of excitement, happiness, fear, and… she was startled and exhilarated to realize… arousal, in this particular case.

Kiki had felt the stirring of Joseph’s body, his desire pressing into the warm fur of her belly as she purred in his lap. It had taken all of her self-control, every last scrap of it, to remain in her camouflage as she wanted nothing more than to transform and tear the clothes from his body, to feel the heat of his bare skin against hers, to lick the salt of his sweat, to press her lusting mouth upon every inch of his body.

Some, noticeably growing, inches more than others.

But maybe he had sensed something in her body that he hadn’t liked, because Joseph stood up suddenly and moved her away, saying something silly about her not being old enough to read what he was about to write.

Once he’d moved her, she’d realized her mistake. She should have been sitting on the desk next to the computer, reading the words that had gotten him so excited rather than simply reveling in the excitement itself.

She longed to know what drove the pleasures of his mind. Could he have been thinking of her?

Not the cat he’d been saddled with, of course, but the real her. The frightened, desperate young woman he’d saved in the airport without even asking her name.

Kiki had been imagining what he might have been writing—adding a bit of her own fantasies into the mix, massaging his tense shoulders, slowly undressing him, offering to help him relax as she sank to her knees below his desk.

Whatever he was writing, surely it would be better with some real life inspiration, wouldn’t it?

And then, rudely interrupting her fantasy, came the knock on the door.

Kiki had hissed and run for the bathroom, knowing that if it were anyone from the hotel Joseph would be in big trouble if they caught her in his room. Her little heart had thundered in her chest as she hid under the sink, and her ears had perked to listen to the conversation at the door.

That conversation had been the drop in the rollercoaster. Kiki had never been on a rollercoaster, but she knew some people found them fun. This was not the fun kind. It was gut-wrenching, terrifying, and awful.

The woman at the door—the one from the front desk the night they’d checked in, Citra—was flirting with Joseph. Not just flirting… she was offering herself to him, offering to do all of the things Kiki had been dreaming of doing with him! And worse than that, she could hear in Joseph’s voice that he was attracted to her.

Kiki had been so relieved when he’d turned down her advances, but then he’d offered to write a scene with her as the love interest, and the rollercoaster had dropped again. Here Kiki had been imagining Joseph getting sexually excited by thinking of her—the mysterious woman from the airport who he couldn’t get out of his head. The readiness with which he’d agreed to add a woman like Citra to the book had Kiki wondering if, perhaps, it had been the dark-skinned, black-haired beauty he had been writing about all along.

Ugh, she wanted to tear the entire hotel room apart with her claws.

She wanted to run after Citra, scratch her eyes, and pull her hair out! How dare she try to move in on Kiki’s territory?

But of course, she couldn’t. She couldn’t blame Joseph for flirting with a beautiful woman. Kiki had had her chance, as far as Joseph was probably concerned. There had been something between them at the airport, sparks had flown, she’d felt it!

And what had she done? Given the guy a cat and vanished into thin air. When he’d seen her again at the market, she’d run away!

She’d had to, of course. But what must he think?

That she was crazy? That she was avoiding him on purpose?

When Joseph closed the door, Kiki had slunk out of the bathroom and leaped onto the bed. She’d needed to see his face. She’d needed to smell him. And when he’d returned, flushed, smelling of arousal and the other woman’s perfume, Kiki had felt her little kitty heart break just a little bit. She’d turned her back on him and gone to sleep at the foot of the bed, hoping her unhappiness would be clear.

He hadn’t come to comfort her, however. He’d gone straight to his computer, probably to write his sexy scene with Citra…

Kiki had fallen asleep to the sound of his keyboard clacking away, tears welling inside her that her feline eyes couldn’t shed.
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It was hours later when Joseph finished writing and came to bed. Kiki woke briefly, sniffing the air, and was somewhat comforted to find that his warm, peppery scent was fresh, excited, and satisfied but not in the heady, overwhelming way he’d smelled when she’d been sitting in his lap earlier. He seemed happy rather than turned on.

“Five whole chapters in a single night,” he muttered to himself as he stumbled toward the bathroom in a daze. “It’s been years since I’ve written so much, so fast. I feel like I did at the beginning of my career!”

Kiki felt a little thrill of happiness for him, hoping that the writers’ block that had frustrated him so badly was now over. She watched with one slitted eye as he rifled through his suitcase and removed a bottle of pills, tapping one out onto his palm. This he took, swallowing it down dry, and said, “And now for eight hours of drug induced sleep. Thank you, science.”

She watched, longingly as Joseph took off his clothes, leaving only his fitted black boxers, and slipped into bed beside her. All the anger and frustration she’d felt earlier melted away as he reached out to scratch between her ears.

“I’m sorry I stayed up so late, little cat,” he murmured, already half asleep. “Once I started writing I couldn’t stop…” He yawned, then smiled contentedly as she began to purr—even though part of her was still upset—and flicked the little heart on her collar. “That collar looks very pretty on you, Kiki Cat. Maybe, if I ever see your lady friend again, she’ll let me buy one like it for her too…”

Kiki’s heart leaped at his sleepy, slurred words. He was still thinking about her that way! If he was, then there was still hope. She just had to meet him again in her human form, and do her best to make him forget all about that stupid, sexy hotel receptionist…

And if that didn’t work out, then she’d claw the bitch’s eyes out.

No, no, no, she cautioned herself. Rein it in, Kiki. You are not a wild animal. You can’t claw anyone’s eyes out, even if they do look at your man. You will approach this like a civilized human woman.

She wriggled across the comforter on her belly, pressing her face against Joseph’s chest. He fell asleep with his fingers in her fur, with her purring her little kitty heart out next to him. Kiki listened to the beating of his heart, the steady rhythm of his body pumping life through his veins. He was sleeping so deeply, so quickly, that she was tempted to…

No, she shouldn’t do that.

Breathing in the warm, peppery scent of his skin, she felt her body quiver involuntarily. It was as if the impulses that she was so practiced at controlling, that she had spent her entire life controlling, suddenly took over. She shivered as she transformed, naked but for the elastic collar which had stretched to fit her new form, her bare breasts pressed against his chest so that she could feel his heart beating against her own.

Kiki whimpered, terrified that Joseph would wake up and see her there. She hadn’t meant to do it, but the more time she spent with him, the stronger her feelings became, the harder it was for her to maintain her feline form.

She longed to kiss his parted lips, with his breath smelling like spearmint toothpaste, but she knew that she shouldn’t. He might not want her to, and it wouldn’t be fair to kiss him when he wasn’t awake to tell her one way or another.

She groaned and rolled away from him, even as every cell in her body screamed for her to wrap her limbs around him and hold on for dear life. The fingers of one hand went to the collar at her throat and the other slipped between her already trembling thighs.

The feel of the elastic digging into her skin sent erotically charged tingles through the rest of her body, as she remembered what he’d said about putting a collar on Kiki Cat’s “lady friend.”

Had he really meant that?

Her pussy was so wet she felt like was going to soak through the blankets as she began to stroke herself.

Oh god, if she wasn’t supposed to kiss him when he was asleep, surely she shouldn’t be lying next to him doing… that!

She had to get out of there. There was no way she’d be able to survive a night next to him without being able to touch him or herself. She needed fresh air. She needed to run.

Kiki remembered the bag of clothes and the bath robe she’d left out on the balcony. She slipped off the bed and crept to the sliding door, pushing it open just wide enough to slip outside, and then closing it until there was a gap big enough for her to slip back through in her feline form.

Joseph was going to sleep hard all night. Exhaustion and the pill he’d taken would take care of that. She would be back before he woke. Maybe by then, she’d have her impulses under control enough that it would be safe to be around him once more.

If not, she didn’t know what she’d do.

Fear of being discovered by agents of GenXTex warred with Kiki’s desire to reveal herself to Joseph. She didn’t want to endanger him, but he was the only one she could trust. And the longer she spent in the world outside the lab, the more she realized she didn’t have everything under control at all. She needed help, she needed an ally, she needed someone to help protect her from the monsters who’d kept her imprisoned for so long.

She needed Joseph.

Biting her lip, Kiki dressed by moonlight on the balcony. She wrapped her ears in the bandana and slipped the last of the money she’d borrowed into the pocket of her shorts. She scratched a little hole in the back of the shorts with a fingernail, which she kept as sharp as her claws, and fed her tail through the belt-loops. It wasn’t the most comfortable disguise, but in the end she figured it was passable.

“Here goes nothing,” she whispered to herself, remembering with a smile that those were the same words she’d told herself in the cab as she’d approached the airport. “Nothing at all…”

Then, she jumped over the railing into the bushes below.


Chapter 14
Hot Scoop


Joseph was dreaming of an amethyst-eyed girl with long, silky white hair when his phone blared in his ear. He groaned and reached for the annoying device, barely registering the name Hank Hogan on the screen. He pressed the answer button and mumbled a hello.

"Hey, buddy, where are you?" Hank's voice sounded cheerful and loud. "I tried calling you an hour ago, but you didn't pick up. I was starting to worry that you got lost over the Indian Ocean. You said you were going to message me when you landed, remember? You’re probably having too much fun without me, huh? Don’t worry, I’m not mad. Not too much anyway…”

Joseph rubbed his eyes and tried to remember what day it was. He had been working on his manuscript until late at night, after finally getting started on the book he’d been blocked on for weeks. He had taken a sleeping pill to help him relax, because his brain didn’t seem to want to stop, even when he was half-asleep and drooling at the keyboard. The pill seemed to have made him more groggy than rested. He glanced at the clock and saw that it was past seven in the morning.

"Sorry, Hank, I was asleep. And no, I'm not having fun. I'm working. You know that." He yawned and looked around the hotel room, feeling a pang of loneliness. He wished he had someone to share his exotic trip with, someone like the girl in his dream. But the only companion he had was Kiki Cat, who wasn’t in her usual spot on the pillow next to him.

He frowned and got up from the bed, feeling a draft from the sliding door to the balcony. He walked over and closed it. He must have opened it before falling asleep, he thought, maybe to get some fresh air. Hopefully the cat hadn’t noticed the open door. Joseph felt a stab of fear at the thought that she might have escaped.

"Kiki Cat?" He called out, hoping to hear her meow. “Here pretty kitty! Where are you hiding?”

There was no response. The panic surged in his chest as he started to search the room, looking under the bed, behind the curtains, in the closet. Nothing. No sign of his furry friend. Where could she be?

"Joseph, are you listening?" Hank asked, sounding impatient. "I have a big story for you, something that will blow your mind. It's about a research facility that I can't name—yet, you know how it is—anyway, they've lost a very important ‘living experiment.’ Doesn’t that sound ominous? Like there’s some franken monster roaming the streets. I’ve got an inside source drip feeding me the details as we speak, but I thought I would share with you. I know you’re struggling with this book, and I figured maybe some real-life inspiration would give your brain a jump start or something."

Joseph vaguely heard Hank's words, but he couldn't focus on them. He was too distracted by the missing cat. As much as he hated to admit it, he was starting to like having the fuzzy little creature around—despite his claims not to be a cat person—and a part of him actually felt like she was the reason his writer’s block had lifted. She and her mysterious owner… who was going to hate him when she finally turned up only to find he’d lost her damned pet.

"What kind of experiment?" he asked, hoping to buy some time while he continued his frantic search. He checked the bathroom, the mini-fridge (you never knew with cats), the drawers. Still nothing. He felt a cold sweat on his forehead and his heart pounding in his chest. Had someone taken her? Had she escaped? Had she fallen from the balcony?

"I’m not supposed to tell you, you know,” Hank said, barking a laugh. “Who am I kidding, though, right? Who are you going to tell? I’m your only friend besides that harpy you call an agent.”

“Cindi isn’t that bad,” Joseph muttered. They’d had this conversation so many times he could do it on autopilot. “She’s just… driven.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Hank scoffed. “Driven to make money off of you and your work. All right, I’ll tell you. You won't believe it, man. It's a cat. A genetically modified cat. They've been trying to create the perfect feline, with enhanced intelligence, agility, and senses. But something went wrong, and the cat escaped. They've been looking for it for days, but they can't find it. They're afraid of what it might do, or who might get their hands on it."

Hank paused, expecting Joseph to react with awe or curiosity. But Joseph was silent, his mind racing with a horrible possibility. “A cat?”

“Funny, right?” Hank said so loudly that Joseph had to hold the phone away from his ear. “I remembered you said you’d stolen someone’s cat at the airport, and when I got this lead, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to tell you. You didn’t run away to Bali because you’re secretly working for some corporate espionage agency, I hope. You aren’t the one who broke in and stole this very expensive pussy, are you?”

Hank laughed uproariously, obviously knowing that Joseph would never do anything of the sort. But Joseph had frozen. Could it be? Could Kiki Cat be the escaped lab experiment that Hank was talking about? It was so far-fetched that he could barely bring himself to consider it. Yet the way the woman had approached him in the airport, and then disappeared… It wasn’t as crazy as it sounded. He’d worried that he was helping her smuggle drugs into a foreign country. He’d never considered that he might be smuggling something else entirely.

"Joseph? Are you there?" Hank asked, sounding annoyed. "This is big, man. This could be your next bestseller. If you’re still stuck for ideas, I’m really digging the escaped lab experiment angle. Not a cat, obviously. That might be a bit too on the nose once my story breaks. But corporate espionage never goes out of style. Cornelius Fallowheart could knock this out of the park."

“Yeah, man,” Joseph said, swallowing against a lump in his throat. “That’s a really good idea.”

Hank paused, and when he spoke the excitement had faded from his voice. “You okay, Joe? Usually when I tell you a story idea you tell me to stuff it. You have never once told me I had a good idea. I’m the research man, not the ideas man, right? You write the books; I supply the credible details. I’m a peon to your creative genius.”

“I’m fine,” Joseph lied, wiping a hand across his forehead.

What was he going to do? If the mystery woman from the airport had stolen the cat from this research facility, he might be complicit in a major crime. And if she, whoever she worked for, or the scientists who owned the cat got wind of the fact that he’d lost her… He swallowed again.

“Look, uh, Hank?” he said, thinking he’d better get rid of his friend and figure out what the hell was going on. “I’ve gotta go. I, uh… I actually just had a breakthrough with this book last night. The setting, the characters, it’s all starting to gel. But the research facility angle might actually work.”

“Are you kidding, man? That’s great!” Hank’s enthusiasm returned in full force. “Well, don’t let me keep you. You’ve got a book to write! I’ll email you the heavily redacted version of the story as I get more information. You just let me know if you have any questions, okay?”

“Sounds good,” Joseph said, feeling numb. “Thanks.”

When he hung up the phone, Joseph could only stare at it in shock. He was supposed to be taking a vacation from the stress of his real life so that he could focus on this manuscript. He had not intended to become embroiled in a plot worthy of one of his thrillers.

“All right, calm down,” he chastised himself, deriving some comfort from the calm, steady sound of his own voice. “You’re jumping to conclusions. Correlation does not imply causation and all that… Let’s just try to find the cat and go from there.”

He threw the phone on his bed, got dressed in yesterday’s clothes, and began searching the hotel room once more. He checked under the bed, in the closet, behind the curtains, but there was no sign of the fluffy white cat. He felt a pang of worry in his chest as he wondered where she could be.

He moved to the bathroom, hoping that maybe she had found a cozy spot on the sink or in the bathtub. But again, he found nothing.

He went back to the living and work area of the suite and scanned the for any clues. The cat carrier he had brought with him was still empty. The food and water bowls that he had filled earlier were untouched in the kitchenette. The toys he had bought for her, lay unused upon the counter. The wicker couch, loveseat, and reading chair were all empty, too.

Gritting his teeth, he walked over to the sliding glass door that led to the balcony. He couldn’t remember opening it last night, but he often did things he didn’t remember shortly after taking a sleeping pill—especially if he was mentally and physically exhausted beforehand. But it had definitely been open a crack when he’d woken up. Had it been enough of a crack to let the little cat outside? It hadn’t seemed so, but now he was forced to consider that this was the only option.

He slid the door open and stepped outside.

The balcony was spacious and furnished with a table, two chairs, and a parasol. It overlooked the pool, the waterfall, and the lush greenery that surrounded them. Joseph could hear the soothing sound of water and the chirping of exotic birds. He could smell the flowers and the earth. He could feel the breeze and the sun on his skin. It was a stunning view and he wished he could appreciate the beauty of the scene, but all he could think of was Kiki Cat.

Searching the balcony again, Joseph noticed something that he hadn't seen before. A hotel bathrobe and a towel, draped over one of the chairs. They were mostly clean, except for some small leaves and twigs entwined in the fibers, as if whoever had worn it had been stumbling through the bushes below. Had it been left there by the previous guests? It was possible but didn’t seem very likely that this ‘very fine hotel’ would let something like that slip past housekeeping. Joseph remembered Citra’s accusation from the night before, about him having a girlfriend with him.

In light of Hank’s revelations about the research facility’s escaped experiment, suddenly Joseph wasn’t so certain that the housekeeper had mistaken the room number. He remembered the ‘Please Come Back Later’ tag hanging on the doorknob of his suite, which he hadn’t remembered putting there. Had someone been sneaking around his room, looking for evidence of the missing cat? If so, why hadn’t they found her?

Joseph’s heart began to beat harder. He’d seen someone who looked just like the mysterious woman from the airport that day, at the market near the hotel. Could it have been her in his room? Had she been checking up on her ill-gotten goods, but decided to leave the cat with him for some reason?

Maybe until the heat was off. Maybe she didn’t want to risk keeping the cat in her possession because the agents of the research facility were like something from a spy movie—shoot first and ask questions later.

Or one of his thriller books.

“This is ridiculous,” he said, staring down into the bushes below. “Your brain comes up with action packed adventures the way others write grocery lists. Except when you actually want it to. Kiki Cat is just a cat. There is no secret plot, no corporate espionage, no goons out to get you. Just a girl who needed help with her pet who you lost in the damned airport. You probably didn’t actually see her the other day. You probably wished you saw her because you don’t want to admit to yourself that she might be back in the states, crying over her missing fur baby.”

With that inspiring pep talk out in the open, Joseph sighed. It wasn’t likely he was going to get any writing done until he’d at least attempted to find the missing cat. She could be anywhere, hungry or hurt. He had to try.

Grabbing his wallet, his key card, and his phone, Joseph left the room and headed down to the front desk.


Chapter 15
Meet the Manager


Joseph groaned out loud when he came into he lobby and saw a stiff looking gentleman with white hair, pale, age-spotted skin, and the posture of a German general. This must be Mr. Vogler, the uptight manager Citra had warned him about. Joseph’s day had barely started but he couldn’t see how it could get any worse.

He approached the front desk with a smile that probably looked as forced as it felt. “Hello,” Joseph said. “I’m wondering if you could tell me which way to go to access the water-feature and garden I’ve seen from my balcony.”

“Certainly, sir,” the man said in crisp, lightly accented English. He did not return Joseph’s smile. “Do you have a towel?”

Joseph read the brass nametag pinned to his navy-blue suite jacket. Georges Vogler—Manager.

“Uh, no,” Joseph said. “I don’t plan on swimming, Mr. Vogler. I just wanted to—”

“You must swim,” the man said, still not smiling. “The water-feature, including pool and waterfall, is the pride and joy of Blossom Lux Boho Hotel. It was very, very expensive to build and entirely worth it.”

“I’ve, uh… I’ve heard,” Joseph said, thinking that Citra had used almost those exact same words. He wondered how many times Mr. Vogler recited them to his staff. “I promise to swim later. Right now, I just want to look.”

Mr. Vogler frowned as if Joseph’s refusal to swim was a personal affront to his place of business. He reached under the counter and produced a fluffy white towel, setting it upon the desk in front of Joseph. “In case you change your mind,” the manager said stiffly, almost threateningly. “Best to be prepared, sir.”

Joseph took the towel, thinking it best to avoid an argument. “Thank you,” he said. “And, which way do I go, Mr. Vogler?”

Mr. Vogler narrowed his eyes at Joseph as if seeing him for the first time. “You are that writer fellow, aren’t you, sir?” he said. “You look like a writer.”

With the way the man spat the words, Joseph was pretty sure he wasn’t being complimented. He stretched his already-thin smile a little tighter, thinking that Mr. Vogler looked exactly like he might expect a stuck-up hotel manager to look.

“That’s right,” Joseph said. “Joseph Owens, thriller author, at your service.”

“Do you always wear black, Mr. Owens?” the manager said, narrowing his eyes even further, until he was squinting at Joseph through miniscule slits. “I find it an unwholesome, common color. Far too stark. Show’s the dirt.”

The older man reached out to pluck a single white hair from Joseph’s t-shirt. He stared at it with his frown deepening. Joseph felt his heart beat faster. This guy was completely nuts. Why did he feel like he was being grilled by a special investigator for some heinous crime? Mr. Vogler held the hair up to the light and peered at it.

“Looks like you found one of my gray hairs,” Joseph joked weakly. “Every book I write I find more of them.”

“I prefer navy-blue myself,” said Mr. Vogler, ignoring the pitiful excuse with an increasingly suspicious look on his age-spotted face. “There’s a richness to it that black lacks. And it is much more forgiving of poor decisions. When I was a boy, in Luxembourg, our school uniforms were always navy-blue. I like to think it has shaped me into the man I am today, my appreciation for class and sophistication—”

“And hiding dirt,” Joseph said, lifting the towel and bowing his head. “Good day, Mr. Vogler. You have a lovely establishment here. I’ll see myself to the pool area, I guess. Don’t trouble yourself.”

Mr. Vogler set the hair down upon a piece of paper, oh-so-carefully, as if he wished to inspect it further at a later time. “It is never any trouble to aid an esteemed guest in making the most of their stay,” the manager said, his thin, wrinkled lips trembling. He fixed Joseph with a watery-eyed gaze that attempted to peel back the layers of him to peer beneath his skin—seemingly certain of Joseph’s guilt, though uncertain what that guilt might be. Mr. Vogler clapped suddenly, startling Joseph and causing his heart to jump. A pretty, middle-aged woman appeared from a back office as if she’d been summoned from thin air.

“Yes, Mr. Vogler, sir?” she asked, her soft Balinese accent much gentler than his crisp European one. She was dressed in a skirt and blazer with the BLB logo emblazoned on the front pocket, and stood as straight as an arrow. “How may I help?”

“Take our guest, Mr. Owens, to see our most esteemed water feature,” Mr. Vogler said, still refusing to smile at Joseph. “Give him the full tour. Make sure he understands exactly why it is so important that we uphold the standards that we do, here at Blossom Lux Boho.”

The woman nodded to her manager, then turned to Joseph with a warm smile. “Follow me, Mr. Owens,” she said. “The garden is perfectly lovely at this time of day.”

Joseph backed away from the counter, not wanting to turn his back to the unsettling Mr. Vogler. He felt certain that the moment Joseph was occupied, the hotel manager would sneak off to snoop around his room, looking for evidence of his crime against the hotel. Joseph fought the urge to run back to his room, reminding himself that even if Mr. Vogler did search his room, there was no cat there. Having a cat carrier without a cat could hardly be a violation of the hotel’s no-pets rule, after all. For the first time, he felt relief that Kiki Cat had absconded even if it was a temporary state.

“Mr. Owens?” the woman said, still smiling. “This way, please.”

Joseph followed her, glancing over his shoulder once or twice to see if Mr. Vogler was still at the front desk. Each time he looked, the man in the navy-blue suit was staring after him like he had been convicted of murdering the man’s family, two little red blotches forming on his thin, wrinkled cheeks.

“Your manager is an intense man,” Joseph said to his guide. “Is he always that high-strung?”

She tittered a laugh, not turning back herself, as if she already knew what she would see. “Mr. Vogler is a very accomplished businessman,” she said. “But he is not the most personable man on staff. I should not say so, Mr. Owens, but I think you will understand. We usually try to keep him away from the front desk as much as possible. Our guests often find him a bit… frightening.”

Joseph laughed. “You don’t say?”

The woman led Joseph through the hotel lobby and into a maze of lavish corridors. As crazy as Mr. Vogler was, Joseph felt he had every right to be proud of his establishment. The hotel was an eclectic mix of styles and influences, blending traditional Balinese architecture with modern amenities and artistic touches. Joseph admired the carved wood panels, the colorful paintings, the ornate lamps, and the plush carpets that adorned the walls and floors. He felt like he was walking through a museum, or a palace, or both.

They passed by a lounge area with a full-service bar. Joseph caught glimpses of elegant diners, lively drinkers—even though it was early in the morning—and relaxed guests enjoying the hotel's services. He heard music and laughter and clinking glasses. He smelled spices and flowers and perfume. He wondered if Kiki Cat would be lured by any of these attractions. Hopefully not, with Mr. Vogler hovering around like a hawk.

The woman—Lana, according to her name tag—stopped at a pair of glass doors that opened to the outside. She smiled and gestured for Joseph to follow her. "This is our pool and garden area," she said, with a smooth and practiced delivery. He found himself wishing that it was Citra giving him the tour with her more direct, sharply accented style. Lana continued, "It is one of our most popular features. You can swim, relax, sunbathe, or just enjoy the beauty of nature. Come, I will show you around."

Joseph stepped through the doors and into a tropical paradise. Warm sunshine caressed his skin, a gentle breeze ruffled his hair. He inhaled fresh air into his lungs, which helped to calm his nerves somewhat. The lush landscape of greenery and flowers, palm trees and ferns, orchids and hibiscus exploded around him like an oil painting in rich streaks of saturated color. Water trickled and birds sang, sounding like a meditation soundtrack his mother liked to play when she was at home. All around him the scent of earth and the plants filled the air, wet and sweet, reminding him that he was halfway around the world from his normal life.

The woman pointed to a large water feature that dominated the center of the garden. It was a natural pool, fed by a waterfall that cascaded from a rocky cliff. The water was clear and blue, reflecting the sky and the clouds. The pool was surrounded by local stones, some flat and smooth, some jagged and rough. Some of the stones had been arranged into benches and tables, where guests could sit and enjoy the view.

“It’s certainly very beautiful,” Joseph said, his gaze darting around as he furtively looked for any sign of the missing white cat.

"Isn't it?" Lana smiled broadly. “Our pool is not only for swimming, but also for admiring. It is a work of art, and a tribute to our culture. We have used only natural materials, and we have followed the principles of harmony and balance."

“Thank you, Lana,” Joseph said. “I’d like to walk around for a while, by myself if that’s all right.”

Lana’s smile didn’t flicker, and she nodded to him. “Of course, Mr. Owens. I’ll leave you to your exploration. Please let us know if you need anything.”

Joseph felt a surge of relief as she walked away, finally leaving him to continue his search for the missing cat. There were a couple of people sitting by the poolside, but no one was swimming yet. It seemed most of the hotel’s guests weren’t morning people.

Not that Joseph could blame them. If Hank hadn’t called him with that disturbing news about the missing cat, Joseph would probably have slept until noon. He always did his best writing at night, but without the sleeping pills he would wake with the sun, and that particular work/sleep cycle had threatened to be his undoing more than once. He still felt the effects of the pill now, however, making him feel dull and stupid despite the beauty of his surroundings and the urgency of his situation.

“Kiki Cat,” he whispered in a singsong voice, slowly walking along the stone footpaths that lead around the garden. “Here kitty, kitty… Where are you?”

There was no answer, of course. Even if she had heard him, Joseph had not illusions that the cat would come running into his arms. Sure, she seemed more intelligent than most cats he’d met, as if she understood what he was saying. But she was still a cat, which meant she followed nobody’s rules but her own.

But as he wandered the paths around the pool, Joseph found a spot in the bushes that looked as if it had been disturbed by something much bigger than a cat. He remembered the leaves and twigs stuck in the fibers of the hotel bathrobe and frowned. When he’d thought he’d seen the woman from the airport, hadn’t she been wearing a fluffy white robe? The mystery surrounding the missing cat was growing deeper every second. How had he gotten tangled up in all of this? He was supposed to be writing his career-defining novel right now!

Glancing over his shoulder to make sure Mr. Vogler or one of his staff weren’t around to catch him, Joseph pushed his way into the bushes and followed a hollowed out path that lead from the hotel’s private pool area and into a busy side street just behind the market where he’d seen the white-haired girl.

Joseph brushed the leaves from his shoulders and twigs from his hair, and turned toward the bustling hub of commerce. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that the woman was here in Canggu. Possibly following him. Possibly even breaking into his hotel room to… check on her cat?

It didn’t make a lot of sense, but it was the only way he could piece together the increasingly bizarre pieces of this puzzle.

Taking a deep breath, Joseph began walking toward the market. If she was here, he would find her. But he couldn’t let her know that the cat was missing. If the cat was as important as he suspected it was, the consequences for losing it might be dire.

He was a thriller writer, after all. Dire consequences were something he could very easily imagine, and certainly did not want to experience first hand.

Cornelius Fallowheart might be able to hold out under torture, but Joseph wasn’t convinced that he could.

Catching a whiff of freshly brewed coffee on the wind, Joseph decided that his first stop would be one of the market-side cafes.

He needed something to clear his mind if he was going to get to the bottom of this mystery.


Chapter 16
Beachfront Brews


Kiki had spent the last of the rupiah she’d exchanged for the “borrowed” twenty-dollar bill on something called a Bali Kopi Luwak Latte. According to the barista’s description, the indulgent creation was made with the rare and prized Kopi Luwak coffee, known for its unique processing and rich flavor profile. Kiki had nodded as the man had explained to her how the coffee would be expertly brewed and then blended with a creamy coconut milk, embodying the tropical essence of Bali. Then he gave her the option—to add complexity, he said—of adding a hint of local Balinese cacao, which could be swirled into the mix, along with a touch of cinnamon and nutmeg for warmth and spice.

Kiki thought the drink sounded plenty complex enough as it was, and she was beginning to worry that her meager funds wouldn’t be enough to buy such a luxurious beverage. She had never had coffee before, but of course she had heard of it. Characters on television were always drinking it, and the commercials made the drink look like mana from the heavens.

When she’d smelled the enticing aroma coming from Beachfront Brews, she hadn’t been able to help herself. She walked in and asked the man behind the counter for whatever it was that was making such a wonderful smell.

Now she sat at a little table that overlooked a break in the huts and tents of the market, giving a perfect view of the white sand beach and sparkling blue waters of the ocean. She had her fingers wrapped around the cup of coffee, which at that moment felt like the most precious thing a person could ever own. The barista had even drawn a beautiful, intricate flower in the foam on top of the drink.

It actually made Kiki want to cry, because she wanted to drink the coffee so much, but she couldn’t stand the idea of ruining the flower. So, for now, she simply held the cup, felt the warmth against her palms, inhaled the rich, tropical scent of its steam, and stared out at the water. She couldn’t believe that she was out in the world, that she was finally free of the confines of her cell at GenXTex.

Kiki wasn’t certain of the lengths the scientists would go to in order to find her again. Maybe they would just give up? It wasn’t as if they could tell the press about her escape without admitting to the illegal and clearly unethical experiments they had conducted on her. If only there was a way she could be certain they would never find her. Maybe then she would feel safe enough to tell Joseph the truth.

For now, the less he knew about her the better.

But she couldn’t expect him to just keep holding the pet of a woman who had disappeared on him, either. So, she would have to find some way to get herself back from him.

Kiki snickered at that. It was so ridiculous.

First, she’d had to find a way to trick Joseph into carrying her onto the plane—and she was still amazed that it had worked that well, since she’d neglected to factor the problems of the security check into her plan. Fortunately, Joseph had brought her through with him rather than abandoning her.

And now, she was going to have to find a way to trick him into giving the cat version of herself back to the human version of herself without him noticing that Kiki and the cat couldn’t be in the same place at the same time.

It was like something from a movie.

Or maybe one of Joseph’s books, though she doubted that his stories were ever so unbelievably silly.

Thinking of Joseph’s books brought back the painful memory of his conversation with Citra the night before. Kiki’s gaze fell to her cup, where she watched the foam flower disintegrate into the latte. She bit her lip and brought the cup to her mouth. Nothing beautiful lasts forever, she thought. It’s the temporary nature of things that makes them special.

Was her connection to Joseph like that? Beautiful but fleeting? Not meant to be?

Kiki sipped the coffee slowly, savoring it’s flavor, wanting to remember the experience for the rest of her life.

At first, it was wonderful, warm, sweet, richly complex—just as the man had said it would be. Then it was… harsh and bitter.

Kiki spat the mouthful of coffee back into her cup and pushed it away in disgust. How could something that smelled so good taste so awful? Yuck! Yet another thing television had lied to her about. Was it truthful about anything? She was beginning to have her doubts.

Kiki felt a pang of remorse for the wasted rupiah, and stood from the table thinking she might be better off going down to the beach. Maybe she’d be able to catch a fish or a crab? That would be more to her tastes.

But before she stepped away from Beachside Brews sidewalk patio, she was arrested by another warm, familiar scent. It was peppery and comforting, and immediately turned all her senses on high alert.

Joseph was here.

Joseph should still have been sleeping for hours yet. Why was he here?

Her eyes darted around the crowd as she tried to find him. Had he noticed her absence? Was he looking for her now?

Maybe this was her chance to speak with him in her human form, to come up with some excuse for her disappearance, to come up with a plan for how to get Kiki Cat back in her possession…

Better yet, maybe this was her chance to remind Joseph of the way he’d looked at her in the airport. This was her chance to make him forget Citra—no matter how pretty and flirtatious the hotel receptionist was—had ever existed.

Yes, she would do it. Now was the time! Her disguise had convinced everyone she’d met so far. The only looks she’d gotten from other people in the market were the interested glances of men who seemed to like the little white bikini top and the too-small shorts. Nobody even mentioned the furry “belt” she had around her waist.

Kiki dashed out of the café, looking up and down the busy street, hoping to see Joseph.

Kiki scanned the faces of the pedestrians, looking for any sign of Joseph's black hair or bright blue eyes. She sniffed the air, trying to catch his scent among the mingled aromas of spices, flowers, and exhaust fumes. She pushed her way through the crowd, ignoring the annoyed exclamations and curious stares of the locals and tourists. She felt a surge of adrenaline as she followed the trail of his delicious, peppery smell, which grew stronger as she turned a corner.

She saw him then, sitting at a small table outside a different café, with a menu in his hand. He looked relaxed and casual, wearing his signature black t-shirt and black slacks, pushing his glasses up on his nose. He smiled as he waved over a waitress, who came over to take his order. Kiki felt a pang of jealousy as she noticed how the woman’s dark eyes lingered on Joseph's handsome face. She wondered if Joseph had flirted with her, too, or if he was saving his charm for Citra.

Kiki crossed the street, dodging a motorbike and a bicycle. She reached the sidewalk and walked towards the café, trying to act casual and confident. She hoped that Joseph would notice her and try to flag her down as he had the day before. She wanted to see the desire in his eyes, the same desire that she had seen at the airport. She wanted to make him forget everything else and focus only on her.

She didn’t want the moment they had shared, that powerful spark of attraction, to be like the flower in her latte—a beautiful, fleeting distraction from the dark, bitter reality of her lonely existence. Without him she could hardly imagine her life being anything else. Despite her freedom from the lab, she was still lost and alone without a friend in the world.

Kiki approached his table, her heart hammering in her chest. “Joseph?”

He glanced up from his cup and his eyes widened. She scented something different now that she was closer to him. Was it fear? Anxiety? He put his hands on the table and his bright blue eyes flashed behind the thick black glasses as if he were looking for an escape. But there was nowhere to run. And why would he want to?

“How do you know my name?” he asked, finally, suspicion tinging his tone.

Kiki felt a rush of panic. Of course, they had never introduced themselves by name at the airport. They’d just stared into one another’s eyes. She cleared her throat and stepped closer. “You must have told me,” she said. “Otherwise, how would I know it?”

He swallowed, picking up his coffee as carefully as if it were a ticking time bomb. “That’s a good question.”

“Your name is Joseph, isn’t it?” she prompted. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Have you?” He lifted his eyebrows and pinned her with a disbelieving look. “I have been looking for you. But I think you’ve been avoiding me. What’s your name, mystery girl?”

“Kiki,” she said, pulling out the chair across from him. She bit her lip. “May I sit down?”

Joseph laughed, but the happiness she’d expected to see in his eyes was replaced with something else. Something she didn’t like. Distrust. “I’ve been calling your cat Kiki.”

Kiki smiled, hoping that might fix whatever was wrong. “I’m sure she doesn’t mind.”

Joseph’s gaze traveled up and down the length of her body, and Kiki saw a hint of something behind his look that seemed to want to fight its way past the doubt and suspicion that clouded his eyes. His blue eyes froze as he stared up at her, fixated not on her bare midriff or her tiny bikini top, but on her throat.

Kiki swallowed. The collar. She was still wearing the collar.

“Sit, please,” Joseph said suddenly, startling them both. He shook his head as if he were coming back to his senses. “I… I think we need to talk.”

Kiki sat, perching on the edge of her seat in case she was going to have to run. She hoped Joseph wouldn’t notice the fact that her fluffy belt was bristling with nerves. This wasn’t going anything like she’d expected it would. What was wrong with him? Why wasn’t he happier to see her?

Maybe she’d misread his expression in the airport. Maybe it had only been her who had felt the earth-shattering power of their connection. She felt her cheeks burning with embarrassment and confusion.

“What do we need to talk about?” she asked in a small voice.

Joseph laughed, a harsh bark of a sound. “Your cat, Kiki. You can’t just… give a stranger you pet, expect them to take it half way across the world, and then just… not come back for it. Is it even your cat?”

The words seemed to jump from Joseph’s mouth unbidden, and Kiki caught another shift in his scent. What was it? What was bothering him? She wished she could ask.

“Of course, she’s my cat,” Kiki said, biting her lip again. She felt tears begin to well in her eyes and she cursed the flood of human emotions that coursed through her now that she was finally talking to him. “I just... I’m sorry, but I’m in some trouble and when I saw you in the airport you seemed like someone I could trust—”

“You’d never met me,” Joseph said, shaking his head in disbelief. “You never even asked my name. I would have remembered, trust me.”

“I have good instincts about these things,” she said, fighting back the tears that threatened to fall. “I’m sorry I’ve been such an inconvenience. If you want me to take her back I will.”

Joseph’s expression softened, though she noticed that his earlier nervousness hadn’t gone away. “It’s not as if I don’t like her,” he said, and for a moment he looked surprised at himself. Then the look vanished, and he said, “I just worried you weren’t coming back. Where are you staying?”

Kiki froze. She didn’t have a lie prepared and she couldn’t tell him the truth. This time the tears did spill down her cheeks. “I don’t have anywhere to stay. I don’t have any money.”

“Hey, don’t cry,” he said, suddenly alarmed. “Please don’t cry. I’m sorry I was harsh earlier but I’ve been… well, never mind. Maybe you should tell me about this trouble you’re having.”

Kiki shook her head, trying to wipe her tears away. “I can’t. I don’t want you to get in trouble too.”

Joseph sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest, staring at her with those piercing blue eyes through the dark frames of his glasses. He watched her for a while, as if he were studying her. Kiki squirmed beneath his gaze, wanting to put her hand up to cover the collar around her neck but not wanting to draw attention to it either.

He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table, resting his chin on his fist. “You know, I’m a writer,” he said. “And I usually have pretty good instincts about people too.”

Kiki nodded, not knowing what to say. He was so close to her, and his scent was so strong that it reminded her of the night before when she’d lain naked beside him, wishing he were awake to hold her. She wanted to kiss him like she’d seen people do on television. A wild, passionate kiss that had everyone around them clapping and cheering. She took a deep, shuddering breath, and sighed. “And?”

“And I’d like to help you,” he said. “Whatever kind of trouble you’re in. I just want you to answer one question for me.”

Kiki’s heart was beating so hard she could hardly hear his words. He would help her? He didn’t know what he was promising, but the fact that he was offering made her chest nearly explode with joy. She leaned forward, too, breathing in his warm, peppery scent and imagining that he might ask her to kiss him. Hoping he would.

“What?” she asked.

He tilted his head to the side, watching her face very carefully. “Where did you get that necklace?”

Kiki leaned in, closing the distance between them, and pressed her lips to his. She felt the connection like fireworks going off in her brain, so loud it made it hard to think. It was happening, it was really happening!

Why wasn’t anyone clapping? She felt like jumping on the chair and cheering for herself!

Then, an intrusive thought ruined the moment. She pulled back, so embarrassed she thought she was going to cry again.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quivering. “I thought—Oh my goodness… I… What did you say?”


Chapter 17
On Second Thought


Joseph hadn’t been expecting the kiss.

He hadn’t been expecting any of this, but especially not the kiss.

The girl’s lips were soft and warm and tasted of coconut and cinnamon. She parted her lips slightly, as if inviting his tongue inside her mouth. Every other thought in his head fled the moment their lips made contact. He forgot about his suspicions that the cat he’d been asked to watch over might be stolen, he forgot about the necklace that looked so much like the collar he’d bought for Kiki Cat, he forgot about the fact that Kiki Cat was not even the cats name and that whatever her name was she had run away.

He even forgot about the book he was supposed to be writing that all this kooky feline espionage had distracted him from.

And he didn’t care.

Joseph’s entire world melted into the warmth of the girl’s mouth, his heart throbbing, the blood pulsing through his body in a tingling wave of pleasure. He wanted that moment to go on forever.

But then Kiki pulled away as if she’d been bitten. He was too stunned to do anything but stare. Had he done something wrong? Disappointment welled up inside him as he struggled to think of what might have happened.

“What did you say?” she asked. And Joseph got the feeling that she’d asked it once before already. His mind churned to come up with the memory. What had he said that had upset her so much?

His gaze dipped to her slender neck and the purple necklace with the heart pendant she was wearing. That was right. He’d wanted to know about the necklace. The moment he’d seen it, he’d known Kiki must be trying to tell him… something. Was it a code? Was she trying to tell him that she had the cat, that his fluffy white companion was safe and sound and he no longer had to worry?

That hardly seemed important anymore. “Never mind,” he said, and leaned toward her again, wanting to continue the dreamlike moment of passion she’d started.

Kiki moaned and immediately kissed him back, slipping her tongue past his lips as if she wanted to eat him alive. Her teeth pinched his bottom lip hungrily and Joseph lost himself in her once again. He’d dreamed of this ever since laying eyes on her in the airport, hadn’t he? And much more than this.

Blood surged to his lower half as images of the scene he’d been writing the night before surfaced in his mind. Kiki’s slender shoulders, her bare chest—her breasts were bigger than he’d thought, spilling out of the miniscule bikini top. He longed to slip his fingers under its band to stroke her hardening nipples.

But they were on a café patio, not in his hotel room. So he slipped his hand along her neck, tangling his fingers in her silky white hair.

She whimpered with such desperate desire Joseph almost lost his mind. He clung harder to her hair, his hand moving up the side of her head as he pulled her closer.

There was something in her hair, he realized, a lump of—

Kiki’s hand caught his wrist, squeezing with surprising strength. He felt her fingernails prickle his skin, sending a jolt of surprising excitement through him. “Please, don’t,” she whispered. “I—”

“Sorry.” Joseph immediately pulled back, the excitement fading as he realized she hadn’t just been getting really into the kiss. He felt his cheeks burn with shame. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, or…”

He wasn’t sure what he’d done, but the beautiful woman now had a pale, frightened look on her face, and he wished there was something he could do to turn back time.

“You didn’t hurt me,” she said, shaking her head. But she pushed her chair back. “It’s just… dangerous. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be seen with you. I don’t want you to get in trouble too.”

“Kiki, wait,” he said, standing with her as she stumbled backwards. “I have to see you again. I don’t understand what’s going on.”

Kiki smiled sadly at him, fixing the strap of her bikini top, which had slipped down over her shoulder. Behind her, a couple of surfers were checking her out and casting jealous looks at Joseph. He wanted to throw his coffee in their faces. But he resisted the urge and turned back to her.

“I can trust you, can’t I, Joseph?” she whispered, still backing away.

“Of course, you can trust me,” he said. “For godssake, Kiki. You’re asking that now? I still have your damned cat!”

Joseph felt a sudden rush of guilt as he remembered that he didn’t have her cat. The fully white feline had disappeared while he slept. But Kiki didn’t seem to doubt him for a second, which made him feel even worse.

“I have to go now, Joseph,” she said. “But I’ll see you again soon. I promise.”

Joseph stepped around the table to reach for her hand, but she was too fast. With an agile hop that was as effortless for her as it was stunning to him, the white-haired girl leaped over the decorative fence around the café’s sidewalk patio, putting a barrier between them.

“How will I find you again?” he asked, hearing the desperation in his voice and not caring.

“Don’t worry,” she said, smiling up at him. “You won’t have to. I’ll find you.”

And before he could say another word, she’d disappeared, vanishing into the crowd of the market as if she were a ghost.

Joseph cursed under his breath and ran his hands through his hair. What the hell was going on? It was like he was trapped in one of his own stories. The beguiling beauty with a secret, the mysteries of an unknown city, threats of danger and hints of unspeakable crimes. It was ridiculous.

It was… inspiring.

As much as Joseph wanted to run after Kiki, he had a fresh urge to go back to the hotel room and write. He’d looked everywhere he could think of for the little white cat. There wasn’t much else he could do besides calling the local animal control service and reporting the missing animal, giving his contact information in case she was found and returned.

Sighing, Joseph pulled his phone from his pocket and searched for Canggu animal control. He was surprised to find a number of rescue organizations dedicated to helping sick, wounded, or stray animals on the streets of the Balinese village and he quickly called each one. None reported having a white cat with purple eyes, but they all agreed to call him if she turned up, particularly after he offered a large donation in exchange for her safe return.

Then, not even bothering to finish the coffee he had so craved, Joseph ran back to the hotel as fast as the milling crowds would allow.

He no longer cared if Kiki was embroiled in some illegal activity. The spark he’d felt, seeing her in the airport, had kindled something inside him that he’d forgotten about. It wasn’t lust. It wasn’t just his sex drive taking the wheel.

Although that was certainly a part of her appeal, there was something else there. A vulnerability that awakened a primal urge within him to protect her at any cost.

Whatever kind of trouble Kiki was in, Joseph would help her no matter what. The idea of her being hurt and alone tore him apart, and he was shocked by how powerfully he felt about the matter. This need to help and protect her had been why he hadn’t been able to walk away in the airport.

When she’d disappeared, leaving him wondering if she was even real, it had been easier to believe he’d been wrong. That the feelings he’d felt hadn’t been real, or he’d mistaken them. He’d been able to convince himself that it was possible she had used him, deceived him for some nefarious purpose, and he’d felt hurt and chastened by that possibility.

But seeing her again and feeling all those same emotions, and more only cemented his resolve. Hearing the moan of her desire as he’d kissed her…

No, his feelings were real and she felt the same way. Which meant he had no choice but to rescue her from whatever trouble she was in.

It was strange. He no longer cared about his manuscript at all. He even considered abandoning the contract, cashing out his investments, and offering to take her somewhere safe for as long as it took. He wouldn’t have even batted an eye if she’d asked for that.

But now that the pressure he’d been feeling over the Adrenaline contract had lifted, Joseph’s mind was spiraling wildly with new ideas for his story. Hank’s big scoop, the bustling village of Canggu, the Balinese bride… it was as if the story was writing itself.

Having done everything he could to find the cat, Joseph realized the best use of his time would be to take advantage of the inspiration.

He rushed past the front desk at Blossom Lux Boho Hotel, shouting a terse greeting to Lana, the woman who’d given him a tour of the garden and pool area. When she saw him she smiled, waved, then turned around to pick up the phone.

Forgoing the elevator, he ran up the stairs to the second floor, and rushed along the corridor toward his room.

He turned the corner into the wing of the hotel that overlooked the pool area and nearly collided with a stiff-framed older gentleman in a navy-blue suit.

“Mr. Owens,” said Mr. Vogler, curling his lip with barely concealed disdain. “We do not condone running in the hallways at Blossom Lux Boho. This is a luxury hotel, not an amusement park.”

Joseph recovered quickly, sidestepping to get out of the manager’s way. “My apologies,” he said. “I was in a hurry.”

Mr. Vogler eyed him suspiciously. “Is that so? Do you have something in your room that needs attending to?”

“Yes,” Joseph replied curtly. “My book.”

“Surely it is not going anywhere,” Mr. Vogler said, sniffing. He tilted his head back as if to look down his nose at Joseph, though it couldn’t have been easy for the man who wasn’t half as tall as he thought he was. “I’ll not have guests who break rules, Mr. Owens. Not even ‘best-selling thriller writers.’”

He said it like he didn’t believe Joseph Owens was any such thing. Joseph sighed, tamping down the frustration that threatened to boil over. He said, “Can’t let a good idea go to waste.”

The manger said nothing, continuing to stare. Joseph shook his head and backed away, heading for his room.

“Good chat, Mr. Vogler,” he said. “But I’ve gotta go.”

When Joseph swiped the key to his room and opened the door, he turned to glance after the old man.

Mr. Vogler still stood at the end of the hallway, watching him with that suspicious, narrowed gaze. Joseph lifted his hand to wave, making the manager frown.

“What the hell is with that guy?” he muttered as he slipped into the room, locking the door behind him.

As he moved toward his computer, two things caught Joseph’s attention immediately.

One, someone had been in to clean while he was out. He felt a chill run down his back. He’d requested no housekeeping. Had Mr. Vogler sent someone to snoop?

Joseph sincerely hoped not.

Because the second thing he’d noticed was the fluffy white face of a little cat on the balcony, staring in through the window with a forlorn expression in her amethyst eyes.


Chapter 18
Peons and Epiphanies


Joseph hurried over to the sliding glass door and opened it for the little cat. “There you are, kitty,” he said. “Where have you been? You scared me half to death!”

The cat mewed and wove between his legs, purring loudly. Joseph bent to scoop her into his arms, not caring at the moment if she left white hairs all over his black t-shirt. He lifted her to his face and snuggled into the silken fur, making her purr even louder.

“No more adventures outside the hotel room,” he scolded her. “What would Kiki say if I lost you?”

Joseph felt a fresh wave of guilt as he remembered his accidental white lie at the coffee shop. He set the cat down on the freshly made bed. “You’re probably hungry, aren’t you?”

He went to the kitchenette and pulled out another can of tuna, scooping it into her jeweled dish. The moment the cat heard the can open, she jumped off the bed, ran across the room, and leaped onto the counter with effortless grace.

“You know, you’re a lot like your mysterious owner?” Joseph said, scratching the cat’s ears as she ate and thinking of the way Kiki had leaped over the fence at the café as if it were nothing. “And after all that, I still don’t know your name. She did say you wouldn’t mind if I called you Kiki Cat, though, so I guess we’ll stick with that.”

Joseph continued to pet her as she finished her meal and lapped up some water to wash it down. He was so relieved that the cat had returned safely that he felt an urge to be close to her, to prevent her from running away ever again.

“Are you a fugitive, Kiki Cat?” he whispered.

The cat froze as if startled by something, her amethyst eyes darting up at him as if checking to make sure he was okay.

Joseph chuckled, thinking how funny it was that she always seemed to understand him.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t tell a soul. Promise me you’ll never run away again, and I promise I’ll always take care of you. Deal?”

The rumble that came from the little cat was so loud it startled him, and he laughed out loud. “I’ll take that as a yes. Now, this book isn’t going to write itself. And if I want to have my full attention on criminal kitties, I need to get to work.”

Joseph picked the cat up again and took her with him to the computer desk. He sat in the chair and settled the cat in his lap like she had been before he’d started writing the scene with Kiki… He had to put a lid on all the feelings that came rushing at him with that thought, not least the memory of the petite, white-haired beauty in the tiny bikini top and tinier shorts. She’d been wearing a strange fluffy belt, as well. As outfits went, it was a little strange and more than a little sexy. Then there was the kiss…

He’d be dreaming of that kiss for the rest of his life. Joseph didn’t think he’d ever had a first kiss be so electrifying.

But he absolutely did not need to be thinking about it right now.

To clear his mind, Joseph sent a quick email to Hank reminding him to keep Joseph updated on the research facility scoop. Then, he sent another quick message to his mother, wherever she was. She usually stopped in somewhere with an internet connection once every week or so. She’d see it eventually, and Joseph didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity to tell her that for once, he’d taken her advice and done something spontaneous.

He didn’t mention that it was a working vacation, but he made sure to describe the beauty of Canggu in as vivid detail as possible, because he knew that was what she would appreciate most.

With that out of the way, and Kiki Cat purring contentedly in his lap, Joseph began to write.

Like the night before, the words flew from his fingers. The story seeming to write itself faster than he could type. Soon, Joseph was lost in an almost trance-like state, feeling Cornelius Fallowheart’s tale weave itself as if by magic before his very eyes.

He didn’t stop until hours later, when a sudden and urgent need to pee finally broke him out of the creative zone. He apologized to Kiki Cat as he picked her up and moved her to the love seat, placing her atop the brightly colored cushion she’d slept on the day before.

When he’d finished in the bathroom, Joseph decided his brain probably needed fuel too, though he didn’t feel hungry.

He often didn’t feel hungry when he was writing, as if the urge to get the story out took over almost every other need. Millie, his mother, often complained that she would come back from her trips to find his father, Jeremy, had lost weight because the elder Owens also had a habit of becoming so caught up in his work that he lost track of everything else.

Joseph winced at the thought of his father, remembering how badly his need to prove himself to Jeremy Owens had affected his ability to write. He hoped he hadn’t just thrown a wrench in the cogs now that he was finally moving again. But as he fixed himself a sandwich in the kitchenette, Joseph realized that thinking of his father didn’t bring up any uncomfortable emotions for him.

He had bigger things on his mind than his father’s approval.

He was an adult, for godssake. He wasn’t living for his father, he was living for himself. This was his career. He loved being a writer. Why did he care if his stuck-up, workaholic father thought he was a failure? It wasn’t as if he wanted to be like Jeremy Owens anyway.

Joseph almost laughed as the revelation hit him.

He didn’t want to be anything like his father.

Jeremy Owens lived to work, to the point that he rarely had time for his wife or his only child. Millie took his attitude in stride, as she did everything in life. Being the free-spirit that she was, she simply took the opportunity to do her own thing while Jeremy pursued his dreams.

But Joseph didn’t want a life like that.

He enjoyed writing, of course. He loved to tell stories. And he was proud of the reputation he’d built in the publishing industry. Being a best-selling thriller writer was a nice feather in his cap, but it wasn’t all that he wanted.

That morning, with Kiki, Joseph realized for the first time in his adult life that his career was not the most important thing to him. He wanted someone to share his life with. All the money he’d earned over the years, his tidy downtown apartment, private parking for the latest luxury model car… it didn’t make him happy.

That was part of the reason he’d signed the contract with Adrenaline Media in the first place. He’d thought he was bored. He’d thought he needed the next big step in his career.

But meeting Kiki had changed all of that.

The next big step in his career would only take him to the next rung of an endless ladder, where happiness is just a few steps away. He could waste his entire life climbing that ladder, searching for the top, searching for a milestone that didn’t exist.

Even if it wasn’t her—though he urgently hoped it would be—Kiki had awakened a different desire in Joseph. The desire for companionship, for a partner in life, for someone to share his successes and failures with, for someone who cared about him for who he was rather than who he might become.

All his life he’d been chasing a mirage, a false promise of happiness that always seemed to elude him. He wanted something more meaningful, more authentic, more fulfilling. He wanted to love and be loved, to give and receive, to share and grow.

He almost didn’t dare hope for what he really wanted, though he’d gotten a glimpse of it the moment he’d seen Kiki in the airport. The pang he’d felt in his heart in that moment had been unnerving and exciting and unfamiliar—similar to feelings he’d had before, yet deeper and more intense on every level. It seemed crazy to even think it, but it had felt like love at first sight.

He wanted Kiki. Forever.

How was it possible to feel this way for a woman he’d barely exchanged a few sentences with? Whose name he had only learned that day. Whom he had kissed as if it was the most natural, perfect, unavoidable thing in the world… and then felt his world explode.

It was a frightening thing, yet freeing in a way he could never have expected to feel. His feelings for Kiki had freed him from the pressure he’d been putting on himself in his career and with his father. Just knowing that someone like her existed in the world had broken him out of a cage that he hadn’t even realized he’d built around himself.

Joseph finished his sandwich, shaking his head in awe at how quickly everything in his life had changed.

His laptop gave a ding, letting him know he’d received an email. Joseph washed his hands and returned to his computer, ready to get back to work. He didn’t want to let this rush of productivity fly by without making the most of it.

Still, he took long enough to check his messages. There was one from Hank, labeled URGENT, which made Joseph pause. He checked his phone, which he’d left on silent as he’d worked, and found that he’d missed three calls from his friend and a dozen text messages, all of them urging him to stop what he was doing and check his email.

Joseph felt a surge of adrenaline, sensing that something serious had happened. He hoped Hank was okay and that his investigative reporting hadn’t gotten him in trouble. If the scoop on the research facility’s rogue experiment was enough put Hank Hobart in danger, Joseph didn’t like the implications for Kiki.

Before he’d opened his email, his phone pinged again. He glanced at the screen and didn’t recognize the number, and the caller ID tagged it very helpfully as ‘Unknown.’

Unknown Number: peon here get a burner and text me back do not reply from your real phone

A burner? He must mean a burner phone. But that meant that Hank was worried about their conversation being tracked. The adrenaline in Joseph’s veins became full-on fear. More than that, he was concerned with the text itself. Hank was always meticulous about punctuation and spelling, even in informal conversation. This message felt rushed, hurried.

Urgent, like the email said it was.

Joseph opened the email from Hank only to find a single word followed by a link.

The word was “incognito.”

Joseph pressed his lips tighter.

He opened an incognito browser and copied and pasted the link into it. What opened was a blank page with a text input field. Above the text box was the cryptic phrase “M3 to you, tim3s 3!”

Joseph stared at the message without comprehension. M3 looked like “Me,” obviously. Me to you. The message was from Hank to Joseph, was that what he meant? But how would that help him figure out the passcode? Me to you. Hank to Joseph.

Recognition tingled in the back of Joseph’s mind. Something Hank had said that morning. I am the peon to your creative genius.

The anonymous text had used that word, too. Peon.

Peon times three?

Joseph typed peonpeonpeon into the box.

It came back with an error message and a warning. “Incorrect passcode. Account will be locked after three failed sign-in attempts.”

Joseph rubbed his forehead. That had to be it, didn’t it? Were there more clues he was missing? There wasn’t much to go on besides the prompt, but what was the prompt telling him besides the words.

He felt like Cornelius Fallowheart attempting to decrypt a secret message. He should be good at this. He made up secret codes all the time for his thriller novels.

Joseph stared at the screen until his eyes started to blur. But then he had a thought. He’d used all lowercase letters. Inspecting the prompt, he realized the first letter of the prompt had been capitalized. Maybe it should have been Peonpeonpeon. Or PeonPeonPeon with capital Ps?

Joseph cursed.

Three attempts was not going to be enough.

“Think, Joe, think,” he muttered out loud. “Use the clues that are there, first. Don’t add anything. Only the first letter is capitalized. Try that first.

He typed: Peonpeonpeon –his finger hovered over the enter key, and sweat broke out on his forehead. What about the 3s? Surely they weren’t an accident. Every e in the prompt had been turned into a three.

Joseph deleted the second attempt before submitting it, and changed it to P3onp3onp3on.

He hit enter.

Another error message.

“Shit!” Joseph slammed his palm on the desk, making Kiki Cat jump up off her pillow and hiss. He turned to her apologetically. “Sorry, kitty. Didn’t meant to startle you.”

Joseph adjusted his glasses and stared at the screen. He ran his fingers through his hair, tugging on it until it hurt, forcing himself to concentrate on the moment. What was he missing? Most secure passwords needed upper- and lower-case letters, numbers—which he had—and special characters, which he didn’t.

“You idiot,” he muttered to himself. “Of course. Punctuation is important.”

He looked at the prompt again, with its exclamation point at the end.

It could mean each P3on would have an exclamation point, but he needed to stick to the simple stuff first. If he messed it up, he’d find a burner phone, call Hank, and get him to tell him the damned password.

He entered: P3onp3onp3on!

This time the message he received was different. “Access Granted” flashed across the screen. Joseph let out a relieved breath. “We’re in Kiki Cat! We’re in. Now what the hell is this about?”

A blank screen with a single folder icon appeared, and Joseph double clicked the folder. It opened to reveal two grainy images in tiny thumbnails. Joseph opened the first one, squinting to try to make sense of it.

It was black and white, like security footage, and appeared to have been taken in a busy location like a shopping mall. Many of the people in the image had suitcases with him.

A train terminal, then. Or an airport?

Joseph felt his mouth go dry.

The image was from an airport, and he recognized one of the people. A petite, fair-haired girl wearing a ballcap with a sweater tied around her waist. It was Kiki, there was no doubt about it. He would remember the way she had looked in that moment until the day he died, because that was the moment he’d experienced love at first sight.

But if someone had a picture of Kiki from the airport, that meant his worst fears had been confirmed. This top-secret research facility was looking for her, which could only mean she had something to do with this escaped experiment. She had stolen the cat, there was no denying it.

And now he was complicit in her crimes.

But Hank didn’t know about Kiki, so why would he go to all this trouble to send him a picture of her? Unless…

Joseph’s heart hammered painfully in his chest as he opened the second grainy image. There was his answer. Kiki was in this picture too, and she was standing close to a man with glasses, tousled hair, wearing all black.

It was him.

They had security footage of him speaking with Kiki at the airport. They likely had footage of him taking the cat carrier through security. To anyone who was looking for it, it would seem Kiki had transferred the stolen animal to an accomplice who had flown the contraband to another country.

Joseph felt sick. He immediately closed the incognito window and deleted the email from Hank. What was he going to do? Was he on some international most wanted list now? How important was this cat?

Worse, if they could find out where he was staying, would they be able to track Kiki down too?

Joseph checked the time, wondering when Citra started her shift at the front desk. She seemed to work evenings, and it was coming up to five in the afternoon. He picked up the room phone and called down to the front desk, relief flooding through him when he recognized the receptionists voice.

“Citra,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I need your help.”

“Anything, Mr. Owens,” she replied immediately, not sounding the least bit surprised by his call. He guessed they had some kind of panel that told them which room was calling. She said, “How can I be of assistance to a most esteemed thriller writer such as yourself.”

Joseph closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He didn’t know Canggu well enough to do what he needed to do, which meant he needed an accomplice. But he didn’t want to implicate Citra if he was involved in a crime.

“It might be dangerous,” he warned her.

Over the line, he heard Citra’s breath hitch. “Excellent, sir. Are you having an adventure?”

“It seems that way,” he replied. “Though I wish I wasn’t.”

“I am more than ready to assist you, Mr. Owens,” Citra said, her tone firm and confident. “You have only to tell me what you need.”

He blew a lungful of air out through puffed cheeks. He needed her help. There was no avoiding it.

Joseph said, “Do you know what a burner phone is?”


Chapter 19
Keep Your Friends Close


It was less than an hour later when Joseph answered a knock at his door, and opened it to find Citra standing there with a silver brick in her hands and a grin on her face. She pushed past him the moment he opened the door, letting herself into the room. Then she pushed the door closed and locked it with the security latch.

The moment she entered the room, Kiki Cat had hissed and run into the bathroom. Joseph didn’t have time to worry about the cat’s odd behavior, though. He needed the phone so he could get a message to Hank.

“I have procured for you a most excellent phone, Mr. Owens,” she said, putting it into his hand. “You will not be disappointed.”

Joseph stared down at the silver brick. It looked like one of those candy bar phones from the early 2000s with a T9 keyboard for texting—where you had to use the number keypad to laboriously type out each word, 44.33.555.555.666 to write “hello.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, staring at the phone in awe. “They still make these?”

Citra gave him a smug look and crossed her arms over her chest. “Perhaps not in your United of States,” she said. “But here in Bali we do not let technologies go to waste just because they are old and outdated, no sir.”

“It works, though?” he said, turning on the power button and seeing the little black and white screen light up with a green back-light like an old Timex watch. “I can call and text on it?”

Citra gave him a handful of prepaid phone cards. “So long as you don’t run out of these, it will be very fine indeed.”

“Thank you,” Joseph said. He wanted to call Hank immediately, but he couldn’t do so with the receptionist in the room. “I’m sorry, Citra. I didn’t mean to get you involved in this, but you’re the only one in Canggu that I trust enough to ask…”

Citra beamed at him. “Not to worry, Mr. Owens, Joseph, sir. This is even more exciting than being the plaything of a bestselling thriller writer. To be a partner in crime is much, much better.”

Guilt ate at Joseph, knowing that even this small act might be putting her in danger. He had no idea how far these scientists at the research facility would go to protect their stolen property. “I can’t thank you enough,” he said. “But I’m afraid I—”

“You must do your top-secret spy business in private,” Citra said, giving him a wink. “But of course, Mr. Owens. I will return to my post at the front desk. My dinner break is nearly over, anyhow. May I say, though, I am most gratified to find that you are as adventurous in real life as your Cornelius Fallowheart is? I always wondered how you came up with such tales, and now I know!”

Joseph didn’t have the energy to argue with her. He only nodded, and put an hand on her shoulder. “Thank you,” he said. “And Citra, if anyone calls the hotel looking for me or someone of my description—”

“Very sorry sir or madam,” Citra said, using a much heavier accent than she usual spoke with. “We do not speak of the English at Blossom Lux Boho.”

Joseph laughed despite his nerves. “I knew I could count on you.”

Citra smiled so broadly he though her face might split in two.

“It is my pleasure, Mr. Owens,” she said, her hand on the doorknob. “Also, you should know that Mr. Vogler has suspicions about your companion.”

For a moment, Joseph’s heart jumped. How could Mr. Vogler know about Kiki? Then he realized that Citra meant his other companion, the little furry one. “I thought he might,” Joseph said. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Keep to your room as much as possible, sir,” Citra said. “I have accidentally accepted the reservations for some Instagram yogis in tighty-tight leggings this weekend. Mr. Vogler is sure to have other things on his mind until the conference is over.”

“You are a real gem, Citra,” Joseph said, laughing again. “Thank you.”

She nodded, still smiling, and let herself out the door. Joseph quickly took out the phone and sent a brief text to the number Hank had sent his message from: hey peon its me

After seeing how difficult it was to text on the T9 keyboard, Joseph wondered if Hank was also using a “dumb phone” instead of a smartphone. Maybe that’s why he hadn’t used proper punctuation or spelling. But he didn’t have long to dwell on the question, because only a few seconds after he hit send, the candy bar phone lit up in his hand. A retro-sounding robo-ringer made him jump as he hunted for the call button to answer it.

“Hank?” Joseph said as he pressed the unfamiliar phone to his ear. “That you, buddy?”

“Holy shit, Joe! You’re okay?”

“Yeah,” Joseph said, moving across the room to sit down at his computer desk. “But what the hell is going on?”

“You tell me!” Hank practically shouted into the phone. “My contact at the research facility told me they had a lead, sent me the security footage of the girl and her accomplice. When you told me you’d stolen a cat, I thought you were joking, man!”

Joseph groaned. He took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I was!” he said. “A girl at the airport asked me to watch her pet cat while she ran to the restroom, because we were supposed to be on the same flight. But we got separated, and I brought the cat to boarding hoping to reconnect with her there, and she didn’t show. I’ve been trying to get a hold of her since, left messages at the airport here and back home, I—”

“You what!?” Hank’s voice was even more frantic than before. “Please tell me you didn’t give them the contact info for where you are now. Dude, you are in deep shit.”

“It’s just a freaking cat, Hank!” Joseph said, raising his voice to compete with his friend. “I don’t know what these people are telling you, or what they think is going on. But the cat I have is… just a cat. The only strange thing about it is that its eyes are a little more purple than blue. It’s not like its some kind of secret military weapon. Unless…” Joseph felt his stomach drop as a possibility occurred to him. “Oh, shit. Hank, it’s not carrying some kind of disease, is it? I haven’t just doomed the human species by bringing this thing across the world, have I? Am I going to die? Is everyone in Canggu going to die because of me?”

“No, no, no,” Hank rushed to reassure him, and Joseph felt his heart rate slowly return closer to normal. “I, uh… I don’t actually know exactly what the deal with the cat is, but I don’t think it’s anything like that. My contact… she—Ah, shit. I guess I can just tell you. This is a secure line, right? You got a burner? You’re not just using someone else’s phone?”

Joseph leaned back in his chair and looked over his shoulder to see if he could see Kiki Cat, but it seemed she was still hiding in the bathroom.

“I think it’s safe,” he said. “There’s a lady who works at the hotel here who’s a fan of my books. She’s been very helpful. I’m on an ancient brick phone with pre-paid cards. No internet access or anything like that.”

“Okay, that’s perfect,” Hank said, sighing loudly. “I mean, they probably already know where you are but they don’t need to know about me. At least, not until I’ve busted this scandal wide open.”

Joseph sat up straighter. “Scandal? I thought we were talking about theft of intellectual property or valuable ‘living’ data. What’s going on?”

“My contact is a lab assistant for GenXTex,” Hank said. “According to her, the research facility has been working on biotech for the US military, very top-secret stuff. She hasn’t told me everything. I think she’s afraid that I’ll think she’s crazy and drop the story. But everything she’s told me that I’ve been able to verify independently has checked out, so I’m inclined to believe her. That cat… I don’t know how to tell you without you thinking I’m crazy, but it sounds like that cat is sentient. I mean, sapient, really. It understands language, it communicates. My contact makes it sound like she could talk to the cat and it talked back. Does that make any sense to you?”

Joseph was stunned. He had thought on numerous occasions that it seemed like the cat could understand him, but… she had certainly never spoken to him. “Not exactly,” he said. “But… not exactly not either…”

“Huh? Joe, you’re speaking in riddles now,” Hank said, lowering his voice. “Are you really okay? Is there someone there with you now?”

“Look, I don’t know, Hank. She’s just a cat, only sometimes she does seem to understand more than she should. But lots of people talk to their pets and swear they understand. It’s not like I’d be the first person to think so. But she doesn’t talk. Are you sure about your contact at GenXTex?”

Hank let out a sigh. “I guess we’ll find out. I’m going underground for a bit, gonna head into my bunker until this blows over or blows up—”

“You have a bunker?”

“Joe, every self-respecting investigative reporter has a bunker,” Hank said with a dry laugh. “We’re like the doomsday preppers of the journalism world, always ready for the worst.”

“Well, how am I going to get in touch with you if I need to?”

“I’ll still have this phone,” Hank said. “I can reroute the signal so they can’t track it back to me. But don’t call or message me unless you have to. And Joe, you’ve gotta get out of wherever you are. GenXTex does not mess around. They had security footage of the girl who stole the cat getting into a cab a few blocks from their lab. That was enough for them to follow her route to the airport and get those images of you. Even if you hadn’t left messages at the airport with your contact info, they’d probably already know where you are. Your best bet is if they think that info was a red herring and ignore it, but I doubt they’re leaving any stones unturned. You need to disappear, okay?”

“Yeah,” Joseph said, a sense of unreality washing over him. “Yeah, I get it. This is some spy school shit, Hank. I’m not cut out for this kind of thing in real life.”

“Yeah, well, just think of the writing inspiration,” Hank said. “You’ll probably write a killer book after all this is done. Just don’t get caught. From what my contact has said, these GenXTex researchers are not above some seriously unethical behavior. And they have enough money behind them to make sure they get away with it. At least, they do until I find a way to blow this story wide open. The government is not going to get behind them in any way, shape, or form once the public finds out what they’ve been up to.”

Joseph swallowed. “That sounds dark.”

“It is,” his friend said. “Don’t get caught. Good luck, Joe.”

“You too.”

There was click on the other end of the line as Hank hung up the phone. Joseph stared at the wall for a few seconds, still reeling from the conversation. “Unbelievable,” he said, rubbing his temples. “Completely unbelievable.”

“Actually, he’s right.”

Joseph whirled, his heart leaping into his throat as he found someone else in the room with him. A shadow moved inside the bathroom door.”

“It’s all true,” a familiar female voice said. “I’m so sorry, Joseph.”

The door swung open, revealing the white-haired woman who had started it all.

“K-Kiki?” Joseph stammered, shooting to his feet. “How… how did you get in here? How did you find me?”

“I told you I would,” she said, stepping out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel around her chest.

Joseph wasn’t sure if he should run or cross the room and take her into the arms. He knew what he wanted to do, of course. But with the new information Hank had just given him, he realized that becoming romantically involved with a woman like Kiki might be a death sentence.

Still, he found himself walking toward her, unable to help himself. Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer, the old adage went. Either way made a good argument for not letting her out of his sight.

Never mind the sexy curve of her bare shoulder or the hint of her lithe figure moving beneath the towel. That had nothing to do with his instincts at all.

Joseph was right in front of her when he realized there was something strange about the woman before him.

Two, fluffy white cat ears were poking out of Kiki’s silken hair.


Chapter 20
Animal Instincts


Kiki stepped hesitantly toward Joseph, not sure what he would do or say now that he’d seen the truth. The peppery scent of his skin was deep and primal, stronger than before.

“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” she said, feeling the quiver of fear in her voice. “I have very sensitive hearing and your friend was very loud.”

Joseph didn’t say anything as he pulled her into his arms, running his hands over her bare shoulders and to her throat where the elastic collar was stretched around her neck. Her skin tingled with electricity at his touch and the back of her throat ached with a barely contained moan.

First, he lifted the little heart on the collar. “Kiki Cat,” he said, his voice dull with shock. “It is the same one.”

Before she could say anything, his hands were climbing up the side of her face, stroking her hair, until he touched the velvet fur of her ears. His hand darted back as if he’d been burned.

“How can this be real?” he said. “Who are you?”

Kiki felt tears stinging her eyes. “I—I don’t know,” she said. “All I can remember is being in a cell in GenXTex’s research facilities. They kept me there for years. But I… I don’t know if they created me or captured me from somewhere else. I have no memory of anything before.”

“But you escaped,” he said, staring into her eyes with an intensity that frightened her.

She nodded, her heart beating like a drum inside her chest. “I took a cab to the airport… I stole some clothes and a wallet from one of the lab assistants. But when I got to the airport I realized I couldn’t buy a ticket. I was trapped there, until I saw you…”

Joseph swallowed loudly, his bright blue eyes caressing her face like his gaze was a loving touch. “You can shapeshift?”

Kiki nodded mutely. “Only when I’m in this form I still have ears, a tail, and retractable claws.”

Joseph’s eyes widened. “You have a tail?”

Kiki blushed, feeling suddenly embarrassed. “I-I know it’s weird,” she stammered. “If you don’t like me anymore I—”

Joseph pulled her against his chest and pressed his mouth to hers. Gently, like he didn’t want to hurt her, but urgently. It was like he wanted to stop the words coming from her mouth, to smother the thought before it could come out in the open. Kiki couldn’t help herself from leaning into the kiss, her muscles relaxing as he enveloped her in his embrace.

A purr rumbled from her chest, much louder than when she was in her feline form. She pulled away in embarrassment.

“This is why you’ve been hiding from me?” Joseph said, his eyes searching hers. “You didn’t think I would like you if I knew the truth?”

Kiki bit her lip. “That was part of it, yes,” she said. “And I was afraid of you getting in trouble for helping me, but it seems that’s happened anyways. I’m so sorry, Joseph. I didn’t think asking you for help would endanger you.”

Tears spilled out of her eyes as she realized how much danger he might be in because of her. But her grief was mixed with relief that she didn’t have to hide from him anymore. Maybe he would ask her to leave, refuse to help her, but she would rather take that chance than to always wonder what would have happened if she didn’t tell him the truth.

Joseph’s fingers slipped into her hair once more, and he pulled her close, whispering in her ear. “You are unbelievable, Kiki,” he murmured, kissing the side of her neck and sending a shiver of pleasure through her entire body. “From the moment I saw you, I knew you were special. But I didn’t know how special.”

Kiki whimpered and threw her arms around his shoulders, forgetting about the fact that she was supposed to be holding up the towel. It slipped between their bodies and fell to the floor, so that her bare breasts were pressed against his chest and his hands were free to explore her naked body.

Joseph’s breath hitched in his throat and Kiki looked up to see him looking over her shoulder. She spun, fearing some intruder on their intimacy, only to see that he was staring at her in the mirrored closet outside the bathroom. She looked so small and vulnerable, standing naked before him while he still wore all of his clothes. Kiki bit her lip, watching as Joseph’s hands slipped down along her sides and cupped her firm, muscular bottom before sliding up to finger the base of her tail.

Kiki moaned and leaned against his chest, closing her eyes with pleasure as he massaged her there, stroking her tail as gently and lovingly as he had pet her in her feline form.

“Is this okay?” he asked, his voice rumbling in her ear. “You don’t mind if I touch you like that?”

“I love it,” she whispered into his t-shirt. “I’ve dreamed of it since the moment I saw you.”

Joseph made a desperate growling sound in the back of his throat and gripped her by the waist, holding her there as he trailed kisses along her collarbones and throat. When he got to the little heart-shaped collar she could feel him stiffen, which sent a rush of wetness to her lower lips. He bit at the little heart and tugged it away from her skin, letting it go with a gentle snap. Kiki gasped, gripping his shoulders as his mouth trailed lower.

He was so much bigger than she was, she felt helpless to his desire, and yet she knew if she’d asked him to stop, he would have.

Only she didn’t want him to, of course.

Kiki arched her back, hoping the heat of his kisses would find her breasts next. The electric shocks of yearning that she had experienced only at her own hands were intensified infinitely in Joseph’s embrace. Her entire body felt aflame with need. She trembled in his arms, small and vulnerable and entirely his. Her hands went to the back of his head as he moved lower on her body.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, pausing with his mouth hovering over her breast. “I don’t mean to take things too far so soon, I just—”

Kiki’s fingers tightened in his hair. “Joseph if you stop now,” she hissed, “I will never forgive you. I need this. I need you. Please…”

Heat enveloped her right nipple as he sucked her breast into his mouth and her begging was cut off by an involuntary moan of excitement. His peppery scent grew warmer and sweeter as his excitement rose, which only made her wetter. She felt him leaning into her, pushing her towards the bed, and she allowed herself to be moved. Her entire body trembled with the thrill she had imagined but never yet experienced.

As the bed pressed against the back of her calves, Kiki collapsed onto the mattress feeling the weight of Joseph’s body on top of hers as he massaged her breasts and pinched her nipples, his mouth moving ever lower.

Joseph’s lips trailed over her taut abdomen and Kiki felt as if her senses were on the fritz. Desire overwhelmed everything in that moment, and she was completely at his mercy.

When his tongue slipped between her lower lips, sending a jolt of pleasure through her so powerful that she thought her head would explode, Kiki could only grip the bedspread and yowl.

Her claws dug into the fabric and she arched her back, thrusting herself against his eager mouth and pushing her breasts toward the ceiling.

The waves of pleasure only built from there, until she was completely overcome by the intensity of sensation.

“Oh, Joseph,” she moaned. “I never knew—”

She never finished her sentence, though, because the flicking of his tongue between her thighs was simply too much for her to bear. She cried out, her entire body shaking, as nearly painful pleasure wracked her limbs. It was as if she were being electrocuted, her nerves jolting and twitching, her muscles spasming. She bucked against his face as if she didn’t know if she should pull away or beg for more.

But the truth was, she was no longer in control at all.

Whatever Joseph had done to her had unleashed an instinct within that was impossible for Kiki to keep hold of. It was as if the heat of her mating instincts had risen to the surface and they demanded to be sated before they would let go.

She moaned wantonly, wanting more, needing so much more.

Kiki thrashed until the first wave of desire had finally ebbed, and then, panting and exhausted she rolled onto her stomach. She pushed her knees beneath her, raising her bottom like an offering to the man who’d demonstrated his desire for her sex, and lifted her tail.

“Fuck me, Joseph,” she groaned into the mattress. “Fuck me before I go insane.”
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Joseph knelt before the bed with Kiki’s swollen, soaking wet pussy thrust in is face and begging for more. Her perfectly round ass was lifted high in the air, giving him an unobstructed view of her desire, pink and throbbing. Her white tail—which really should have been more startling to him than it was—was lifted high like a lioness presenting herself to the king of the pride.

His cock strained against his pants, begging to be released, begging to be pumped inside the hot, wet folds of her pleasure. Her fingernails—claws, he mentally corrected—were tearing apart the expensive-looking blanket on the bed. Joseph didn’t care. They could bill him for it later.

All he cared about was claiming the cat girl as his own. He’d dreamed of her, he’d imagined his life with her, but even in his wildest fantasies he’d never pictured the animal lust that would course through his body as she submitted to his desire.

She was like a cat, yowling in heat, waiting for some back-alley tom to put her out of the misery of sexual need.

Joseph stood and fumbled with his belt, sighing in relief as the zipper slid open and the aching pressure was reduced. He let his pants fall to the floor and ripped down his boxers, letting his thick, heavy erection guide him to the promise land.

He would never be able to describe the surge of excitement he felt, seeing her ass presented like that with her tail lifted to expose both holes. Her pink, swollen lips twitched as he approached, and Kiki moaned again, “Joseph, now! Don’t make me beg!”

Oh, how he wanted to hear her beg.

But not right now. Right now, he wanted to sink inside her body and feel her muscles milk the seed from him. He wanted to mate with her, as animals mated, to completely lose himself in the base desire that drove species to reproduce.

Putting one hand on Kiki’s hip, Joseph used his other to guide himself into her folds. Her moans grew louder as his tip spread her lips. He pushed against the pressure of her tightening muscles. “Like this?” he panted.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she gasped, digging her nails into the bed. “Push it inside, I need you, Joseph.”

He pulled her closer, sinking into her tight channel like he was putting on a glove two sizes too small. He grunted as she squeezed against him, her body protesting even as she begged for more.

Kiki cried out with every inch of his cock that pushed inside her. He gripped her slender hips, thrusting in and out, making a little more ground with every beat. Her tail flicked over her back, twitching at the tip.

He found it intensely erotic to be fucking a woman with a tail. Maybe it should have been strange, but it wasn’t. He was an explorer conquering new, previously untrespassed lands.

And god it felt good.

When at last he’d pushed as deep into Kiki’s pussy as her body would allow, he began to thrust in earnest. Her moans only grew more wanton as he increased speed. His balls slapped against her sex as he drove into her silky depths. Watching her claw at the bedspread like an animal only increased his desire for her, and he took her with greater force.

The harder he fucked the better she seemed to like it, which spurred him on to more vigorous heights.

Soon she was crying out with every thrust, pushing her hips back against him as if trying to impale herself on his length. Her need drove his until he couldn’t hold back any more. His stomach clenched before the wall of pressure broke and he exploded into her pussy.

“Yes, Joseph, yes!” she screamed. “I’m your good kitty!”

Another wave flooded her passage with more cum.

As if driven by his lust, she climaxed a second time, her channel squeezing his shaft like a sucking mouth, drinking every last drop of his seed. She pumped her hips in time with his thrusts, her pussy clamping tight against him and tugging at his shaft as if she couldn’t let him go.

When he finally collapsed, completely drained of energy and fluids, he rolled onto his back and pulled Kiki on top of him.

She let out a startled mewl and fell against his chest, her tiny body quivering in his arms.

Kiki lowered her face to his, covering him with tiny little pecks and licks and nuzzling against his neck. “You smell so good,” she murmured. “Like pepper and spice and whipped cream.”

He moaned, enjoying her attention, but suddenly worried. “Are you okay, Kiki?” he whispered. “I feel like I was rougher than I should have been. I don’t know what came over me.”

“I’m perfect,” she said, licking his neck with her hot little tongue. “You took me just how I wanted it, simply feral with desire. It felt perfectly natural. I never thought I would trust a man enough to offer myself in that way, but I’m glad I trusted you.”

Joseph felt himself freeze. “You mean you’ve never…” his voice trailed away. “I’m sorry, Kiki. I should have gone slower. I didn’t know it was your first time. You seemed so sure of yourself.”

“I’ve been imprisoned my whole life,” Kiki said, her voice dropping in pitch. “I’m fortunate that, whatever horrible, unethical things those scientists did to me, I was spared having to fuck any of them.”

Joseph pulled her against his chest, rolling her over to his other side and climbing atop her once more. “I’m so glad you never had to go through that,” he whispered, kissing her as she squirmed beneath him. “But I think I owe you a redo.”

Kiki’s eyes widened as she felt him stiffening against her belly. “You’re so hard again, already? I thought it took time—”

“I’m beginning to think I’ll be this way for the rest of my life,” he laughed. “As long as I’ve got you by my side. My naughty, virgin pussy… cat.”

Kiki spread her legs as he slipped his fingers inside her swollen lips, arching her back as he began to stroke her.

Joseph gasped as she dug her claws into his back, sending a thrill of excitement through his body that made his exhausted cock throb back to life.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Did that hurt? I didn’t—”

“Do it again,” he groaned as he maneuvered between her thighs. She raked her claws down his back, sending a shiver of pleasure across his skin. “I’m going to fuck you again, little pussy.”

“I’m going to beg for it.”

“Yes, please.” He grunted softly as her tight sex enclosed upon him once more. “And don’t keep your claws to yourself.”


Chapter 21
Morning Glories


They spent all night like that, alternating between cuddling and humping, like a pair of wild animals. In that time, Joseph’s worries felt farther away than they’d ever been. He no longer cared about his book. Even the threat of GenXTex felt like it belonged to another timeline. With Kiki dozing in his lap, purring like an old diesel engine as he played with her silky soft ears, Joseph felt as if he’d found the thing he'd been looking for all his life. And he never wanted to let it go.

But if he wanted this moment to last forever—and he did, very much—there was no denying the fact that they would have to do something about GenXTex. First, he would call Hank and update him on the developments of the case. If anyone could get the rogue research facility of their backs, it would be Hank Hobart and a high profile expose in the Rochester.

But that would take time, and Hank had already warned him that he needed to move. His position at Blossom Lux Boho Hotel had likely been compromised already, and they wouldn’t be safe until they’d holed up somewhere with a lower profile, and covered their tracks.

Fortunately, he’d taken out a lot of rupiah on his first day. He didn’t like using his credit cards abroad. So, they should have enough money to secure themselves a temporary hiding place, even if it wasn’t quite as luxurious as their current hotel.

Joseph stroked Kiki’s bare back, admiring the gentle curve of her spine and the taught muscles that covered her petite body. He still couldn’t believe the story that had brought them together, but the more he thought about it the less he cared about the how and why of her existence. Unless he was completely insane and hallucinating there was no question in his mind that Kiki was real, and that was all that mattered. She was real, she was here, she was his. He needed to keep her safe, no matter what the cost.

His cell phone buzzed where he’d left it next to his computer. Not the retro brick phone, but his smartphone this time. Kiki mumbled something in her sleep as he slipped out from beneath her and tip toed across the room to see who it was.

“Ugh, Cindi,” he groaned when he saw his agent’s name on the caller ID. He didn’t want to answer it, but he knew if he didn’t she’d just keep calling him and harassing him. So he hit the call button and lifted the phone to his ear. “Yes?”

“Joe, darling,” her overly cheerful voice sounded through the tinny speaker. “It’s been ages! Please tell me you’re finished with that manuscript so we can deliver on our contract. Adrenaline has been turning up the heat on me since you skipped the country, you know.”

“It’s only been a few days,” Joseph said, keeping his voice low. “And it’s really early here. What time is it there?”

Cindi sighed dramatically. “Who pays attention to these things. I have deals to make, cash to rake in, careers to launch into orbit! I don’t sleep and neither should you. How’s our mutual friend, Cornelius Fallowheart?”

“Fine,” Joseph said. “Listen, Cindi. I’m having some second thoughts about this deal with Adrenaline. I don’t think it’s for me.”

There was silence on the other line. Then, Cindi almost snarled at him, “What!?”

“I make a comfortable living with my regular publisher,” Joseph said, ignoring the venom in her tone. “I don’t need this career-defining contract, not really. My career is defined. I’m comfortable with it.”

“You’re just getting cold feet,” Cindi said, taking a deep breath and attempting to control her tone. “This is the deal of a lifetime, Joe. You don’t just turn your nose up at Adrenaline Media, especially when they come to you. And what happened to all that crap about impressing your father? We’re going to blow his socks off, Joe, just wait and see!”

Joseph looked to the sleeping form of Kiki, curled up on the bed and shook his head. “I really don’t care about that anymore,” he said. “Traveling has given me some perspective I was sorely needing. I thought you’d be happy for me.”

Cindi made a sound that was halfway between a growl and gagging. “You thought I’d be happy? Joe, baby, I just made an offer on an estate on the coast. It’s got private gardens, a pool house, an eighteen-car garage. I’m counting on you to deliver on this contract!”

Joseph snorted. He rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand, unable to believe it. “Cindi, you’re a professional. You know better than to cash a check before it’s been signed. I’m sorry, but that’s not my problem.”

“You did sign,” she said. “You signed the contract with Adrenaline. That was a promise, if not to them than to me.”

“We didn’t take an advance,” Joseph said. “I don’t owe them anything. If I don’t deliver, they don’t pay, no one gets hurt.”

“You can’t do this to me, Joe. I’ve been with you from the beginning. I got you the contract you’re supposedly so happy with. But as your agent, it is my job to always be looking for ways for you to further your career. Adrenaline Media might not be what you want, but it’s what you need. It’s what I need, Joe. My commission off your existing contracts doesn’t cut it anymore.”

“Then take on more clients,” Joe snapped, finally losing his patience with the greedy woman. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Cindi, don’t get me wrong. But it is not my responsibility to carry both of us on my back. You’re an agent. You’re supposed to have a stable of talent to make commissions from. I’m glad you’ve been able to live off my contributions so far, but I want more from my life than just to crank out book after book after book.”

“Since when?!” she hissed. “You’re a work horse, Joseph Owens. You always have been. I’ve always been able to rely on you.”

Joseph pinched the phone between his ear and shoulder and picked up a towel from the hotel floor. He wrapped it around his waist and sat heavily into a chair, staring at the ceiling.

“You still can,” he said. “For godssake, Cindi, I’m not quitting writing. I’m just saying I don’t want to compromise myself to go chasing some bullshit media franchise I don’t actually want all for the sake of an over-inflated bank account. You had me going for a while, I admit it. For a little bit, there, I was convinced that was what was important. But it’s not. I was wrong. Having that contract hanging over my head made it so that I didn’t want to write anymore. Me! I’ve lived to write for as long as I’ve been old enough to hold a pen.”

“Joe, listen to me—”

“No, you listen to me. I’m done. I’m not doing it. If I start making deals like this, working for the money instead of the love of what I do, then I’m no better than my father! I don’t want to be some guy whose wife and kids can’t stand to be around him because all he wants to talk about are stocks, bonds, and interest rates.”

“You don’t even have a wife and kids!”

“Exactly,” Joseph said, feeling a sudden rush of excitement as he realized that everything he was saying was true. “I’m almost thirty-five years old, Cindi, and I don’t have a wife or kids because I’ve spent my entire life chasing the wrong goddamned things. I have enough money. I like my job. That’s good enough for me. I’m going to keep writing the books I want to write, and I’m going to focus the rest of my attention on building a life for myself instead of just a fucking career. Okay? I will send you the manuscript when it is finished, and we’ll sell it to my regular publisher just like we always do. If you have a problem with that, I’ll send it to them myself. Understood? Now, don’t call me again. I’m on vacation.”

There was nothing but stunned silence on the other end of the line, so Joseph simply hung up, feeling like he’d done the right thing for the first time in months.

He’d been offended when his father had suggested that he might not be able to deliver on his contract with Adrenaline Media. But somehow, pulling the plug on that agreement felt like taking a huge leap forward in his life and career.

It might not be visible in his bank account, but he could feel it where it counted. A smile had spread across his face since hanging up the phone, and he couldn’t stop grinning. Glancing at Kiki, still snoozing on the bed, a pure sense of freedom and happiness radiated in his heart. He finally felt like he was on the right path.

Joseph stretched, and moseyed over to the kitchenette to get the coffee started. He had a quick shower, leaving the door open. Then he got dressed in the freshly laundered clothes that were still in the hotel service bag.

When he was clean and dressed, Joseph began packing his things.

He didn’t want to rush off in a strange country without a play for where to go next, but Joseph wasn’t sure if it would be safe to search for new hotels from his computer on the hotel connection. As he drank his coffee, he puzzled over their next steps.

Kiki finally woke when Joseph was on his second cup of coffee. She gave a huge yawn, rolling onto her stomach and clawing the mattress as she arced her back and pushed her bottom into the air, just as a cat would do. Joseph admired her lithe, tanned body as she stretched luxuriantly in the early morning light, his eyes lingering on the fluffy white tail and the fuzzy little ears on top of her head.

“Good morning,” he said. “I hope you slept well.”

She blinked lazily at him with her jewel-like eyes, and smiled. “Better than I ever have.”

She sat back on her heels, still completely naked but apparently unselfconscious about it. Joseph loved how comfortable she was with her body, loved that she let him stare as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Her small breasts with their firm brown nipples, the bare mound of her sex—split slightly with her parted thighs, the twitching tail that protruded from her shapely backside. He wanted to kiss and caress every inch of her body.

Joseph set the coffee cup aside and walked toward her as if his body were being controlled by someone else. She began to purr as he approached the bed, and he beckoned her forward with a crooked finger. Kiki crawled across the mattress, her ass high in the air, her head lowered and her amethyst eyes gazing up at him adoringly. Joseph immediately stiffened again, as if they hadn’t spent all night entwined in one another’s arms.

Kiki bit the front of his pants in her sharp little teeth and wrenched the button open. Her hot breath sent chills of pleasure through Joseph as he watched her sit back and open her mouth like she expected a treat.

He groaned, unable to resist the temptation of her parted lips, and pulled himself free of his boxers, guiding the tip of his already swelling cock toward her open mouth. He gasped as she slid her tongue along the base of his shaft, leaning forward to let him push his way further into her throat, her bright purple gaze still fixed on his.

Joseph put a hand in her hair, stroking between the cat girl’s silky white ears, and holding her head as she began to bob on his cock. As he pet her ears she began to purr, sending a deep vibration thrilling through his body while she sucked, intensifying the experience a hundredfold.

Kiki and the ravaged hotel bed still smelled strongly of sex, and the scent of her excitement seemed to deepen as she demonstrated the skills she’d practiced the night before. The pretty cat girl might be new to sex, but she was a quick and eager student, and Joseph had been more than willing to teach her what he liked.

With both hands in her hair, and his thumbs rubbing the tops of her ears, he began to thrust into her mouth, sliding his shaft over her hot, wet tongue and watching her eyes widen, watering slightly as she opened her throat to receive him.

With the intensity of her purring adding to the sensation, and her sweet, submissive sex-kitten gaze fixed on him, it didn’t take Joseph long to climax. He let out a grunt as he shot his load into her throat. She purred even louder as she swallowed, her muscles tightening against his tip and coaxing another rope of cum out of him, and another, like she was greedily drinking his seed through a straw.

When he’d finally released every last drop, Joseph gently pushed the girl back. Less gently, he grabbed her by the hips and spun her around, which made her mewl with excitement. He pressed a hand between her shoulder blades, encouraging her to lay down with her ass in the air. With her tail flipped up to expose her swollen, eager pussy, Kiki was impossible to resist.

Joseph slid his fingers through the ample juices that were already coating her lips and thighs, trailing them up the crack of her ass and around the tight, pink hole above her pussy.

Kiki’s body stiffened as he circled her anus with his finger. He held it still, right in the middle, poised to penetrate but still teasing. Kiki rocked back slightly, experimenting with the new sensation, cautious but curious. Joseph grinned as he recalled the saying about curiosity and cats, and he wondered how far Kiki might take the little game.

She moaned as the tip of his finger penetrated her, and she paused, panting and purring at the same time.

“Does kitty like that?” he asked, wiggling his finger slightly to tease a little more. “Naughty kitty…”

Joseph pulled his finger away, eliciting a yowl of protest from the horny kitten. But he shut her up as he grabbed the base of her tail, dropped his face between her cheeks, and began lapping at her soaking slit. Kiki’s thighs began to tremble as he dragged his tongue from her clit to her pussy, purposefully avoiding the other hole.

He would get there, eventually, but he was definitely going to make her beg for it.

“Mmmm, Joseph,” she moaned into the mattress. “I love it when you lick me like that.”

Joseph answered by lapping aggressively at her swelling clit, holding her firmly by the hips and tail so that she couldn’t wriggle away from him.

Soon she was yowling again, like a cat in heat, her thighs shaking before she sent a gush of hot, clear juices all over his face. Joseph laughed and sputtered as she squirted again. He bent to pick up the discarded towel to help clean them both up, wiping at his chin first, and dabbing at the freshly-laundered t-shirt that was now drenched in her excitement.

“When we go out today,” he said, grinning. “I need to buy some extra clothes for me as well as for you. I have a feeling we’re going to be doing more laundry than usual…”

“We could just stay naked,” Kiki purred, presenting herself for a toweling, which Joseph eagerly supplied. “I wouldn’t mind.”

“Maybe once we find somewhere else to—"

A pounding against the door startled them both. Joseph whirled, expecting someone to come crashing through the door. Kiki yelped and jumped to her feet, her fluffy white tail suddenly twice the size.

“The bathroom,” Joseph said, tossing her the towel. “Quick. I’ll deal with this.”

Kiki ran immediately, as Joseph hurried to fix his clothes. Cursing himself for not taking the threat against them seriously. Would it be goons from GenXTex, having already tracked them down? No, they wouldn’t knock.

Joseph crossed the room, frowning, wondering what the hell was going on.


Chapter 22
A Deviant By Any Other Name


No one came crashing through the door. But the aggressive knock came again, followed by an irate, high-strung European accent. “Open up, you deviant! We know you have an animal in there, and we know you’re doing unspeakable things to it!”

Joseph wrenched the door open, glaring at the hotel manager, whose age-spotted face was apoplectic with rage. “You what?” Joseph said. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and turned on the video camera. “Would you care to make that accusation again, Mr. Vogler? Because I’d like a copy to send to my lawyer when I sue your ass back to the Middle Ages.”

Behind Mr. Vogler was an animal control officer dressed in something that looked more like riot gear than personal protection equipment. He was starting at Joseph, wide-eyed, and holding a Ketch-All pole—a long stick with a loop on the end for apprehending stray animals. Behind them, stood Citra, biting her lip and blushing all the way through her cinnamon complexion.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Owens,” she said, so quietly he almost couldn’t hear her. “I tried to stop them, but…”

Mr. Vogler whirled on her. “I’ll deal with you later, you little hussy. How dare you cover for this deviant, attempting to distract me with those damned, sexy yoga instructors… If I find any proof that it was you who signed them in, you’re fired!”

“Settle down, old man,” Joseph said, stepping up to face the elderly hotel manager. “One accusation at a time. First, you are accusing me of… what was it, again?”

Mr. Vogler’s pale, watery eyes blazed with fury but he did not rise to the bait. “I have fielded complaints from numerous guests about the noises coming from your room this evening,” he hissed. “Hissing, yowling, inhuman screaming. And I know you have an animal in here with you. I have evidence!”

Joseph crossed his arms, still holding the phone up to film . “Evidence? How could you. Have you been snooping around my room? Isn’t that against hotel policy?”

“It is against hotel policy to have animals in an animal-free facility!”

“What’s your evidence, then?”

Mr. Vogler’s face paled as he stared at the phone, clearly not wanting to admit that he had been searching a guest’s room. “You had white hairs on your shirt yesterday. And animal-like noises have been heard coming from your room.”

“Is that so?” Joseph said, then he called over his shoulder toward the bathroom. “Kiki, if you’re decent, would you come out here a moment? The manager of the hotel has some very interesting accusations for us.”

Mr. Vogler’s eyes nearly popped out of is head as Kiki opened the bathroom door, her silky white hair swept up on top of her head in a way that covered her ears—if somewhat precariously—and wearing an oversized bath towel around her body.

“What’s all this about?” she asked. “I was about to step into the shower.”

“What color is her hair, Mr. Volger?” Joseph asked, purposefully ignoring the pained look on Citra’s face. He felt awful that she had to find out about Kiki this way, after everything she’d done to help him, but at the moment it couldn’t be helped. He’d just have to try to help her as much as she’d helped him.

Mr. Vogler didn’t answer the rhetorical question, still fuming. “And the noises? Just because you have an accomplice does not mean there was no crime!”

“You,” I said, pointing at the animal control officer. “Perhaps you’d like the search the room for any animals? I’d invite Mr. Vogler inside, but I believe he’s already illegally searched the premises and found nothing.”

“Not nothing!” Mr. Vogler spat. “There is a plastic carrier for an animal as well as food, food dishes, and toys for a cat. You cannot hide from me, Mr. Owens!”

Joseph smirked as the animal control officer entered the room, carefully conducting his search while Kiki stood out of his way. Joseph noticed she still wore the collar that he’d bought for her feline form.

When the man in protective gear had thoroughly searched every inch of the room, he came back to the door and gave an apologetic shrug. “Nothing, sir.”

“I’m afraid if there were noise complaints,” Kiki said, raising her hand. “I might be to blame for that. I can be a little loud when I’m… excited.”

The animal control officer looked like he wanted to crawl under a rock and die. Mr. Vogler’s face had turned so red that Joseph wondered if the old man was about to have a heart attack.

“And what about the food dishes and the toys?” the hotel manager shrieked, refusing to let go of his theory. “Don’t tell me that’s some sort of sex thing, too!”

Citra made a tsking sound. “Mr. Vogler, you should not be asking our esteemed guests these sorts of questions. You may ask them to keep the sounds of their passion down, but you may not ask them about what they like to do.”

She seemed to be as embarrassed for herself as for her manager.

“It’s just that… sometimes I like it when Joseph treats my like his pet,” Kiki said, blushing prettily, and glancing at Joseph to make sure it was okay for her to say such things. Joseph raised his eyebrows at her. He didn’t mind her telling if she didn’t, and the look on Mr. Vogler’s face was more than payment enough for any humiliation she might feel.

Though Kiki didn’t seem to feel humiliated at all.

“Deviants!” the hotel manager screamed again. “I want you out of my hotel, immediately!”

Joseph grinned. “Ah yes, deviants. That brings us to the second of your accusations, doesn’t it? What was it you accused Citra of again? Allowing sexy yoga instructors to stay here? Allowing you to be distracted by them, was it?”

Citra groaned as if she couldn’t believe he was drawing the attention back to her. But Joseph had a plan. He danced the recording cell phone in front of the manager’s face, and he continued.

“I’ve heard from multiple sources that there’s a reason you don’t like these influencer types to stay at Blossom Lux Boho,” Joseph said, his grin spreading more widely as Mr. Vogler paled. Joseph was a writer. He’d always been good at observing people, at reading them, and at being able to read between the lines. Often that meant he could surmise a lot of truth from little evidence. He put his skill to practice then. “You find all those sexy young women to be a bit too hard to resist, don’t you, Mr. Vogler. You’ve had complaints about your behavior haven’t you? What was it? Leering at them? Inappropriate touching?” Mr. Vogler looked increasingly uncomfortable. “Oh dear… It wouldn’t be peeping, would it? You seem to be a man with little respect for privacy. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least to find that you’ve got a history of spying on your guests.”

Behind the hotel manager, Citra’s eyes had grown wide. She nodded imperceptibly, and Joseph continued.

“You dirty old pervert!” Kiki shouted, leaping forward as if she meant to scratch the man’s eyes out. “At least the sex we were enjoying was legal and consensual. You won’t get away with this!”

Joseph put a hand on Kiki’s shoulder, and she calmed instantly. “Don’t worry, Kiki,” he said. “We have more than enough evidence to make Mr. Vogler’s life very uncomfortable if we have to. But I suspect we won’t have to, because Mr. Vogler is going to cooperate with us.”

“I will not!” the old man spat. “You have no right. And, more importantly, no proof! Now get out of my hotel and don’t come back.”

The animal control officer bowed to Citra and slipped down the hallway, as if having had enough of the crazy people that day. Her dark-eyes flicked after him to make sure he was gone, and then turned back to Joseph with a questioning look in her eyes.

Joseph pretended to fumble his phone, and the old man leaped for it, a crazed look in his eyes. Kiki darted between them with her claws out. “Don’t you dare touch him,” she shrieked.

“Oops,” Joseph said. “Looks like I accidently sent that video to my lawyer. Maybe I’ll withdraw my offer to cooperate until they tell me just how bad this looks for you. Did I mention that I happen to know a very well-renowned investigative reporter? I’m sure he’d be interested in looking into a sex scandal in a tropical paradise. Especially when there’s a side scoop of ‘dirty old European man taking advantage of the locals’ angle.”

Citra’s eyes widened, and she said, “How did you know?”

“He doesn’t know anything,” Mr. Vogler roared. “He’s guessing! And if you tell him anything, Citra, you are fired!”

“You are not well liked amongst your female staff, Mr. Vogler,” Joseph said. “And it doesn’t take a journalist to figure out why. But if that’s what I have to do in order to get justice for the people you’ve harmed, then I will.”

Mr. Vogler narrowed his eyes, and pointed a trembling finger in Joseph’s face. “I don’t like you.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Joseph said, still grinning at the man. “Why don’t you get lost, and I’ll give Citra a list of my demands.”

The hotel manager shook from head to toe, his navy-blue suit standing out in stark contrast to his beet red face. “This is my hotel,” he screamed, spittle flying in every direction. “I built it with my own money, when Canggu was nothing but mud huts, rice paddies, and mosquitos. You think you can just make demands and that I will fall in line?”

“The question you should be asking, Mr. Vogler,” said Joseph. “Is, are you certain that you can afford not to?”

Mr. Vogler glowered at Joseph for another long moment, until something inside him seemed to break. He shriveled in on himself, aging a decade in the span of seconds. His red skin became blotchy as it paled in sections, as if he didn’t know if he was going to faint or explode with rage.

He turned without saying anything and stumbled down the hallway, all the fight oozed out of him as if someone had pricked him with a pin.

Citra stared after her manager with a conflicted look on her face. When she turned back to Joseph, she said, “I very much hope that all the things you said are possible. The investigation. The newspapers. Because Mr. Vogler is a powerful and esteemed man in Canggu, despite his behavior. There is a reason he has been able to get away with it for so long. Even the ‘no influencer’ rule is something the local police helped him to come up with to make it easier for him to stay out of trouble.” She shuddered. “If you cannot make these things happen, Mr. Owens, I fear I and the other female hospitality workers will be out of work. Mr. Vogler will hold a grudge, even though we did nothing wrong.”

Kiki was still glaring down the hallway after the man, and it was not hard to imagine that beneath the towel her fluffy white tail was puffed up to twice its size. “I could scratch his eyes out,” she said. “If that would help. I’m already in trouble as it is, so what’s one set of old man’s eyeballs?”

“No, Kiki,” Joseph said. “You’re not in that kind of trouble. There’s no need to make things worse, even if he would deserve it.”

A smile flickered across Citra’s full lips, and she looked at Kiki with a new appreciation. “I did not know that Mr. Owens was already attached,” she said, then glared at Joseph, “Mostly because he assured me himself that he was not. I find that I like you, Miss Kiki, though I should have thought that I wouldn’t, given the circumstances.”

Heat rose in Joseph’s cheeks. “I’m sorry, Citra,” he said. “When you asked, Kiki and I were not involved. I didn’t lie to you. But I was already in love with her, which was why—”

Citra held up a hand to stop him. “I do not like to feel pitied, Mr. Owens. And I understand. I find myself a little bit in love with her myself.” The pretty receptionist winked at Kiki, who blushed once more. “Besides, I very much like the new role I am to play in your life. Espionage suits me, I think. Now, you must tell me your list of demands so that I may make Mr. Vogler’s day just a tiny bit worse. We are not going to be scratching his eyeballs out of his head—another tragedy of law and order—but perhaps we could cause him to have a minor… failing of the heart. It would be most satisfying on many levels, a very fine ending to our tale.”

Joseph grinned at her and motioned her into the hotel room. “Come inside,” he said. “Let’s get down to business…”


Chapter 23
The Winds of Change


Citra, it turned out, was a very resourceful woman. Even more so than her quick procurement of a burner phone would have suggested. In fact, Citra’s part time employment at Blossom Lux Boho was a front for her real job, which was to help young Balinese women to use the tourism industry in Canggu to support themselves and their families. She and Lana were members of a global humanitarian effort to educate and employ girls who might otherwise end up in sex work or the drug trade.

As such, Citra had paid very close attention to Mr. Vogler and his treatment of his female guests, and the women in his employ. It had been Citra who had anonymously brought evidence against Mr. Vogler to the police in the first place.

Unfortunately for her, the police chief of the village at the time was not above a hefty bribe to look the other way, and the evidence Citra had so carefully complied had been “lost” at the precinct.

Fortunately, Citra had expected something of the sort, and had ensured that she kept the originals of all hard evidence for herself in hopes that the next chief of police would not be so corrupt.

Citra had ensured that Joseph Owens remained on Blossom Lux Boho Hotel’s registration while providing him with a private apartment, as one of many that she and Lana kept and used to help their proteges get on their feet. Joseph promised to pay her for the rental, which she attempted to refuse. So, Joseph made arrangements to make an anonymous donation to her charity instead.

Once he and Kiki were set up in the humble flat—a single room with a bed, sink, and hotplate, and broom-closet sized shower which miraculously came with satellite internet access and an encrypted signal disruptor for his laptop. When he asked how she had access to all of these tools, Citra only laughed.

“When a person spends as much time pissing off pimps and drug dealers as I do,” she had said, “they learn to take precautions. Do not worry, this entire building is secure and under surveillance from the international human rights committee that supports us. We are a very fine place to lie low from the scum of the planet.”

As soon as Citra had left Joseph and Kiki alone in the apartment, Joseph had used the opportunity to call Hank. In exchange for an interview with Kiki, Joseph had negotiated another reporter from the Rochester to be flown into Bali to begin work on the Blossom Lux Boho scandal which, according to Hank, was likely to be even bigger than Joseph had hoped due to some high-profile American investors that weren’t going to like being implicated in Mr. Vogler’s activities.

Kiki had reluctantly agreed to speak with Hank, though she was understandably nervous, on Joseph’s condition that Hank do everything he could to protect her from GenXTex. Hank readily agreed, even offering to send additional security to Bali with his colleague, which the owners of the Rochester had said they would be happy to pay for once they learned the scope of the story Hank was about to blow wide open.

Between the Blossom Lux Boho scandal and the uproar around GenXTex, the newspaper was champing at the bit to do pretty much anything Joseph asked of them. Including paying out of pocket to protect a key witness from interference at the hands of the soon-to-be-disgraced research facility.

After the interview was completed, all Joseph and Kiki had to do was wait. Hank promised to let them know once the story broke—keeping Kiki’s identity and the details of her appearance under lock and key—and it would be safe for the couple to return to America.

The Rochester security team arrived two days after they had moved into the apartment, and Hank’s colleague immediately got to work with Citra and Lana on uncovering the dirt on Mr. Vogler, his hotel, and the local police—leaning heavily upon the American investors who had financial stakes in Blossom Lux Boho’s success. Citra smiled more in those days than Joseph would have thought possible, and her excitement and being a part of a top-tier investigation was a palpable.

In the meantime, Joseph wrote, dedicating himself to three chapters per day before he took a break to snuggle his beautiful cat girl. Cindi Rockford didn’t call back. Hank occasional sent a message with a question for Kiki. It felt like the calm before a storm—or perhaps the eye of a hurricane roaring around them. But Joseph was content, and judging from her near-constant purring, so was Kiki.

They made the cramped, dingy apartment their home—dressing in disguises provided by Citra when they went out shopping, taking long walks along the beach at sunrise and sunset, occasionally renting the dented-up banana-colored Vespa for tours beyond the village.

Joseph was humbled by the sheer happiness he felt in Kiki’s presence. All his life he’d thought he needed money to be happy. More money to be happier.

He had a posh apartment, modestly sized but full of décor and collectible art pieces aimed at buying his way into high society. It was the kind of living space that impressed his dates and dinner guests. But it had never been the kind of place that had made him feel at home.

He always drove a nice car—BMW, Mercedes, Porche, it didn’t matter so long as it was the latest model and it was black. His fancy European vehicles had been fun to drive, exhilarating to open up on the freeway, to drive like mad as if he were trying to escape himself. But they had never given him the unselfconscious moments of glee that the old banana scooter had given him as he wove his way through traffic with Kiki clinging to his back.

Living in the little Canggu bachelor pad made Joseph realize that, with Kiki by his side, he could be happy with nothing more than an old laptop to tap his stories out on, a bookshelf with his favorite books—maybe one shelf for his own books—and enough spending money to fill their bellies with good food.

And maybe a couple of sexy outfits for her to wear to bed. He never did get tired of admiring his beautiful cat girl.


Chapter 24
Moonlight


Weeks later, Joseph was beginning to wonder if anything would ever actually change. It had felt like they were making progress on every front, and now… it was more of the same. It seemed they hardly saw Citra anymore, now that they were set up in the apartment, and Joseph and Kiki just continued on with their makeshift home-away-from-home. Not that Joseph minded, he just hated the feeling of being in limbo, not knowing what the future held.

He was anxious for Kiki’s safety more than his own, and was beginning to plan for what to do in the case that Hank’s big scoop ended up being more of a fizzle than fireworks. It would be all right, he assured himself. He could sell his condo and his car… pretty much everything he owned… without ever having to set foot in his home city. If it ended up being unsafe for Kiki to return to America, then Joseph was more than ready to uproot his own life and tear a page from his mother’s books, moving around the globe to stay out of harm’s way.

Fortunately, during the lull of activity, Joseph had finished the first draft of his latest Cornelius Fallowheart novel—inspired by the wild turn of events that had brought him to Canggu, but not closely enough to make anyone familiar with the story suspicious. He’d sent it off to Cindi and received a terse confirmation that she was in the process of submitting it to his publisher, with no mention of the abandoned contract with Adrenaline Media. He hadn’t given that contract a second thought since telling Cindi that he was no longer interested—a fact that only solidified his instinct that he’d made the right choice—but he did vaguely wonder if his agent had managed to get her deposit back on the luxury estate she would no longer be able to afford.

He felt a little guilty about getting her hopes up the way he had, until he remembered how hard she had pressured him to forsake his authorial integrity in order to make the corporate hucksters happy. Cindi Rockford might be his agent, but she was always looking out for number one first and foremost, and Cindi was number one, make no mistake. She’d shown her true colors during this negotiation, and Joseph was beginning to think it was time to represent himself rather than relying on an agent at all.

But those thoughts, too, were far from his mind as Joseph and Kiki celebrated the completion of his manuscript with a moonlit scooter-ride down to Batu Bolong Beach on the western side of the island. They’d packed a blanket and picnic basket on the yellow Vespa and joined the never-ending throng of traffic that seemed to hum through the streets of Bali at all hours, day or night. Joseph relished the feel of Kiki’s arms around his waist and her thighs squeezing his legs as they made their way from the apartment to the ocean.

Batu Bolong wasn’t completely empty either, despite the late hour. There were a few adventurous surfers riding the waves that crashed against the shore, and their gaggle of friends drinking on the beach. As Joseph parked the scooter, he could see clusters of partying tourists breaking up the expanse of sand, making him doubt his choice for their celebratory evening. But Kiki stared in wonder at the people as she jumped off the back of the Vespa with the blanket and basket in her arms.

She wore a floral bikini top and a matching sarong that covered her tail—much to Joseph’s disappointment, though he knew she couldn’t go walking around town with the fluffy white appendage on display. Under her yellow helmet, she had a bright purple scarf wrapped over her hair and ears. He longed to tear it all off and let her be free to be herself, but with so many other people about, that wasn’t likely going to happen.

Still, she beamed at him and he felt his heart melt for her.

“Come,” he said, holding out a hand to take the picnic basket. “I’ve heard of a more private area on the beach that might be less busy.”

“It’s so beautiful here, Joseph,” she whispered, staring out at the waves and the little camps of people surrounded by solar lights and tiki torches. “I know you don’t like the crowds, but to me… I just love the freedom of it. Everyone here is free. It makes me so happy!”

She slipped her small hand into his, and they climbed over a stone barrier that separated the parking lot from the beach. Joseph couldn’t keep his eyes off of her.

“It is beautiful here,” he admitted. “And I’m looking at the most beautiful part of this perfect night.”

Kiki blushed and squeezed his hand, casting her eyes toward the sand. “You don’t have to say things like that, Joseph. I know I’m… different. I don’t mind it, really.”

“You are different,” Joseph confirmed, pulling her in for a gentle kiss. “And that is precisely what makes you so beautiful. Now come, lets find somewhere that we can be alone. Somewhere I can appreciate all of you.”

Kiki shivered at his words and nipped his bottom lip playfully. “You make it sound like you’ve got more than a picnic in mind.”

“You’ll see, pretty kitty,” he said.

The moon hung low over the Indian Ocean, a silver orb casting a gossamer veil over the night, kissing the ripples in the sand left behind by their footsteps. Joseph led Kiki towards the stonier edge of the beach, below a small rise of cliffs where the jungle came right up to the sand. A regal arc of stone protruded from the cliffside and into the water, making a picturesque view with the still-pink horizon glowing behind it. Soon it would be too dark for taking pictures, though, and Joseph and Kiki would have the place to themselves

A strand of Kiki’s hair had fallen from her purple scarf, glowing ethereally in the silver moonlight. As they walked, hand-in-hand, waves lapped gently at the shore, playing them a relaxing soundtrack for the wonderful night.

“I’m so proud of you for finishing your book,” Kiki said, beaming up at him. “With everything going on, I worried that you would be too distracted to finish and that your publisher might be upset with you. I would have felt so terrible to be the cause of something like that after everything you’ve done for me.”

Joseph let go of her hand, trailing his fingers up her bare arm and over her shoulder, and enjoying the sight of goosebumps prickling her tanned skin in his wake. “You know, I think it’s only because of you that I was able to finish it. You’re the muse I never knew that I needed.”

“Oh?” Kiki said, blushing again. “Do muses get paid? Maybe that could be my job, since I don’t think anywhere else will hire a cat girl.”

She let out a giggle that was a little tense.

“You don’t have to work, Kiki,” he said. “I want you to be safe from prying eyes.”

“But I do need money,” she said firmly. “There must be something I can do. Joseph, there’s… there’s something I have to tell you.”

He stopped, startled at the sudden seriousness in her tone. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

“Yes,” Kiki said, tears glimmering in her eyes. “I haven’t been completely honest with you. I—”

“You’re not really a cat girl?” he interrupted, teasingly, hoping to jar the sad look on her face back to where it came from.

“I took some money from you,” she said, gazing up with her big, jewel-like eyes. “I didn’t want to, but I needed to buy clothes. I lost the clothes I was wearing in the airport when I transformed and I… I thought I was going to have to run. I took twenty American dollars from your laptop bag. I will pay it back, I promise! I should have told you before but with everything else… and with you and me and the—”

Joseph suppressed a grin, knowing she was talking about all the mind-blowing sex they’d been having. “Are you telling me that I made you cum so hard you forgot you’d stolen money from me?” he asked, his voice playfully stern.

Kiki bit her lip and nodded. “I’m sorry, Joseph. I really am. I’ll make it up to you.”

Joseph wrapped his arm around her narrow waist and pulled her in tightly. “Kiki,” he whispered, lowering his mouth to the side of her neck and letting his breath tickle her jaw, “the joy you have given me over the last few weeks is worth far more than anything money can buy. What else could you have done, given the circumstances. I don’t blame you for that. I didn’t even know I had twenty dollars in my laptop bag, but I’m glad that I did. And I am far gladder that you didn’t need to run.”

The sweet scent of night-blooming flowers swirled through the tropical night air, mixing with the salt of the ocean, and the delicious, sexual scent of Kiki’s desire as she leaned into his embrace and kissed him deeply. Joseph felt himself stiffening the moment he detected her scent, something he’d never experienced with any human girlfriend. When Kiki became aroused she gave off a rich, heady musk that was like the scent of sex if it had been bottled and sold by a luxury perfumer. It instantly made Joseph want to rip her clothes off and press her naked body into the sand.

But he had promised her a picnic, so he got himself under control and simply said, “I never want to hear about those twenty dollars again. It’s nothing, Kiki. You are everything.”

“Yes, Joseph,” she whispered, still trembling in his arms. “Thank you.”

“None of that either,” he cautioned. “I have you to thank for everything you’ve given me. If we keep thanking one another for everything, we’ll never say anything else. And there are other things we need to talk about.”

Kiki giggled, walking ahead and tugging him by the hand again. “Like what?”

“You’ll see,” was all he would say.

Joseph’s gaze often drifted to his cat girl lover as they walked along the cooling sand. He could just make out the delicate silhouette of her ears beneath the purple scarf, because he knew that they were there. Her amethyst eyes reflected the stars in the night sky above, her tail gave her bottom an little extra padding beneath the floral sarong as if inviting him to lift the skirt and see for himself which curves belonged to which part, the graceful movements of her petite form were sophisticated and wild in equal measures—much like the cat she had pretended to be, domesticated but with the soul of a lioness. Each step they took together on the cool, damp sand seemed to draw him closer to an unspoken promise, a future written in the stars and the sea.


Chapter 25
The Deep Dark Sea of Desire


Joseph gestured to a patch of sand beneath a canopy of palm trees that stretched all the way to a sheltered inlet where the waves didn’t crash against the beach. There was no one else for a long ways off, and Joseph felt confident they could spend their night in peace and quiet. “Over there,” he said. “Our own private lagoon.”

Kiki laid the blanket down, then gazed around with a look of wonder. “I could just live here,” she whispered. “With a little hut for shelter. It would be just like Gilligan’s Island, except more colorful!”

“Gilligan’s Island?” Joseph laughed. “How do you know that old show? I don’t think I’ve ever seen it.”

Kiki shrugged, deflating slightly. “I watched a lot of television when I was imprisoned,” she said. “But the real world is much nicer. Messier, smellier, more chaotic, but… more in all the good ways, too.”

“You know what they never did on Gilligan’s Island?” Joseph asked, setting the picnic basket down on the blanket.

“I thought you’d never seen it?”

“Well, I can guess,” Joseph said, scooping Kiki into his arms and pressing his mouth firmly to hers.

She responded immediately, becoming soft and pliant in his embrace. “They did show a kiss now and then,” she said breathlessly.

Joseph ran a finger along her side, circling her breasts, and slipping beneath the strap of her bikini. With a pinch, he grabbed the little bow at the back of her neck and pulled, releasing the tie. Kiki moaned as the top fell down, exposing her perfect, bare breasts to the moonlight. Joseph lowered his mouth to lovingly suckle each firm, brown nipple, not stopping until Kiki’s breath had increased rapidly.

“Did they do this?” he asked, his lips hovering over her breast as he let his tongue flick out to tease her.

“N-no,” she gasped. “They didn’t do that.”

“Undress for me, Kiki,” Joseph said firmly. “We’re going for a swim.”

“A swim?” she gasped, pulling away from him. “I-I’ve never gone swimming before, Joseph. I don’t even know if I like the water.”

“You’ll like what I plan to do to you in the water just fine,” he said with a wink, then crouched next to the picnic basket to pull out something shiny and plastic.

“What’s that?” Kiki asked, staring at the crumpled object.

“I’ll tell you when you’re naked,” Joseph said, turning so that Kiki couldn’t see what he was up to.

He put a rubber nozzle between his teeth, bit down on it to open the flange, and blew. A few minutes, and many lungsful of air later, and he had a pink pool tube in his hands, with little cat ears standing up on the top of it. He’d grabbed it in the market a few days ago, when Kiki had been distracted by something.

When he turned around to show her the prize, he was momentarily stunned. Kiki stood naked in the moonlight, the silver beams highlighting her lithe body, her small round breasts firm with excitement, the bare mound of her sex already glistening with desire. Her white hair flowed free, dancing in the breeze, and her ears twitched atop her head like she was listening for something. She bit her lip shyly, though he’d certainly seen her naked before. Her tail swayed behind her, its tip flicking to and fro with poorly disguised curiosity. Her musk was even stronger now, and Joseph was straining against his pants at the sight of her.

“What’s that?” she asked. “Some kind of sex toy?”

Joseph laughed, handing it to her. “It’s an inflatable donut,” he said. “To help you float in the water if you don’t like swimming. Or to hold you up while I do things to you that make it hard to swim.”

“Do I wear it?” She took it tentatively from his hands, being extra careful with her claws.

“Not yet.”

Joseph took the opportunity to strip down as well, casting a cautious glance along to beach to ensure they would be alone while they played in the water. The only other people on the beach were far, far away. He dropped his clothes on the blanket and stood up, surveying the water. The little lagoon was perfectly calm. A great place to practice swimming. Or to not drown while doing other things.

Kiki jolted him from his thoughts with a cool hand wrapped around his shaft. She tugged him forward playfully. “Come on Joseph,” she begged. “Show me these things you’re going to do to me. I might not like swimming, but I’m too curious not to try.”

“What if you don’t like what I do to you?” he asked, laughing as he allowed himself to be led toward the water.

“Does it involve your fingers, lips, tongue, or cock?” she asked earnestly.

“Probably all of the above.”

“Then I will like it,” she said, dipping her toes into the water. “Oh! It’s warmer than I thought.”

Joseph stepped into the surf with her, and was surprised to find that the water was very warm. It was more like standing in a tidepool than in the ocean. He grinned. That would be even better for her first time. He figured she might be reluctant to swim if she was part cat, even with the floatie.

Kiki waded up to her knees in the water, reaching out to bat at the little waves that rushed toward her. She giggled as they splashed between her legs. Her tail leaped from side to side as she walked further out. Joseph hurried up behind her in case a bigger wave came and knocked her over.

“Hang on,” he said. “As we go deeper, I’m going to stay close, okay? Hold the floatie out in front of you.”

She did as he instructed, glancing over her shoulder at him to ensure this was what he wanted. He smiled encouragingly as the water began to lap at her breasts.

“Oh, it’s cold on my nipples,” she gasped, her arms stretched out in front of her with the pink donut in her hands.

Joseph held her waist beneath the waves. Between them, the tip of her tail still poked out of the water. He lifted his hands to her breasts and began to massage her nipples. “Are they more sensitive?” he asked as she began to moan. “Don’t let go of your floatie, Kiki. You have to keep your hands on it at all times, okay?”

“For my safety?” she whimpered, stiffening beneath his touch.

“Because I want every inch of your body to myself,” he admitted. “Are you going to be a good kitty?”

She nodded, squeezing the tube tightly as his hands began to roam lower. Joseph’s firm shaft slid against her back as he drew her close, sliding his hands over her tummy to cup her sex. The warm salty ocean water couldn’t wash away the hot, slick excitement between the cat girl’s thighs.

Joseph let out an involuntary groan of desire as he slipped his fingers into her sex, feeling the tight squeezing mouth there, eager for his penetration. But he slid those fingers back to find her other hole, the one he’d begun to tease back in the hotel room at Blossom Lux Boho.

Her buttocks clenched against his fingers as he probed her rear entry. “Oh, Joseph, are you…?”

“Is this okay?” he asked, circling the hole with his index finger as she squeezed the pool toy in her hands.

She made a sexy little mew in reply, nodding her head. “I—I think so…”

Joseph brought her closer to him, rubbing her clit with one hand as her thighs began to shake with excitement. As she became more aroused, he could smell her desire almost as strongly as he could feel his own. His cock was pressed against her back as he pleasured her. Then he slowly began to insert his finger into her ass.

She gasped, but didn’t protest as he slid the digit all the way inside, still rubbing her clit as he began to move in and out, savoring the delicious tightness of the hole and the almost silken smoothness of her insides.

Kiki moaned. “Why does that feel so good?”

“Because you’re a very good kitty,” he said, feeling the blood rushing in his loins as she admitted to enjoying the anal play. “Now, keep your arms steady.”

“My arms—?” Kiki started to ask, then let out a yelp as he lifted her hips, bending his knees so that he could bury his face in her sex as she floated on top of the water. “Oh! Ooohhh…”

Her surprise melted into desire as he pressed his face against her pussy and began to suck on her swollen clit, keeping one finger in her back door as he did so. Her muscles clenched around him as he lapped at her, loving the way her thighs squeezed the side of his face. Loving even more the way she thrust her buttocks in the air, inviting him deeper into her bottom.

“Do you like that?” he murmured against her soft folds, tasting the salt of the ocean and the musk of her excitement upon his tongue.

“I didn’t know you could do that,” she gasped. “Yes, yes, I like it. I want more, Joseph.”

He withdrew one finger to tease her hole with two. Joseph thought he’d lose his mind when she moaned in desire as he stretched her. “How much more do you want?”

“Fuck me, Joseph,” she begged. “I want to feel the pressure of your cock inside my ass.”

Floating in the water, with her hands pinned to the floatation device and her thighs on his shoulders, Kiki was helpless to his relentless assault of pleasure. He sucked on her clit until she was shaking and screaming uncontrollably, and he pumped his fingers in and out of her bottom as she begged him for more.

He’d dreamed of her begging for him this way, but to hear her do it was almost too much. He was painfully erect beneath the waves. The tightening of her muscles on his fingers signaled how close she was to coming.

Then, suddenly, there was a loud popping sound and Kiki shrieked, floundering in water. She’d popped the inflatable tube and was now sinking into the ocean. Joseph caught her and pulled her close, trying to contain his laughter. “You got too excited, Kiki Cat,” he scolded. “You ruined your brand-new toy.”

She gazed up at him with tears in her eyes. “Don’t laugh! That was scary. And… and I was so close to coming for you!”

Joseph carried her back to shore, her arms wrapped around his shoulders, and her legs over his arms. “That’s really what you’re upset about, isn’t it? Naughty kitty…”

As they approached the shallows, he let her down. Her ears and tail looked somewhat bedraggled from the water, but her cheeks blazed pink with the desire that still coursed through her. Joseph’s erection was still ready to take her if that was what she wanted.

Kiki threw herself onto the wet sand, her knees still in the water with waves lapping against her. She lowered her chest to the sand, presenting her pussy and ass—both pink and throbbing with need—and her tail flipped up in submission to his desire.

“Fuck me, Joseph,” she yowled, digging her claws into the sand. “I want your dick inside me now!”

The demanding growl in her voice only drove Joseph’s passion further, and he knelt behind her in the sand. He squeezed her firm ass and spread her cheeks to admire what she was offering him. He lowered his mouth to lick the salt water from her slit, swirling his tongue around her pussy, and dragging it along her ass crack. She tasted of the ocean, and the heat of lust as he thrust his tongue into her backdoor.

Kiki yowled again, pushing back against his face, and Joseph felt wild need take control. He lifted his face, gripped her hips, and tugged her little body closer to his. She didn’t look big enough to take his girth, but she’d said she wanted it and he wanted to try. Slipping his fingers into her sex and drawing the creamy natural lubricant up to her rear, Joseph swirled Kiki’s excited juices over his entry of choice.

She was panting like she was in heat by the time he brought the head of his cock against her anus and began to push inside. Her little ass stretched to accommodate him, both pushing against him and pulling him in. He backed up to thrust again, gaining a fraction of an inch more. Back and forth he thrust, as she took more and more of his length, yowling ferociously as he took the gift she’d offered.

Her tail twitched, slapping against her shoulders as he began to pump his length into her bottom. He watched the view in awe, amazed that his petite lover could take him so thoroughly. Joseph held her hip with one hand, and reached around to play with her clit to reward her.

To his surprise, he barely touched the swollen nub before she came explosively, gushing over high thighs as he fucked her.

“Oh my god, Joseph,” she moaned, quivering as she squeezed his shaft with her body as she released another wave of pleasure. “I’m coming with you in my ass! Does that make me a slut?”

Her obvious enjoyment and the dirty talk put Joseph over the edge. He pumped his seed into her rear, still thrusting, until it began to squirt out around his shaft. The sight of her filled to bursting with his semen made him unload again, with a moan and a shudder.

When he withdrew, the sight of her slowly tightening hole and the creamy white semen pouring out of her made him want to fuck her all over again.

Instead, he picked her up, still shaking and gasping, and dunked her in the water.

“Hey!”

“Cleanup after anal play is very important,” he said, holding her in his lap as he splashed saltwater over her throbbing sex, rubbing water over her tender bottom.

“Oh, it stings!” she gasped. “Why does it sting!”

“Don’t worry, I brought some cream to help with that,” he said. “Sometimes your body doesn’t realize how hard it’s been used until after the orgasm fades.”

Kiki purred as he washed her and himself, wrapping her arms around her shoulders. “You knew this was what we would do tonight?”

“I knew what I wanted,” he said. “So, I planned for the best-case scenario. Ever since that day in the hotel room I’ve wanted this.”

“Me too,” she murmured, nuzzling her ears against his throat. “But you didn’t answer me… Does that make me a slut?”

Joseph stood, heaving them both out of the surf and carrying Kiki over to the blanket. He lay her down on her tummy and rummaged in the picnic basket for a little pot of lotion he’d bought for aftercare in case she agreed to his fantasy. Now, he found he was almost as turned on by the idea of applying it as he was in the act of penetrating her most vulnerable area.

She moaned as he spread her cheeks and circled her bottom with the soothing gel, imitating the act that had sparked her kinkier desire. Gently, he inserted his finger, making sure to get the gel inside the opening too.

“If you are a slut,” he said, fingering her hole with slow, insistent strokes. “Then you’re my slut.”

“Well, I must be,” she purred. “Because you’re making me want more.”

Joseph leaned down to kiss her, trailing his kissing along her spine to the base of her tail. Then he bit her on the bottom, and laughed as she yelped. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“I love you, Joseph,” Kiki whispered, rolling over to pull his face up to hers. “Did you know that?”

Joseph felt his heart swell at her words, and his ears brimmed with unexpected tears. “I love you, Kiki Cat. And I’m never going to let you go.”

He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her, fireworks going off in his mind and his heart as he realized that it was really true.

He was in love with his cat girl.


Chapter 26
News


It was nearly morning by the time Joseph and Kiki returned to the apartment after their moonlight walk, picnic, and multiple sessions of intense lovemaking. The night had been so perfect that Joseph hadn’t wanted to end it to come home. But they both needed sleep and a shower and, with his book now complete, Joseph was looking forward to spending all day just snuggling in bed with his wildly sexual cat girl.

“I don’t know what you’ve done to me,” Kiki moaned as they got off the scooter out front the apartment building. “I used to be such a good girl. Now I feel like I won’t be able to walk straight for a week.”

Joseph took the sandy blanket and empty picnic basket from her, then wrapped an arm around her waist. “You lived in a cell your whole life,” he reminded her. “You didn’t have the opportunity to get into trouble. But you are a cat, so… I’m sorry to be the one to break it to you Kiki, but you’re bad to the bone. There has never been a cat that wasn’t a troublemaker. Lucky for you, I happen to like the trouble you make.”

They were still playfully bantering on their way up to the apartment, Kiki once again dressed in her sari and head wrap to disguise her feline features, when one of the Rochester’s security guards stepped out of the shadows.

“Mr. Owens,” he said, then turned to bow to the cat girl. “Miss Kiki. You have a visitor.”

Joseph narrowed his eyes. “Who is it? We aren’t expecting anyone.”

“No, sir,” the guard said. “But he assures me that you will be happy to see him.”

“And you believed him?” Josephs scoffed. “What kind of security guard are you?”

The man didn’t reveal any emotion on his face, but he stood aside, gesturing to the door. “The kind who doesn’t say no to his boss, sir,” the guard said. “I believe he is a friend of yours.”

Joseph pulled Kiki behind him, shielding her with his body. But when he opened to door, he was surprised to see Hank standing in the middle of their apartment, sporting a grin as bright as the floral shirt he was wearing.

“The man of the hour,” Hank said, his voice so loud it seemed to rattle the plaster from the ceiling. “Have you heard the news?”

Joseph pushed the door shut behind them and crossed the room to shake Hank’s hand. Hank pulled him into a bearhug—a formidable thing from a man literally the size and shape of a bear—and slapped his back hard enough to knock the wind from Joseph’s lungs. Joseph gasped, and wrenched himself from Hank’s grasp. “What are you trying to do, kill me?” he laughed. “We just got back from the beach. We haven’t heard anything. When did you get in?”

Hank bowed formally to Kiki. “Pleasure to meet you in person,” he said. “You’ve done a very brave thing in coming forward for this investigation. It wouldn’t surprise me if you’ve made history in more ways than one.”

“What do you mean?” Kiki asked, moving towards the little sagging couch in the living area. “And please sit down, Mr. Hobart. Uh…” She glanced at the couch. “Only, perhaps not there. I’ll get you a chair.”

Hank’s booming laugh shook the room. “You sit, Miss Kiki. And you, Joe. I’ll stand. I’ve been sitting too long on the plane anyway, just landed a few hours ago and I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to stretch all my limbs to their full length again. God, man. Have I mentioned how good it is to see you? When I got that security footage of you from my contact, I was worried you were a dead man. What a ride this has been!”

“So, what’s the news?” Joseph asked. “Is it safe for Kiki to come home with me?”

Hank made a face. “How would you feel about an extended vacation. Three, four, maybe five…”

“Weeks?” Joseph asked. “Months?”

Hank grew serious, and cleared his throat behind his fist. “Years, Joe.”

Joseph was shocked. “I thought you had good news!”

“We do, we do,” Hank said, putting his hands up defensively, as if he was worried that Joseph might fly across the room and attack him. “It just that… well, the federal government was in bed with these GenXTex folks, and they’re not exactly happy about the story I just broke. A bunch more witnesses have come forward, though, to corroborate what we’re saying. Things aren’t looking good for the president, let’s just say that.”

“And you want me to wait until… what? After the next election?”

“I think that would be wise,” Hank said. “The good news is, GenXTex is history. There are protesters camped outside the research facility that housed Kiki, day and night, they can’t get in or out of the compound without paparazzi chasing them down. Everything has stopped, especially money. It will be closed within a month. Kiki will be safe from them.”

“But not from the government,” Joseph said. “I’m not sure that’s good news, Hank.”

Hank made a wishy-washy motion with his hand. “Well, there is more good news to soften the blow. The expose on your Luxembourgian hotel owner turned up a fraud ring with some very influential people. The investors involved have insisted that Mr. Vogler be tried as the leader of a crime organization. The title of the hotel is passing to your friends, Citra and Lana, and the charity they run. They’ve offered to pay you a consulting fee for your work on the case that will help pay for your… extended vacation. Come on, don’t tell me you haven’t wanted to see the world!”

“I haven’t, really,” Joseph said, still reeling from the news. “But—”

“I have,” Kiki whispered. “I want to see everything, Joseph. We don’t have to stay anywhere expensive. Just little places like this, or those… what are they called? Hostels? We could make the money last as long as we need to.”

Hank chuckled. “I don’t think you’re going to need to ration this fee. It’s… significant.”

Joseph looked at Kiki, her eyes blazing with excitement. “You want to travel the world?”

She nodded, putting her hand on his knee. “Don’t you? With me? It would be so much fun!”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Paris!” she answered immediately. “And Australia. And Canada. Spain? Taiwan, definitely. Oh my gosh… what about Mongolia? Egypt! That’s like a cat-lovers paradise.”

Joseph felt a smile spreading across his face as he listened to Kiki rattle off the sights she wanted to see. He’d never wanted to travel the world on his own. But seeing the joy on Kiki’s face and knowing how much she looked forward to enjoying her freedom, he realized that maybe travel was exactly what they both needed.

This trip to Bali had turned out pretty well if he did say so himself.

“All right,” Joseph said. “All right. We’ll travel. I can’t say no to that face. But Hank, I’ll need to ask you a favor.”

“Anything, Joe,” his friend clapped his hands together with a sound like a gunshot. “I don’t think you will ever fully appreciate how much your help on this case has made my career. This is next level stuff. I’m entering the journalism Hall of Fame, man. Anything you need.”

“They have a journalism Hall of Fame?” Joseph asked with a laugh.

Hank pointed at him with two finger guns. “If they did, I’d be in it.”

“They should have one,” Kiki said earnestly. “You deserve it for what you’ve done for me, Mr. Hobart.”

Hank shook his head, his eyes glittering. “Don’t go making me cry now,” he sniffed. “A story like this is every reporter’s dream. I never could have done it without you two. And I promise, once all this cools off and… and there’s a new suit in the White House… you’re going to be golden. I just wish there was more I could do for you now.”

“I can help with that,” Joseph said, grinning from ear to ear. “I want to sell my car, condo, and everything in it. But I can’t do it myself. So, can I get you to arrange it for me? I’d ask my dad, but… you know.”

“You’d rather gouge your eyeballs out with a rusty spoon?” Hank offered.

“Ew,” Kiki said, shaking her head. “Why would you do that?”

“Hank has met my father,” Joseph explained. “It’s a common sentiment.”

“You don’t mean that,” she chastised him, and Joseph felt mildly ashamed.

“No, not really,” he said. “But it would really be easier not to have to deal with him about this. Why don’t you decide where we should go next, Kiki?”

“Can I use your computer?” she asked. “I like to look at the pictures.”

“Sure,” he grinned.

Kiki scampered over to the single bed in the corner of the room, where the laptop had been resting since Joseph had finished his novel. Hank watched her go, then gave Joseph a wink.

“You sly dog,” he said. “I didn’t know you’d gotten so close with my star witness…”

“I never kiss and tell.”

“Sure you do,” Hank said. “All the time. Although, there has been a bit of a dry spell… Have you been holding out on me?”

“No.” Joseph rubbed the bridge of his nose beneath his glasses. “It’s been a long dry spell. And Kiki is like an oasis in the desert.”

Hank grinned, and pulled a folder out from under his arm that Joseph hadn’t realized he was carrying.

“That’s good,” he said. “Because I got you some fake IDs since I figured she wouldn’t have any and you wouldn’t want to use yours for a while. And you’re going to be traveling as Mr. and Mrs. Lowe, newlyweds from California.”

He shoved the folder at Joseph, and Joseph opened it to reveal a number of official looking documents, as well as two American passports with slightly doctored images of them both along with the names Bernard and Kimberly Lowe.

“Kiki,” he said, turning the passport over in his hand. “How do you feel about the name Kimberly?”

“I hate it,” she said, not bothering to look up from the computer.

“And how do you feel about getting married?”

“I want to go to Paris first,” she said, starting to talk at the same time as him. “I—wait, what did you say?”

“Our new ID,” he said, holding up the passport with his heart hammering in his chest. “We’re going to be Bernard and Kimberly Lowe.”

“We’re getting married?” She let the laptop slip to the side, where it fell onto the bed.

“Well, we don’t have to,” he said, suddenly feeling like an idiot for suggesting such a thing when they were literally on the lam from the United States government. “But we could. If you wanted to… you know… make things more official.”

Kiki nearly bowled Hank out of the way as she rushed across the room to throw herself into Joseph’s arms. “Yes, yes, yes, yesyesyes,” she said. “Can we?”

He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and kissed her, with the love he’d felt on the beach flowing through him in even stronger waves. “We can have our honeymoon in Paris.”

“We can have sex under the Eiffle Tower!” she added with enthusiasm.

Hank nearly choked. “I… uh… don’t know if that’s a part of the tour packages they offer.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “Let’s do it!”

Joseph laughed. He laughed so hard that tears started streaming down his cheeks, and he held the cat girl to his chest, feeling whole for the first time in his life.

“We will certainly try,” he said. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

Kiki drew back, suddenly alarmed. She turned to look at Hank who was still looking shell-shocked from her comment. Very seriously, she asked, “Would they send agents after us for something like that?”

“Who?” Joseph asked, baffled.

“The French government,” Kiki said. “I’m already in trouble with your president. And I don’t think the local police in Bali are very happy with us either. We shouldn’t make a habit of pissing off people in power, right? I’ve seen shows like that on television and it never goes well for anyone involved.”

Suddenly it was Hank who was laughing. Kiki looked startled by the sound but Joseph could only grin.

“I can see why you like her, man,” Hank Hobart said, holding his sides as he wheezed with glee. “Life’s never going to be boring for you two, I can see that much!”

“Well, Hank,” Joseph said. “That settles it. We need two tickets to Paris. And, if you don’t mind. We’ll need another ID for Kiki. One with her real name on it. I want to marry her as myself before we start pretending to be the Lowes.”


Epilogue


Kiki and Joseph didn’t have sex under the Eiffel Tower. Apparently there were guards stationed there, twenty-four-seven to prevent tourists from enacting their sexy Parisian fantasies.

But they did get married there.

Joseph’s parents flew in for the small, exquisitely expensive ceremony that his father had insisted upon paying for once Joseph had finally called to tell them the news.

When Joseph watched Kiki walk down the satin runner they’d laid across the greens for an aisle, he felt himself choked with emotion. Kiki wore a slender, white silk dress, which showed off her narrow, tanned shoulders and her perfect little collarbones. She’d cut a hole in the gown for her tail and wore a pretty crown of white flowers around her fluffy kitten ears.

It had been Joseph’s mother, Millie, who had insisted that Kiki’s special day be spent without hiding. She’d all but demanded it after she’d heard Kiki’s story and her fears of getting caught. Joseph thought his parents had taken the news quite well, all things considered. Even Jeremy had merely frowned and said, “I think I know some people who had invested with those GenXTex grifters. I’m glad their stock never touched my portfolio.”

Millie said she’d traveled all around the world, and there were lots of places where people dressed up like cats for fun, so there was no reason for Kiki to go around hiding herself, especially on her wedding day. Joseph wasn’t sure how true this was, but they’d hardly seen a batted eye as they’d walked through Paris’s boutique district, looking at rings and flower arrangements and everything else his parents insisted they’d need.

Kiki had looked radiant as she’d explored the city as herself, a couple of times fielding questions about where she’d gotten her realistic costume. She’d been so inspired by the questions that she wondered if maybe designing realistic cat ears and tails might be a viable career for her, once they’d settled down. Joseph had to remind her that they still had a globe to explore, and that she shouldn’t be making too many plans just yet.

Now that she was walking toward him, her amethyst eyes fixed upon his, Joseph felt an urge to call off the whole traveling plan right then and there. They could settle down in Paris, have a litter of cat-kin kittens, make furry costumes, and he might just die of bliss.

His father had further surprised him by pulling Joseph aside before the wedding to tell him how proud he was of his son.

“I was starting to think you didn’t know yourself,” Jeremy Owens had said, with more emotion in his gaze that Joseph could ever remember seeing before. “You never seemed happy with any of your accomplishments, and that contract with Adrenaline Media would have wrung every last ounce of self-respect from your bones. I hoped you wouldn’t go through with it, but I didn’t know how to tell you that without disappointing you. I know you wanted me to be proud of you, son, but I was scared. Now… Now I see something in you that I’ve never seen before. You’ve found yourself. The real you.”

As Kiki stepped up beside him, next to the wedding official dressed in a purple that matched the cat girl’s eyes, Joseph knew that his father was right. He’d found himself with Kiki. He’d found himself by looking in her beautiful jewel-toned eyes.

He barely heard the Parisian official as he read their vows, but Joseph heard his own voice and hers as they repeated the words from their heart.

“I do,” she said, her little voice trembling with excitement.

Joseph’s voice cracked as he whispered, “I do.”

“You may kiss the bride.”

The words seemed to shake the entire planet, Joseph’s heart was beating so hard.

When he closed his eyes, and lowered his mouth to Kiki’s, the world seemed to fall away and swirl around them in a dizzying moment of pure magic.

When he opened his eyes to see her amethyst gaze staring up at him, love burst in his chest as he realized that these eyes, the ones which had shown him who he truly was, were the eyes of his wife.

His beloved wife.

Forever and always, as long as they both shall live.

Joseph kissed her again, lifting Kiki up in his arms and squeezing her until her tail thrashed and she mewed in laughing protest. He could hear his parents—their only guests—clapping politely in the background. But Joseph couldn’t help himself. He spun Kiki in a circle, letting her laughter fill every cell in his body with its glorious light.

His beautiful cat girl was now his beautiful cat girl wife.

Joseph was pretty sure they didn’t make happily-ever-afters happier than that.

But what did he know? He was just a thriller writer.

Maybe, though, just maybe… it was time to expand into romance…

The End
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Thank you again for your support. Happy reading!


Recommended Groups


For HaremLit and Men's Romance recs, I suggest checking out the following pages on FB and Reddit:

Dukes of Harem FB

HaremLit Readers FB

HaremLit FB

r/haremfantasynovels Reddit

r/romance_for_men Reddit

r/HaremLit Reddit


Further Reading: Romance for Men


IF you enjoyed Stowaway Catgirl in Love and would like to find more monogamous romance stories for men, you can find lots of recommendations in the Romance for Men FB group, or the r/Romance_for_Men sub on Reddit.


My other titles in the Fantastic Love – Romance 4 Men series include A Goblin for Christmas, My Lovestruck Succubus Girlfriend, and the forthcoming My Dragon Girl is the Spiciest Pepper

I also personally recommend also checking out:

Grady Sparks’ My Catgirl Broke the Internet, Shipwrecked with a Mermaid, and A Harpy Stole My Heart (Quickies with Cuties series)

Kirk Mason’s A Tale of Tail Brushing

Cebelius’ Would You Love a Monster Girl? series


Virgil Knightly's Headpats After Dark, The Midnight Nanny, and Three Heads Are Better Than One (Monstrous Love series)

I hope that supporting these and other mono-romance books will help to grow this subgenre along with HaremLit, giving us a wider range of romance and action books for the discerning male reader!


Further Reading: HaremLit


HaremLit has become the cornerstone of the romance for men genre, and I have harem series as well. Please check out Elemental Empire, Blood Rites, and my upcoming LitRPG harem series Arcane Arctic if you'd like to read more of my work with a stronger emphasis on action and adventure, and (naturally) a larger cast of love interests!


I also recommend the following series:


Magic Steampunk Pirate Booty by Grady Sparks

Otherworld Academy and The Rider's Dragon by Deacon Frost

Titan Mage by Edie Skye

Aycrishi Sodality and Weaponmaster by Phil Aerix

Demon Hunter and Empyrean Chronicles by Michael Dalton

The New Kingdom trilogy and Goblin Breeder by Micky Carre
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