
        
            
                
            
        

    


Chapter 1:


				It all started when I heard a knock on my door.

				My pantry door.


				“Hello? A little help? I’m stuck in here.”


				A girl’s voice, from inside the pantry. I was confused and a little nervous. Dad was working late. Mom had taken my four-year-old brother Evan out shopping with her. I was alone in the house. At least, I thought I was.


				The wiki article I was writing would have to wait. I hopped out of my desk chair and walked to the pantry door as the knocking became more insistent, transitioning into harsh banging.


				“Look, I don’t know where I am or what’s with all these boxes, but—” she paused and thumped the door again. “But, so help me, if somebody doesn’t open this flimsy little door this minute I swear I’m breaking it down.”

				When I arrived at the door, I looked up at the top of the doorframe. The door was locked. 

				You see, Dad installed a bolt latch at the top of the pantry door to keep Evan from snitching candy without permission. In theory, you could use it to lock somebody in the pantry. I certainly felt like stuffing Evan in there sometimes when our parents weren’t home. Heck, the candy would even keep him quiet.

				But this wasn’t Evan, and I wasn’t the one to lock her in.

				“Hey, uh…” I started lamely. The knocking stopped. “How did you get in there?”

			

			
				“I was going to ask you the same question,” the girl’s voice said. “Where am I?”

				“Pendleton, New Hampshire,” I said. “32 Vrost circle. Pantry.”

				“Who are you? What are you?”

				“Gavin,” I said. “And I’m, uh… a high school senior?”

				“How did I get here?”

				“No clue,” I said, still on edge. “My turn. How long have you been in my pantry?”

				“All of about twenty seconds,” the voice said. “Now, the door?”

				I wanted to keep it shut until I had more answers, but that wouldn’t do any good. If she wanted to break the door down, she probably could, and I didn’t want that. All she’d need to do is charge the door from the length of the pantry and hit it with her shoulder. The lock was meant to keep out a four-year-old, not trap an adult.

				Still…

				“I’d like to talk a bit more, first,” I said. “Need some light in there?”

				“That’d be nice, yeah.”

				The pantry light switch was on my side, so I flipped the lights on.

				Inside, there was a surprised yelp. “How did you do that? What… what’s that?”

				“What’s what?” I asked.

				“The glowing thing on the ceiling?”

				“You mean the light bulb?”

				Silence on the other side. Too long to be comfortable. Finally, the girl spoke up. “Nature’s glory… am I in a science world!?”

				“Uh…” I stammered, dumbfounded. “Yes?” I said hesitantly.

				“Are there guns?”

				“Not in the pantry, no,” I said.

				“Do you send energy around through wires?”

				“Electricity, yeah.”

			

			
				“Are there buffalo? Elephants? Corgis?”

				“What are you even… yes! Yes to all those things.” I started trying to think of what in my house might be usable as a weapon. A kitchen knife? Something was not right with this girl. “Are you okay?” In retrospect, it was a dumb question, but it’s what came to mind.

				“Yes! This is awesome!” I heard the rustling of some boxes from the other side of the door. Cereal? “What’s this? Food?”

				“Probably. You’re in my pantry. Speaking of which, you’re in my pantry. Why?”

				“Dunno. I just appeared here. Maybe you beamed me in with a transporter or something, like in those stories.” I heard the sound of a box ripping.

				“Who are you?”

				“Lilah,” the girl said. “I’m one of Nature’s Emissaries. Hah!” she chortled. “These look like giant deer droppings! Do you eat these?”

				“Nature Emissary? Is this some kind of joke?”

				“Probably,” said Lilah. “What with the whole ‘beam me in from another world and trap me in a pantry’ thing. Okay, I’m gonna put one of these in my mouth. Ready?”

				“Another world? What are you even…” I trailed off, the implications slowly dawning on me.

				Two possibilities. First, there really could be a girl from another world in my pantry. That seemed unlikely. On the other hand, maybe this was some sort of joke where somebody locked a girl in my closet and she was pretending. That also seemed unlikely, but way more likely than a visitor from another world.

				Which was kind of disappointing; It’d be neat if this was real.

				All sorts of inane questions floated through my head, such as “Are you sure you’re from another world?” or “This really isn’t a joke?” But I couldn’t think of anything that would actually get me any closer to figuring out what was going on. There was just one way forward.

			

			
				I reached up, undid the latch, and pushed open the door to see the girl inside. 

				She was standing there, holding a box of malted milk balls. It would be an understatement to call her beautiful; her face was cute and her figure was perfect. She had long, braided, tan hair in which were nestled a pair of honest-to-goodness cat ears. A tail draped on the floor behind her, flicking gently. She was shorter than I was by a few inches. I’d have guessed she was in her late teens, certainly no older than twenty. Her skin was fair, but her face left her ethnicity indeterminate.

				But I wasn’t focused on any of that. Not even the cat ears. I was focused on her clothing.

				She was wearing a loincloth that draped down to her knees and several long, beaded necklaces.

				And that was it.

				I stared at her naked chest for far longer than I felt comfortable.

				“These things are really sweet,” she said, holding up the box of chocolates. “Do you always eat stuff like this?”

				I snapped out of it and clamped my eyes shut—not that it helped much. The image had seared itself into my poor teenage brain. “Where the hell is your shirt!?”

				“Back home, I suppose. I didn’t wear it today. I wasn’t expecting to talk to humans.” I heard a crunch as she bit into another chocolate.

				“I’ll get you one. Stay right there!”

				I jogged up the stairs to my closet to get her some clothes. If this were a joke, it was some joke. I opened up my drawers and pulled out a T-shirt and some sweatpants. There was a catgirl in my pantry. A naked catgirl. Well, almost. I wasn’t sure if the loincloth counted. I’ve got to admit, I was frightened. Sure, lots of guys dream of being in a situation like this, but it’s something else entirely to experience it.

			

			
				This wasn’t a dumb harem anime. This was real. For all I knew, this would end with a police investigation, or I could get my face clawed off, or she could use nature magic powers to turn me into a pig or whatever. And even if this was the sort of catgirl you’d find in an anime, I wasn’t sure I’d have what it took to handle that either. I’d never been good at talking to girls. I’d never even had a girlfriend.

				I went back down the stairs, clothes in hand. Lilah had left the pantry and was looking around the kitchen in wonder, tail swishing behind her. Her back was to me this time... but her loincloth only covered the front.

				I looked away from her naked rear and stuck out my arm. “Here, clothes,” I said. “Take them. Let me know when you’ve changed.”

				I heard Lilah chuckle a little. “You humans and your clothes. You sure I have to put these on?”

				“Yes,” I said forcefully. It’s a… a cultural thing.” I felt the weight of the clothes leave my arm as Lilah took them.

				“Wow,” she said. “The weave on this is really tiny. I’d have thought that… wait. Is this knit?”

				“I don’t know,” I answered. “They’re machine-made.”

				“A machine? You gave me clothes made by a machine? Do they do anything cool?”

				“They’re clothes. They cover you. Isn’t that what clothes are supposed to do?”

				“I guess,” she said, sounding disappointed.

				I shook my head as I heard clothing rustling behind me. This girl was either really committed to her role or actually from another world. Or insane. I guessed that could be true. But then what about the tail? The ears could be fake, but I’d seen the tail swishing around. A real girl wouldn’t have a fully functioning tail, no matter how insane she was.  “So… you’re Nature’s Emissary?”

			

			
				“Yep! One of them, at least. The Emissary of the mountain lion, specifically. Don’t suppose your village worships mountain lions?”

				“No,” I said. “My family’s Christian. We even go to church every other Sunday.”

				“Ooh! That’s so cool! How many vampires have you killed?”

				“What? None!” I said. “Where are you getting this from? You know about electricity and… and corgis, but you think we fight vampires?”

				“Hey, how am I supposed to know what parts of the bardic tales are accurate or not? So far as anybody knows, science stories are just fun tales you read about in books or tell around a fire. There’s this string in the front of the pants. Do I just pull it, or…?”

				“Yeah, you pull it to tighten it and then tie it off,” I said. “So you’ve got no idea how you got here?”

				“None,” the girl said. “I had just finished my morning bath and was at home boiling some mushrooms, and then suddenly I was in the dark here in your pantry. Okay, I’m done.”

				I looked behind me. Thankfully, Lilah was fully clothed, so I finally got a chance to take her in a bit more. Her ears and tail were the same tan color as her hair. Her ears were furred on the back with the same tan fur, with tufts of white fur in the front where her ears met her hair. The spots where her ears should be, if she were a human, were smooth and bare. This was looking less and less like a joke.

				Honestly, now that I’d had some time to talk with Lilah, my initial fear was slowly being replaced with excitement. I’d been studying myths about monsters for years, from ancient ones like the minotaur to modern ones like the chupacabra. It was sort of a hobby of mine. Lilah was a dream come true. A real life monster in my house! Sort of. A non-human, at any rate. And unlike most mythical monsters—which could kill you in a variety of creative ways—she seemed safe. And friendly!

			

			
				Also highly attractive. But I swore that wasn’t the main reason I was excited.

				The clothes I had given Lilah didn’t fit her well. The pants were too big; the fabric was bunched up in weird places and the crotch drooped nearly to her knees. She had rolled the bottoms up to keep them from covering her feet. The shirt was baggy and long. Because it was a men’s shirt without extra fabric in the front, it hung weird over her breasts.

				I nodded. “Thanks. That’s… that’s better.”

				She smiled at me, then held up her loincloth. “What do I do with this?” she asked.

				I had no idea. “Just keep it to yourself for now,” I said.

				“What, you mean you don’t want it?” she said, tossing it to me.

				Girl’s underwear. Kind of. I panicked and stepped back, letting it fall to the floor instead of catching it. Lilah chuckled at my reaction. 

				“What’s with you?” I asked.

				“Just teasing you is all,” she said, putting the beaded necklaces back around her neck. She looked a little confused.

				“Is that just a thing Nature Emissaries do?”

				“Sometimes, yeah. We’re playful. At least the cat ones,” she said, wiggling her ears. “Don’t try and joke around with, like, a bear Emissary. They won’t appreciate it.”

				“I’ll keep that in mind.”

				“So you don’t have any Emissaries here?” she asked, stepping forward to retrieve her loincloth.

				“I don’t think so,” I said. “Is that a job? Or like…” I tried to figure out how to phrase it delicately. “Or... like a race?” I finished. It seemed a more polite word than “species.”

			

			
				“Both,” said Lilah. “Emissaries are born into the position. It’s… hard to say no to.”

				“Then no,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like you before. If we had Emissaries in our world, then we’d probably have pictures or videos of them. Unless maybe… do you show up in photos?”

				Her eyes went wide. “I don’t know!” she said, excitedly. “Is there any reason why I shouldn’t? We should try!”

				I pulled my phone out of my pocket to take a picture, and she excitedly bounced up and down.

				“You’re taking a photo of me with your hand-held computer! This is so cool!”

				“It’s a phone, but close enough,” I said. I pointed the phone at her. She appeared on the screen just as I’d expect. One snap later, I had her picture in my phone. No issues. I turned the phone so she could see it, and her grin got even wider, showing more of her teeth. I noticed with a small degree of alarm that her incisors were sharper and more triangular than a normal human’s, and her canines were more pronounced.

				“That’s so cool!” she said.

				“Yeah. So… I guess either we’ve got no Nature Emissaries or they’re really good at avoiding being seen.”

				“Weird,” she said, shaking her head.

				“Yeah. Um…” I started rubbing the back of my head. Having Lilah suddenly appear in my pantry was fantastic and all, but it opened up lots of questions. Would anything else be appearing in my pantry? Would she be able to get home? And, in the more immediate future, what were her plans for, like, the next ten minutes, and where would she be when my mom got back with Evan?

				 “So… what’s your plan now?” I asked.

				“Go explore, I guess. What’s your name again?”

				“Gavin,” I repeated, holding out a hand.

			

			
				“Good to meet you, Gavin!” she said, smiling and bowing slightly instead. “Where’s the way out?”

				That’s it? I’d had all of about ten minutes with her, and now she was leaving? “Over there,” I said, motioning to the front door. “But are you really going outside?” I asked, hoping to discourage her from leaving. “It’s mid-February. Do Nature Emissaries not get cold?”

				“We get cold, sure. But it’s the middle of the day. How bad could it be out there? Thanks, Gavin. I’ll probably run into you again some day!” And with that, Lilah loped to the door and opened it.

				For a moment, she just stood there. Then, she put one of her unshod toes into the snow outside.

				“Gavin! There’s frost on the ground here. And it’s a foot thick!”

				“You mean the snow?” I said, walking up to the door. 

				“Snow? Is that what you call it? Is this normal?”

				“It’s normal for this time of year, yeah. In fact, this year’s snowfall’s been unusually light.” Right now, the sun was shining in the cloudless sky, glaring on the surface of yesterday’s newfallen snow. Compared to most days, it was positively balmy in the low 40s.

				“How are you supposed to get anywhere?”

				“Cars,” I said, shrugging. “How would you get around in the snow?”

				“I didn’t… I didn’t have snow.” Lilah said. She shivered a bit and hugged herself, taking a slight step back. “It’s so cold out there!”

				I stepped past her to shut the door. “Yeah, that’s winter in New England for you.”

				“How long until it warms up?” Lilah asked.

				“A couple months, at least,” I said.

				“Months? Like, I’m stuck here for a whole forty days?”

				“More like sixty, actually.”

			

			
				She threw up her hands. “Why are your months so long!?” She huffed and sat on the floor. “Great. A whole brand new world I could explore, and it’s too frozen to even go outside.”

				It seemed I’d have Lilah around for a little longer. At least until my parents came home. I wondered how they’d react.

				“So… what’s your plan?” I asked again.

				“I… I don’t know,” Lilah said, somewhat forlornly.  “I guess I’ll stay here for now.”

				“Sounds good,” I said, nodding. My excitement mixed with nervousness, though. I’d have to explain her presence to my mother. And it would be awkward enough trying to introduce a girl to my mother, much less one with cat ears and a tail. Wearing my clothes.

				At least she wasn’t naked anymore.

				My mother had to let her stay. What else would we do? Kick her out on the streets? My family lived in a rural part of New Hampshire. It’s not like we had homeless shelters or soup kitchens around. If we sent her outside, she’d freeze to death, assuming Nature Emissaries could die. No, she needed to stay. At least for now. I started trying to plan how to broach the subject with my parents. 

				They’d agree that she needed a place to be, but they’d take issue with her for sure. If she were a normal girl, things might be different, but catgirls were kind of a symbol of sexuality in most parts of the internet. And they’d definitely object to their son living with a symbol of sexuality.

				I wondered if maybe I could keep her secret from my parents to avoid having to talk them into hosting her. It’d be hard, sure, and if I got caught, I’d be in huge trouble. But I could do it.

				Both my parents worked and had long commutes; they usually didn’t come home until 7:00 or so, except for weekends. My mom left Evan at Aunt Sandy’s place on her way to work and picked him up on her way back, so he was gone until 7:00 too. Every afternoon, I had the place completely to myself. Besides weekends, Lilah would only need to be hidden for a few hours each evening, until my parents went to bed.

			

			
				And if I did tell my parents about her, what would they do? Probably find some way to kick her out. But they weren’t heartless. They’d find someplace else for her to stay. One of my aunts, maybe. Like, Aunt Kathy in Vermont didn’t have any sons, just a teenage daughter.

				In fact, that made a lot more sense. That’s probably where Lilah should live.

				At which point my mind snapped shut. This girl appeared in my pantry. I’d never seen anything so cool in my life, and I wasn’t going to have her go live with my cousin just because my parents thought I couldn’t be trusted with a girl in the house. In retrospect, it was crazy of me and probably driven mostly by hormones, but at that moment I decided I was going to have her stay with me. Somehow.

				Given that Mom and Dad wouldn’t approve, that meant hiding her.

				“Okay, here. Come up to my room,” I said, beckoning her toward the stairs.

				She smiled and came with me. 

				“Here’s the deal,” I said as we climbed. “I’d love to let you stay here, but you’ve got to stay quiet about it. My mother doesn’t like catgirls. I mean… cat Emissaries.”

				“What? Why not?”

				“Cultural preconceptions,” I hedged as we climbed the stairs.

				“Didn’t you say you didn’t have Emissaries?”

				“That doesn’t keep us from having stereotypes,” I said, opening my door.

			

			
				I guess I’m lucky that I’m a clean person. Most guys I know wouldn’t be able to invite a girl into their room if one happened to magically appear in their pantry. Sure, my desk was a little cluttered, my bookshelves had books stuffed in at odd angles, and my dresser had some junk on it, but my floor was clear, my laundry was out of sight, and my bed was made.

				Lilah’s polite smile turned into a grin of amazement. She put her hand on the bed and pushed. “Wow. Is this for sleeping on?”

				“Yeah,” I said, nodding. I still wasn’t sure what things were like where she was from, but I suppose raised beds weren’t the norm there.

				“It looks really comfortable.” She spun around and sat on it, bouncing slightly. Then she giggled and bounced twice more intentionally for good measure.

				I smiled. It was going to be exciting showing her around.

				Her smile faded after a moment, and she suddenly became more sober than I’d seen her yet. “We need to talk, though.”

				“Sure. What’s up?”

				“I’m basically hiding out, right? What does that look like? What am I going to need to do?”

				“Okay, so my parents come home at seven o’clock, except on weekends when they—”

				“Hold up, hold up. What’s ‘o’clock’? When does the week end?” She looked at me intently.

				I sighed. I still didn’t know what she knew and what needed to be explained to her. I’d have to start simpler. “Okay, so the day is divided up into…” I started, before thinking better of it. “You know what? Never mind that. Just… A short while after sunset, my parents come home. They go to bed a short while after that. During that time, you’ll need to stay quiet up here. Same thing in the morning. They hardly ever come into my room, but just in case… you’ll probably want to be hanging out on that side of the bed,” I said, pointing over at the side of the bed opposite the door. “If my mom comes in, just roll under the bed and hide out there until she leaves.

			

			
				Lilah nodded. “And what happens if they catch me? How intolerant of Emissaries are they?”

				“They’d kick you out, for sure.”

				“And let me freeze to death? Really?” Her face looked pained. Partway between anxious and disgusted.

				I knew they wouldn’t. I could pretend they would, to raise the stakes, but lying to this girl didn’t feel right. “No, they’d… they’d probably just try and get you to stay with some other family.” I felt my chances of having her stay start to slip.

				“Would staying with another family really be a problem? I mean, if your parents don’t…” she trailed off. Realization slowly dawned on her face, and I became increasingly uncomfortable. “It’s not that I’m in any danger is it? You just think I’m attractive and want me to live in your room!”

				“It’s not like that,” I protested. “I just… I—”

				“Of course it’s like that,” she said, standing and walking toward me, an annoyed expression on her face. “I know I’m pretty. Humans keep telling me that.”

				“No! I just think it’s cool that you came from another world! I’ve never seen anything like you before. Not in real life. I want to learn more about you and where you came from. It’s not like I—”

				At that moment, I heard the garage door open. I jumped a little, like you normally would when you’re worried about getting caught doing something sneaky and there’s a loud noise nearby. But it didn’t hold a candle to Lilah, who dropped to a low crouch with her arms guardingly in front of her. I hadn’t noticed until now that her nails were triangular and curved, more like claws than fingernails.

			

			
				“Easy,” I said. “It’s okay. That’s just my mom coming home.”

				“What in the world…”

				I wanted, instinctively, to put my arm around her to comfort her, but those claws gave me pause. Instead, I held my arms up, palms forward, in what I hoped was a comforting gesture. “It’s just a really loud door,” I said, The sound abruptly stopped, and Lilah straightened up warily. I heard footsteps downstairs as my mother and brother came through the entryway. Lilah cocked her ears and listened.

				Finally she looked toward me, intent. “I’ll stay here, like you want,” she whispered, “but I want to get something straight first.” Her ears twitched as she locked eyes with mine. “I’m here because I think this’ll be fun, not because I need to. I’m not your housepet. Not your toy. Don’t try and trick me into thinking I’m dependent on you. I’ll smell that ruse a mile away, and then go straight to your parents, and they’ll send me someplace else. I’ll disappear, just like that. Got that?”

				I nodded.

				“Great, then,” she said with a satisfied smile. “Thanks for sharing your room with me. I call the bouncy-bed.” And with that, she twirled around, off balance, and collapsed onto the bed, humming softly as she took armfuls of the bedding and bunched it up against her.

				I sighed and went downstairs to say hi to my family.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2:


				My mother fed us a fast dinner, tuna fish sandwiches and corn chips, before starting on laundry. On Sundays, if I wasn’t with my friends, I’d usually be messing around on my wiki or chatting with friends on my phone. I could plausibly be doing either while in my bedroom, so I said I’d be upstairs, wished my family goodnight “in case I didn’t see them again before going to bed,” and went back to my room.

				When I opened my door Lilah sat bolt upright from the bed, ears perked straight up.

				“If I were my mother, you’d be caught,” I said quietly. “Game over, you’re out.”

				She stuck her tongue out at me. “I was just taking a little nap, that’s all,” she said just as quietly, moving to a kneeling position. “I got bored when you were gone for that long.”

				“Yeah, I get it. Next time just take the blankets off and nap behind the bed.” I pulled up my phone and started some music playing on the bluetooth speakers on my desk. Something classical and mellow; I figured it would be closer to the sort of music she was used to, whatever that was. 

				Lilah, still on the bed, looked at the speakers in confusion. 

				“I just put on some music so they wouldn’t hear us talking,” I said.

				“It’s really cool here, you know?” She leaned forward and stretched like a cat: arms straight out, hands on the bed, butt in the air, and tail sticking straight up. She held the attractive pose for the length of a yawn, then slid her legs off the side of the bed and stood up. “There are so many wonders here.”

			

			
				“I guess it’s true. They don’t seem like wonders when you get used to them, though.”

				“That’s a real shame,” she said, walking over to my desk. She poked at the speakers with her finger. I noticed the claw had retracted, leaving a small flap of skin where her fingernail should have been. “Is this where the music is coming from?”

				“Basically, yeah,” I said. I held up my phone. “The music is actually stored here; those speakers are just playing it.”

				She giggled a little. “I didn’t realize music was something you could store. That’s like storing laughter, or love. It’s sheer magic.”

				I smiled as she put her face close to the speaker. Lilah was right. In fact, just having her around and viewing things from her perspective made the most ordinary things, like beds and speakers, seem like fanciful luxury. I was seriously lucky that of all the places she could have appeared, it happened to be in my pantry.

				“So what were things like where you lived?” I said, seating myself at the foot of my bed.

				“I live in a forest in the south,” she said, failing to mention what she was south of. “On a mountain range near the ocean. The hot season’s unbearable, but besides that, the weather’s nice.” She moved to the other side of the desk to look at the other speaker. “There was a city nearby, and a few villages. I’d travel from settlement to settlement, watching the people.”

				“So you lived in the wild?”

				“Of course! I’m an Emissary of Nature!” she said, looking back and smirking at me before turning back to the speaker. “I’d hunt. Sleep in the low boughs of trees. Play jokes on travelers.” She picked up one of the speakers, looked underneath it, and then held it to her ear, which twitched in protest.

			

			
				“Speaking of which, what does it mean to be one of Nature’s Emissaries?”

				She looked back at me, then put the speaker down. “Huh. How do I put this? I guess I’ve got to start with the basics. So... there are lots of Emissaries. One Emissary for each kind of animal. We’re born to normal humans like anyone else, but called to protect the wild, so when we grow up, we leave our families to join the other Emissaries in the woods. When we die, we’re reborn as a different human somewhere else.”

				She came and sat right next to me at the foot of the bed; a good distance away but closer than I’d have dared to. I slid away a bit, putting an extra inch between us. “We can feel what the forest wants,” she continued, “and so we act as its representatives when we make contracts with the villages, like for logging rights or hunting rights. Sometimes the humans try to take more than we’ve agreed to let them have. That’s a big mistake. Then we get to go drive them off.” She smiled and held up a hand, and I saw the claws extend a full half-inch.

				“Do you kill them?” I asked nervously.

				“Not if we can help it.” She inched toward me, closing the distance again. “Usually it’s just a small group of loggers or poachers. Two dozen Emissaries showing up at once and roaring at them is enough to make them run, and then we chase them for a while to make sure they don’t forget.” She smiled and pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “It’s fun.” Her voice was low. I realized that sitting this close together let us talk more quietly, which was good.

				“So the people? Are there, like, knights and wizards, or…?” 

			

			
				She looked at me quizzically. “Kind of. Knights and sorcerers. No wizards, they’re just old wives’ tales. How do you know about them, though?”

				“How do you know about Corgis?”

				“They’re in stories. They’re an animal that lives in science worlds. It’s practically a trope now.”

				“We’re talking about the little yellow dogs, right?”

				“White and yellow, with the long bodies? Yeah.” She smiled. “They’re cute. When in doubt, add a corgi to your story and it’ll give the audience something to relate to. But it’s the same with a lot of the stuff here. Little computers in your hands that you use to command the electricity around you? That’s just what science worlds are like. You mentioned cars. Those are like tiny little houses on wheels, barely big enough to hold a few chairs?” She waited, and I nodded. “Yeah,” she said, “that’s a staple of science world stories. Authors or bards only omit them if they’re trying for a specific kind of science world that wouldn’t reasonably have them.”

				“See, we’ve got stories about fantasy worlds that have knights and wizards in them. And dragons? Do you have dragons?”

				Lilah nodded. “The fat, fire-breathing lizards?”

				“Yeah, those. We’ve got the same sort of stories.”

				“That’s pretty cool,” Lilah said. “We’re both telling stories about each other’s worlds.”

				“That doesn’t make much sense. I mean, it’s not like all fantasy stories come from the same world, right? Is there another world for each story setting?”

				Lilah shrugged. “I’m not sure it actually matters. I’m from there, you’re from here, so unless world hopping is somehow a common thing, ours would be the only two that matter.”

			

			
				“It’s just weird that we’d have stories like this. Why do you know about corgis, but think Christians fight vampires? Why do I know about dragons, but not Emissaries?”

				“Why do we care?” asked Lilah, looking at me quizzically.

				“Aren’t you curious?” I asked. “Something weird is going on here.”

				“Well yeah,” Lilah said. “I got transported into your pantry. That’s pretty weird.” She rolled her eyes and smiled at me.

				“Are you worried about getting home?” I asked.

				“I’ll want to eventually, yeah. But I’m a nomad. I only spent a few months a year by my lake. I usually wander from city to city looking for something exciting to do, so it’s really cool to be able to accidentally wander to another world!” Her smile fell for a moment, and she rested her chin on her knees. “Still, I wouldn’t want to stay here forever. I’d want to find a way home.” She paused for a moment. “Think I’ll find a way to get back?”

				“I’m sure you will,” I said.

				“Liar,” she said, and she stuck out her tongue.

				I shrugged, smiling with a bit of chagrin. “Okay, fine, yeah. I actually have no idea. But, so long as we’re able to keep you hidden from my family, I’m happy to host you for as long as I can.”

				She smiled back at me. “Only until the snow melts. That’s as far as I’ll need to stretch your hospitality.”

				We talked together for a long time. She asked about all sorts of stuff, like what the walls were made of, what animal hair was used to make the carpet, how many people in my world had beds, and so forth. Every aspect of every item in my room was a possible topic for conversation. Except, surprisingly, she didn’t ask how any of the electronics worked. I guess that made sense. If I saw a crystal ball, I wouldn’t ask how it worked. It was just “magic.” That’d be enough for me.

			

			
				Save for dinner, we spent all evening together, late into the night. Eventually, I had to turn in; I had school the next day, and I couldn’t afford to be a zombie through it.

				I let her have the bed. Instead, I took some extra blankets from the closet and laid them on the floor so I had someplace to sleep too.

				Tomorrow would be an exciting day.


				



			

	


Chapter 3:


				I woke up to my phone vibrating in my pocket. I didn’t want to set an audible alarm in case Lilah wanted to sleep in. I shut it off, then stood. I saw Lilah still asleep on the bed in the T-shirt I left her, her braided hair lying across the pillows. The lower half of her body was covered by the blankets. She had worn her beaded necklaces to bed and they splayed wide over her chest. I had a sudden urge to touch her ears, just to see what they felt like. Obviously, I was too smart to try. I quietly left, shutting the door behind me.

				I had a cheap junker car I could drive to school if I wanted to, but I rarely did. I didn’t feel like spending money on gas when there was a school bus that could take me to school for free. I didn’t mind that the bus took longer. I could read or play mobile games while riding.

				Not today. I wanted to stay home as long as possible, so I’d have a chance to talk with Lilah after my parents left for work. I might even be late for my first period English class, which didn’t concern me at all. That wasn’t one of the classes I cared much about.

				It felt like forever as my mother got Evan ready to go to my aunt’s place for daycare. Finally, they headed out, and I watched out the window as they drove off.

				And as I did so, I saw footprints in the foot-thick snow leading from our front door into a small copse of trees in our front yard. At the end of the trail, barely visible from this distance, there was a distinctive splatter of yellow-rimmed melted holes in the snow.

				A wave of fear hit me. What if my parents saw that?

			

			
				They wouldn’t think “Huh! There must be a girl hiding out in Gavin’s room!” But any sort of cover story I made up would end up awkward and embarrassing.

				I checked the wall clock. Fifteen minutes before I had to leave for school. I went back up the stairs to my room. It seemed like I’d have to explain some stuff to Lilah.

				“Lilah,” I said, opening the door to my room. I kind of wanted to wake her by putting a hand on her shoulder or something, but I wasn’t sure how she’d react to me touching her, and I didn’t want my face clawed off.

				She woke up without needing that, though. She sat up, stretched her arms, and yawned, curling her tongue as she did so. Finally, she opened her eyes and smiled dreamily. “This is the most comfortable place I’ve ever slept, you know.”

				“I’m glad,” I said. Then I swallowed. This was going to get awkward. “So... I need to tell you about the toilet.”

				“The what now?” she asked, straightening her necklaces.

				“Where you pee.”

				“Oh, yeah,” she said. “I couldn’t figure that out. I looked out all the downstairs windows, but couldn’t find an outhouse. There were a couple of things in the house that looked like they might have been chamber pots, but I wasn’t sure and didn’t want to pee in them, just in case. Eventually, I just went in the woods out front.”

				“Look, there’s a room in our house for that.”

				She wrinkled her nose. “You have your outhouse indoors? Really? Do you have some sort of machine to deal with the smell?”

				“Here, I’ll show you.”

				She kicked off the covers to come with me…

				...and I saw that she wasn’t wearing any pants. Or anything else on her lower body, for that matter.

			

			
				“Lilah! Where are your pants?” I said, averting my eyes.

				“Over there,” she said. She was probably pointing, but I wasn’t looking. “I needed to take them off to pee.”

				“Would you put them back on, please?”

				“Nah,” she said. “You’re showing me what you use instead of chamber pots and outhouses. I’d just have to take them off again anyway.”

				“Fine! Fine,” I said. “Just… come with me.” I heard her slip off the bed, and I glanced over despite myself. The baggy T-shirt I gave her was so long it hung halfway between her waist and her knees. I could live with that. I’d just pretend she had shorts on underneath or something.

				I showed her the toilet. Again, it was a marvel to her, and again, I imagined what it must be like from her point of view. A machine that, with the flip of a lever, conjured water that carried your waste away. I explained how after using the bathroom you’d wash your hands and taught her about the hand soap. That led to a discussion about the germ theory of disease, which led to a discussion about microscopes. There was so much to talk about. If you think about it, we live in a bewilderingly complex society and know a staggering amount about the world.

				Lilah ate it all up. She was constantly asking questions. Where did the soap come from? How often do you need to wash to keep from getting sick? If you can’t see the germs, how do you know soap kills them? All the information seemed to excite her. Her blue eyes shone bright with every new concept I explained to her.

				I have to admit, it was a rush. It made me feel important and knowledgeable to be able to be her guide to the modern world. And I’d never talked with a girl for this long before. Having a girl interested in talking with me more or less constantly was a new and exciting experience for me.

			

			
				And, of course, knowing that she wasn’t wearing anything except a T-shirt was exciting in a whole other way. One I wasn’t sure I felt comfortable with.

				I let the time get away from me, of course, just like I had the previous night. By the time I got to my English class, it would be half over. But Lilah knew how the toilet and bath worked and how to get water from the sink. She understood how to read the hour hand of the analog clock and how time was measured in my world. I found out that while she greatly preferred meat, she was an omnivore, and I showed her where to get cereal and milk. (This, of course, triggered a long conversation about the nature of refrigeration.) By the time I finished, I felt comfortable leaving her alone in the house. 

				Save for one problem.

				“So how long will you be gone?” she asked as I was putting on my backpack.

				“About seven hours,” I said. “Why?”

				“What!? That’s almost all day!” she said with an appalled expression. “What the hell am I going to do with all that time?And suddenly, the problem became apparent. The very curiosity that made Lilah fun to teach would be bound to get her into trouble. Which would also get me into trouble. If I didn’t come up with something for her to do, I’d doubtlessly come home to find she’d been messing with the buttons on the oven and set the house on fire, or broken the valve off the hot water heater and flooded the basement, or something else dire.

				“Ho-kay… um…” I stammered. She folded her arms and stared at me. “Okay, can you read?” I asked.

				“Some,” she said, her face softening. “Not as fast as I’d like. We don’t exactly have libraries in the middle of the forest.”

			

			
				“Okay, come with me,” I said. I jogged up the stairs and opened the door to my parent’s room. It wasn’t exactly against the rules for me to be in there, but it’s also not the sort of thing I’d do without good reason, so I felt uncomfortable being there anyway. Lilah followed me in.

				Around the back side of my parent’s bed, I found what I was looking for. In their bookcase, on the bottom shelf, was a set of twenty honest-to-goodness print encyclopedias, the “Children’s Britannica.” They used to be in the living room for me to peruse when I was in elementary school, which to my knowledge, I never did. I think my parents kept them because they sunk a lot of money into them when I was younger and were deluding themselves into thinking Evan might use them.

				I pulled one out, flipped to the section on mountain lions, and turned to show it to Lilah. “Here you go,” I said. “This set of books down here has a lot of information about our world in it. Like, twenty volumes worth! You can flip through the pages until you find a picture that looks interesting to you, and then read about it.”

				“Okay,” Lilah said. She seemed unsure of the idea.

				“Sorry, it’s the best I could do on short notice. There’s lots of stuff to do when it’s too cold to go outside. Just… most of them take a lot of explaining.” I imagined all the buttons on a console controller and how to try to explain its use to a forest-dwelling nature spirit. “I’m sorry. When I get home, we can plan better. Because you’re right, it’s not reasonable for you to just sit around for seven hours a day.”

				She smiled smugly. “Thanks. I’m grateful you can see where I’m coming from.”

				I waved to Lilah and ran back down the stairs. Before heading to the garage, I went out the front door. I stomped on the yellow-pitted snow, packing it flat, then piled fresh snow on top of it and packed that flat too. If my parents asked, I’d say I stomped around in the snow to vent frustration or something.

			

			
				I finally hopped in my crappy little car. It was a wreck, but it was mine, and I loved it. I literally got her off the side of the road, where somebody had written “4 SALE: $400” on the rear window in soap. I called her “Calamity Jane” because I figured it was only a matter of time before she exploded, but until that happened, she represented sweet freedom. Having a car was mandatory for any sort of social life in rural New Hampshire, because things were so far apart that it’d take a half-hour biking to even get to the center of our tiny town. (In fact, technically, we were classified by the state as a “village.” I had no idea what the difference was.)

				It was so cold, I had to try two or three times to get Jane to start before she finally rattled to life. I pulled out and went to catch what was left of my first period class.

				It was hard to concentrate in class, of course. All I wanted to do was to get back to Lilah. As the teacher tried as hard as she could to make Hawthorne interesting, I pulled out my phone under my desk and looked up catgirls on Wikipedia. Lilah’s world and mine were telling stories about each other, right? So maybe I could get some idea what I was in for if I could figure out what the mythological roots behind Japanese catgirls were.

				I loved studying monsters and how they were shaped by the cultures that told stories about them. This passion of mine consumed most of my free time. I’d even created a wiki for monsters that I’d use to store my findings. Every time I found a cool new monster, I’d ‘collect’ it by getting as much info as I could find and putting it into an article. Eventually, some other people found my wiki, and we started compiling information together. Some of the other editors were pretty weird. One guy went out of his way to try and list every depiction of ogres in every game, book, or movie ever. He had at least sixty different “sub-species” he’d identified. But by and large, we were pretty academic.

			

			
				All this to say, when I wanted to study a monster, I did it pretty damn well.

				I hadn’t made a serious study of catgirls, though. They were outside my interest, because I figured probably some Japanese artist decided girls looked cuter with cat ears and that was it for their origins. But with Lilah around, there might be something worth looking into. So as my teacher droned on about how Hawthorne’s book reflected his view on human nature, I started looking through my favorite mythology sites to try to get to the bottom of the “catgirl” myths. The bell rang as I was trying to tease out the differences between the Bakeneko and the Nekomata. (Both of which I hoped had little relation to Lilah.)

				“Hey,” I heard from behind me. I turned to look.

				It was Autumn. I’d known her since elementary school, of course. Our school district was tiny, and there were only a little over a hundred students in my grade. At some point, everybody had been in class with everybody.

				I’d never paid Autumn much attention before, until my best friend Michael got into a relationship with her best friend, Cassie. Then our two social circles started bumping into each other. Often we’d end up at the same table at lunch, depending on what seats were taken. She was quiet, but confident. A good sense of humor too. Also cute. I had a bit of a crush on her. She might have had a crush on me. I wasn’t sure. High school romances are like that.

				“What’re you looking at?” she asked, looking at my phone.

				I thought fast. Autumn was coming up out of the blue, expressing an interest in what I was doing. This was the strongest sign yet that she was interested in me.

			

			
				And here I was looking up catgirls on my phone.

				How could I spin this?

				I decided to try a smokescreen full of jargon. “It’s kinda boring. I’m trying to figure out if Japanese nekomusume were inspired by ancient Egyptian myths like the goddess Bastet,” I shrugged. “Because of how different nekomusume are from their Western equivalents, I think they came from parallel mythological evolution instead of the west directly inspiring the east, like most Japanese high-fantasy tropes. But if they did evolve separately, were they developed internally? Or were they influenced by some outside ancient culture?”

				Her face grew concerned. “You’re studying catgirls?”

				Crap. She saw right through me. “Yeah,” I said. Autumn didn’t seem the type to be interested in anime, which means she’d probably see catgirls as some weird sexual fetish.

				“What class is this for?” she asked.

				I couldn’t tell her about Lilah, obviously. “Just… a project.” I said lamely, unable to come up with a cover story in time.

				She waited for a moment. It was a clear invitation for me to continue. But I’d said all I could. It got awkward.

				“Okay,” she said, then turned away to leave.

				My brain scrambled to try and salvage the situation, but I couldn’t think of anything before she was lost in the stream of students heading out the door.

				Just my luck. She finally showed some interest in me. Maybe not romantic interest, but I’d take what I could get. And then I came off as some cagey deviant. I mean… I did sort of have a thing for catgirls. (Don’t judge. Everyone’s got a thing.) But not enough of a thing that I’d normally look them up under the table during English class. Frustrated, I gathered my things and started putting them in my backpack.

			

			
				It suddenly struck me as odd that I’d be this flustered about impressing Autumn when I had an exotic catgirl at home that went around without her pants on and hung on my every word.

				But regardless of my “thing” for catgirls, if I was interested in a relationship, Autumn, if available, was clearly a better choice to pursue. I liked what I’d seen of her personality from our brief exchanges at lunch. Autumn came up out of the blue with an interest in what I was doing, and Lilah had shown no romantic interest in me. Autumn belonged here in our world, and there was no telling if maybe Lilah would pop out of existence and go home as suddenly as she appeared. I didn’t know what sort of weird cultural baggage Lilah might have, but Autumn and I grew up together. Lilah probably wasn’t a nekomata in disguise or she’d have already tried to seduce and devour me, but Autumn definitely wasn’t going to eat me. As cool as it would be to date a gorgeous catgirl like Lilah, it was clear I probably shouldn’t be thinking in that direction.

				Besides, being the one to teach her about our world was cool enough.

				Best to focus my romantic attention on Autumn. I wish I’d have found some way to cover for my research; some excuse why I’d bother posting an article on catgirls on my wiki.

				Lunch offered no opportunity to redeem myself. Autumn was sitting at the same table as Michael and Cassie, but the table had filled up before I got there, so I had to just fist-bump Michael and accept his apology instead of sitting down. Autumn never made eye contact with me.

				When my mind wasn’t occupied actively paying attention to class or talking to my friends at lunch, I spent the rest of the school day alternating between thinking about Lilah and trying to figure out how to reverse the damage with Autumn.

			

			
				Finally, after what felt like forever, school was over. I was so excited to get home that I jogged to my car and took the turns slightly faster than I should have. I had three hours that I could be with Lilah before my parents got home. I wanted to make them count. 

				I saw Lilah looking out the window as I pulled up the driveway. She must have been watching the clock. It immediately reminded me of an overeager pet waiting for its master, and I mentally scolded myself for the degrading comparison.

				When I opened the door, Lilah, holding an encyclopedia and still pantless, greeted me with a huge smile.

				“The Amazon,” she said as I shut the door behind me.

				“Huh?”

				Lilah opened the book to a page she’d been keeping with her finger and tapped on a picture of a rainforest. “That’s where I’m from. Sort of.” She seemed pleased with herself. “The trees there look more familiar to me than the other pictures of forests I’ve seen.”

				“Cool. That gives me some idea what things are like where you’re from,” I said, taking off my shoes and coat. “Let me know what else you might find that’s familiar.” She nodded. “Now,” I asked, “What trouble did you get into while I was gone?”

				“What? Trouble?” She looked a little offended. “Why would I get in trouble?”

				“Because you were bored,” I said.  “And you hate being bored.” I was guessing, but it seemed like a safe bet.

				She smiled with an incredulous expression and shook her head. Nailed it. “Okay, sure. But it wasn’t much trouble. I noticed that you turned on and off the lights with those tiny levers on the wall, so I went around the house pushing them up and down to see which lights they controlled. And... one got angry at me.”

				“Say what?”

			

			
				“I pushed it up and it roared at me, so I panicked and pushed it back down again.”

				“Really? It roared at you?” I had no idea what she was talking about, but the image made me chuckle a little.

				“Don’t laugh,” she said, stomping her foot softly. “It’s true!”

				“Yeah, I believe something like that happened, it’s just funny the way you describe it. Which lightswitch… roared at you?” I asked, suppressing another laugh.

				“Over here in the kitchen,” she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me. While obviously not intended to be romantic, it’s the first time I’d held a girl’s hand since it was required in elementary school PE activities, and it made my heart jump a little. I tried again to convince myself there were short-shorts under that T-shirt.

				She brought me to the sink and pointed to the switch behind the counter. “That one.”

				I chuckled a little more. “That’s not a light switch. That’s the garbage disposal.” I reached down into the sink and felt around. Sure enough, there was a spoon down there that was nicked and scratched from its ordeal.

				“Well how was I supposed to know that? And what’s a garbage disposal, anyways?”

				I had to explain it to her, which turned into a discussion of how washing dishes worked, which began to spiral off into an explanation of how the oven worked before I caught sight of the time on the wall clock.

				“Crap,” I said. “We’re running out of time. Come on, Lilah. We’ve got to go.”

				Her ears immediately perked up. “Where? Outside?”

				“To Walmart. We’re going to buy you some clothes.”

				I saw a hesitant smile spread across her face.

			

			
				While warm in the house, it was far too cold for her to wear a T-shirt outside. I gave her the sweatpants she’d doffed the night before and one of my hoodies, which she proceeded to change into right in front of me. I quickly turned away until she announced she was done.

				The clothes were comically oversized, which made her look adorable. She put on some socks and one of my mother’s old, worn-out pairs of shoes that were still on the rack for some reason. When we went out into the garage, she shivered anyway, so I also let her use my thick down coat, which basically enveloped her and made her look like a puffy blue marshmallow. Finally, she put her beaded necklaces on over the top of that.

				I helped her into the car and took my seat. As I put the keys in the ignition, I saw Lilah picking at some of the peeling sun-bleached plastic on the dashboard.

				“You know, I’m not sure how I feel about this,” Lilah said.

				“About what?” I said, putting on my seat belt.

				“Being in a car. They were in science world stories. I’d always thought it would be cool to ride in a car. But somehow, I thought it would be…” Her voice trailed off.

				“Cooler?”

				“Yeah.” She looked up at the roof of the car. The cloth covering overhead had ripped, revealing crumbly yellow insulation.

				“Forgive the lack of glamour. My parents made me buy my own car, and I found this little beauty used for only $400. That’s, like…” I tried to find an analog she could understand. “The price of a little over a hundred gallons of milk.”

				“Is that cheap for a car?” She shifted position in her seat, adjusting her tail.

			

			
				“A brand new car goes for as much as a hundred and fifty times that,” I said. I enjoyed seeing Lilah’s eyes widen. “And those ones are probably just like you imagine. Clean and smooth. Sleek. Even a little robotic assistant that tells you where to turn to get where you want to go. Quieter, too.”

				As I began turning the key, Lilah said “Quiet? Are cars usually—”

				She was cut out by the sound of the engine turning over and failing to start. I turned the key again, and it sputtered once more. Hoping I wouldn’t have to break out our family’s emergency external battery pack and jumper cables, I turned the key again. Finally, the engine grumbled and ol’ Jane woke up for yet another trip in her long, rapidly diminishing life.

				I looked back at Lilah to see her rigid, pressing her back flat against the seat and holding the seat bottom with both hands.

				“This one’s louder than most,” I admitted. “It’s perfectly safe, though.” I considered talking her through the process of putting on her seatbelt, but that seemed exactly contrary to the “perfectly safe” stance I just took, so I instead resolved to simply not crash.

				I backed out of the driveway and headed to Newchester. A twenty-minute drive away and site of the closest Walmart.

				Now, I’m no girl. I’ve had no sisters. I wasn’t sure how the whole “clothes shopping” thing worked. I’m guessing none of my female classmates would be caught dead shopping at Walmart, but it had cheap, functional clothes, which is basically what Lilah needed. No sense in getting named designer brands or whatever when for all I know she could poof next week and be wearing them in the middle of a rainforest. Walmart would be fine.

				I wanted so badly to look at Lilah’s reaction that I had a hard time keeping my eyes on the road as I drove. She seemed to be doing okay until we got onto the highway, where she paled visibly. I heard a slight whimper. She visibly trembled every time a car passed us going the other direction, only a yard or two separating us from a 60 mph head-on collision.

			

			
				I carefully took out my phone, hit the button to say I wasn’t driving, and turned on some classical music. “Here,” I said, handing it to Lilah. “Shut your eyes so you can’t see how fast we’re going. Focus on the music. Pretend you’re just in a room that’s vibrating for some reason. A completely stationary room.”

				She nodded, swallowed, and shut her eyes, clutching the phone.

				Finally we reached the Walmart. The parking lot was only a quarter full; 4:50 on a Monday isn’t exactly the most crowded time of day. I pulled into the too-large parking lot and picked a spot near the back; I wanted to be sure I had plenty of space around the car in case something unexpected happened. I finally shut the engine off. Jane went silent for a moment, then started creaking and clicking as her metal frame rapidly cooled in the New Hampshire air.

				“Okay, we’re done.”

				It took a bit for Lilah to open her eyes. “That… was insane.” Her voice was higher than normal.

				“I guess so, huh?”

				She looked around, then motioned with her arm to all the cars in the parking lot. “I can’t believe how many people are just… okay with that! Where I’m from, it takes a very special kind of person to have a death wish that strong!”

				I started to laugh, and Lilah punched me in the arm. It stung more than I’d have expected. “It’s not funny!” she said, with a face so upset it made it all the funnier.

				“It’s not you,” I said, calming down. “It’s the situation. You’re absolutely right. When I think about it from your point of view, it’s completely insane. One wrong turn, and the car would crumple like a tin can. But… people don’t mess up. Often.”

			

			
				She looked away, nervous but mollified.

				“Is that it?” she asked, pointing to the store. “It’s bigger than most keeps I know.”

				“Yep,” I said. I got out of the car and went around to Lilah’s side to help her out. She reached for my hand. I offered it to her and she pulled herself out. She leaned on my hand as her legs wobbled under her.

				When Lilah seemed capable of standing, I locked Jane up by putting a key in a hole near the handle of the door, because that’s how old she was. Then, I pointed toward the building and we walked toward it.

				Lilah eventually let go of my hand, but I feel like she held onto it for longer than necessary. Maybe she needed the emotional support.

				She stopped when a middle-aged man looked in her direction, a puzzled expression on his face. “Hey, uh… Gavin? Are my ears and tail going to cause a problem? These people have probably never seen an Emissary, have they?”

				I’d thought about that. “Sometimes people are just weird, you know? People do their own thing. So anybody who sees you would probably just think you’re a weirdo who likes wearing fake cat ears and a cat tail. Besides, there aren’t many people shopping right now. Just… don’t let your ears twitch. And keep your tail still.”

				“Don’t let my ears twitch? That’s like asking me not to sneeze.”

				“Well pull the hood of your coat over them, then.”

				That’s exactly what she did.

				Then, she dropped her pants a couple of feet and started stuffing her tail into one pant leg.

				I immediately panicked and bit down a cry of alarm that would have attracted attention. I glanced at the middle-aged man. He wasn’t looking in our direction anymore. I looked around to see if any of the other half-dozen people in the parking lot had noticed her.

			

			
				“Lilah!” I scolded in a whisper.

				“What?” she asked. “It would be hard to keep the tip of my tail from twitching, so I’m putting it away too.”

				“Lilah, do not take off your clothes in public!” I said, with all the force a whispered voice could muster.

				“Fine, fine,” she said, pulling her pants back up again. They were baggy enough that the extra bulk in one leg was hardly noticeable. “There. Sorry. Let’s go.”

				Now I was full of adrenaline, too. Only fair, I supposed.

				When we got into the store, her eyes widened. “It’s just… one gigantic room?”

				“Basically,” I said. “Sort of like a warehouse.”

				“Or a bazaar?” she asked.

				“Kind of. Except all run by the same corporation.”

				I could tell as soon as I said it that Lilah didn’t understand the word, but I was spared from having to explain it by a little old lady who said “Welcome to Walmart!” with a smile.

				“Thank you! I’m honored you’re willing to allow us into your establishment!” Lilah said with a slight bow. As she walked past the lady, the lady’s gaze followed her in confusion.

				Lilah, of course, wanted to see everything, but I managed to get her to the girl’s clothes section without too many detours. She was amazed by the sheer variety of clothing available.

				“The heraldry’s really weird on most of these,” she said, looking at a sweatshirt with the words “Problem Child” on it in an urban graffiti style.

				“Yeah. They try to have a lot of different designs to try and appeal to a lot of people, I guess. I like stuff like this,” I said, motioning to my own sweatshirt, a nondescript navy blue shirt with a black stripe up the sides and down the arms.

			

			
				“I do too. I wouldn’t want to wear the crest of somebody I don’t even know,” she said, parting hangers to look at the fronts of different shirts.

				I wish I could say we found her something super cute, or something that made her look really attractive. I’m sure there are girls that could grab three separate items off three different discount racks and make it look like they were made to go together. Not me. As long as my clothes were clean and in good shape, I didn’t care what they looked like. Maybe that’s why I could never seem to attract girls.

				Except, recently, Autumn.

				After what felt like entirely too long, we finally had two outfits that seemed decent and a pair of soft pajamas that Lilah couldn’t wait to try on. We also picked up a package of inexpensive socks and some cheap shoes. She had no interest in panties and I couldn’t come up with a compelling defense for them, and I’d heard bra fitting is this whole big thing, so we didn’t come away with any underwear.

				We brought the clothes to a changing stall and she went in to change into her first outfit: a pair of low-riding jeans with a belt and a long-sleeved shirt that didn’t quite come down low enough to close the gap. The jeans could work; I’d accidentally seen her shirtless enough to know that she had a tight stomach worth showing off.

				As I waited for her to change, I thought about how fun this whole trip was. Part of me wondered if this was what it would be like to have a girlfriend. I’d never had one, and I’d been kind of jealous of all my peers and the experiences they’d had. I knew I wasn’t in a relationship with Lilah, and probably wouldn’t ever be, but it was fun to imagine.

				“Okay! What do you think?”

				I turned to look. 

			

			
				She had taken the low cut jeans and pushed them even lower. Her mound of venus was clearly visible, with a downy tuft of wheat-colored pubic hair poking out in the middle. Another inch lower and it wouldn’t have left anything to the imagination. Without the belt, it wouldn’t have stayed up at all. 

				She smiled. “Do you think it’s—”

				In a panic to keep her from being seen, I pushed her back into the stall, cupping my hand over her mouth to muffle her protest, walked through the door with her, and shut it behind me. I turned to face her. “What the actual hell, Lilah? Are you messing with me?” I was pissed. Why was she constantly exposing herself?

				“What?” she said indignantly.

				“You’re wearing them so low your hair’s sticking out down there!”

				She turned her head to look at me sideways, an expression of confusion and incredulity on her face. “Okay, seriously? They’re pants, like you asked. Is this not good enough? You’re going to have to be really clear about what rules you want me to follow with clothes, because I’m not a telepath.”

				“Don’t give me that. You’ve literally seen more than a dozen other girls wearing pants today. Is that not enough examples for you? Why do you feel like you always have to push the boundaries like this?”

				She narrowed her eyes, then turned around and stuck her rear out at me.

				I saw the problem. Her tail, unsurprisingly, came out of her back where a normal person’s tailbone would be. Worse, it didn’t stick out perpendicularly from her back like catgirls in anime. It hung down from her back, running parallel with her legs. The jeans were up as high as she could get them; jammed into the nook between her butt and the underside of her tail. It was wedged so tightly her tail bent outward a little at the base. It looked kind of uncomfortable, actually.

			

			
				She turned back around to face me again, whispering furiously. “Look, after your reaction in the parking lot, I got it, okay? This world requires pants for some reason. I’m not dumb! Why do you think I got these coarse, ugly pants to begin with? They had the lowest waistline I could find! And if the store sold them, they should be fine, shouldn’t they? I’m only wearing them like an inch or two lower than they’d go naturally. I might not know a lot about this world, but I’m doing the best I can, okay?” 

				Her ferocity took me by surprise. I averted my eyes, looking toward the ground. I saw her claws peeking out from those flaps of skin where her fingernails should be. Probably an unconscious reaction to being angry. Or maybe adrenaline.

				I sighed. I realized I was jumping the gun here. Lilah was a visitor from another world, struggling to learn as fast as possible and currently the victim of severe culture shock. She was with me for convenience’s sake. And here I’d been pretending I was taking a girlfriend shopping.

				“What about the sweatpants?” I asked. “Your tail seemed to stick out of those just fine.”

				“Same thing. I just cinched the drawstring really tight—”

				“And the T-shirt was long enough that I just never noticed,” I finished. Lilah nodded, her expression softening.

				“I figured if these things you bought were going to be my clothes, I should be comfortable in them. I was hoping they’d somehow have something that would… you know. Fit me.” She looked aside, sulking.

				I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. The poor girl. “Look, I’m sorry I blew up on you. It’s just… people can get arrested for not wearing their clothes right. It’s called ‘indecent exposure.’ And if the police get involved, then who knows where this will end up? I’m not being controlling here. It’s not like that. I’m trying to help protect you.”

			

			
				“No, no, I get that,” she said. “They’ve got some pretty stupid rules in some of the cities in my world, too. It’s not your fault.”

				“Hey, don’t be down. Let’s go out again and find you some other pants. Pants you actually want. Then, I’ll just use some scissors to cut a hole in the back so your tail can fit through. I’ll even try and sew a hem of some kind around it. I’ve not used a needle and thread since my life-skills teacher forced me to six years ago, but I can try.”

				She seemed to cheer up. “Remember that gray one with the blue stripe down the side? It felt so soft on the inside. Could we get that one instead?”

				I smiled and nodded, and Lilah grinned. I turned away as Lilah changed back into my oversized sweatpants and replaced the baggy sweatshirt. When she was through, I opened the door.

				And came face to face with a stern middle-aged woman wearing a blue and yellow Walmart vest.

				I thought fast. I doubted she’d kick me out of the store for following my girlfriend into the women’s changing stall, so I played it cool and rebellious and just winked at her as I pushed past. I heard a frustrated sigh from behind me and hoped that’d be the end of it.

				In the end, we bought two outfits and the pair of soft pajamas. It cost more than I planned because, as if girls don’t already have it hard enough, it turned out girl’s clothing is more expensive than guy’s clothing. She got a real kick out of the robotic voice in the automated checkout aisle. I could tell she wanted to stay at Walmart longer (after all, we hadn’t been anywhere except the clothing section) but we had shopped for an hour and a half, and I wanted to make sure we got home well before my parents did.

			

			
				The ride home wasn’t as bad as the ride out was. Lilah asked for the music to start with this time. She also asked about my seat belt and had me explain to her how to work hers. She shut her eyes before we even pulled out of the parking lot. I could tell she was actively trying to calm herself as I drove; her breathing was unnaturally deep and smooth.

				When we got back home, I brought all the stuff back up to my room. I left Lilah there and went to grab a pair of scissors and a sewing kit from one of the drawers in my parents’ room. While there, I put away the encyclopedias. I’d have to tell Lilah to make sure she put them away on her own, to avoid having my parents ask any questions.

				When I got back to my room, Lilah’s pants were off. She was in the middle of taking off the T-shirt, peeling it off over her head with both arms. When she saw me open the door, she dropped her arms a little to cover her breasts.

				Then looked me right in the eyes and gently started to raise her arms again, slowly taking off the shirt, carefully watching to gauge my reaction.

				“Lilah…”

				“I can be myself here, right? Is that… okay?”

				I locked eyes with her, exerting all my force of will to leave my gaze level as I thought fast. 

				Again, I realized I had been thinking of her incorrectly. Any time I saw Lilah without clothes on, I would react as though I had accidentally walked in on Autumn while she was in the shower. I had been projecting my culture onto her. But that wasn’t right. She wasn’t upset at me for seeing her naked. And she wasn’t taking off her clothes to try to titillate me. It was just part of who she was. It was what she was used to. Surely it would be okay to just… let her be herself. Right?

			

			
				One part of my brain screamed “Of course it is!” and it wasn’t very hard to guess what that part was motivated by. Lilah was drop-dead gorgeous. Maybe it had something to do with being a “Emissary”, but her skin was flawless, her figure perfect, and her breasts just the size I like them. She carried herself with a sort of sensual grace. Her sandy, braided hair was long and exotic, and, of course, she had those ears and that tail!

				In short, she was physically everything I ever wanted in a girl and didn’t think I’d ever have. The thought of her wandering naked and care-free through my house was amazingly enticing.

				But on the other hand, that didn’t mean it was a good idea. She might be from a culture where clothing was optional, but I wasn’t. Having a naked goddess in my house, always wanting to be with me and listening with rapt attention to everything I said, could be a recipe for disaster. It would be so easy to start seeing her as a sex object. A toy. It could be downright dehumanizing. I had already accidentally started viewing her as a girlfriend, and that was when she was mostly clothed. Her words from only twenty-four hours previous still rang in my ears. “I’m here because I think it’ll be fun. I am not your housepet.” Could I maintain that if she was constantly naked? Could I control myself?

				But then…

				...maybe it was possible that she was thinking of me romantically? Maybe this thing about “being herself” around me was her way of hinting about how comfortable she was around me? Maybe this whole thing was a form of flirting? Maybe, if she was naked around me, it would lead somewhere? Was it worth the risk? Did I want that?

				I had to find out. Mustering all my courage and swallowing nervously, I stepped slowly toward Lilah. I kept walking toward her as she let the shirt drop to the ground. I kept walking, keeping my eyes fixed on her face, and not her nude body. I kept walking, and slowly stepped within her personal space, closer than anyone would let a casual acquaintance comfortably come.

			

			
				She took a step away from me, wary confusion written across her face.

				Nope.

				Nothing there.

				So I took a step back myself.

				Shutting my eyes and looking away, I took a deep breath and said, “I understand where you’re coming from, but I’d really feel more comfortable if you wore clothes around me. Maybe… maybe one day. And of course when I’m gone at school feel free to wear whatever you’d like. Or nothing at all.”

				The one part of me that loved the idea of living with a naked catgirl was furious at my conscious mind. I’d literally had sexual fantasies like this before. I was one sentence away from making them a reality. Something like, “Of course. Do whatever feels right.” And then I blew it.

				And yet, I felt like I did the right thing.

				“Okay,” I heard Lilah say. “I understand. I’m sorry. I’ll… put something on.” She sounded sad. Almost mournful. “But hey!” she said, suddenly full of false cheeriness. “I get to wear those pajamas! They’re so soft. I can’t wait for how they’ll feel against my skin. I bet they’ll feel like wearing a cloud.”

				I smiled despite myself. Lilah didn’t need to be naked to be one of the coolest things that had ever happened to me. Clothed or not, I was sharing my room with an honest-to-goodness catgirl. That’s not something most people could ever say.

				Moments later, she was in her new pajamas, a pale mint plaid buttoned shirt and pants made of a fleece-like material. She had even pushed her tail down one of the legs so they’d pull up all the way for me. She giggled over how the material felt, and as I clumsily tried to add tail-holes to her other pants, we talked about Walmart, about cars, about clothing factories, and all sorts of other miracles from my world. When the garage door sounded, I reluctantly left Lilah reading a grade-school chapter book about a boy who found a dragon egg, then went downstairs, back to my real life, to be with my family.

			

			
				But I knew Lilah was upstairs, and we’d talk late into the evening sharing my world with her.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4:

				I woke up the next morning to my mother’s voice.

				“Gavin? Gavin, wake up honey. You’ve slept in. You need to get up.”

				My blood froze. I held very still. My mother’s voice was in the room with me. I was sleeping on the ground behind my bed. Lilah, like yesterday, wanted the bed, and I was happy to let her have it. This was not a good situation.

				I didn’t dare move. Mom hadn’t freaked out, so she couldn’t have seen Lilah yet. But, on the other hand, she hadn’t started calling out for me yet, like she would if she couldn’t find me. Maybe Lilah was hiding and Mom could see me behind the bed from her angle? Should I get up from the floor? I didn’t risk it and held still instead.

				“Gavin, you’re going to be late. Get up.” I heard the bed squeak. Oh no, she was shaking Lilah. “Gavin, come on.”

				From the bed, I heard a tortured groan. It was lower than Lilah’s normal voice, but certainly higher than mine.

				“Gavin? Are you okay hon?”

				I heard a couple coughs in response. They were convincing. Full-chested and hoarse-sounding.

				There was a long pause. Then, I heard my mother leave, shutting the door quietly.

				“That was too close,” I whispered, rising from the blankets on the floor. I looked at the bed. Lilah was nothing more than a lump under the covers, curled into a ball and completely hidden.

			

			
				Lilah tentatively poked her head out from under the covers, with just her ears, forehead and eyes showing. “I call floor from now on,” she said quietly.

				“No joke. So.. what? I guess I’m sick today?” I asked.

				“I guess. Can you fake that well enough?”

				“Yeah. I mean, I’m going to need to go to school because I don’t want to miss my classes, but I can at least wait until they’ve left the house to start getting ready. I’ll probably just pretend I was home all day sick.”

				Lilah and I traded spots. It was kind of awkward for a bit; I’m fine being quiet and alone, but sitting with Lilah not being able to do anything but look at each other felt sort of weird. Eventually, Lilah had the good thought to pull out the book I’d shown her the night before and keep reading. I’d have done similarly, but I needed to lie in bed pretending to be sick and asleep if my mother came in again.

				Sure enough, she did, right before she left for work. I heard the door open slowly, and I stirred slightly, making sure my head and a limb were visible poking out from under the covers.

				“I love you, Gavin,” my mother said. “Get well soon, sweetie.”

				“Thanks Mom.” I mumbled, and I heard the door softly shut again.

				Minutes later, the house went quiet as my parents left for the day.

				The moment that happened, I hopped out and rushed like a madman. Fifteen minutes to shower, dress, eat breakfast, gather my stuff, and get out the door. Shower first, I decided.

				It wasn’t more than a couple minutes into my shower that I heard the door open, and Lilah came in. The glass on the shower door was frosted, of course, but I still turned and clutched my privates.

				“Lilah?” I said, somewhat panicked.

				“Yeah? What’s up? I…” she trailed off. “Oh. Okay. I’m sorry, I didn’t think. I just needed to use the toilet and—”

			

			
				“Lilah!”

				“Right. Sorry about that,” she said, with a hint of amusement in her voice.

				I heard the door close behind her, but it wasn’t for another couple minutes that I felt completely comfortable.

				I microwaved myself a burrito to take with me, then hurried out to the garage. I fumbled with my keys in the cold, finally getting it in and getting the car door open.

				“Bye Gavin.”

				I looked back. Lilah was there in the doorway to the garage, smiling. She held up her hand, a brief wave.

				I smiled and waved back, then got in Jane and shut the door. I looked behind me as I backed the poor car out of the garage. When I looked back, the door was shut and Lilah was gone.

				It wasn’t until I was half-way to school that I realized I had forgotten my coat.

				First period English class was boring as expected. We were wrapping up our Hawthorne unit, which was for the best. Sometimes the reading in that class was really interesting, but I feel like some books are only shared cultural landmarks because they propagate through the generations via high-school classes. Again, I spent most of the time on my phone.

				I was nearing the end of what I thought I could discover on catgirls. There were humanoid feline monsters in mythology the world over, such as the European werecat, and the Egyptian goddess Bast. And Western animation has had a long history of anthropomorphizing animals stretching back well before Mickey Mouse. But the addition of a few animal features, such as ears and a tail, onto an otherwise completely normal person, seemed to have been an original Japanese thing. So far as I could tell, the first “catgirls” were actually fox girls, found in a late 1940s anime, that set the prototypical “human with animal ears and tail” pattern of Japanese anthropomorphization into motion that eventually evolved into modern catgirls. And fox girls had a definite origin in the tales of the Kitsune, foxes with human intelligence that could shapeshift into humans except for their ears and tail, unless they were ancient and experienced.

			

			
				So that’s where our catgirls game from, I thought to myself, feeling satisfied. So what did that mean for Lilah?

				When the bell rang, I started gathering my things. I’d write up my findings on my wiki later. I started mentally planning how I’d go about it.

				“Hi, Gavin.”

				I looked up. It was Autumn. She looked nervous.

				“Oh, hi!” I said. I’d been given another chance! “Sorry about yesterday. I know I probably came off as a little weird, but…”

				“Well, yeah, But not that weird,” she mumbled. “More like I probably just made it awkward, and…”

				“Yeah, but not that bad, I mean...” 

				“I didn’t need to be so sarcastic, but…”

				“No, it’s okay...” 

				“Cool.”

				“Yeah,” I mumbled as we stumbled over the ends of each other’s sentences, filling the air with words to prevent awkwardness. It was unsustainable. Awkwardness ensued anyway as we just looked anywhere except each other.

				“So, catgirls?” she asked.

				“Not today!” I said. I’d planned this. “I was looking into a different Japanese myth!”

				“Oh?” she asked.

			

			
				“Yeah, check it out!” I said, pulling up a picture on my phone. I turned and showed it to Autumn. It was a Japanese painting from the Bakumatsu period depicting a flying weasel with blades instead of feet. “I was looking into Kamaitachi. A Japanese mythological monster called a ‘sickle weasel.’ Weird, huh?” 

				“Yeah,” she said nodding.

				“The legend goes that there are three of them, and they ride in a whirlwind. They ambush lone travelers: one knocks the guy over, the second slices his legs open, and the third heals the guy’s legs before he even realizes he’s been hurt. All the guy feels is an incredibly sharp pain, and then they’re gone. It’s a really strange myth.”

				“Yeah, it sure is,” she said, nodding her head.

				“It makes me wonder if maybe the whole myth was the ancient Japanese explanation for a charlie horse. I love a good monster myth, and the Japanese have the weirdest monsters. It’s neat to see what monsters are like in a culture that never had Greek influences like centaurs and nymphs. You know?” 

				“Yeah, totally! Yeah…” she said, not so much nodding as bobbing her head.

				Crap. I was babbling, wasn’t I? I was trying to prove I was just innocently researching asundry Japanese folklore. But she didn’t care about Kamaitachi. I probably sounded like a complete weirdo. Back up. Restart.

				“So…” I drawled, trying to think of something less banal to say.

				“So yeah! It’s good to see you again. See you at lunch, I guess.” And off she went.

				I blew it again. Frustrating. But she had come out of nowhere a second time. That meant she was into me, right? At least, she was into me. For all I knew, she was interested in catgirls but didn’t feel comfortable admitting it, and now she just thought I was a weirdo. I sighed and headed to the door. 

			

			
				For the rest of the day, as I was supposed to be paying attention in class, my mind spent the dull moments comparing and contrasting Lilah and Autumn.

				For one thing, I’d just gotten confirmation the previous day that Lilah wasn’t interested in me. If she were, she’d have stepped forward when I did, into a kiss or at least a hug. Instead, she stepped away from me. She spent all the waking time she could with me, but let’s face it, that was mostly by necessity. Sure, there were plenty of other people who could be her guide to the “science world,” but she needed somebody to explain stuff to her, and I was already there with her. Why should she look elsewhere? It was a relationship of convenience, quickly turning into a good friendship. One that involved a suspicious, but completely explainable, amount of nudity.

				On the other hand, Autumn could realistically date over a hundred other boys in our school alone, and not once but twice came up to my desk after first period to engage me in pointless conversation. She had to have some interest, right? In some way?

				And both times I messed it up.

				Go figure that Lilah seemed like the easiest person in the world to talk to, and Autumn the hardest.

				At lunch, Autumn wasn’t sitting at the same table as Michael and Cassie; she was off by herself. She was probably avoiding me; there were still free seats available at Cassie’s table. I took one. Michael could tend to dominate conversation, so I could stay lost in my thoughts. Socially, I didn’t have to do much more than laugh at the funny parts of the conversations happening at the table. Cassie held Michael’s arm, watching him work as the pack alpha of our social group. Occasionally when he thought everyone was looking the other way, he’d peck Cassie on the lips. Insufferable.

			

			
				Finally, the day ended, and I started up Jane to make the trek home. Today was not the day that she decided to finally give out, and I made it home safe, verbally congratulating Jane on yet another run, because I was alone and I’m weird like that.

				Lilah wasn’t in the window this time. She wasn’t waiting by the door. The house was quiet when I came in. I immediately started panicking.

				“Lilah?” I shouted, walking around the house. “Lilah, where are you? Are you here?”

				A quick tour showed nothing. A second tour gave similar results. A third tour seemed pointless. Instead, after a stroke of inspiration, I went up to my room and looked where I hid her clothes. The pajamas were there, neatly folded. The warmer of the two outfits, as well as her shoes, were missing.

				I looked out my bedroom window, and saw a trail of footprints leading out into the woods. There she was.

				I went to grab my coat, but it was missing. I didn’t mind. I was glad Lilah felt comfortable enough to take it without me being there to ask. I headed out to follow the footprints, pulling up the hood of my sweatshirt and trusting in it and the winter sun to keep me warm.

				I found Lilah deep in the woods in our backyard, nearly a ten-minute walk away. It looked about as far as you could get from habitation; any further and you’d be closing in on the backyards of other houses on a different street. Lilah was sitting on a rock that she’d cleared of snow, cross-legged with her eyes shut.

				“Lilah!” I called. She didn’t respond. She didn’t even open her eyes until I was only a few feet from her.

			

			
				“Gavin,” she said, opening her eyes. She looked pained. “The trees don’t speak here. They hardly even whisper. And I don’t hear the grass at all. All of nature’s being quiet.”

				I tried to piece through what to make of this, and what sort of response she wanted. She was a Forest Emissary, right? A guardian of some kind? Who spoke on behalf of nature or whatever? At first, I thought it was probably some sort of weird religious thing, but then I saw the bulged stripe in her left pant leg where her tail was stuffed, and realized she came from a world of dragons and sorcerers. If she claimed she could talk with nature, and that the nature in our world wasn’t talking back, I should believe her.

				So what did she want? Did she want me to do something about it? Did she want me to apologize on behalf of my world? Did she just want comfort? I could at least provide the third.

				“I’m sorry, Lilah,” I said. “I didn’t know. That must be really hard on you.”

				“Why, Gavin?” she demanded. She seemed almost betrayed.

				Answer D: None of the above. She wanted an explanation. “Uh…  I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe nature’s not talking back because we’ve hurt it somehow? Our world pollutes a lot, and we over-hunt and stuff.”

				But Lilah shook her head. “No, that would just make her angry. Louder.”

				“Maybe… maybe we killed her by accident?”

				“No. She’s not dead. More like… not there. Or mostly not there. Like somebody very far away. Or maybe somebody in the same room that’s not paying any attention to you.”

				“Could it have something to do with the winter?”

				“No,” said Lilah, shaking her head. “Seasons shouldn’t matter. It’s something else. I can’t tell what. But it’s scaring me.”

			

			
				“Maybe the nature here doesn’t know you yet? Like… it doesn’t trust you? Maybe it’ll get better.”

				“Maybe,” Lilah said. I could tell she was completely unconvinced.

				“I’m sorry. I just… don’t know what to tell you.”

				“I know. You’re not an Emissary or a shaman. You’re not even from my world. This all probably sounds really weird to you, doesn’t it?” She hopped off her rock. “Come on, Gavin. I’m frustrated, exhausted, and hungry. Let’s go back to your place.” She started trudging, defeated, back to the house.

				For a while we walked in silence. I didn’t think that was good for her, so finally I tried to engage her in conversation. “So, I’m surprised I didn’t find you naked out there,” I joked.

				“What, in this cold? Are you crazy?” She stuck her tongue out at me. “But to be honest, I’d have rather tried to commune naked. Maybe it’s just in my head, but I’ve felt it’s easier that way.”

				“You’re wearing lots of layers,” I pointed out. “Does that have something to do with why you couldn’t feel anything?”

				“Gavin, just stop. I get what you’re doing. You’re trying to problem-solve. But this isn’t something you know anything about. It’s not helping.”

				“Okay, okay. Sorry.” I spent the next few minutes quiet, wondering what I should do.

				As we entered the garage, Lilah finally spoke up again. “The closest I could think of,” she said in a defeated tone, “is that nature is weak, because your world just doesn’t believe in her power anymore, so I can’t commune.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“You’re Christian, right? You don’t worship nature?”

				I started taking off my snowy shoes. Lilah followed suit. “No,” I said. “I worship God.”

			

			
				“Right.” She nodded. “So nature isn’t getting the worship she needs. Which god do you worship?” She asked as we put our shoes on the rack.

				“Just… God,” I said.

				“Well what’s he the god of?”

				“Everything.” I said, opening the door for Lilah.

				Lilah seemed unimpressed. “Well then what do you use to worship him?” She said, stepping in and taking off her coat. “What form do you give him?”

				“Actually, ah…” I pulled my hood down and thought for a moment. “We try not to give Him a form. If we did, it’d be really easy to accidentally worship the form itself instead of the God it represents. Does that make sense?”

				“So you’re going out of your way to make sure your god stays formless?” She sounded annoyed.

				“Yeah,” I said.

				“Well how the hell am I supposed to be an Emissary of a formless god?” She said, visibly upset.

				“You aren’t,” I said, trying to comfort her. “Nobody’s asking you to—”

				“Well then what exactly am I supposed to be an Emissary of?” she said, near shouting. “If nature’s not talking?”

				I was surprised. “Do you… need to be an Emissary of anything?”

				“If I’m not, it just feels weird,” she said, looking to the side. “I’ve spoken to the spirits for as long as I can remember. And now, they’re too weak to speak back. I just… I just want to commune for a while. It relaxes me. But I can’t commune with some nameless faceless god with no form.”

				She pulled her pants down, making my breathing catch and my heart jump. As she threaded her tail through the hole we cut in her pants yesterday, she looked over at me. Her face fell when she saw my expression.

			

			
				“Lilah,” I said. “We talked about how—”

				“I’m not leaving them off. My tail was cold outside, so I put it down a pant leg. Now I’m just taking it out again so it doesn’t get cramped.” She finished pulling her tail through the hole and raised her pants again. “I told you I’d wear clothes around you. You didn’t need to worry.”

				“Okay, sure,” I said, unconvinced.

				Lilah just rolled her eyes.

				I tried to tear my mind away from what I’d just seen by thinking about Lilah’s depression. “Maybe…” I started, then hesitated. I wasn’t supposed to be “problem solving,” right? But I couldn’t help trying. “Maybe we just have different spirits in our world?”

				I expected to be scolded again, but her drooped ears perked up slightly. She seemed to be considering it.

				“Gavin,” she said carefully. “Can you think of anything in this world that people believe can think for itself? Something people ascribe emotions to. Something they try to placate. And something they don’t completely understand.”

				I thought hard. She was asking for superstitions, it seemed. And our world wasn’t superstitious anymore. Not like it used to be. Sure, people might wear lucky socks, or believe they’ll get better luck if they throw their dice a certain way. But it’s not like we believed in fairies or that there was someone in the sky throwing lightning bolts. We don’t try to placate natural forces with silly rituals.

				But I had to give her something.

				I looked around the living room, trying to come up with an idea.

				When suddenly I saw it right in front of me.

			

			
				“There,” I said, pointing at the computer under the desk in the corner. It fit all the criteria.

				Computers totally thought for themselves. Almost literally. And certainly figuratively. My mother, only partially computer literate, swore that it had a mind of its own. We ascribed emotions to it. It “got angry” sometimes. We “fought with it” if it was misbehaving. It “fell asleep,” and “woke up,” and sometimes “hibernated.” Like something alive, it could get a virus and “get sick.” And if it’s power supply went out and it wouldn’t turn on, we’d say it “died.”

				We certainly didn’t understand how it worked. Not completely. And my mother had all sorts of silly superstitions. The wireless card didn’t work as well on Wednesdays. Letting it sit idle after it woke up while you made morning coffee made it faster when you sat down. Dumb stuff like that.

				“If there’s anything we worship like your world worships spirits,” I said, feeling confident, “It’d be that thing there.”

				Lilah looked at it skeptically for a moment, then knelt down and touched it.

				Her ears perked straight up and her tail whipped once.

				“It’s here! It’s here!”

				I paused and waited. Slowly, she transitioned to a cross legged position, still touching the computer. I wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen next.

				Finally, after a minute or two, I spoke. “Lilah?”

				“Shush,” she said.

				“Lilah, what’s—”

				“Quiet. I’m in the middle of a conversation.”

				“With my computer? Are you serious?”

				“Gavin would you be quiet please?” she said. She didn’t even turn her head to look at me.

			

			
				I sighed, then left to make myself a sandwich. Lilah too. I might as well.

				I figured she’d be done when she was done, and I should just let her do her thing with the computer. Whatever it was. Communing. I sat on the couch and watched her, seeing her ears move occasionally. Sometimes sagging, sometimes moving up and alert, sometimes twitching.

				But as the minutes went by, and turned into an hour, I started getting jealous. Crazy, wasn’t it? Jealous of my computer, for hogging the girl I was interested in. The sandwich I made for Lilah was starting to get stale, so I ate that one too. I cleaned up a bit; I dried off her shoes with a towel and put them back upstairs where my parents wouldn’t see them, and gathered up and replaced the encyclopedias she’d gotten out. I changed out of my school clothes and into the same sweats I was in that morning. After all, I’d been sick all day, right?

				When I ran out of stuff to do, I plugged in my phone to make sure it was fully charged, so the alarm would definitely go off in the morning. Then, with the phone plugged in, I started working on the catgirl article for my wiki on the tiny phone keyboard. As I did so, I checked my Patreon. No new patrons had pledged anything.

				I was worried about the server fees for the wiki. Even though few people contributed, enough people visited it that the bandwidth fees were starting to get expensive. If I didn’t get some outside help, it would slowly start bleeding my savings dry. I couldn’t have that happen; I was saving up for trade school. I sighed. I’d think about that later. For now, I wanted to write that article on catgirls as my research was fresh in my head.

				Finally, after an hour and fifteen minutes or so, Lilah sighed deeply, pulled her hand back from the computer, and stood up. 

			

			
				“So, how was it?” I said, saving my article as a draft and putting my phone away.

				“It was cute,” she said. “It’s a really young spirit. Very vibrant. Very precocious. It knows a lot, and it’s a quick study.”

				“Is that so?” I asked, not sure what to think of any of this.

				“Yeah,” she said, smiling. “That was a wonderful idea, Gavin. It’s not full of wisdom, like the trees were back home. Not loving like the soil, or proud like the mountains. It’s… quirky. Silly. But I can hear it.” Her smile broke out into a grin.

				I still wasn’t sure if Lilah was making it up. “So, uh… while I’m gone, are you going to take off your clothes to commune with our family computer?”

				“No,” Lilah said. “I asked it if that would be alright, but it said it didn’t like naked girls. It said they make it sick.”

				My blood froze. A year ago, I had accidentally gotten the computer infected with a trojan while experimenting with pornography, and it downloaded adware that made casino and porn pop-ups appear on the desktop randomly once every few minutes. I panicked and told my dad. He took care of it and cleaned up after me. Then installed a porn blocker the very next day.

				I was convinced. When Lilah spoke to the computer, it was very real.

				“Hah? Really? No kidding.” I hoped the computer hadn’t outed me, and suddenly wondered how much it might tell Lilah about me.

				“Yeah,” she said, looking at the computer. “Weird, huh? The silly little thing. But I don’t want to scare it, so I’ll wear clothes for it, too.” She looked back at me. She was in a much better mood. “I told it to behave and stop playing pranks on your mother. It said it was sorry. And it asked me to tell you to empty its trash bin more often. It says it likes its garbage collected regularly.”

			

			
				“Uh… Okay, I will.”

				“Great. Thanks again, Gavin. I’d have had no idea where to find that spirit. Who’d have thought it would be living in a box on the ground?”

				“Not me, that’s for sure. So are you a Computer Emissary now?”

				“Maybe. Or maybe computers are the new form of nature here. They’re all interconnected by something called the wan, like the roots in a forest.”

				“The wan?”

				“Yeah. It sounded neat.”

				“What else can you do?” I asked, a little nervously. I didn’t realize being an Emissary gave Lilah supernatural powers.

				“Not much,” she said, shrugging. “I can make rune circles, I guess.”

				“What do those do?” I asked.

				“Pretty much anything, if you know what symbols to draw in them. But I’m not good at them. Mostly I just use them to make magical contracts with humans to seal hunting rights and stuff. But enough about that. I don’t want to bore you.” She smiled right at me. “Hey, while you were gone, I found a bunch of interesting looking boxes upstairs.” Her tone had changed, signalling an abrupt change in the conversation. “Could you explain what they are to me?”

				She led me upstairs by the hand and proudly showed me her discovery: the family game closet. I took a pack of normal playing cards and we headed to my room. With the time I had left with her, I showed her how to play a few simple games. She seemed to enjoy them.

				As always, it was disappointing when I heard the garage door sounding and Evan’s feet running through the hall.

				“Remember, you’re sick.” Lilah said, smiling sadly.

				“I know,” I said. Lilah took the cards and her book and went back behind the bed to wait for the evening.

			

			
				A Computer Emissary, I mused as I went down the stairs to greet my family. Weird. But at least she was happier now.

				I did my due diligence as a good son. We ate together, I talked about how I was doing in school, and I assured Dad I had my homework under control despite being sick. I played on our family game console with Evan, throwing a few games of head-to-head Tetris to let him feel good. After staying long enough I figured I wouldn’t look suspicious, I announced I was going back to my room.

				“You’re not working on your website?” my dad asked.

				“I’m researching my next monster,” I said. “And it’s just more comfortable to use my phone in my room than to sit at the computer.”

				“Are you going to keep paying to keep the site open?” he asked.

				“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll figure something out, I’m sure.”

				“Remember to stick to your budgets,” Dad said. My parents were of the opinion that kids did best when forced into financial independence at age eighteen. Over the summers since I’d turned sixteen, I’d been saving up enough money to put myself through trade school. I’d have one summer left to save up money before my parents kicked me out to live on my own at the start of the school year this coming fall. I had a budget to keep. It had enough money in it for occasional discretionary expenses (such as clothes for Lilah), but not enough to keep a website running for the next six months. The only question was how long I wanted to pay for my site out of my own pocket before letting it die.

				“I will, Dad,” I assured him. He smiled and nodded.

				I went back up to my room. Lilah was there with the cards out in front of her. It looked like she had been playing the game I taught her against herself, playing both players. I turned on the classical music and slid down to sit next to her.

				“Want to keep playing?” she asked.

			

			
				My mind was still on my website. “I’ve actually got a question,” I asked. “Do you have ogres in your world?”

				“Yeah,” she said, smiling.

				“What are they like?”

				“Big. Dumb. They get angry a lot, but they’re slow and have a hard time making their way through the trees. They’re fun to play tricks on and then run away from. They speak the same language that Emissaries do, but they’re not smart enough to be good at it.”

				I opened up my phone. “What do they look like?” I asked.

				“They’re like… twelve feet tall. They look sort of like three-eyed humans with boar tusks. Um… they wear panther or lion skins. Long black hair, and skin that’s gray with blue splotches on it.”

				Blue skin? “Do they have horns?” I asked.

				“The male ones,” she said. “One curved one, right in the center of the forehead.”

				It sounded vaguely like an Oni. I opened up my website on my phone. “Hold on. I want to see if I can find a picture of it.”

				Lilah leaned over and looked at my phone screen. “A picture?” she asked. “Has one come here from my world?”

				“No,” I said. “But we tell stories about each other’s worlds, right?” I asked. “Maybe somebody drew a picture of one.”

				“Are you on the wan’s encyclopedia?” she asked as I navigated the gigantic page on ogres.

				“Basically, yeah,” I said. I started pulling up the images of ogres; screenshots of games and scans of table-top RPG sourcebooks. I showed her the pictures one at a time and asked if any looked familiar. After nearly a dozen, she still didn’t say she recognized any of them.

				“Your world has a lot of different kinds of ogres,” Lilah said, shaking her head at yet another picture.

			

			
				“They’re, like, a stock monster used in almost all fantasy games,” I said. “Lots of people use them in their stories, and everybody wants theirs to be unique, so you end up with a big assortment.”

				“Well some of these pictures are close, but none of them are from my world,” she said. That was too bad. I was kind of hoping that with the bewildering assortment of ogres that one kid put together, we’d find her ogre specifically.

				“Well I’ve got one more thing to show you,” I said. I switched to the article on catgirls I’d wrote, then handed her the phone.

				She took it and read it, slowly because of her reading speed. I’d help her with some of the harder words. She spent a lot of time on the images, of which I’d put in more than I technically needed. When she reached the end of the article, she looked up at me and smiled.

				“This is all really interesting.” she said. “It’s like people have been seeing Emissaries in their dreams or something, but then messed all the rest up. Where did you find this?”

				“I wrote it.”

				“Huh?” Lilah looked surprised.

				“I wanted to learn more about you, and I thought maybe I could learn by seeing what sorts of stories my world was telling about yours. So I found as many as I could, compiled them into an article, and put it online.”

				“That’s silly. If you wanted to learn more about me, you could have just asked.”

				“Unless you were a nekomata,” I pointed out.

				“Oh come on,” she said, and grabbed her tail and held it out toward me. “Count them. How many tails do I have?”

				It looked soft. I reached out to touch it. I couldn’t help myself. She was holding it toward me.

			

			
				She whipped it away from me and turned away. “Just one. I’m not going to eat you. It’s anti-Emissary propaganda, I promise.” She turned toward me and smiled, showing more of her pointed teeth than usual. “You should buy me meat anyway. Just in case.”

				“Lilah?” I asked nervously.

				And then Lilah started quietly laughing. She grabbed the deck of cards and passed it to me. “Your turn to deal,” she said.

				We played until late in the evening, talking about my world between hands. Just like the past two nights, it took a good deal of self-control to finally admit I needed sleep and turn out the lights. I was able to do it by reminding myself that there was over a month left before the snow melted. I’d have plenty of time to be with her later.

				Assuming all went well hiding her from my parents.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5:

				The next day, my alarm went off earlier than I usually set it. This time, it was audible. I did not want my mother coming in like the day before. I wanted no chance of sleeping through it. I turned it off as quickly as I could, but it woke Lilah up anyway, which was too bad. She could go back to sleep later, I supposed.

				I rolled out of bed and started collecting my clothes, getting ready to head to the shower. Lilah squeaked and yawned, her tongue curling in her mouth. I rolled over to the side of my bed to look down at her. She smiled up at me and rolled over to retrieve her book.

				I freaked out when I saw that the bedding was stained with splotches of crimson blood.

				I tensed immediately. What happened? I looked at Lilah, and saw a small blood stain on the back of her mint pajama bottoms, near the base of her tail. Was her tail hurt? Was this some sort of Emissary thing? Was communing with a computer harmful for her somehow? She seemed fine.

				“Lilah!” I softly cried, failing to keep the panic out of my voice. I looked back at the bloodied bedding. “Are you okay?”

				Lilah looked confused, then followed my gaze down to the bedding. “Gavin,” she said in a quiet deadpan. Her face was flat. “It’s just my period.”

				I paused, embarrassed. Of course it was. Again, I had no sisters and had never had a girlfriend. Periods were just not a thing in my life. Should there really be so much blood? When girls had periods, they needed… stuff. Right? Tampons? Little winged things? Did Lilah know about those?

			

			
				“So how… how does your period work? In your world?” I said, trying to keep calm. The bloodstains still freaked me out.

				“Same as in your world, I’d think? Mine works just like a normal human’s.”

				“Okay, sure, but how’s that?”

				“What, doesn’t your mother have periods?” Lilah looked skeptical.

				“I mean, I guess? I wouldn’t know. I just… hang on a sec.” I grabbed my phone and started typing in search terms. I needed a crash course in modern feminine hygiene. A cursory glance through a couple articles implied this was going to take a while. “Okay, stay right there. Seriously. I’ll be back once my parents leave.”

				I would probably have to pretend I was going to school, then call up the school, pretend to be sick, and stay home to deal with this. Which was ironic given that yesterday I pretended to stay home sick and then went to school.

				I intentionally took the morning at a slower than normal pace, missing the bus as though I wasn’t concerned about it. My father didn’t comment. When my mother asked, I said I was planning on driving so I wouldn’t have to stand out in the cold the day after I was home ill. That seemed to satisfy her, and she gave me a hug before packing Evan in the car and driving off.

				Then I went back upstairs. Lilah was sitting on the blanket on the other side of my bed. She seemed cross.

				“What?”

				“Okay. So, your period. What, you just… bleed?”

				“Do you seriously not know about this?”

				“They taught us in school, but I wasn’t paying much attention. It wasn’t happening to me, you know? Like, sure once a month your body discards the uterine lining that it found out it didn’t need. It comes out through… down there and basically it’s just a lot of blood. But I don’t know, like… the logistics.”

			

			
				Lilah sighed. “There’s not a whole lot you can do. Most women in the city stuff a rag in their pants to try and catch the worst of it. But there’s a reason why brown and red are popular colors for women’s trousers. Except for snooty noblewomen. They wear white to show off how they can afford a new dress every month.”

				“And you?” I asked.

				“I lived out in the woods,” she said, shrugging. “It only bleeds really heavy the first day, so I just soak it up occasionally with blood moss. After that, I just free bleed. It’s part of the reason I prefer a loincloth to pants. Cleaning up is as easy as taking a bath in the stream a couple times a day.”

				“Okay, so that’s not happening,” I said. “‘Free bleed?’ There’s no way we’re getting little blood stains all over the carpet.” I pulled out my phone again and re-opened the page. “So, it looks like there are a couple of different ways to handle it. We could try and soak it up before it comes out by sticking a tampon up there—”

				“A what?” Lilah’s ears went flat.  “No. We’re not sticking anything up there.”

				“Okay, sure. Or we can catch it when it comes out with a pad.”

				“Fine,” Lilah said, nodding.

				“Look, stay right there. I’m going to the store. Don’t bleed on anything.”

				“Gavin, seriously.”

				“Stay there.”

				“Fine.”

			

			
				I ran down the stairs and hopped in my car. Walmart was too far away for me to want to drive to at the drop of a hat, but there was a local pharmacy. They carried that stuff. Right?

				They did. They carried too much. I knew basically what I needed, but there were all sorts of different varieties, even within the same brand names. What was the difference between them? I was lost. Finally, I gave up and began typing names into my phone and checking on how many stars they all had on some user review site.

				Eventually I picked one. The guy at the checkout counter wordlessly scanned it, and we avoided all eye contact. Finally, I got out to my car again. Sitting in Jane’s driver seat, I opened up the package and looked around for instructions. None. Of course. Because people just know how this stuff works, right?

				Whatever. It didn’t matter because I had the power of the internet behind me. I pulled out my phone again and did some quick research. It seemed like they adhered to the inside bottom of a girl’s panties.

				Which Lilah didn’t have.

				Because of course there was a valid reason for her to have them. I just didn’t know it. How should I have?

				I started Jane up and peeled out of the parking lot. Back to Walmart. I sped as fast as I felt I could and still be safe. Lilah was at home confined to a three-by-six foot space next to the bed, and if I took too long, she might get curious and wander around, leaving little incriminating specks of blood.

				I pulled as close to the Walmart as I could and ran out, not bothering to stop and lock my essentially worthless car. I knew where the panties were, and I knew what size Lilah was. All I had to do was run in and grab the right number. It would take moments.

			

			
				But once I got the right number, it looked too small. Then I remembered that girls clothing manufacturers all had their own sizing charts.

				Why the hell did this have to be so complicated!

				I went back and found another copy of one of the pairs of pants that fit her, brought it back to the section with the panties, and started holding them against each other, ignoring any looks that any of the other customers might give me.

				Finally, I found a pair that I suspected were the right size, went to the self check-out line, and bought them. I threw in a box of whoppers as well, because women on periods needed chocolate, right? Finally, after what seemed like entirely too long, I left the store, clutching Lilah’s panties triumphantly.

				I ran back to Jane and turned the key. The engine turned over once… twice… three times… four... 

				“Come on, come on…” I pleaded. “Please. For Lilah.”

				The fifth time I turned the key, the engine nearly stopped again, but eventually sputtered, grumbled, and finally spun up to idle normally.

				“Jane, you good old dog! Okay, home.” And with that, I pulled out of the parking lot and sped away.

				As I pulled in, I checked the clock. I’d made good time. I’d only made Lilah wait an hour and fifteen minutes. I parked in the garage, tossed the chocolates on the kitchen table, ran up the stairs, and arrived at my room, slightly out of breath. Lilah was sitting on the ground, with a couple of books from my nearby bookshelf. All of them were certainly beyond her reading level. She was probably bored out of her mind. She’d obviously shifted positions a few times; there were a bunch of smeared blood-stains on the blanket on the ground.

				“Okay, I got the stuff. Are you doing okay?”

			

			
				Lilah looked appalled. “Gavin, you’re acting like I’ve got some sort of disease!”

				“You’re bleeding, Lilah!”

				“I’m menstruating. There’s a difference!” 

				“Sure, maybe, but this is new and freaky for me.” I looked at the crotch of Lilah’s pajamas. It had gotten a lot bloodier. Maybe because she’d been sitting up instead of lying down. “Think of… think of your first period. It’s like that.”

				She shut her mouth, and her expression softened.

				“Well it’s not scary. I promise,” she said. “Just inconvenient.”

				“Yeah. I had no idea.”

				I pulled out what I had bought. I explained to her the way that the pads and the panties worked together. For a moment, she thought I was guiding her through it and started undoing her pajama bottoms, and I had to clarify that no, this was for her to do on her own in the bathroom.

				“But first,” I mentioned, “It might make sense for you to get cleaned up. You remember me telling you about the bathroom, right?”

				“Yeah,” she said. “The tub with the fake rainstorm?”

				“Yeah,” I confirmed. “You mentioned you like to bathe a lot during your period. Come with me. I’ll show you how to use it.”

				“Oh, so you’re letting me off the blanket now?” Lilah said sarcastically, folding her arms.

				“Look, I’m sorry, Lilah. But I’m not even sure I’d know how to get blood out of the carpet. Or the couch. Or whether it’d stain the kitchen chairs.”

				“Yeah, I know. It’s just…” Lilah sighed in frustration. “You know what? Never mind. It’s okay. Let’s just go to the bathroom.”

				“So, are you interested in a shower or a bath?” I asked as we went into the hallway.

			

			
				She thought about it. “I’m used to bathing, but I usually bathe in a river or lake or something. That tub’s barely big enough to fit in. I don’t like the idea of soaking in my own blood. I’ll take the shower.”

				I pushed open the door to the bathroom and let Lilah in. I explained how the shower worked, showed her which knob was hot and which was cold, and gave her the rundown on how to find the best temperature.

				In particular, I warned her against turning the hot water on first and then the cold. Our water heater wasn’t as big as my dad liked, so he “overclocked” it by turning the temperature up higher than was recommended. His thought was that if the water was hotter, you’d use less of it, meaning the tank would last longer and you could take longer showers. I wouldn’t know; I got bored in the shower if I spent too long there.

				As I was leaving, I pointed to Lilah’s pajama bottoms. “I know you love those pajamas. After you take them off, you can hand them through the door to me, and I’ll see what I can do about getting the blood out. Our world’s got some ways for getting tough stains out of fabric.”

				For the first time since waking up, she didn’t look annoyed at me. “Do you think you can really get them out? I just thought period stains were something you had to deal with.”

				“I mean, I’ve never tried. Obviously. But it’s worth a shot. And after the shower, I’ve got some chocolate on the kitchen table for you.” Lilah’s grin widened. I felt like I was doing things right, here. “See you in a bit,” I said. And with that, I left the bathroom and shut the door.

				As I waited for her to undress, I went to my room and collected the clothes she had worn when she went outside the day before. Might as well wash those too. I also grabbed the bedding from the ground. With relief, I found that, while the blood had soaked through all the layers of the blanket, it didn’t come off on the carpet. Laundry in hand, I leaned against the wall across from the bathroom door and sighed with relief. This whole thing was very stressful, especially considering that, in the back of my mind, I was thinking of all the class time I was missing. Especially in math. Usually I picked up on concepts quickly, but if the subject was complicated, and I missed the examples, it could take a while to go back and figure it out on my own using the internet.

			

			
				As I was lost in my thoughts, the door opened. All the way. Lilah, completely nude, handed me her pajamas. 

				“Thanks, Gavin,” she said, smiling.

				I guess it was my fault for not explaining what “hand them to me through the door” meant.

				“Lilah!” I said, shocked out of reflex. My eyes flicked down to her breasts, then her groin. The last few times I saw it, it was inexplicably arousing. This time, it was just a mess of blood and hair. My eyes went back up to her face, where I saw her holding a hand in front of her mouth to suppress a laugh. She tossed the pajamas on the ground and shut the door quickly.

				“Look, I’m really sorry,” Lilah said from the other side of the door. Her voice sounded amused. 

				“Are you?” I asked incredulously.

				“Yes!” she said emphatically. “It was an honest mistake. I thought… I mean, you told me that bathing was basically the only time people in your world were naked. And you were literally asking me to hand you my clothes. I thought it was an exception. It’s just...” she paused. “Your reaction was funny, that’s all.”

				“I meant for you to just stick a hand out, and I’d take the clothes!”

				“Okay. Sorry! And thanks again!”

			

			
				I sighed and went downstairs to the laundry room with the pajamas, a little rattled. At least she was in a better mood.

				I knew how to work the machines, of course, but I rarely did; Mom did the laundry in the house on the weekends. That was mostly because organizationally it was easier for one person to be in charge of it all than it was to have to wait for each family member to move their clothes through the machines. I’d have plenty of time to do a load with Lilah’s clothes in it.

				I put Lilah’s clothes in, then held the bottoms up. The stain was pretty bad. In several spots, there were either crimson stains or darker, dried brown stains.

				I took out my phone and looked the problem up on the internet. There were a lot of different options. Rather than going for solutions that seemed like urban legends, like table salt or meat tenderizing powder, I trusted in commercial scientists and used a healthy dose of stain-stick. I’d follow it up with a cold water wash.

				At first, dealing with Lilah’s bloodied clothes felt gross, but any time I felt like it was too much, I remembered Lilah’s smile when I suggested I could fix the stain. Making her happy would be worth it. It was just blood. I wouldn’t be grossed out if she’d skinned her knee or something, right?

				After the pajama bottoms, I moved onto treating the blanket, and then realized I had to clean the blood off of the stain stick itself as well. Satisfied I’d done all I could to clean up any incriminating blood, I put all of the laundry in, shut the washer, moved the selector to cold water, and started it up. I felt accomplished as I heard the water start pouring. I imagined Lilah’s excitement when she’d see her pajamas restored to perfect condition. Another miracle in our modern era.

				Suddenly, I heard Lilah scream upstairs, followed by a loud thumping sound.

			

			
				I bolted immediately from the laundry room and ran up the stairs, taking them three at a time. The scream was followed by a frustrated groan, lower in intensity and volume, but just as real.

				I opened the bathroom door and saw Lilah, wet and naked on the floor, lying sideways, clutching her elbow, and doubled-over in pain. Her skin was splotchy red. Her ears were flat against her head. Her breathing hissed and was ragged; she was biting back more cries.

				At first, I wasn’t sure how to react. Then I figured, you know what? Screw it. Ignoring her nudity, I hastily knelt down and lifted her to help her sit upright. She grimaced and trembled, clutching her elbow with her arms over her breasts. I put my arm around her. I wanted to ask her what had happened, but didn’t want to pressure her to talk before she had recovered from… whatever.

				It was then that I noticed the heat from the shower. Even from here, the steam was unusually warm. I quickly passed my hand under the flow of water. It was scalding.

				I turned the hot water completely off. The cold water was nothing more than a good trickle.

				Right. Because I had diverted it all to the laundry.

				“I’m so sorry,” I said, dropping back down to put my arm around and comfort Lilah. “Are you okay?”

				“It got really hot. Like really hot. I tried to get away, and I tripped over the side of the tub and slammed my elbow into the sink.” She repositioned a little, then breathed in sharply.

				“I’m so sorry,” I repeated uselessly. She was scalded, but she would be okay. It’d probably feel like a bad sunburn for a while. I was more worried about her elbow, even though it was probably just banged up.

				“Why… what happened?” Lilah asked, slowly flexing her elbow, arms still clutched to her chest.

			

			
				“It was a mistake. The house can only put out a certain amount of hot water and cold water at once. And, uh… turns out it’s easier to get blood stains out with cold water, so the washing machine… took it all, and—”

				“I could have told you bloodstains come out better in cold water!” Lilah said.

				“I know. I’m sorry! It was a mistake, and we know why it happened, and we can keep it from happening again, and… I’m sorry.”

				“It’ll be okay,” Lilah said, turning her head to look at me. “I’ve had far more painful things happen to me in my life. I was just surprised. I’m fine. See?” She let go of her elbow and slowly moved her arm.

				But, of course, the only thing obscuring her breasts was the arm she lowered. This made me acutely aware that my arms were wrapped around a highly attractive girl while she was completely nude, and she wouldn’t even have the good sense to be embarrassed about it on her own. 

				My brain couldn’t decide whether to stand up, back away, or turn around, so it tried to do all three at once, which just resulted in me falling over in a panicked scramble.

				“Gavin! What’s gotten into you?” Lilah said. Her tone straddled amused and annoyed.

				“I’m sorry,” I said. I climbed to my feet, facing away from her. “Just… your breasts.”

				“What? They were there ten seconds ago.”

				“Well yeah, but your arm was over them.” Lilah was between me and the door now. Keeping my back to her, I tried to slide by her, only to come face to face with the bathroom mirror. I caught brief eye contact with Lilah, squeezed my eyes shut, and circled around to go the other way.

				“What? So it’s my nipples then?” Her tone was mercilessly teasing.

			

			
				“No,” I said. “I mean, yes, that, but your breasts too. I mean… look, you sounded hurt, okay? I didn’t have time to be concerned about clothes.” I made it to the door.

				“Well that was very gallant of you,” Lilah said. “Being willing to brave my nudity to make sure I was okay.”

				“Yeah, I’m sorry, I just… Enjoy your shower, okay?” I said, standing safely in the hall with my back to her.

				Lilah laughed. “I’ve already scrubbed off all this morning’s blood,” she said. “I’m probably just going to bathe instead, so I’ll have better control over the water’s warmth. Then once I’m out, I’ll put on a shirt and you can help me put on the pad and panties.” Lilah said.

				“What!?” I said. “No, I told you that’s something you’d—”

				“So it’s down there, too?” she asked, laughing. I’m sure I was beet red. “Good to know.” She shut the door.

				Trembling, I went back to my room. I heard the water turn back on and the tub start to fill.

				I rested against the wall for a moment, letting the adrenaline subside. Finally, when I felt I had collected myself, I finished gathering my things and preparing for the day. No sense in missing more class than I had to. When I was about to leave, I knocked softly on the bathroom door.

				“Lilah, I’m headed out now. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

				“Okay. Thanks Gavin,” she called from the other side. “And… thanks. For all you’ve done today.”

				“Yeah,” I said, and left for school.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6:

				I arrived at school partway through the period before lunch and caught as much of my physics class as I could. I’d only be behind in a few classes.

				When lunch hit, I was in the middle of the pack in the lunch line. Even so, when I’d finally retrieved my burnt hamburger from the cafeteria ladies, there were still two spots left at Michael and Cassie’s table. They were seated next to each other, each with an empty seat on the other side of them. Given that they were the most popular people at the table, that surprised me. Were they saved for somebody?

				As I put my condiments on my hamburger, Michael caught my eye, and he waved me over. That was nice of him. He was the best friend that I had, and I’d often lamented that his and Cassie’s social groups combined were too big for the one table. It was nice that he’d save a spot for me sometimes.

				I finished hiding my hamburger under a pile of somewhat more appetizing condiments, then headed toward the table. As I did so, I saw Autumn come and sit next to Cassie.

				At which point Cassie stood up, vacating the seat, and sat down on the other side of Michael, in the seat I was planning to sit in, leaving the only seat left at the table between Michael and Autumn.

				So that’s how it was.

				So who was in on this? Was Michael trying to set me up, because he thought I’d want it? Or did Cassie set this up? And if so, was she doing it for my sake, or Autumn’s?

			

			
				Or did Autumn maybe even request it?

				I slowed as I approached the table. I didn’t need to sit there. I could sit somewhere else. But this whole thing was so contrived that eluding it would be obvious, and therefore a tacit rejection of Autumn. This was not the day or the way that I’d have chosen to start conversation up with Autumn, but my hand was being forced, it seemed.

				Sighing and steeling myself, I headed to the table.

				“Hi, Autumn,” I said as I approached the empty seat.

				“Hi, Gavin! I thought you were out.” She moved slightly so it wasn’t so awkward for me to sit down.

				“No, I just missed English.” I said, taking the spot.

				“What happened?”

				Why did she always ask stuff I couldn’t talk about? “I didn’t feel well when I got up, but I felt better after a couple of hours and didn’t want to miss class,” I said, borrowing yesterday’s lie.

				“I’m sorry,” she said.

				“It happens.” I shrugged. I picked up the hamburger and examined it, trying to figure out the best direction to attack it from.

				“Did you miss anything else this morning? Like a swim meet, or…?”

				“No,” I said, giving up on the burger and starting on the oil-soaked slabs of baked potato pretending to be french fries. “I don’t do sports or anything.”

				“What extracurriculars do you do?” Autumn asked.

				“None,” I said.

				“None? Aren’t you worried about getting into college?”

				“I’m not planning on going,” I said. I waited for the look of horror that crosses most people’s faces when I say that. Autumn was no exception, though she hid it better than most. “See, I’ve been doing a lot of math on it,” I said. “College degrees aren’t worth what they used to be. Most high-paying jobs like doctors and lawyers take advanced degrees. Bachelor’s degrees are only really good if you’re in a STEM field. Otherwise, the jobs are meh and the placement rates are poor. Plus, with skyrocketing tuition costs, you’d have years of debt even if you did find a job. And to even get to that point, you’ve got to fight your way into the right schools.” I ate a potato strip between thoughts. 

			

			
				“And what, a high school diploma’s better?” Autumn asked.

				“Not if you stop there. I’m planning on becoming an electrician. I’ve found a place that offers a two-year trade program, followed by a paid apprenticeship. It’s good money, too. The mid-career earnings of a professional electrician rival that of a software engineer. I’ll have paid off my student loans before everybody else finishes getting in debt. And I’ll be making money by helping people and fixing things. I think it’d be a lot more fulfilling than being in an office working on monthly reports or whatever.”

				“Sounds like you’ve thought it through,” she said, sounding unsure.

				“I’ve tried to. Thanks for listening, by the way. Most people tune out right when they hear ‘no college.’”

				“It’s still strange. Are you just slacking, then? Do you not care about school?”

				“No, I care. You know why? Learning’s awesome.” I started opening my milk. “My physics class is great. I love the idea that by using the right math, you can learn how to make things strong, or how they’ll break, or bounce, or slide. That’s why I took the AP version this year. I love the art electives we get. The mythology class we took Sophmore year was amazing. I’m not slacking. I just don’t feel like I have to do stuff that’s boring. Because I don’t need the letter.”

				“And that means you don’t have to worry about missing Hawthorne.” Autumn said.

			

			
				“And I get to avoid early swim meets.” I said. I lifted my milk and downed the tiny carton in a single pull.

				“Well I enjoy my extracurriculars,” she said, almost defensively.

				“That’s fantastic,” I said, trying to ensure it sounded sincere and not flippant. “That’s what I’m getting at. You should enjoy what you do. What is it?”

				“Martial arts,” she began, “violin, and Celtic languages. I grew up learning Irish, and then learned some Scottish Gaelic and Manx. This year I’m trying to branch out into Brythonic languages and learn Welsh.”

				“Wow!” I said, not needing to feign how impressed I was. She probably had Irish heritage. That’d be why her hair was red. “That’s awesome,” I said, finishing up the fries.

				“It’s a lot to keep up with,” Autumn said.

				“Then you should sneak in some Welsh texts into Ms. Jensen’s class and read them under the table while she’s wasting time on Hawthorne.” It got a slight smile from her, but I could tell that the way I was talking made her feel a little uncomfortable. “It’s okay,” I said. “Do what you feel is right. That’s all anybody can ask of you.”

				“And that’s just it. I feel like it’s only right to pay attention in class. It’s just part of what’s expected of us in exchange for our free education.”

				I nodded, then sighed and gave up on the hamburger. “I wish I’d have remembered it was burnt meat patty day today,” I said. “I’d have brought a sack lunch. Or maybe even eaten before I came.”

				“What, are you too good for cafeteria meals, your highness?” she asked, then put her hamburger in her mouth for a bite.

				I looked at her, trying to read her smiling face. She was teasing. I was pretty sure. “Yeah,” I said. “And you are too. Peasants like Micheal, on the other hand…” I elbowed Michael, harder than I meant to.

			

			
				“Oh! I forgot to pay taxes, your lordship!” Michael said, tearing the most burnt bit off his own patty and flicking it onto my tray. I saw him tearing off another piece, so I held my tray to my other side so he couldn’t reach it. He tried to lean around me to get the burnt meat onto my tray anyway, and I raised an arm to block him, before losing my balance and starting to fall toward Autumn.

				Michael can be a pain, but he’s also a good friend. The moment he saw me tipping over, he reached over and grabbed me to keep me from falling awkwardly into Autumn’s lap. With his help, I kept my balance, but I lost control of my tray and it spun out of my hand. Autumn caught it in the air before it hit the floor, righted it, and put it back in front of me, rolling her eyes. The contents were mostly intact; only a little had spilled.

				“I’m really sorry,” I said as she looked down at herself.

				Michael, from behind me, piped in and said, “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have been horsing around.”

				“Did anything get on you?” I asked.

				“Not much,” she said. I followed Autumn’s gaze down to her khaki’s. Sure enough, while there was a splatter of ketchup next to her on the bench, the only thing that got on her was a dime-sized dollop of ketchup that landed on her inner upper thigh.

				“Man, I’m sorry about that,” I said.

				“It’s fine. It’ll come out. Besides, it was Michael’s fault anyway.” She reached down with a napkin and pulled up as much of the ketchup as she could before wiping the rest off. All that was left was a red-brown discoloration near her crotch.

				I suddenly wondered when she’d last had her period. 

			

			
				I immediately tried to clamp down on this train of thought. Which, of course, only made things worse.

				Michael looked apologetic. “So, martial arts, huh?” he said, trying to get the conversation back on track. “Which one?”

				Visions of Lilah nude came unbidden into my mind, particularly this morning right before her shower, with her bloodied pubic hair. I wondered if Autumn’s pubic hair was orange-red, like the rest of her hair. And when she had her period, would it look similar to Lilah’s?

				“Karate, mostly. I did some judo, to make sure I had some grappling arts to back up my striking arts, but I think Brazillian Jiu-Jitsu would be a better fit. So I’m looking for an instructor.”

				Autumn looked back toward me, even though I wasn’t the last to speak to her. She wanted to talk to me, not him. Maybe she was even hoping I’d be impressed. I lifted my eyes to look at hers, but I was so discomfited with the direction my train of thought was going I could only hold eye contact for a brief moment. Looking back down to my hamburger, I tried to think of something to say.

				“Do… do you win tournaments, ever?” I stuttered.

				“I wish! My aunt doesn’t like me showing off.” She smirked slightly. I wouldn’t put it past Autumn to win high-school tournaments. Unlike Lilah, who had a thin build, Autumn was muscular; the difference between a runner and a gymnast. I suddenly wondered if that would make her breasts look any different. How did breasts and pecs interact? To my horror, my mind started vividly constructing a picture of Autumn naked, based on what I’d seen of Lilah but with modifications. Like the pink elephant you’re told not to think of, I could think of nothing else.

				“Have you entered any, like, MMA tournaments?” Michael asked as I suddenly became extremely interested in my tray.

			

			
				“Yeah,” Autumn said. “Just one, three years ago, in a junior division. I lost to a BJJ girl. That’s why I got interested in it. I wish I knew how to pull off an inverted triangle like that.”

				There was a pause in the conversation. Michael elbowed me expectantly under the table.

				“What’s… what’s a triangle?” I asked, trying to clear my mind. “Is that a jiu-jitsu move?”

				“Yeah. It’s a kind of carotid choke. But that girl did a way more complex version than I could.” Autumn said. I listened carefully, trying to concentrate on Autumn’s words instead of my own mental caricature of her nude. “Normally, if I can get one hand and my opponent’s head in between my legs, then I can wrap one of my legs around the back of....”

				I stood with my tray. “Suddenly not feeling well,” I mumbled, turning to leave. “Maybe I should have stayed home.” Ignoring the strange looks I was probably getting, I walked quickly to the garbage, dumped my tray, and then left the cafeteria.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7:

				I had mixed feelings when I went home at the end of the school day. For one thing, I was embarrassed about how the conversation with Autumn went, both the internal and external parts. I mostly blamed Lilah’s influence for that, and so I felt a little resentment toward her. But then, on the other hand, the images in my mind that I struggled against when talking with Autumn were for some reason just the norm when I was with Lilah. It was hard to feel guilty picturing Lilah nude when she was literally the one who put them there. It would be nice to spend time with her. It wasn’t stressful to talk with her like it was with Autumn.

				I came in the door, took off my pack, and looked around for Lilah. It had snowed the previous evening and there were no new tracks, so I knew she was inside somewhere. She wasn’t in the living room communing with the computer.

				I went upstairs to check in my room. There, I found her, sleeping on her back on my bed. The covers were peeled back near her knees, revealing nearly all of her. All she wore was the pair of panties, with a bulge where the pad was.

				I started to shut the door in shock, trying to do so quickly but quietly, but then I paused. For some reason, I slowly opened the door again to look at her.

				It was one thing to see Lilah’s form in brief flashes, and something else entirely to drink deeply of her beauty. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed slowly and steadily. The gravity pushed her breasts flat against her chest. Her nipples lay flat, following the curvature of her breasts closely instead of protruding like I would expect them to. Her skin was smooth, her expression serene. She was gorgeous, and despite my guilty feelings, I looked anyway.

			

			
				For some reason, this time I found her naked form inviting instead of panic-inducing. I wasn’t sure why.

				As I looked, I tried to remember the reason why I felt the need to ask her to wear clothes. I thought of the time we had spoken about it. What went through my head? Something about respecting her? She didn’t think it was disrespectful for me to see her naked. Why did I care?

				I finally realized why I wasn’t panicking like I did while Lilah was awake. When she was awake I had to panic, or she’d start to think that flashing me was okay. But not now. For now, I could look at her and she would never know. This was a one-off occurrence. I couldn’t reproduce it. I didn’t need to worry about this setting any sort of precedent. I could just… see her, right? For as long as I wanted?

				Slowly, as though dragging itself through molasses, my mind retraced the steps it took that day when I told her I wanted her clothed. I wanted to respect Lilah as a person, and that would be hard to do if I saw her as a sex object. If she actually wanted to be in a relationship with me, maybe this would be okay, but as it stood now, letting myself get engrossed in my arousal for her just made it harder to see her as her instead of as the sexual symbol she represented.

				I thought back to what happened with Autumn this afternoon at lunch. My mind had invented an “Autumn object” to project its lust on. With Lilah, the same thing was happening, right this moment. Except Lilah, probably by accident, was providing her own object. But it was still an object. Even though the real Lilah was right in front of me, I was still treating her as a caricature of herself. An object for my own personal viewing pleasure.

			

			
				With a sigh, I took steps toward Lilah. I saw her open her eyes and give me a sleepy smile, which sent a shock through me, but I stayed quiet anyway. I smiled back at her as I took the blankets at her knees and draped them over her beautiful form, covering it with the respect it deserved. She rolled onto her side, taking an armful of the bedding and pulling it into her chest. Then, she shut her eyes again and slept.

				I crept from the room, shutting the door behind me quietly.

				I went downstairs to hop on my computer. I had homework to do, but wanted to check on something first. I hopped into my wiki’s discord server, looking for an editor called Tiverius. He was there, as usual. Sometimes I wondered what his life was like; he seemed to always be online. Studying ogres.

				“Hey @Tiverius,” I chatted. “I’ve got a question about an ogre.”

				“thats mean,” he wrote. “joking like that. nobody asks about ogres.”

				“It’s not a joke,” I wrote. “I need more info on an ogre that’s not on the wiki right now. I know you’re adding them slowly. I was wondering if, with a description, you could look through the stuff you haven’t formatted yet and see if you can find a match.”

				“need?” he replied. “why would you _need_ to know about an ogre? isnt this wiki project just for fun?”

				“I found it in my backyard,” I wrote. “I need to know what to feed it.”

				“srsly?” Tiverius wrote.

				“No. That was a joke. It’s for a friend who’s trying to remember the name of a game or something,” I lied.

				“ok yeh sure” Tiverius wrote. “tell me what he remembers and ill look into it.”

			

			
				“About fifteen feet high. Three eyes. Blue and gray mottled skin. Males have a single curved horn about two feet long. Females have none. Jungle-dwelling. They speak a pidgin form of the language of the nature spirits in their area. They wear the skins of great cats, like panthers and cougars.”

				“thats an oni” he wrote. “gotta be.”

				“That’s what I thought too, right? But she didn’t seem to recognize the word. So it must have been called something else.”

				“doesnt matter what its called, its obv. an oni.”

				“From where?”

				“japan”

				“Very funny. What game though? Or movie?”

				“well is it a game or a movie? that this oni is from,” Tiverius wrote.

				“She can’t remember.”

				“youre not giving me a lot to work with here”

				“You’ve got to be the world’s expert on ogres in modern pop-culture. Otherwise I wouldn’t even bother asking.”

				“ill look. tell her she owes me nudes”

				“Knock it off or I’ll temp ban you again,” I wrote.

				“i was just joking,” Tiv wrote. That was always his defense.

				“I don’t care. Knock it off.”

				“what do you expect, i study ogres. think im going to be a gentleman?”

				“In my Discord server? Yes.”

				“fine sheesh”

				I stood up from the computer and glanced toward my backpack. While Tiv was working on that, I had other stuff I needed to do. All the time I was spending with Lilah was putting me behind in my classes. I had to keep up on the material in my physics and statistics classes or I wouldn’t be able to follow along when they taught material that built on what came before. That wouldn’t do. Those teachers deserved “A” work from me. I switched the laundry loads to put Lilah’s pajama bottoms and the bedding in the dryer, pulled my homework out of my backpack, and went to work.

			

			
				Lilah slept until nearly 5:30. She came downstairs smiling, fully clothed in her white hoodie and her gray sweatpants.

				“Hi Gavin! What’s that?” she asked, looking at the books spread out on the table.

				“Homework,” I said. I was torn between stopping what I was doing to talk with her and finishing up the math problem I was halfway through. “Could you give me a sec? I’m concentrating. I’ll get to you in just a few seconds.”

				“No problem,” she said with a mysterious smile. She went and sat down at the computer, and I looked back down at my work. My physics teacher was fond of elaborate multi-step story problems with lots of information at once. If you dropped your train of thought part-way through, it could get difficult to pick it back up again.

				I was nearly done, though, so it didn’t take too long to finish up. “Okay,” I said, packing up my books and papers.

				“Are you sure? You’re late on your Hawthorne paper.”

				I looked at Lilah in surprise. She was sitting in front of the computer, resting a foot on it, a grin splayed wide on her face. My school’s website was open on the monitor, on the page where it listed my grades on my English assignments.

				“Hey!” I said, standing up. “How’d you get to that?”

				“I didn’t want to bother you, so I asked Family-PC what homework was and it brought me here.”

				“Family-PC?”

				“It says that’s what you named it.”

			

			
				“It was the default name.  And how’d you get into my gradebook, anyway? You don’t know how, and it’s password protected.”

				“I’m not sure,” Lilah said, and she shut her eyes, frowning. I waited a moment, and nearly spoke up, but Lilah opened her eyes again. “Family-PC says it knows your password. You asked it to remember it for you. It just looked it up when I asked it what sort of homework you were doing.”

				I stormed over to the computer and shut out of the window, and Lilah giggled. I wasn’t sure if she’d be able to interpret the numbers, but I was surprisingly self-conscious about some of the grades I had in the classes I didn’t care about given that she probably wouldn’t understand what the numbers meant anyway.

				“So what, the computer’s teaching you how to use it?”

				“It offered. I tried for a bit, but it’s complicated, and I’m not good with the mouse. But it’s happy to look stuff up by itself. Did you know the wan has an even bigger encyclopedia on it? It even has an article on your school! It’s like the datalinks in the science stories I’d hear!” As I watched, a browser window opened to Wikipedia, and the stub of an article on my high school appeared. I clicked out of it, but it immediately opened itself up again.

				“Hey!” I said, looking at Lilah, and she giggled again.

				“Family-PC is really smart. It knows how to do a lot of cool things if I ask it nicely. Some of the rock spirits could roll around, and the tree spirits could move their arms slowly, but none of them could do stuff like this. It can do math, and show maps, and tell stories, and—”

				“Yes, thanks, it’s my computer; I know what it’s capable of.”

				Lilah’s ears drooped and she shook her head sadly. “Gavin… A lot of people think that way. But it’s not your computer. You can’t own the spirits any more than you can own the wind, or the sun, or…” she trailed off, shut her eyes, and cocked her head. “Huh. No, actually, Family-PC says you do own it. Wow. What a strange world this is.” She shook her head in confusion.

			

			
				“Thank you, uh… Family-PC,” I said, awkwardly talking to my computer. It’s nice to know it hadn’t completely betrayed me. “So Lilah. You don’t need to use the mouse and keyboard to use a computer? You can just… ask them to do things for you?”

				“Yeah!” Lilah said, ears perking up. “It’s really convenient. I’m guessing it would take years of training to know how to operate one of these normally.”

				I shrugged. I had no idea how long it’d take Lilah to become computer literate, given that she’d need to work from the ground up. “I guess if you’ve grown up around them, they don’t seem too complicated to use.” As we spoke, I heard a buzz that signaled the end of the drier cycle. I could tell from the way Lilah’s ears spun that she heard it too. I smiled. “Anyway, Lilah, I’ve got something for you.”

				“What’s that?” she asked.

				I left the living room toward the laundry room, and Lilah followed. Once there, I pulled open the drier, pulled out the pajamas, and tossed them to Lilah.

				She gasped in delight. “They’re warm!”

				“The drying machine dries them by getting them hot to evaporate the water. Putting on freshly-dried clothes is one of life’s little joys in this world.” I motioned to the bathroom, indicating she was welcome to go change.

				Her gaze followed my gesture, then she looked back at me.

				Then she pulled off her hoodie, exposing her torso underneath.

				I averted my eyes. “Lilah!” I said in annoyance. “What are you doing?”

				“Changing,” she said. There was friendly sarcasm in her voice.

			

			
				“Why here! You know you should be using a bedroom or bathroom for that!”

				“Because you’re fun to tease,” she said. “Okay, they’re on.” 

				With a sigh of relief, I looked back.

				Her pajamas were on alright, but her top was completely unbuttoned.

				I let out a growling, frustrated cry and turned away. As I heard Lilah laughing, I grabbed my backpack and took it in the other room to finish my homework.

				After a few minutes, Lilah came over. I was annoyed enough at her I didn’t say anything as she sat down next to me. She brought a book.

				We sat together for a while, with me doing physics and statistics and her reading the book. Despite her slow reading speed, she had nearly finished the second book in the trilogy. I wondered if maybe she was getting better.

				When I finished my homework, I looked up at her. She looked back at me and smiled. A sweet, friendly smile. I sighed. Her newfound sense of humor was frustrating, but she was honestly trying to be my friend. An aggravating friend. But then, Michael could be aggravating too. Staying upset at her didn’t make sense. She was just teasing, after all. I’d probably have to have a talk with her about it, but I really didn’t feel like it just then.

				“It’s nearly time for my parents to get home. Want to go upstairs with me?”

				“Sure,” she said. She shut her book over her finger to keep her place and stood, taking the lead. As we climbed the stairs, I watched her tail sway back and forth as she climbed. It probably assisted in her balance, sort of like moving my arms assisted in balance as I walked. I wondered if that might be part of her unearthly grace.

			

			
				When we got to the top of the stairs, we talked for a while about the book she was reading. She seemed to be enjoying it, despite its “inaccuracies.” She said that dragons actually weren’t that big, that intelligent, or that sociable, and they certainly couldn’t use magic.

				“That, and they’re scared of the color purple.”

				“Come again?” I asked.

				“It’s instinctual. One of their few natural predators is a giant bird with purple wings. That’s why merchant caravans paint their wagons purple.”

				“The things you learn,” I said, shaking my head. I supposed Lilah’s world was as different from our stories as our world was from Lilah’s stories.

				When I heard the garage door open and my brother ran in shouting happily, I nodded to Lilah. She smiled at me. It was cute. I left her in my room.

				That evening, I suggested to my family that we play a board game together, and my dad seemed really enthusiastic about the idea. It lasted later into the evening than I’d usually let Lilah be alone. When we finished cleaning up the game, my parents went to bed, and I went back to my room.

				Lilah was there. She smiled at me. “You were out later than you normally are.”

				“Yeah,” I said. “I was playing a board game with my family.”

				“Oh! Did you have fun?”

				“Yeah,” I said.

				“You mentioned you were going to teach me how to play some of those.”

				“Yeah, I did. Maybe tomorrow.”

				“Not tonight?”

				“Not right now. I’d just like to sleep, if that’s okay.”

			

			
				Lilah paused for a moment. Her expression grew concerned. “Is everything okay, Gavin?”

				I thought about it. It’d sound childish for me to tell her that her teasing today had really gotten to me.

				“Yeah,” I said.

				“Okay, good.” she said. Her smile returned.

				But her ears drooped ever so slightly.

				“Goodnight, Lilah. Turn off the light when you’re done reading.”

				“I can be done now,” she said, and shut her book. I shrugged, flipped off the light, and we went to sleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8:

				The next morning I woke up as my phone vibrated in my pocket. I turned it off as soon as I could reach it and yawned myself awake.

				I leaned over to look at Lilah. Over the course of the night, she had kicked her blankets off. The alarm hadn’t woken her up. Not only was she adorable, but clothed in her mint plaid pajamas, I didn’t have any objections to looking at her. Her long braided hair was draped over one shoulder, and her tail was wrapped completely around one of her legs. It twitched slightly as she slept.

				I knew I’d been sort of avoiding her the night before, and now that a little more time had passed, I realized I probably wasn’t being fair to her. I should have spent a little more time with her. Done something fun with her.

				In fact, I had an idea for this morning that might work.

				Again, I lounged around, not hurrying as I got ready for school.

				“You’re driving to school again?” my mother asked as she cleaned up Evan’s cereal bowl.

				“Yeah,” I said. “I’m just sort of feeling lazy.”

				“That’s a lot of gas money you’re spending,” she said.

				“I guess,” I said. “I’ve got plenty of money saved up from the summer. It should be okay.”

				“Aren’t you saving up for that trade school?” my mother asked.

				“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll be careful.”

				“Okay,” Mom said, picking up Evan and walking toward the door. “Bye, hon. I’ll see you tonight.”

			

			
				As soon as my parents were gone, I went up to see Lilah. It seemed she had just woken up, and she was on all fours with her rear in the air, stretching her back. When she’d finished, she sat up. “Hi Gavin!”

				“Hi,” I said. “How’s the pad working out for you?”

				“It feels like I’m wearing a diaper,” she said. She spread her legs and checked her pajama bottoms. “But it didn’t leak!”

				“Good to hear it,” I said, and I smiled. “I’ve got something cool to show you. I might know where another spirit is. A real fun one!”

				“Oh! Neat!” she said. She began unbuttoning her shirt. “Mind if I change?” She looked up at me and grinned.

				More teasing.

				I almost objected. Strongly. But I stopped myself. She said she was doing this because she enjoyed the reaction, right? Well, I wouldn’t give her one.

				“Not at all,” I said, turning away. “Go ahead. Come down when you’re done.” And I shut the door on her.

				I went downstairs to our family’s game console and booted it up. After a few moments, Lilah came downstairs, dressed in her white hoodie and gray sweats.

				I handed her the controller. I had it plugged into the console with a charging cable, in case communning didn’t work wirelessly, even though it didn’t need it to transmit any data. Lilah looked at it quizzically.

				“Check it for a spirit,” I said.

				She shut her eyes. Her head turned from facing toward the controller to face the console instead. A big grin broke out on her face.

				“Oh, how cute!” she said. “It’s not as strong as Family-PC. Not as self aware. But cute! It’s like a little wolf cub! It just wants to play and play and play!”

			

			
				I smiled. I was hoping that might work. “That’s what it’s for,” I said. “It’s called a game console. It’s like a computer, except all it does is play games with you.

				On the TV, the console scrolled through the selection of installed games without Lilah needing to ever touch the thumbsticks. Sure enough, either she was controlling it spiritually somehow, or she was making requests of it.

				“It’s asking what I want to play. What should I tell it?”

				“Try that one,” I said, pointing to one of the icons. It was an open world shooter about a fantasy ranger surviving in the wild while being hunted by aliens. The juxtaposition of fantasy and sci-fi took some doing, but the art and writing teams managed to somehow pull it off. I thought she’d relate to the fantasy character getting thrown into a high-tech world.

				Lilah nodded, and the game started loading. I waited as the main menu opened and a new game began. The opening cutscene started, and I smiled.

				As it played, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out. It was Discord. Tiv had messaged me.

				“dude your girlfriend is into some ancient indie rpg crap, you know that?”

				I glanced up. Lilah was enthralled by the cutscene, but I’d seen it at least three times by now. I had a minute. “You found the ogre?” I wrote back, not bothering to correct his assumption regarding Lilah.

				“yeh. from an old rpg sourcebook called shadows over tokaido. it was written in 2004. self published, limited print run, sold at conventions. never went big.”

				“How the hell did you get your hands on this?” I asked.

				“its on the internet somewhere. pirated. i dunno, it had an ogre in it so when i saw it i saved the pdf.” Tiv’s next message had a screen-grab of a pdf, showing a page from the sourcebook. Half the page was taken up with an illustration of an ogre, obviously done by a cut-rate amateur artist. Even then, it obviously matched the description. It was in black and white, but I scanned the text of the page, and sure enough, it mentioned blue and gray mottled skin.

			

			
				I ignored the next couple of messages from Tiv for the moment as I read the rest of the text on the page. It seemed to match everything Lilah had said down to a tee. Tiv had done it. Stories about the ogres from Lilah’s world had bled through into ours, somehow winding up as an entry in some obscure rpg sourcebook.

				The cutscene on Lilah’s game had just ended. She seemed excited to start playing, but I interrupted her.

				“Hey, is this what ogres look like in your world?” I asked.

				Lilah looked over. “Yep!” she said, smiling. “That’s a Golkin alright.”

				“Golkin?” I asked.

				“Yeah. That’s what they call themselves. Where’d you get that?”

				“Somebody in my world drew it. Over fifteen years ago.” I looked at the text on the page. The word “Golkin” didn’t appear anywhere. In this book, it was just an “Ogre”, listed as a “type of Oni.”

				“I wonder if they saw one,” Lilah said.

				“Maybe one came over, like you did, and this guy met him. Or maybe it’s like corgis; our world is just telling stories about stuff in yours.”

				“Either way, that’s pretty cool,” Lilah said, still looking at my screen.

				I closed out of the screen-grab, which bumped me back to the chat with Tiv.

				“ok, i did my part. your turn. remember to ask her for nudes ;)” he had written.

			

			
				“Nudes?” Lilah asked. “What does that mean?”

				“He wants me to send him a picture of you naked,” I said, rolling my eyes.

				Lilah’s impish grin returned. “Okay,” she said, reaching down to pull off her shirt.

				I nearly flipped out. Obviously, I did not want Lilah’s picture in some guy’s personal porn folder, and I doubted Lilah would want that either if she fully understood what that meant. Plus, having a picture of her with her tail and ears on display up on the internet seemed like a bad idea. But she’d probably pressure me anyway, just because she’d enjoy my reaction.

				“Trust me; that’s a bad idea,” I said, standing up and averting my eyes. “Enjoy the game.” I turned away to walk up the stairs. I heard Lilah’s shirt drop to the ground behind me. 

				“Gavin?” she called.

				I ignored her. I’d give her no reaction. On my phone, I typed a message back. “I warned you, Tiv. Thanks for all the research you’ve done, and see you next week.”

				“oh come on,” he said. “i was just joking. you saw the winky face. and i found you that ogre and everything.”

				I temp banned Tiverius, rolled my eyes, and put my phone in my pocket.

				I only had about ten minutes left before I needed to go catch the bus. And I hadn’t showered. I had been planning on skipping my shower in order to watch Lilah play, but she’d driven me off by pulling off her shirt. Her loss, I thought as I climbed the stairs and entered the bathroom. I turned on the water, disrobed, and climbed in the shower.

				As I showered, I thought about how good it once felt to show Lilah cool things about our world. Her teasing was shutting that down. Hopefully I’d find some way to get her to quit it so that we could get back to enjoying each other’s company.

			

			
				Lilah’s voice shook me out of my thoughts. “Gavin?”

				“Yes?” I called.

				“I just wanted to say thanks.” The door muffled her voice a little. “You know it can get boring here sometimes. There’s only so much encyclopedia you can take in at once, you know?”

				“Yeah,” I said. I felt a little uncomfortable talking while showering, but nothing compared to what Lilah had already subjected me to earlier in the week.

				“Console looks like it’ll be a lot of fun,” I heard her say.

				“I’m glad.”

				Then, I heard the door open. To be frank, I had kind of been expecting this. I immediately shut my eyes.

				“Can I come in the shower with you? I really enjoyed the shower yesterday, and with you in here I know you won’t be able to change the temperature on me.” The words were innocent enough, but a slight warble in her voice told me she was suppressing a giggle.

				“No need,” I said. Facing away from the bathroom door, I stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel, and wrapped it around myself. “I was just leaving anyway. Enjoy.” I walked toward the door, raised my arm to a little under shoulder level and felt in front of me. My arm came to rest on Lilah’s bare shoulder, and I gently pushed her aside and walked past her.

				I sighed as I headed to my room. I had to give no reaction. If I didn’t feed the fire, it’d die out, right?

				I heard rapid footsteps from behind me, and suddenly the towel was yanked from my waist. I startled a little, but stuck to my guns. No reaction. I calmly walked to my room, naked, but facing away from her, then shut the door behind me.

			

			
				And locked it for good measure. 

				When I had finished getting dressed, Lilah was nowhere to be seen. Thankfully. Because the water was still on, I assumed she was in the shower, but I was too cross to knock on the door to check, or even to wish her goodbye. I started up Jane and left for school.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9:

				I made it to Ms. Carter’s class just before the starting bell rang, and took my customary seat in the back. I looked toward Autumn. It was strange. Yesterday, I didn’t want to be around Autumn because I’d keep thinking of her nude, and I wanted to be around somebody who I didn’t feel guilty about having those kinds of images. Now it was the opposite. Lilah’s teasing had gotten the best of me. I was grateful to no longer be around her. I wanted to try talking to Autumn again. It might be nice to try speaking with a normal girl.

				I had to wait all period to try, though. While the spectre of the overdue Hawthorne paper loomed over my head, the class had moved past it and we were talking about Orwell. When I’d read 1984, I’d found it interesting, so I was actually intrigued by what Animal Farm might have to say. I hadn’t done the previous night’s reading because I hadn’t been in class to hear the assignment. I regretted it. It sounded interesting. Maybe Lilah and I could read together tonight.

				I remembered I was supposed to be upset at Lilah and thought better of it.

				It was too bad. The first two nights with Lilah had been some of the most fun I’d had in my life. I wistfully remembered the feelings I felt while shopping at Walmart with her or while paying card games up in our room. Because of how much stuff had gone down between us, it seemed like a lot longer than a few days ago.

				When the bell rang, I hopped up as fast as I could and walked to Autumn’s desk, hoping to talk.

			

			
				“Hi Autumn,” I said.

				“Hi Gavin. Feeling better?” she asked.

				“Yeah, totally.”

				“That’s good. See you.” Then she slipped between two other people and got swept up by the crowd. I called after her, but either she couldn’t hear me or she ignored me. 

				I shared physics class with Michael, which was fun. Thursdays were lab days. Today we were videotaping ourselves bouncing weighted air hockey pucks off each other. One puck had a weight measurement written on it, and the other two didn’t. The goal was to use the taped footage and conservation of momentum to try and calculate how much each hockey puck weighed. It was a neat project, even if Michael was making me do most of the work as he messed around with the air hockey table.

				“So what happened yesterday?” Michael asked.

				A lot. Too much. I thought about what Michael might be referring to.

				“With Autumn?”

				“Yes, with Autumn. You had everything lined up for you and then blew it. It’s like you’re not even interested in her.”

				“Who said I was interested?”

				“Who needs to? The way you look at her? It’s obvious to everybody. Except her. She thinks that you think she’s weird.”

				I looked sharply at Michael. “She told you this?” I put down the pencil I was using to do math.

				“Not me. Cassie. Autumn has a crush on you but thinks you don’t like her. Cassie arranged for her to sit next to you yesterday, and promised her that you’d be really into her. And then right when she’s trying to impress you by talking about her MMA fights, you walk out on her.”

			

			
				“I was—”

				“Not sick,” Michael said. “Nobody buys that. It’s obvious you got weirded out by something and left. I told her I thought it was the kid picking his nose one table down that gave you a queasy stomach. But she doesn’t believe me. She thinks it’s something about her.”

				I rolled my eyes. “Look, I just wasn’t ready for that conversation yesterday. Nobody asked me if I wanted to—”

				“I couldn’t! I promised her I wouldn’t tell you. She was scared.”

				“Okay, okay, fine. So Autumn likes me, but now she’s avoiding me. Now what?”

				“Do you want her, dude?”

				I threw up my hands. “How should I know? She’s cute. I want to know her better. I’m not looking for a relationship.”

				“Of course you are. You told me you were jealous of me and Cassie.”

				“Sure, yeah. Okay, fine! I do want a relationship. I just don’t know if it’s with Autumn.”

				“Is there another girl?”

				“Why would there need to be another girl?” I snapped. Probably a little too quickly. Michael raised an eyebrow. “I just don’t want to be in a relationship with some random girl. It’s got to be somebody awesome. Someone special.”

				“Well is Autumn special?”

				“Hell if I know. I’ve had, like, half a conversation with her.”

				“You ought to move on it anyway.”

				“Thanks for your entirely unsolicited advice.”

				“I’ll do you one better, bro,” Michael said. He took out his wallet, pulled out a card, and handed it to me. I looked at it. It was a gift card to Panettiere’s, a nearby Italian restaurant. “My uncle gave that to me on Valentine’s day. I was supposed to use it on Cassie, but I didn’t check the date. My uncle must have re-gifted it, because it’s pretty old. It’s expiring tomorrow, and Cassie’s got the tech rehearsal for her play so we can’t use it. So now it’s yours and you’re going to take Autumn out to eat.”

			

			
				So many feelings collided at once my brain tossed them all away, leaving me feeling numb. “Thanks,” I said, trying to figure out what on earth I was going to do.

				“And then you’ll take her home.”

				“No,” I said forcefully.

				“Come on. Your parents are never around. I’d kill to have that sort of time alone with Cassie. She wants it, trust me.”

				“Did Cassie tell you that too?” I knew the answer.

				“No. But just trust me on this one.”

				“No,” I said. “I’d need to hear it from Autumn’s mouth.”

				“Girls don’t just say things like that. That’s not how it works. They keep quiet and expect you to know.”

				“Shut up,” I said. It was a sweeping generalization. Even if it were true, it wouldn’t make me feel comfortable with the idea.

				The bell rang. I had gotten distracted and hadn’t finished up the work. It was fine. I’d taken all the measurements I needed; all that was left was the math. I started packing my things.

				“Dude, don’t screw this up. Ask her at lunch.”

				“Okay, I got it.”

				“Seriously. This is all we can do. If you blow it, you’re through with Autumn.”

				“I got it, I got it.”

				Michael pointed at me and raised both eyebrows, before turning and leaving. I sighed. He was just looking out for me. Michael and Cassie were happy together. He probably thought Autumn and I would be as happy as they were. I still sort of wished he would mind his own business and let things between Autumn and me unfold at their own pace. I looked at the gift card he’d given me. It was a full seventy-five dollar card. We could go all out on food and still have stuff to spare. I put it in my pocket.

			

			
				By the time I got to the lunch table, Michael and Cassie’s table was full. Autumn was sitting there, but there were no free seats. I paused with my tray and tried to think of the best way to approach the situation. Standing while she was sitting could make her feel like I was looming over her. I didn’t want to intimidate her. Waiting for her to get up and start walking to class would give her the opportunity to evade me. Maybe I could skip the lunch period and try and catch her and ask her out as she waited for her bus.

				I shook my head. I was overthinking it. I had to be. Keep it super simple. Direct. Direct would be best. It’d give me less time to second-guess myself, waffle around, and act awkward. I could do this.

				I walked up to Autumn. “Hi Autumn,” I said, looming behind her and feeling awkward. “Want to go to Panettiere’s with me?”

				Immediately, every girl at the table except Autumn raised her voice in that shrill, excited squeeing sound that only teen girls really had the capability to make. Maybe the direct approach was actually a horrible idea. 

				Autumn looked at the girls. She seemed completely overwhelmed. “Yeah, I would,” she said quietly. And immediately, several of the girls started clapping. One, sitting next to her, squeezed her in a sideways hug. She wilted slightly.

				I suddenly got angry. This whole dating thing was crap. “Hey,” I said, pointing at one of them. “You knock this off. Have you considered that maybe she doesn’t even like me? That maybe she just feels like she’s supposed to because you all are playing match-maker behind our backs?” The girls looked shocked. I was intimidating them. The looming probably helped. “What if she wanted to say no? Do you think she’d be comfortable with that? With all of you sitting around acting like we’re the one true ship?”

			

			
				I shook my head and looked Autumn in the eyes. “Autumn,” I said. “This is your call. Not theirs. Shoot me down if you feel like it. It’s fine. I won’t be angry. You need to do what feels right to you, regardless of what anybody thinks.”

				The table was silent. Michael was staring daggers at me. Cassie was looking down at the table, shielding her eyes.

				Autumn’s face went from mousey to more bold. She returned my gaze. “And what about you? Are you using Cassie’s gift card because Michael put you up to it? Or are you actually interested in me?”

				I thought for a moment. I took a deep breath.

				“I’ve got a crush on you. That’s it. Maybe it’ll go somewhere. Maybe it won’t. But I think I want to find out.”

				Autumn hesitated for longer than I felt comfortable with.

				“Me too,” she said, with determination in her voice.

				“Awesome. Thanks. See you tomorrow.” I turned to Michael as the table cheered again. “And that’s how you do it.” I turned, triumphant, and started walking from the lunchroom.

				“Dude!” Michael called after me. “Logistics! You picking her up? Where? When? What’s her number?”

				“Oh come on!” I groaned, victory snatched. I turned to see the table laughing.

				Including Autumn. But her laugh was quiet. Understanding. Her eyes shone. It made me feel endearing instead of dumb.

				I liked the way she was smiling at me.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10:

				I went home with my heart in my chest. I had asked Autumn out on a date, and it had turned out kind of okay! Maybe I even came off as gallant. I don’t know. That wasn’t the intent. I was just sick of our lives being planned out for us by our friends.

				I pulled into the garage. Lilah was at the window watching for me, like she was that first day.

				I walked into the entryway and took off my backpack as Lilah bounced impatiently. She seemed excited. Her tail swished behind her.

				“Gavin! I’ve been playing with Console all day!” she said. “It was awesome! You’ve got a lot of games! It’s taught me how to play some fun stuff. I want to try playing some of them with you!”

				“Okay, sure,” I said. Playing would be fun. I’d probably enjoy it. Part of me felt sort of awkward going home to play a game with Lilah right after making a commitment to another girl. Sure, my thing with Autumn was just a date. And I was pretty sure Lilah wasn’t interested in me. But even then, if Autumn knew about Lilah she’d still probably feel like I was being dishonest. 

				In fact, in retrospect it was odd that I objected so strongly on principle to taking Autumn home with me after the date when I literally had a girl sleeping in my room every night. But that’s how it was with Lilah; reality warped around her. She was naked a lot. She slept in my room. She talked to computers. She had cat ears and a tail. It’s like I had one normal life when I was at school and some crazy fantasy life at home. Different rules applied for some reason. It made it weird to try to piece through how I really felt about things.

			

			
				I picked up the other controller and sat down. “What did you want to play?”

				“Tetris,” she said with a strange finality in her tone. We had that. A multiplayer tetris game. Making lines on your screen would make junk blocks appear on your opponent’s screen, until eventually somebody lost.

				I nodded, and Lilah picked up her controller, still tethered via a charging cable to the console, and the game opened itself up. She sat down on the ground; the charging cable wouldn’t stretch to the couch. I sat down next to her.

				Without pressing any buttons, she navigated the menus to set up a two player head-to head game, best two out of three. The timer ticked down from three to “Start!” and I began placing blocks. 

				I was pretty good at the game. I could beat both my parents and usually won against Michael. I wasn’t one of those freakishly good players who knew how to do elaborate spins to squeeze through gaps, but I was still one of the best players I knew personally. But today, I didn’t seem to have it. I wasn’t sure if I just wasn’t getting the blocks I needed or what, but I had a hard time avoiding leaving overhangs and covering gaps.

				Then, I heard the announcer. “Tetris. Double Tetris! Triple Tetris! MEGA Tetris!”

				I looked at Lilah’s screen. Somehow, she had made four consecutive tetrises! My screen immediately filled with junk blocks, and I was eliminated instantly.

				“You rotten cheater!” I said, and Lilah dissolved into gales of giggles. “You don’t just get that many line pieces in a row! Not on command!”

			

			
				“Of course I do,” she said. “I’m a Console Emissary!”

				“Yeah, well it’s best two out of three.”

				“What, you think you can win?” she asked.

				“Yep.”

				She settled back into a seated position on the ground, a big grin on her face. The next match began. This time, I hardly paid attention to my side of the board. Instead I watched Lilah’s side. Time after time, she got the exact block she needed to make her side stack up evenly, with eerie regularity. I waited as her side stacked higher and higher. She was going for another ludicrous quadruple tetris. Sure enough, as the stack reached the top of the screen, I saw one, then two, then three, then four line pieces appear in her queue.

				Right as the first appeared on screen. I swatted at the cord coming from Lilah’s controller. The cable popped out, leaving her controller running wirelessly. She stared dumbfounded as the line piece slowly settled on the top of the stack, the top end sticking over the top of the playing field and causing her to lose. Without direct physical contact, she didn’t seem to be able to tell the console what to do.

				“Hey!” she said.

				“Got you!” I said.

				As the next match started, she picked up the cord and fumbled with it for a bit, trying to plug it back into the controller. She didn’t seem to be able to figure it out. Finally, she just held the cord and shut her eyes.

				“Come on,” I said, yanking the other end of the cord out of the console. “Do it yourself. I’m sure the console told you how to play. Left and right to move, shoulder buttons rotate, down to drop. Play by yourself. Still think you can beat me?”

			

			
				“Yeah, of course,” she said, picking the controller back up. Given that she didn’t need the tether anymore, she took the wireless controller back to the couch. I stayed where I was on the floor.

				This time, the pieces seemed to flow more naturally. Aside from a couple inconvenient squiggly pieces that I needed to compensate for, I was able to keep my stack level. I checked Lilah’s side of the board. She was doing admirably given how new she was, but she was playing slow. She was finally making her first few lines by the time I was ready to start dropping tetrises on her. When you played head to head, you needed to stack pieces fast and high in order to deal a killing blow to your opponent. Playing safe at the bottom of the screen only delayed the inevitable. I had her this time for sure.

				The line piece I needed took longer to arrive than I had expected, so my stack got higher than I’d meant it to. Finally it came, and I prepared to end it.

				At that moment, something soft and warm wrapped around the back of my neck, touching each of my shoulders. In alarm, I fell forward, then spun to look behind me.

				Lilah, grinning and shirtless, had pressed her chest against the back of my neck.

				“Lilah!” I shouted. “What the hell are you doing?”

				“Winning,” she said as the TV played Lilah’s victory fanfare behind me.

				“I told you to knock that off!” I yelled.

				“Sore loser!” she said, sticking her tongue at me.

				I threw the controller on the ground and stormed off. So much for not giving her a reaction. If I’d have known it was coming, maybe I could have stayed stoic, but this came out of the blue.

			

			
				I started walking off to my room, and heard Lilah following me. I spun round and stuck my finger toward her. “Stay away from me!” I shouted.

				She had been grinning, but her grin fell. “Gavin?” she said. Her ears twitched, and she looked concerned.

				I turned again and climbed the stairs.

				“Gavin!” she said. I heard her footsteps following me and didn’t care. I was going to go into my room and lock it. “Gavin!” she said, urgently. “Stop!”

				I reached the top of the stairs and turned to go down the hallway. Suddenly I felt Lilah’s hand grab mine. She tugged on me. I yanked my hand away and spun around.

				“Lilah, leave me alone!”

				“What’s wrong?” she asked.

				“What’s wrong? I’ve told you over and over to put your fucking clothes on, and you’re not listening!”

				“I’m just teasing you,” she said defensively.

				“No. You’re bullying me! And I don’t appreciate it!”

				“Oh come on,” she said, folding her arms, which thankfully covered her breasts a little. “You like it. Don’t you?”

				I was floored. My mouth worked for a while without my brain backing it up with words.

				“Why the hell would you think that?” I finally stammered.

				“Family-PC said you like the way naked girls look,” she said, “but that you’re not allowed to say it. It’s that stupid ‘cultural thing’ you keep talking about.”

				“And you’re believing my computer instead of me?” I said, outraged.

				“Are you saying it’s not true?”

				“Lilah, do you want to be my girlfriend?”

			

			
				“Huh?” Her arms dropped, her ears perked up, and her eyes widened. “No, what brings that—”

				“Or have sex with me? Do you want that?”

				“Ew, no!” she said, taking a step back. Her ears flattened against her head as her face twisted in disgust. “Why would you even—”

				“Then why do you keep flashing me like that!?”

				She looked confused and angry. “What does that have to do with anything?”

				“Lilah, every time I see your breasts, the lizard part of my brain thinks it’s about to get some,” I said. “And I need to talk my subconscious back out of it again. It’s awkward. It’s uncomfortable. It’s distracting. It’s making it hard to focus at school. I don’t appreciate it.”

				She stared at me in bewilderment. Finally, understanding slowly dawned on her face. “Do… do I arouse you?” she asked in disbelief.

				Great. Another thing for her to tease me about. “Uh. Gee. Yeah Lilah. The most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen presses her breasts against the back of my head. Yes! It’s arousing.” I felt my face flush with embarrassment. “There. I said it. And if this sort of teasing’s not leading anywhere, it’s not welcome.”

				She shook her head. “I’m… I’m sorry. I…”

				“Did you really not understand this?”

				She covered her breasts with one arm and used her other arm to gently push me aside, heading to my room, looking very uncomfortable.

				“Is nudity just a thing where you’re from?” I said, turning to watch her leave.

				“Not in the cities, no,” she said, walking into my room. “But out in the jungle, among Emissaries, yeah, actually, it is.”

				I figured as much, but it helped calm me down for me to hear her say it.

			

			
				“Okay, so…” I started, not going into the room. “Remember how I said that bathing was pretty much the only time it was culturally okay to be naked?”

				“Yeah?” she said. She came out of my room again, wearing the T-shirt I had bought her.

				“That’s not entirely true. I thought it went without saying but obviously, you know, you have to be naked in order to… you know…”

				“Mate,” she said. All humor was gone from her face. Anger too. She was listening to me.

				“Have sex, yeah.” I said. I broke eye contact and looked down. “So, you know, culturally speaking, if there’s a girl that’s naked in front of you, and she seems okay with that, that pretty much implies that, well…”

				“That she wants to mate with you. That’s what I’ve been saying. Since the day we met. Every day, every single day, I’ve been telling you, multiple times, that I wanted to… to have sex with you.”

				“And it wasn’t true. Right?”

				“Of course. I wasn’t ever thinking of that.”

				My gaze rested on the ground. Of course, some tiny part of my brain had been hoping that she was flirting with me and afraid to admit it. Hearing her say that there wasn’t anything there deflated me even more.

				“Gavin?” she said. I didn’t lift my eyes. She crouched a little and looked up at me with her head tilted, trying to get between my eyes and the floor. “Gavin?”

				“What?” I asked, looking at her.

				“You’ve been a real gentleman.”

				I stood there, not quite understanding.

			

			
				“You could tell that’s not what I wanted.  Even if that’s what my… teasing said. So you never made a move. You didn’t even try. You slept right across from me, every single night. And you never did.”

				“That’s part of what frustrated me,” I said. I felt a tear starting to form in my eye. Dumbness. Figured I couldn’t do this without getting emotional. “I wanted to see you as you. And treat you like you wanted to be treated. And whenever you’d take off your clothes, that would be hard. I’d start dreaming up a… a you that did want me. Physically. And that would have… affected how I treated you.”

				She looked at the ground. “That’s really strong of you, Gavin,” she said. Her tail wrapped around her leg.

				I didn’t know what to say. “Thanks,” I said, settling for the obvious answer.

				“I’ve said it before, but again, I’m really sorry. That was an unfair thing for me to do to you. I just thought it was funny how upset you’d get. And…” she got uncomfortable. “And Family-PC said you were okay with it. That you just had to pretend that you weren’t. So I thought it was okay. I thought it was just an act. A thing you did. And it was funny.”

				“I’m still not sure why you didn’t believe me.”

				“I didn’t. Not at first. You told me, the night before, that you wanted my clothes on. But then I heard otherwise. From Family-PC. So…” she looked to the side. “So I tested it. When I heard you coming home, I went up to the bed and pretended to be asleep. To see how you’d react when I didn’t have clothes on. And then when you came in… you just stayed there. For a long while. I thought… I thought if you really weren’t okay with it, you’d leave, or shut the door, or something. Finally, eventually, you pulled the covers over me, but…”

				“Lilah, I’m sorry.”

			

			
				“I wondered what you were doing, standing silently in the doorway like that. You were looking, right? You wanted me, didn’t you? You were just standing there thinking of me… like that.”

				“I’m so sorry, Lilah. I know I shouldn’t have. It was just...”

				“Hey,” she said, smiling shyly. “It can be fun to fantasize sometimes. And I was basically sitting there asking for you to come on the bed and do me, right? That’s what I was saying by intentionally showing myself to you like that. And I just didn’t realize.”

				“It doesn’t make what I did right.”

				“Of course not. But it makes it understandable. Which makes it forgivable.” Her smile broadened. “Cheer up, okay?”

				“Lilah…” I started, not quite knowing where I was trying to bring the sentence.

				“Gavin, let’s put this all behind us. I’ll quit teasing you. Like that, at least. Believe me, I’ll find some other way to tease you. But don’t worry. I’ll be wearing clothes now. At least when I’m around you. No promises while you’re away.” She grinned.

				“Thanks, Lilah.”

				Her tail uncurled and swished against the ground. “You’re welcome. I’m just happy this can be over now. Maybe now we can go back to spending more time together.”

				“Yeah.” I smiled. The lump in my throat was subsiding. The feud was over. “There’s still a lot of cool stuff in this world that would be fun to show you. We’ve not been out of the house together since Monday.”

				“Yeah.” She smiled and gave one tiny bounce, standing on her toes and then falling again. “I can’t wait to see more of your world.” Then she paused and grimaced slightly. “That guy on your phone,” she said, “who wanted a picture of me naked?”

				“Yeah?”

			

			
				She looked uncomfortable. “He was going to use it to… look at me, while… you know. Wasn’t he?”

				“Probably,” I admitted, becoming increasingly awkward myself.

				“I’m glad you stopped me. I thought it was just, like… ‘I want to see a picture of you in a dress’ or ‘a picture of you in pajamas.’ Just a silly dress-up request. I didn’t realize what he was asking for.”

				“No, guys in this world pretty much only use pictures of naked girls for, uh… arousing themselves.” I said. This conversation was getting very uncomfortable.

				She waited for a moment before continuing. “Gavin? Do you get aroused by all naked girls?”

				I felt like pulling up the carpet and crawling under it. “Well I’ve only ever been around one,” I said. “But… I’m guessing they’d have to be… you know. Attractive.”

				“I see,” she said. “I guess… I’ll take that as a compliment then. Now, go make brownies for me.”

				“What? Why?” I asked, relieved the topic had finally changed.

				“Because you lost at Tetris. So now you have to make me brownies.”

				“Since when did we make that deal?”

				“We didn’t. Make me brownies anyway.” Her impish grin returned.

				“Okay, fine,” I said, smiling back.

				Lilah chuckled a little and started down the stairs, bouncing a bit every other step she took.

				I started down too. This had all been great, but there was still one more question burning inside me. A few minutes ago, it may have felt too awkward to ask, but now my question felt tame in comparison. I had to ask it. “Lilah?” I said.

				She turned and looked up the stairs at me.

				I swallowed nervously and spoke. “Do you think there might… ever be anything between us?”

			

			
				Her ears perked up as her face fell into a look of concern.

				There was something very attractive about what happened between us. I exploded at her. She sort of exploded back. But then we just… talked. And by the end, we respected each other. I respected her cultural ignorance and her desire to be playful around me. She respected the difficulty she put me under and how I was acting in response. I forgave her. She forgave me. We shared some very real emotions. I suddenly felt more like… like if we were to be boyfriend and girlfriend, that it would work out. The same way that Michael and Cassie’s relationship worked out. We could be happy.

				Lilah didn’t reply for quite some time.

				“Maybe there could,” she said in an unsure tone of voice. “I could see it happening. You’re a good guy. But... I wouldn’t count on it.”

				Gut-wrenching. I half wished she’d have said no.

				But… if the answer was no, she’d have just told me no. She was leaving the door open for some reason.

				“Do you… mind if I try?” I asked carefully.

				She looked to the side. Her face looked lost in thought. Finally, a slow smile spread across her face.

				“If you want, sure. But you’ll find I’m not easy to win over,” she said. “I’d recommend that you start by making me those brownies.”

				I jogged down the stairs, pushing her gently aside with my arm. I heard her giggle behind me, followed by the sound of her footsteps keeping pace behind me.

				Lilah grabbed my hand at the bottom of the stairs, brought me to the pantry, and pointed to the box of brownie mix she wanted. She had a good reason to ask; while I was gone, she had opened it up without reading the box, expecting it to contain brownies and not mix. I chided her, she stuck her tongue out at me, and we went to the kitchen in order to transform the powder into its destined form of gooey goodness.

			

			
				The afternoon was as enjoyable as our first few days together. She showed me how far she had gone in the game I set her up with. It seemed she had gotten frustrated. She explained that to bypass the controller, she just made requests of the console itself, and it would perform them to the best of the game’s programming. That meant things that normally required a challenging amount of precision were essentially trivial. (“Shoot that goblin two hundred yards away in the head for me, please.”) On the other hand, some tasks were inexplicably impossible. (“Climb over that waist-high fence, please.”) Eventually she got sick of it and gave up.

				I showed her my saved game with my impressive arsenal of dangerous weaponry and sizable wardrobe of armor sets. Even though I felt she didn’t get a good grasp of the gameplay, she enjoyed seeing some of the later game content.

				Counterintuitively, she seemed to gravitate toward more abstract games. Without “common sense” tricking her into making incorrect assumptions, there was no source of frustration for her. She liked tetris because she could just tell the console where to drop blocks. She was a few levels through a turn-based tactics game too, but got stuck because when she asked the console to “use this guy to hit that guy” all it ever did was a basic attack, and that made it hard to progress. She expressed that in both that one and in the open-world shooter, she was enjoying the stories. It made me wonder if maybe I should have introduced her to TV instead.

				We were still in front of the console with a pan of brownies in front of us when I heard the garage door opening. “That’s my cue,” Lilah said, smiling. She scooped up one more brownie and walked up the stairs, waving. I smiled, then loaded up one of my games so it’d look like I was in the middle of playing something.

			

			
				Moments later, the door opened, and Evan came running in as my mother put groceries on the floor. He stopped at the entrance to the living room in delight. “Gavin made brownies!” he shouted. Then he paused. “I think Gavin wants me to eat brownies.”

				“Not until after dinner,” Mom said, taking off her shoes. “Gavin, put those away before they cause a crisis.”

				“NOOO!” Evan wailed. “Gavin wanted me to eat brownies!”

				“Too late,” I said. I picked up the tray of brownies and brought them to the kitchen anyway.

				As my mother went into the kitchen to make dinner, I distracted Evan with a video on my phone. I spent time thinking about what board games I might want to show Lilah. Either that, or I could introduce her to streaming videos. We wouldn’t be able to use the big TV downstairs, but I could use my phone. I got a familiar light, fluttery feeling when I considered both of us watching on that tiny screen, and how close we’d have to be to both get a good angle on it. 

				As I waited for dinner, I sat down at my computer. For the fun of it, I decided to look into the ogres from Lilah’s world a little more. She said they called themselves “Golkin.” It was a strange word; if I looked for it, I’d have far more success than “blue-gray skinned ogre.” I typed it into the search bar.

				Turns out that Golkin was a last name. The search results were filled up with references to people named Golkin and stuff named after people named Golkin. I flipped to the second page, then the third, then the fourth.

				I had nearly gotten bored and given up when I saw something near the bottom of the fifth page. In an archive of a usenet server, there was a post in alt.zoology.crypto that mentioned a Golkin. I clicked on the link, and was brought to a bare-bones site with a record of a discussion from 2007.

			

			
				“The thing calls itself a Golkin. I told it to keep hiding under the bridge and I would bring it food. I have never seen anything like it. I am being very excited. This is truly a wonderful find.”

				There were several sketchy links to videos; instead of a web address, they were just a bunch of numbers with a “_golkin.avi” file at the end. Glancing back to make sure Evan was still distracted, I opened the link and turned the sound down.

				In ancient 2000s-era grainy video, I saw the ogre. It was partially shadowed, hiding under a large bridge, next to a river that ran under a road. The man balanced the camera on a rock, then went in front of it, holding several long, thin loaves of bread. He handed them to the ogre, who ripped the plastic off and devoured the loaves in only two bites each.

				I went back to the usenet post. There were maybe half a dozen videos from this guy.

				I had to show them to Lilah. She might be excited to see that other beings from her world were here as well.

				My father came home shortly after my mother did, and we soon ate dinner. I pulled out the brownies afterwards, and we ate while Evan watched dumb kids videos on my phone. I was generally pretty responsible about junk food, so my parents didn’t mind that I had treated myself. They even thanked me for putting together a desert for us to share.

				Soon after dinner, I reclaimed my phone from Evan and went up to be with Lilah again. As usual, I put on some soft music and then slid down next to Lilah on the far side of the bed. Lilah seemed unnerved.

				“What’s up?” I asked Lilah quietly.

			

			
				She didn’t look me in the eyes. “Your mother came into your room while you were downstairs with your brother,” she said. “I think she was looking for me.”

				“What? Why?” I was nervous, but Lilah was probably overreacting.

				“She looked all over. She opened the closet. She came around to my side of the bed. She even looked under the bed.”

				“She didn’t see you, did she?”

				“No,” Lilah said. “I wasn’t just under the bed, I was under the bed under a blanket. I tried to make myself look like a pile of old bedding. I think she bought it, or she’d have said something. Right?”

				“Right,” I said. And I’d have been in big trouble. If she knew about Lilah, she’d have confronted me immediately.

				I just had to assume it hadn’t happened.

				I pulled out my phone. “I’ve got something to show you,” I said to Lilah.

				“Yeah?” said Lilah, leaning over to look at what was on my screen.

				I navigated to the usenet discussion about Golkin, and opened the video. Lilah took the phone and watched it carefully.

				“Where is this?” she asked. “Anyplace nearby?”

				I took the phone back and scanned the comments. “France, it looks like.” Two years after a virtually unknown tabletop RPG created an ogre that looked like the one from Lilah’s world, one actually appeared, half the world away. What did this mean? Was the author of the RPG creating the ogre somehow?

				I showed Lilah some of the other videos. In one, the ogre was lifting an old car. In another, the ogre and the man with the camera spoke to each other, though the man was too far away from the camera to make out what they were saying. In another one, the ogre seemed to be going on a rampage, bellowing and throwing rocks at the underside of the bridge. In yet another, he was eating a deer raw, blood all over his face. I opened the last video.

			

			
				The ogre was sitting calmly. The man, viewed from the camera as it balanced on its rock, was approaching the ogre with several boxes of cereal.

				Suddenly, there was a loud popping sound, and the back of the ogre’s head exploded in a cloud of blood. The ogre dropped like a sack of potatoes.

				The man looked in horror at the ogre. Then he ran and grabbed the camera and whirled it around to face a forest to the side of the road that the bridge bordered.

				For a brief instant, in the trees, I saw a blurry figure clothed in black. Then the figure dropped from the trees and was gone.

				I went back a bit in the video and played it again more slowly. Right when the figure appeared, I paused the video. It was clearly a human figure, but thanks to the poor lighting, the motion blur from the camera, and the grainy video quality, I could make out almost no detail. There was only one clearly visible feature.

				The figure had a long rifle.

				And then it dropped from the trees and out of sight.

				“What happened?” Lilah asked.

				“Somebody shot the ogre.”

				“Shot? Like, with a gun?”

				“Yeah,” I said, a little disturbed by how much blood there was. I took the phone from Lilah and closed out of the video. I’d seen enough. Thank goodness it was a badly compressed, low-res video from a crappy camera. That sort of thing, more detailed, could have been sheer nightmare fuel. 

			

			
				The messages after the video centered around the figure that had shot the ogre. Four or five people were discussing the incident, with timestamps in quick succession.

				“Damn ninjas,” said one. “This is what, the third crypto they’ve killed? For no good reason?”

				“Think they’re part of a government agency?”

				“Can’t be. This crypto was in France.”

				“So? It could be an international, multi-government conspiracy.”

				“Are we sure they’re part of the same organization? The one that killed the tiny dragon had a sci-fi helmet and that fancy egyptian belt. And the one that killed the furling was wearing normal clothes and had that curved dagger.”

				“They’ve got to be working together. This is some sort of cover-up.”

				“We’ve got to find some way to keep them safe. Like, a Crypto-preserve, or something.”

				I stopped reading, and looked at Lilah with concern. Would anybody go after her?

				Lilah didn’t seem too concerned, though. “Gavin, that’s probably for the best,” she said. “The Golkin go into territorial rages once a month. They’re bloodthirsty. It’s biological. Normally, they keep to themselves and fight each other for territory out in the woods, but if they start moving into human lands, you’ve got to either drive them off or kill them before they go berserk and start attacking anybody in their ‘territory.’”

				“It was talking and stuff, though.”

				“Yeah. They’re not animals. Just… barbaric. Sometimes you need to defend yourself.”

				“Are you worried they’ll come after you?”

				“No,” said Lilah. “I’m not dangerous like an ogre or a dragon hatchling. Come on, Gavin. Let’s think about something else.”

			

			
				I closed out of my phone’s browser. “Like what?”

				“I want to play something,” Lilah said.

				I thought for a moment, trying to focus on the here and now instead of the scene I’d just witnessed. “Hey, you said that you liked the stories in those games you played, but couldn’t get through the game to see them, right?” I started browsing through the various streaming services my family subscribed to. 

				“Yeah?” said Lilah, leaning over to see what I was doing.

				“There’s something else we could do,” I said. “Those videos we were watching? Well, some videos are made up stories, just for fun, like plays on a stage. They’re called ‘movies.’ They’re like games that you watch instead of play. So you just have the plot without any of the action, or puzzles. You can’t control the characters at all, but usually the story goes faster. And you don’t need to, like… pass any skill tests or anything to get to it.”

				“Can you watch them on your phone, like the Golkin videos?” she asked.

				“Yeah!” I said, smiling. “You interested?”

				“Something with dragons,” she said, sliding over next to me. “The way that book made them sound was really cool. I want to see what you think they look like!”

				“I could probably find something,” I said, thinking through what might be there.

				Eventually I found a good movie that seemed like it’d fit the bill. I picked one with a cute, friendly dragon, trying to match the one in the books she’d been reading, and started it up. As we watched, she made appreciative crooning noises when the dragon did appropriately cute things, so I assumed I’d hit the mark. The tension from the final Golkin video started to fade.

			

			
				To see the small screen, we pretty much sat right next to each other. My arm wasn’t around her, and we weren’t holding hands or anything like that. Our posture wasn’t romantic, but our sheer proximity was. Our knees and shoulders touched. My arm was pressed up against my side; it would have been more comfortable to put my arm around her so she could have sat slightly in front of me. But of course, that wasn’t happening.

				It was interesting. That fluttery feeling was back. It was different than the feelings I’d gotten when I saw Lilah unclothed. While I’m sure both were basically rooted in teenage hormones, this feeling was lighter and fluffy, instead of sharp and biting like before. Knowing she’d promised to stay clothed, not just for cultural reasons but because she understood me, made her feel... safer. It brought her from weird ecchi harem anime land to a spot closer to the real world. 

				Not entirely, though. She was still a catgirl. I looked over at her. She was gazing at the phone screen with rapt attention, ears perked straight up. I was overcome with an almost overpowering urge to caress her ears, just to see how it felt. While I wasn’t sure what that sort of touch would mean to her culturally, I could hazard a guess, and so wisely kept my hands to myself.

				I looked back to the screen, still thinking. Aside from an unusual background and some obvious physical charactaristics, Lilah had gone from being an intimidating sex-goddess back to a cool girl that was fun to hang out with.

				Sort of like Autumn.

				In fact, I shut my eyes and imagined that it was Autumn sitting next to me instead of Lilah, to see if it felt any different. It did. The feelings were almost the same, but not quite. I wasn’t sure why. Which did I prefer?

			

			
				The comparison made me feel a little guilty. Now that the overwhelming stark sexuality had been stripped away, it seemed pretty clear to me that I was in the lamentable (enviable?) position of having strong crushes on two separate girls. Worse, as I watched Lilah smile and giggle at the dragon’s antics, I realized I was pursuing both girls. I had made the decision earlier today, almost subconsciously, shortly after my conversation with Lilah. Part of me felt like Lilah and Autumn were strongly separated; part of two different worlds that would probably never meet. But that was wishful thinking, obviously.

				In fact, tomorrow I’d have a date with Autumn, which would directly conflict with spending time with Lilah like this. I’d have to bring it up at some point.

				After the movie ended, we talked about the story for quite some time. She didn’t want to go to bed, obviously, because all that awaited her the next morning was an empty house. I didn’t feel like I could go to bed without warning Lilah that I’d be gone most of the next afternoon, so I didn’t push to go to bed either. Because of that, we stayed up way later than we should have. It was irresponsible; I should have ensured I was well-rested for my date with Autumn.

				Finally, I bit the bullet and broached the subject. 

				“Hey Lilah?” I said, right before I flipped off the lamp.

				“Yeah?” she said, looking up at me from her position on the ground.

				“I’m going to be gone most of tomorrow afternoon, I’m afraid. Probably from 5:00 until right about when my parents go to sleep.”

				Lilah’s ears plummeted as though they were held up by strings that had just been cut. “Gavin, you were saying just today that you wanted to take me out to see more stuff!” she protested.

				“Yeah, I know, but I’m not going to be able to tomorrow.”

				“Well, why not?”

			

			
				“It’s… complicated.” I should tell her the truth. She said I shouldn’t be pursuing her. That I shouldn’t get my hopes up. There should be no reason to try to keep both options open.

				But my mind wouldn’t think like that. I suspected that Lilah had at least some interest in me. One part of me was wondering if maybe telling Lilah about my upcoming date with Autumn would make her jealous, increasing her interest in me lest she lose the opportunity to start something up. The other was worried that if I told Lilah about Autumn, that she would, with relief, stop considering me at all and encourage me to pursue Autumn with all my heart. And I didn’t want to lose Lilah as an option. At no point was my brain trying to figure out what was the most sensible thing to do. It just wanted to keep Lilah available, in case I flubbed the date or Autumn just wasn’t interested or something.

				I chose to lie. “I have friends,” I said. “I used to hang out with them a lot. They’re starting to get suspicious. I need to spend a little time with them so they feel like things are normal.”

				Her ears perked back up a little as she smiled excitedly. “Take me to meet them!”

				“Wait what?”

				“I’m not hiding from them; I’m hiding from your parents. If they’re your friends, they won’t blow your cover, right? I want to see what your friends are like. Take me with you!”

				Given the lie I had just told, it was a reasonable suggestion. So reasonable, in fact, that I considered maybe doing it… on Saturday, when I usually hung out with my friends. I considered their reactions. Michael would be insufferable for a while. He did ask if there was another girl. I had said no, because that was back when Lilah was being a sexual bully. If there was a crush for her somewhere in my head, I was trying to squash it. But now… now, as soon as Michael finished gloating, it might actually be nice to have a “bro friend” to talk about my indecision with. He might have some good insights.

			

			
				But Michael and Cassie were joined at the hip, and Cassie would not take kindly to Lilah. I felt like Cassie wanted Autumn and me to get together, and Lilah stood in the way of that. I could try to play Lilah off as some cool friend I had that I had no romantic interest in… but she was a gorgeous catgirl. That story would take some doing to pull off convincingly.

				“Maybe I could,” I hedged. “Not tomorrow, though. I’d want to try to scope out the lay of the land to make sure they’d react positively to you. It’d have to happen Saturday.”

				Lilah looked frustrated. “Gavin, don’t get me wrong. Your world has a lot of cool things to do while indoors. A bewildering number of cool things! But… I’ve almost never stayed in one place this long. I wander around and see new places. I’m bored. I’ve been cooped up in this house for nearly a week. Come on. Take me out somewhere.”

				Take me out somewhere. A date. At least that’s what the words sounded like, but those words might not have the same meaning where Lilah was from. “Not tomorrow,” I said. “But Saturday. I promise. Even if I don’t take you to see my friends, I will do something cool with you out on the town, so you can see new things.”

				Lilah sighed and looked away. “Fine. I guess that’ll have to do.” Lilah smiled slyly and looked back at me out of the corner of her eye. “But this is costing you points. You’ve nearly lost everything you got from making me those brownies.”

				“You know you love me because of the pajamas,” I teased back.

				“You didn’t get those for my sake. You were the one that needed me to have clothes.”

			

			
				“You’re right. That’s why I got the cheapest, coarsest clothing I could find and let it stay stained with no regard for your feelings. I can be heartless like that.”

				She giggled, then reached up and turned off the lights. “Goodnight, Gavin.”

				“Goodnight, Lilah.” I went back to sleep thinking of how in the world I could possibly choose between Lilah and Autumn.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11:

				The next morning went pretty uneventfully. I again chose to drive to school. After my parents left, I spent the extra time with Lilah setting her up with a streaming service on the console. I got her a separate account on our family’s plan. It seemed safest to make sure her viewing history wouldn’t affect mine. I’d just delete the new “family member” every time I came home to avoid detection.

				At school, things were surprisingly uncomfortable around Autumn. In theory, part of this date was to see if we might be interested in pursuing a relationship for real. That left us in a weird half-way position where we were maybe about to be in a relationship, but with no idea of what that might look like. In English, we made eye contact and said hi. Our smiles toward each other were both more awkward and more meaningful than normal. Not the usual, vapid, social smiles you normally give friendly classmates. The same thing happened several times as we passed each other in the hallway over the course of the day. I made it to lunch plenty early to get a seat at Michael’s table, but it filled up before Autumn arrived, and I didn’t see her.

				When I drove home, I saw Lilah waiting at the window for me again. She was at the door when I walked in, thankfully fully-clothed, as she promised. Her demeanor was positively bouncy as I started taking off my shoes, coat, and backpack.

				“Gavin! Gavin, have you heard of The Alchemist?”

				“Yeah,” I said. Some original series by some streaming service. I hadn’t looked into it much.

			

			
				“It’s really cool! We should watch it together.”

				I checked the clock on my phone. I had to pick Autumn up at her house at 5:00, and it would take twenty minutes to get there. That gave me seventy minutes. But on the other hand…

				“We might have time for an episode,” I said, turning back around. “I want to clean up my car first.”

				“That’s okay,” said Lilah, more subdued but still smiling. “I’ve waited this long, after all.”

				I didn’t stop there, though. I not only took all the junk out of Jane, I also vacuumed her. I also took a shower. I put some styling stuff in my hair. I changed my clothes, then my mind, then my clothes again. 

				Finally, I felt as ready as I could for my date with Autumn. Lilah had the first episode of The Alchemist all lined up, and she pressed the play button before I had even finished sitting down on the couch. She lay out on the floor in front of me, stomach down, propping her head up with her hands and her elbows on the ground. Getting down had caused her shirt to bunch up, exposing her lower back. As the opening credits rolled, she turned her head around, looked at me, smiled, and straightened her shirt so no skin was showing before turning back to look at the show. It was unnecessary because her bare lower back was only mildly sexy, but it was a kind gesture.

				I kept an eye on my phone during the show. Sadly, I didn’t have quite enough time to finish it. Three or four minutes before it was supposed to end, I stood from the couch.

				“Sorry, Lilah. I’ve got to go now.”

				“Sure. Have fun on your date,” she said, smirking.

				“Wha-!” I spun, immediately freaking out. “What are you talking about?”

				Lilah laughed, and I sweated. Finally, she shook her head, smiled contentedly, and said “I’m just teasing you over how much you feel like you have to groom to go out with your friends. I know you’re not actually going on a date.” She paused. “Right?”

			

			
				My panic, which had just barely begun to subside, ratcheted back up again. There was a lot going on here. I could reiterate my lie. But while this flustered, I doubted I could pull it off. Plus, I got the feeling that if this were to ever come up again, lying repeatedly would get me into more trouble than just lying once. I could try to downplay it. Technically, Autumn was a friend, and I was going to be with her. But Lilah did ask point blank if it was a date, which it was, and there was no real way to wiggle out of that.

				Problem was, my hesitation as all this was going through my mind was answer enough. She knew. I could tell. For the briefest of moments, her smile and her ears fell, but in a flash they were replaced with a sadistic, impish grin. “Tell me straight; is she cuter than I am?”

				“What? Lilah, that’s… that’s—”

				“I guess she must be, or you’d be able to give a simple ‘no’ answer.”

				“No, Lilah! That’s not what I meant. I mean—”

				“So you’re saying I’m cuter than her?”

				“Lilah, that’s not a fair question!”

				“Which is what makes it so fun to ask!” she laughed.

				“Lilah, come on. We should talk about—”

				“No Gavin,” she said, shaking her head. Her smile faded until it was barely there. “It’s okay. I understand. It probably wouldn’t have worked between us anyway.”

				“But that’s the thing, Lilah. Last night was awesome! I think I might—”

				“It’s okay, Gavin. Go be with her. I’ll be okay here.”

				“I’m not sure I even want to be with Autumn. It’s just a date.”

				“And you’re running late for it. Don’t let me keep you waiting.”

				“But Lilah, I—”

			

			
				“Gavin!” Lilah snapped as her ears flattened. She looked positively angry. “Leave!”

				Unnerved, I skittered off toward the door. I put on my shoes as fast as I could. Lilah came around the corner right as I was opening the door to leave.

				“Bye, Gavin!” she said, smiling again. “If she takes her shirt off, don’t forget to panic and run!”

				I opened my mouth to speak again, but she slipped her thumbs into her pants, looked me right in the eyes, and dropped them an inch. She had mentioned last night that she’d take her clothes off when I was gone, so this was as clear a signal as any that she was expecting me to leave any moment.

				But it felt like a threat.

				I shut the door and walked out to start Jane up. I was lucky I had a full twenty minutes in the car to calm myself down before arriving at Autumn’s place; I needed almost all of it to wrench my mind back to Autumn. I couldn’t dwell on what had just happened with Lilah. Autumn needed to have my undivided headspace. If I couldn’t win her over during this date, then I’d have ruined my chances with both girls. I’d process what had just happened with Lilah later.

				I pulled up in front of Autumn’s house to find her waiting at the bottom of the driveway. I leaned over the passenger seat to open the door and let her in. She climbed in and shut the door behind her.

				“I hope you weren’t waiting long,” I said. Her knee-length coat was thick and fluffy, but it was still very cold out.

				“You said you’d be here at 5:00, so I came outside at 4:58. You were only a few minutes late.”

				“What if I were later?”

				“Then I’d have been upset,” she said, shrugging. “I figured it was best to just trust you to do what you said. Besides,” she said, looking out the window, “if you’d knocked on the door, I’d have had to introduce you to my aunt. This might be a one-time thing, so I’d rather spare us both that embarrassment.”

			

			
				“Thanks,” I said. She was right. It would have been awkward.  I turned the heat up, then flipped the vents closed on my side so she got all the warm air.

				“So, we’re going to Panettiere’s?” she asked.

				“Yeah,” I said. “It’s pretty close. Have you been there?”

				“Once or twice,” she said, nodding. “It’s Italian for ‘baker’, so it’s ironic that their soups are the best thing on their menu.”

				“Do you speak Italian, too?”

				“Not more than a few words that I’ve looked up on the internet. Like panettiere.” She smiled.

				I smiled back. So far, so good.

				When we got to the restaurant, she took her coat off and left it in the car. Underneath, I saw she was wearing nicer clothes than she normally wore. Usually her clothes were pretty plain, but this time, I could tell it was an intentional outfit. The difference is hard to explain, at least for me.

				I’d made a reservation, so we were able to take our seats quickly. The explicit “date” environment stifled our small-talk. It felt like we should be talking… differently. Somehow. Instead, we buried ourselves in our menus.

				“So…” I eventually drawled, glancing up. “What sorts of things do you do for fun?” A lame question. But better than silence.

				“I like creative stuff,” she said. “I draw sometimes. I’ve painted before. Tried writing short stories. I’ve not done much of that recently, though.” She looked away from the menu, in thought. “It’s weird. I feel like I have a lot of fun even though I don’t have a lot of free time. I think it’s because I enjoy all the weird stuff I do. I like karate. I like my violin lessons, and my online Welsh classes.”

			

			
				“Do you watch movies? Or play games?”

				“Not really.” She stopped to think. “I read books, though.”

				“Textbooks?”

				“No,” she said.

				“Self improvement?”

				“Sometimes.”

				“Historical fiction?”

				“Fantasy and Science Fiction,” she said, smiling slightly and rolling her eyes.

				“Whoa, something popular.”

				“Look, I know I’m an overachiever,” she said, still smiling. “But it’s not because I feel pressured by anybody. I do what I do because I enjoy it. And I enjoy reading too, sometimes. But when other people are playing games, I’m playing music. When other people watch sports, I watch MMA fights in slow motion. When other people play mobile games on the bus, I’m studying Welsh flashcards on the program I wrote.”

				“The program you wrote?” I said, in disbelief.

				“Yeah,” she said. “I went through a programming phase for a while my first year in high school. I didn’t keep up on it.”

				“If you were good at it, then why stop?”

				She shrugged. “Nobody has time in life to do everything they’re talented at. You’ve got to pick and choose what you spend your time on.”

				We were interrupted for a moment as the waiter brought breadsticks and took our orders. I ordered a chicken parmesan dish, and she ordered some strange Italian soup I’d never heard of.

			

			
				I shook my head as the waiter left. “I guess you’re really lucky to have interests like that. And it just doesn’t feel like work to you?”

				“I mean, sometimes,” she said. “But most fulfilling hobbies take work, right? Cassie does acting. She’s always at rehearsals, or learning her lines.”

				I nodded. “I guess I understand. My wiki is a lot of work.”

				“Your wiki?” 

				“Yep,” I said. “I… I like monsters. I like discovering monsters I’ve never heard of, studying them, and… cataloguing them.” I was a little embarrassed. It’s such a nerdy hobby, and not in a way that’s popular-nerdy, like trading card games or tabletop role-playing. “Anyway, I study them for hours a day. I even started this wiki where I’d put up information on the monsters I found, and—”

				“Holy crap,” said Autumn, leaning forward. “Are you talking about the Monsterdex?

				She’d heard of it? “Yeah.” I said. 

				“I can’t believe it!” she said. “I’ve got friends that love that site!”

				I knew my site got some traffic, but it was still amazing that she’d heard of it. “That’s really cool,” I said, smiling. “I’ve never met someone who’s heard about my site. Not in person at any rate.”

				Autumn smiled. “That’s a really cool hobby, Gavin.”

				A wave of relief swept over me. She didn’t think I was weird. In fact, I had a fan. Several, it seemed.

				“Too bad it’s not going to be up much longer,” I said.

				“What?” asked Autumn, alarmed.

				“Practically nobody’s helping with the server fees. The site’s slowly getting more popular, but nobody’s contributing to my patreon. I’ve got to pay for it out of my own pocket, and… I just can’t anymore.”

				“That’s horrible,” said Autumn.

			

			
				“That’s life,” I said. “I’d probably give a wiki dump to anybody who wants to take over the project and just replace the site with a contact page so people can ask me for it if they care that much.”

				Autumn shook her head. “You’ll find a way to make it work, I’m sure of it.”

				I shrugged. “Hopefully.”

				“Still, that’s a cool hobby. It’s even cooler because your parents probably have nothing to do with it.”

				“My parents are gone most of the time,” I admitted. “I have to find my own stuff to do.”

				“My aunt can be really intrusive. She says I need to strive for ‘excellence in all things.’ I love the stuff I’ve chosen to do, but… my aunt is always there trying to make sure I’m doing it right, no matter what it is.”

				“I’m sorry,” I said, cringing slightly. Helicopter parents are the worst.

				“It’s okay,” she said. “It taught me to work hard. But you somehow learned it by yourself. Now, if only you could apply that to Ms. Jensen’s class…”

				“And lose an hour of research time a day? No thank you!” I teased.

				Autumn smiled. “Leave it to me to get a crush on the hardest working slacker in school. Or the laziest overachiever. I’m not sure.”

				I smiled. It was hard to know what to say to that. I steered the conversation elsewhere. “A crush, huh? Mind if I ask what you’re looking for in a relationship?”

				Her smile faded, and she looked right in my eyes. She held silent eye contact for far longer than felt comfortable. She didn’t seem like she was thinking about the question, or unsure of her answer. She looked more like she was trying to decide whether to say something or not.

			

			
				“I’m lonely,” she finally said. “I live alone with my aunt, and she’s hard to get along with. I used to be best friends with Cassie, but she turned into a socialite in high school, so she doesn’t have time like she used to. I miss when it was just us two. We used to share everything together. Then she got a huge group of friends. And then, suddenly, she had somebody else to spend all her time and share her life with.”

				“Michael,” I said.

				Autumn nodded. “At first, I was jealous because I wanted Cassie back. But then, I was jealous because I wanted anybody. So… I decided I wanted a boyfriend.”

				“That sounds really utilitarian. Not really romantic.”

				“Are you sure? I want somebody to share my everything with. What’s not romantic about that?”

				“I mean, what about true love, or sappy letters, or those exciting fluttery feelings, or the hope of a happily ever after?”

				“I have a huge crush on you,” she said. “But I’m mature enough to know that doesn’t mean I love you. That sort of thing takes time. And the right sort of person. Crushes are a good lead, but they’re not the answer.”

				“So what, are you holding boyfriend auditions?”

				Autumn swirled her ice around with her straw and smiled at me. “What do you think this is?”

				“A date,” I said. “It’s supposed to be fun.”

				“Having conversation like this is fun,” Autumn said. Then her face fell. “Am I making you uncomfortable?”

				I shook my head. “It’s not the topic of conversation that’s making me uncomfortable. It’s more the implied judgement. It’s hard to loosen up and be yourself if you feel like you’re at a job interview.”

				Autumn sighed and leaned forward, putting her chin on the table. “I’m really messing this up, aren’t I?” she asked. “I just think… I mean, the whole ‘tell Cassie to tell Michael to tell you that I’m interested’ is complicated and confusing. And then when you called them out on it… I don’t know. I was hoping you were somebody I could just be direct with. Now that we’re finally on a date together.”

			

			
				I paused to consider it. “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, you can. Sorry I reacted poorly. It’s just a weird way of thinking about it. But sure. Be as direct as you want.” I thought for a moment. “I guess in some ways, it’s a little refreshing.”

				She straightened up and looked at me. She wasn’t smiling. Instead, she looked resolute. Hopeful. “I’d need that. Somebody who’s not afraid to trust me when I’m telling the truth.” She paused. “How about you?” she asked. “Why do you want to be in a relationship?”

				I wasn’t really sure how to answer that. But she seemed to be okay with honesty, so I just started talking. “I’m not sure. There’s something about the thought of having a girlfriend that’s just really exciting. Maybe it would be fun. And the idea of somebody that’s yours, and whose you are in exchange… that sounds pretty appealing. And yeah, romantic, I guess.” I paused. How honest was I going to be? I decided to throw caution to the wind. “I think it’d feel like a really close best friend, except you also get to make out and stuff.”

				“Make out and stuff?” Autumn asked, smiling. I couldn’t put a finger on what her smile said. It was somewhere between mocking and flirtatious. Or maybe uncomfortable. “You want somebody to make out with?”

				“Yes. Or… more.” I ventured. I paused, trying to read her face. “Come on. You’ve been curious, haven’t you? What would it be like to just be so in love with somebody that you’d kiss them, over and over again? You’ve got to feel something exciting inside when you imagine it.”

			

			
				“Sometimes,” she admitted, looking uncomfortable. Her gaze dropped back to her water glass. “I’m not sure why I would, though. It just… doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. Why would that be exciting?” After a moment, she looked back up at me. “Maybe it’s something I’d have to try before I understood. I wouldn’t mind finding out, if the right person came along.” She smiled.

				Holy crap.

				At that moment, our dinners arrived. Her soup looked and smelled amazing, and she was eyeing my chicken parmesan. I took the last breadstick and put a little of my chicken onto the breadstick’s plate and passed it to her so she could try it. She pushed her bowl of soup over so I could take a spoonful. It was fun.

				It wasn’t long into the meal that my phone buzzed. I looked down to find a text from my mother.

				“Come home. Now. You are in serious trouble.”

				I immediately feared the worst. Did this have something to do with Lilah? I texted back. “What’s up?”

				Autumn waited until I put the phone away. “Who’s that?”

				“My mother,” I said.

				“What’s up?”

				“She wants me to come home.”

				“Huh? Why?”

				My phone buzzed again. I looked.

				My mother had texted me a picture of Lilah waving at the camera. She looked nervous and chagrined and had a cheesy smile. 

				I was so startled, I stood. My chair slid backwards with a loud squeak.

				“Gavin? What’s wrong?”

				Crap. My reaction made it look like something serious had happened. I guess it had. I stared at the phone. No way around it; I needed to leave, or both Lilah and I would be in even more trouble. I had no presence of mind to come up with a convincing story. 

			

			
				“Someone’s in trouble,” I said vaguely and ominously.

				“I understand,” Autumn said, with unusual force. “Go now. Hurry.”

				“Just like that?” I said, looking at Autumn.

				“Of course,” she said. “If your mother needs you, you need to be there for her. Go. You’d be just as understanding if I were in your shoes, I know it. Leave the gift card. I’ll box your food and bring it to you for lunch Monday. Now go. Hurry!”

				What sort of girl would be okay with a guy leaving in the middle of the first date? “You’re a saint, Autumn,” I said, picking my way around my seat and working my way past the other tables toward the entrance. “I think… I think we should talk more about this boyfriend-girlfriend thing.”

				“I agree. Monday. Go!”

				I went.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12:

				I drove home far faster than was safe. Jane squealed in protest as I took the corners, and roared in exultation when I accelerated during the straights. All the while, I imagined what sort of consequences I might suffer. My parents would come up with a creative punishment, I was sure. My dread was so strong it was physically sickening.

				I arrived, parked, and walked to the door with measured steps that didn’t reflect my panic at all. I didn’t want to be out of breath when I spoke to my parents. I wanted to look calm, collected, and reasonable. Negotiations always went better that way.

				But, when I got in, adrenaline spiked through me anyway as I saw my parents sitting across from Lilah over the kitchen table. I put my hands in my pockets to try to keep them from shaking.

				Lilah’s ears and shoulders sagged and she gave a slight sad smile. “Hi Gavin,” she said, with a brief wave. Her tail was in her lap, and she was stroking it. It seemed like a nervous habit.

				“Son, you’re in a lot of trouble right now,” Dad said.

				“Yeah, I figured,” I said glumly.

				“We’ve heard most of the story from Lilah,” Mom said. I wondered what precisely Lilah had said. “At some point, we’d like to hear it from you, too.”

				“How did you find out?” I asked them instead. “Did you just… bump into her?”

			

			
				“Your mom went into your room,” Lilah said, “and she called out, ‘Hey, I know you’re there, come out.’ So... I figured they knew I was there and I came out.”

				I tensed. Hadn’t Lilah been planning on taking off her clothes when I left? “Like, you came out, and–”

				“Yeah, out of the closet I was hiding in. You know, the little room where you keep your clothes.”

				I relaxed a little. I was in trouble enough hiding a catgirl from my parents; I could only imagine how much worse it would have been if she was a naked catgirl.

				“We started suspecting on Monday,” said Mom. I groaned inwardly. That was literally the first full day she was here. “I found a couple long, pale hairs in our bed.” My mom’s hair was a dark brown, so I understood how that would be fishy. “I took them to confront your father with them right away.”

				“I’m lucky we’ve got such a good relationship,” Dad said, moving closer to Mom and wrapping an arm around her. “I bet Lilah would have accidentally caused a huge fight in some other marriages. But I promised your mother I was as confused as she was, and she believed me.” Mom smiled and briefly leaned into Dad.

				“Anyway, we immediately wondered if you were bringing a girl home and having sex with her in our bed.” Mom said. At first, I wondered why on earth my parents thought I’d rather have sex in their bed than mine, but then I realized their bed was both bigger and softer. Given they’d found one of Lilah’s hairs there, it was been a reasonable assumption.

				“I’m sorry,” Lilah said. “I read those encyclopedias in your parents’ bed. It was just so comfy. I didn’t think I might leave something behind!”

				“You’ve told her we haven’t had sex, right?” I asked Lilah.

			

			
				“Of course I have! We’re friends.”

				“Great friends, yeah!” I confirmed.

				“But just friends.”

				“Yep.” I nodded.

				“Uh-huh,” Lilah said, then smiled and nodded as though it was settled.

				There was silence for a moment.

				“Ooookay then,” Mom said incredulously.

				“We were on the lookout for evidence of a girlfriend starting that day,” Dad continued. “The next day, when we got home, we saw two sets of footprints leading out to the woods and back to the house. Yours were one, and the other had smaller feet.”

				“At first, we thought that you got a girlfriend and just spent your time together at our house,” said Dad. “Probably having sex. We were discussing how to talk to you about how to stay safe when you had a girlfriend, both physically and spiritually.” My parents were Christian. So was I, I guess, but they were more Christian, if you know what I mean.

				“We wanted to talk to you, but weren’t sure how. We thought it could wait a few days,” said Mom. “But then, when I was doing laundry, I noticed that you’d put the washer on the cold cycle. And that nearly a quarter of the stain-stick was gone.”

				“And that you’d done laundry on your own,” Dad added, “which never happens.”

				“So you were trying to get either blood or tomato stains out of clothes, without us knowing.” Mom said. “If you got hurt badly enough to use a quarter of the stain-stick, you’d have told us, unless there was reason to hide it. So I figured either you got in a fight... or you were scrubbing period stains out.”

			

			
				“Or she bled on the sheets when you broke her hymen,” Dad said. Lilah squirmed. Dad could be embarrassingly direct like that.

				“But thank goodness both our sheets and yours felt like they hadn’t seen the inside of a washer for a while,” Mom said. “Anyway, if you were getting period stains out, then that meant the girl was doing laundry here for some reason.”

				“Seriously? The washer was set to cold and it made you think there was a girl here?”

				“Sweetie, I am a girl. I’ve done period stains before. And once I knew to be on the lookout, I noticed the pads in the outside garbage when I took out the trash. More pads than there would be if a girl were just visiting for a couple hours a day.”

				Lilah piped up, “I thought as long as they weren’t in the house’s garbage pails, she wouldn’t notice.” That was better forethought than I had. I hadn’t even considered that we’d need to hide the used pads.

				“So then your mother and I thought we’d hold off on the conversation with you until we figured out what was going on,” Dad said. “And then we realized how much time you were spending in your room after dinner. Playing classical music slightly louder than was necessary.”

				“And we wondered if maybe you had a girl living in your room, hiding out. As strange as that sounded. I went to go look that evening, but Lilah was hiding pretty well and I didn’t find her. So I told myself I was just being paranoid, because that was just so far fetched.”

				“But then today,” my dad continued, “I was streaming movies on the train to work, and I saw that there was another user on our family account. In use.” Dad chuckled. “Son, that was a dead giveaway.”

				I groaned. “That was supposed to be something I’d delete before you got home so her viewing history didn’t affect mine.”

			

			
				Mom shook her head sadly. “Son, I can’t believe you were hiding this from us. I’m so disappointed in you. Your father texted me when he saw the new account, and when we came home, I went up to your room and announced that I knew she was there, even though I only strongly suspected. I was really hoping nothing would happen, but—”

				Lilah interrupted. “But when she acted like she knew I was there, I thought the game was up, so I came out and came clean.”

				I shook my head, ashamed. I couldn’t believe it. They literally suspected all along. And here I thought we were doing so well at hiding it.

				“I want to talk about how you were hiding a catgirl in your room.” Dad said. “I don’t live under a rock. I’ve been on the internet. I know what having a catgirl means.”

				Lilah looked confused for a moment. I turned to her. “Catgirls are… sort of…” I took a breath. “Sort of a symbol of sexuality in our world.”

				“Son, be honest,” Dad said. “Were you being physical with her?”

				“We sat real close together to watch a movie on my phone,” I said, “but that’s it. I’ve never even put my arm around her. She’s told me several times that she’s not interested in a relationship.”

				“It’s true,” Lilah nodded. “Your son has been a true gentleman. When I said I just wanted to be friends, he believed me. He never made any advances on me. Even though he had… ample opportunity.”

				“That’s an understatement,” Mom said, rolling her eyes.

				“But Son,” Dad said, “if that’s true, then why? Why hide this from us? You were literally keeping a girl in your bedroom. Were you hoping it would turn physical?” Dad seemed to believe us when we told him we hadn’t had sex. This was progress.

				“I mean… a little, of course,” I admitted with a sideways glance toward Lilah. She didn’t look back. I thought I saw her blush slightly. “Obviously that’d cross my mind. But that’s not why I did it.” I looked right into my dad’s eyes. “Can we just, for a moment, stop to appreciate how Lilah is a traveler from another world? You’re acting like she’s just… some random girl. And a skanky one at that. Like I wouldn’t have her in my room except to use her. No. I wanted her to stay with me because…” I swallowed. “Because she was really cool. I knew if I told you about her, you’d object to having a catgirl in the house. I figured you’d send her to live with Aunt Kathy or something, to keep her away from me. But I wanted to be the one to have a person from another world in our house. I didn’t want her to go live hours away in Vermont where I’d never see her again. I wanted to be a part of this. That’s the real reason I had her here. It wasn’t about anything sexual.” At least, that’s what I told myself. I was pretty sure it wasn’t a hormone thing, though I’m sure the hormones played into it.

			

			
				“While it’s no excuse for his behavior, you’ve got to admit he’s right,” Dad said, glancing at Mom.

				“We are not letting her stay here,” Mom said, resolutely. It seemed a non-sequitur. Had they already talked about this with each other? Was Lilah staying with us even on the table? My hopes rose.

				“Oh, come on,” Dad said. “She’s not interested in a relationship. Gavin’s controlled himself around her just fine. And having a girl live with us isn’t a problem on principle. I mean, if one of our nieces needed a place to stay for a while, or if Gavin had a sister—”

				“Lilah is not Gavin’s sister,” Mom said.

				“Fine,” Dad said. “A friend from school whose parents kicked her out of the house. Point is, the core issue isn’t that there’s a girl staying with us. The problem is with the way Gavin handled it.”

				“Wait, is this really a thing you’re considering?” I asked.

				“I’m not,” said Mom, folding her arms.

			

			
				“Don’t get me wrong,” Dad said. “You’re in huge trouble for trying to keep this a secret. You should have come to us at the start, so we could have this discussion together. And maybe we could have worked something out. Because you’re right, this is literally the coolest thing that’s happened in our lives.” Dad turned to Mom. “She’s from another world. This could be the start of some sort of incredible adventure, for all we know.” My dad was really into fantasy novels. It made sense he’d think Lilah was as exciting as I did. I still was amazed that he seemed to be on my side. Sort of.

				Of course, Mom knew this too. “Honey, this isn’t some sort of game or movie. This is a real person. Having her appear in our pantry is not some sort of heroic call to adventure. It’s only weird.” She looked at me. “It’s true? She really just appeared in the pantry?”

				“I swear it was locked. We always keep the pantry locked unless we’re getting into it.”

				“And we can’t just kick her out on the streets. She needs someplace to be,” Dad said. 

				“I agree, but it can’t be here. What if, like, she goes into heat or something? What would that do to poor Gavin?”

				“Excuse me?” said Lilah, ears flattening.

				“I was worried about that too for a while,” I said, “but cats go into heat instead of menstruating, so I figured we were fine when I saw her start her period.”

				“Me going into heat?” she said in indignation. “Is that really a thing we’re talking about here?”

				“You’re a catgirl,” Mom said. “I have no idea what that means.”

				Lilah looked put out. “Okay, so let’s clear this up. I am not a catgirl,” she said. Mom’s eyes started to narrow at Lilah’s tone of voice. “I’m the Mountain Lion Emissary. I’ve heard enough about catgirls to suggest there are some pretty big differences. So please don’t call me that. Quit acting like I’m some sort of sexual predator that’s after your son.”

			

			
				Mom was annoyed, but Dad’s expression softened. “She’s right,” said Dad. “I don’t think we’re being fair to her. She’s not from the internet, she’s from Inaria.” I hadn’t heard that name before. It struck me I’d never asked Lilah what her world was called. “We can’t just apply our media stereotypes to her and expect them to be accurate,” Dad continued.

				Of course, she’s fully clothed now, I thought. She might not have been a sexual predator, but she had been setting off all my hormones for a while.

				Dad continued, “I want to see where this goes.”

				Mom shook her head. “I think it’s more important for Gavin to stay safe. Come on, honey, we’re starting to argue in front of Gavin. We should leave and talk about this away from them until we reach an agreement.”

				Lilah rolled her eyes, grabbed a bottle of ketchup from the side of the table, and squirted a big pile of it near the edge of the table to her right side.

				Mom stood up. “Hey, what are you—” She stopped as Dad put a hand up in front of her.

				“It’s okay,” he said. “Just breathe, honey. We don’t want you hyperventilating again.”

				“Don’t freak. I’ll clean it up when I’m done.” Lilah dipped her finger in the ketchup and used it to draw a large circle in the center of the table, nearly four feet across. She had to stand and lean over the table to reach the far end. Her face was still indignant as she worked.

				“Lilah, what are you doing?” Mom asked, more calmly this time.

				“Drawing a rune circle. Now quiet... Please,” she appended. Lilah started making markings around the side of the circle. We watched silently as, using the ketchup as paint, Lilah put a full ring of markings around the circle, then made a larger circle around the outside. We waited for two or three minutes, watching her work. Occasionally Mom would try to say something, probably to object, but Dad would quickly silence her.

			

			
				Finally, Lilah put both hands in the circle, shut her eyes, and took a breath.

				“Heed me!” said Lilah, suddenly. “I swear, upon the powers of nature, that so long as I remain in this house, I shall not mate with Gavin.” As she spoke, the beads on her necklace glowed green and  began to float slightly, as though Lilah were underwater. Motes of light traced the edges of the circles Lilah drew, and occasionally the ketchup comprising one of the runes would flicker slightly. “I shall not show him my breasts, nor the folds between my legs, nor shall I kiss him. This I declare upon my calling; should I forsake this oath, so may nature forsake me. Let it so be.” There was a near-supernatural sense of finality in her tone. I felt like something had happened in a way I couldn’t quite put a finger on. Her necklace slowly fell back into place.

				Lilah opened her eyes. “There, happy now?” She walked toward the counter and grabbed some paper towels.

				“What was that?” Mom said, alarmed. She glanced at Dad, who was grinning.

				“I swore an oath by nature,” Lilah said. She turned on the sink to wet the towels.

				“Can you break it?” asked Dad. I figured the answer was more for Mom’s benefit than his.

				“I guess,” said Lilah, shrugging. “But if I did, I wouldn’t be an Emissary anymore.

				“What would that mean?” I asked.

			

			
				“I’d lose all my powers,” she said, coming back to the table. I held out a hand, and she gave me part of the wet blob of paper towel. She started wiping up the ketchup. “Right now, my soul is entwined with the spirit of the mountain lion. If I broke my oath, it would leave, and be reborn entwined with some other child. I wouldn’t be able to commune anymore. So all my other powers would go away too. I couldn’t speak on behalf of nature. I dunno, maybe my ears would even fall off. It’s a pretty big deal.”

				“I’m on board with this too, then. You can trust this,” I said as I helped Lilah clean. Some places where the ketchup had been applied thinly were dried, and I needed to scrub to get it off. “I’d never do anything that would hurt Lilah like that.”

				“Of course not. He thinks my ears are cute,” she said, wiggling them.

				“You’re not helping, Lilah.”

				“Sorry. I tease him sometimes.” The comment didn’t seem to appease Mom.

				“You mentioned other powers?” Dad said. 

				“Yeah. Do you do anything else?” Mom asked nervously.

				“She can talk to computers,” I said helpfully.

				Lilah looked up from her cleaning and nodded. “Family-PC and Scanjet were fighting with each other, so I stepped in to resolve their dispute. They were arguing over some pointless social protocols or something. I convinced Family-PC that as the more mature party, it should be willing to talk to Scanjet using the words it understood, and it finally relented. It needed to commune with the wan to learn how, though.”

				“Was this on Tuesday?” Dad asked. “And here I thought Gavin had figured out how to fix the printer on his own.”

			

			
				“You need to see this, Dad,” I said. If I could get Dad to geek out over Lilah like I did, he’d be more willing to put pressure on Mom to let her stay. “She can talk to the console, too. She can consistently get quadruple tetrises when she plays, just by asking the console nicely.” Lilah nodded, and Dad grinned and looked at Mom excitedly.

				“What’s that?” Mom asked, pointing at the table. I looked. Lilah had cleaned off about half the circle now. There were thin, dark lines in the shape of Lilah’s rune circle underneath where the ketchup once was.

				“That’s the rune circle,” Lilah said. “The ketchup was a conduit for the spiritual energy of the oath, and it burned this mark into the table as it did its thing.”

				“Burned it in?” Mom asked. “Can you take it off?”

				“You wouldn’t want me to,” Lilah said. “It’s the symbol of the oath I just made. If that circle is ever broken, like if the table’s broken in half or something, then I’m released from my promise. That’s why usually these sorts of oaths are made on large slabs of stone, then buried in the ground.”

				“My table is some sort of magical lynch-pin?” my mom asked, perturbed.

				Lilah’s impish smile returned as she continued to scrub. “It was a boring table anyway. It looks a lot cooler now.”

				“Lilah,” I warned, seeing my mother’s facial expression. “Mom’s like a bear Emissary, if you know what I mean.”

				Lilah’s ears sagged slightly. “I’m sorry, ma’am. As I said, I tease people. Your table was elegant in its simplicity, and I should have thought to ask before imposing my personal tastes on you. But at least it can constantly remind you of the promises I’ve made.”

				“I think we should take her in,” Dad said. “See? She can be respectful once she knows it’s important. Besides, she needs us. She’s told us Gavin’s been a gentleman, and I believe her. She’d be safer in this house than nearly any place else in the country. There are all sorts of people who would love to have a catgirl… a… person who looks like a catgirl in their home, for all the wrong reasons.”

			

			
				“Yes, I agree that we shouldn’t just call up a social worker and put her in the system,” Mom said, nodding. “But it doesn’t have to come to that! My sister’s house up in Vermont would be a perfect place for her to stay.”

				“What, in South Brunswick? A city? That place has three times the crime rate we’ve got here!”

				“It’s still half the crime rate of the US as a whole. She’d be fine. I’m more worried about Gavin than her. What effect would this have on him?”

				“Oh for crying out loud,” Lilah said. Her tail swished in annoyance. “Gavin will be fine. You’re acting like he’s rutting or something!”

				“Rutting? What’s that?” I asked.

				“You know what going into heat is, but not rutting?” Lilah said to me. She rolled her eyes. “Rutting is a thing that happens to catboys every fall,” she said sarcastically. “You know. About the same time the catgirls go into heat.”

				“There’s still the consequence for Gavin’s dishonesty to talk about,” my mother said, pulling the conversation back on track. “I feel like the natural consequence for not asking us about how to handle Lilah is for Lilah to simply live someplace else.”

				“There are other consequences we could impose,” my dad said. “Ones that don’t adversely affect Lilah. I say we pile’em all on. Confiscate his phone, ground him, take the car keys, lock up the console, disconnect the internet…”

				“Wait, what? What about homework?” I said, alarmed.

			

			
				“Do it at school in the library and take the late bus home. Side benefit; you’ll have less time at home alone with Lilah unobserved. Son, just because I think it’s best for Lilah if she stays with us doesn’t mean you’re not in a whale of a lot of trouble for being dishonest! Seriously, Son; you thought you could get away with hiding a girl in your room?” He chuckled a little. “You messed this up big, Son. You should have come straight to us, explained Lilah’s situation, presented a plan to us that showed us that you’d thought about how to keep things from getting carried away between you two, and negotiated with us on her behalf to have her stay here. We’d have gone for it.”

				“Maybe,” Mom said.

				“I’d have been impressed with your maturity,” Dad said.

				I thought about how badly that actually would have gone. To be fair, it was a stroke of luck that Mom and Dad confronted me today. Just yesterday, Lilah was teasing me by sneaking up behind me and pressing her breasts against my neck, or stealing my towel. I felt like even in trouble this deep, I was still in the stronger negotiating position after we’d had a heart-to-heart and Lilah knew how important it was to avoid indecency. What Mom and Dad didn’t know about Lilah’s earlier behavior wouldn’t hurt them.

				On the other hand, I almost wished there was a way to share it with them. If they knew what I’d had to put up with from Lilah, they’d know I’d have no problem living with a clothed, respectful Lilah that was under oath not to show me her breasts. But there was no way for them to understand what I’d gone through without telling them stuff about Lilah that would definitely make them nervous.

				“I’ll leave if you insist,” Lilah piped in. “But it would be sad. Gavin’s treated me as a true friend would. He’s helped me learn so much about this world. He bought me clothes… that fit your world better than the ones I brought,” she said, making an excellent recovery. “He’s explained your culture and customs. He’s washed my laundry, made me food, and even offered to share his friends with me. I trust him more than anybody else on this world. I want to stay here, and I’d be willing to work with you to find a way to do so, as I feel I’ve already tried to do. Under what conditions might I claim your hospitality?”

			

			
				Good job, Lilah, I thought. “Respectful” was not her natural state, but she seemed to manage it when she was thinking about it.

				Dad looked at Mom. When she didn’t reply, he spoke up. “Let’s say she stayed with us. What would that look like? Obviously, we’d need to move Evan’s crib into Gavin’s room so Lilah would have a room to herself.” I nearly objected on principle to sharing a room with my brother, but wisely caught myself.

				“And what, have her sleep on the floor?” Mom asked.

				“Gavin will buy her a bed with the money he’s saved up,” Dad said. “That’s an easy natural consequence. Also, they couldn’t be in each other’s rooms, ever. Hmm… maybe have designated shower times so they don’t accidentally run into each other?” I nearly laughed with the irony. “Can you think of anything else?”

				“A time limit,” my mother said. “Our deal with Gavin is that he can stay with us until the end of the summer after he graduates, and then he has to find his own place. Lilah would only be able to stay at most for that long. I’d prefer she leave at the end of the school year.”

				“She’s actually only staying until spring,” I interrupted. “Right Lilah?”

				“When did I say that?” she said, not looking at me.

				I shut up.

				“And she’d have to go to school,” Mom said. Lilah’s ears perked up and she bounced excitedly for a bit.  “We wouldn’t be keeping her as a pet. She’d be a foster child we’d be taking care of for a while, and she’d have to behave as such.”

			

			
				“I could try,” Lilah said. “I moved into the woods away from my parents when I was nine years old. Nature spirits reared me, and a mentor helped. I’m not sure how having parents is supposed to work. You’d have to forgive any mistakes, like Gavin has.” I thought to myself how unlikely my parents would be to forgive the sorts of mistakes Lilah had made recently.

				“Most of all,” Mom said, “she could not be a bad influence on Gavin or Evan. I believe Lilah when she said Gavin was the one that talked her into hiding out, not the other way around,” Mom said. It sounded like something they discussed before I got there. “And Gavin even admitted as much. But if she tries to convince him to go around behind our backs, or to break the rules, or to turn away from God, she’s out of here.”

				“You act like she’s staying,” Dad said, smiling.

				“She is,” Mom said, arms folded. “For now. If I dug my heels in, I know I’d never hear the end of it, from either of you. But I still think this is going to turn out poorly, and I won’t be afraid to point out any warning signs I see. And she’ll be gone before things get out of hand, not after.”

				Lilah jumped in the air with an exuberant shout. I was ecstatic. How the hell did we pull that off? I guess I mostly had my dad to thank.

				I had a large pile of “consequences” to work through, though. Speaking of which…

				“Dad?”

				He looked at me, listening.

				“Because Lilah’s been hiding out here, and I’ve been at school, she’s been cooped up here. She isn’t as satisfied playing on screens as I am. She’s got cabin fever bad, and she wants to go out and see things in our world. So… I promised that tomorrow I’d take her out to see some things. But I’m guessing that I’m probably not going to be allowed to drive Jane for a while. So could one of you drive us someplace so she could see something new?”

			

			
				Lilah’s smile was one of the most genuine I’ve ever seen.

				“I’ll take her shopping with me tonight,” said Mom. “We’ve got to get dinners ready to put in the fridge for next week, and we’re completely out of cereal, bread, and milk. There should be plenty of new things at the grocery store for her to see and to ask about.”

				“Just her? Can I come with you?” I asked.

				“No,” Mom said. “She’s not your girlfriend. She’s part of your family for a while. There’s a big difference. I think having her spend some time with somebody other than you for a bit will help that sink in.”

				I looked pleadingly at Dad, but he shook his head. “Seems reasonable to me.”

				“It’s okay, Gavin,” said Lilah. “I’ll tell you all about it afterwards.” Any sympathy she may have had for me was completely masked by her sheer excitement.

				I felt like my heart had been yanked from my chest. Lilah started excitedly asking my mother questions. Where would they go? What would they buy? Why didn’t they just buy it at Walmart instead, given that Walmart had everything? It hurt for some reason. I had to leave the room as they talked.

				Dad, Lilah, and I had all convinced Mom to let her stay.

				So why did I feel like I had just lost her?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13:

				After our talk, my mom left with Lilah to go to the store. Dad and I went to move Evan’s bed into my room. Mom and Dad had sent Evan to his room to play by himself while we had our conversation, and Evan was super excited to learn he’d be in my room for at least the next few months. He adored me even though I usually brushed him off. Little brothers are like that.

				After we got the bed moved, I went about child-proofing my room so Evan wouldn’t mess with my stuff as Dad got a blow-up mattress for Lilah to use. Once we’d both finished, Dad took me to the family computer to shop for a more permanent bed for Lilah.

				We found a spot that had mattresses delivered, which was important because our family didn’t have a truck that would carry one. Without the ability to try lying down on them and testing them, we mostly had to rely on reviews to know which ones were worth it and which weren’t. Even though I knew I’d be the one to pay for it, I found myself gravitating toward mid-range mattresses instead of the budget ones.

				“You’re really head over heels for her, aren’t you?” Dad asked as I skipped over a $300 mattress to look at a $500 one. 

				I stopped and looked toward Dad nervously.

				“Hey, it’s okay,” he said. “I understand that you can think a girl’s attractive without acting on it. Having a crush is fine. Thing is, it’s pretty obvious you’re more into her than that.”

				“I mean, can you blame me?” I asked.

			

			
				“Sure I can,” Dad said, “if the only reason you’re interested is because you think she’s hot. Or even because you think her world is interesting. If you’re going to be in love with a girl, it’d better be because she’s smart, or funny, or has a great personality or something.”

				Got it. This was a father-son talk. I thought about Lilah for a moment. Did I see anything in her? Sure she was a perfect blend between gorgeous and adorable. Obviously I would be physically attracted to her. But it recently went past that. There was that conversation I had with her last night. What changed my mind and made me interested in pursuing her?

				“She’s genuine,” I theorized with a tone of voice that made it sound like a fact. “I like her because when she’s happy, she’s happy. When she’s sad, she’s sad. When she’s upset, she’s upset. Her emotion is just… raw. She feels comfortable just being herself.”

				“I guess that’s one way to put it,” Dad said. “Is that a good thing? I can tell she’s got a sarcastic streak a mile long. A great girl could calm herself instead of freaking out if she gets a little offended or annoyed.”

				“Well it’s better than a girl that’d play games. Secretly be angry at you while pretending to be just fine, until she blows up on you. Or worse, passive aggressive.”

				“True! Very true,” Dad said, nodding appreciatively. “But be careful not to fall into the trap of thinking that all angry girls are honest, or that all calm girls are deceptive. You can have it both ways. Like… Lilah mouthed off to both you and your mother, what, four times? Five?” I nodded. “Mom could have gotten angry or offended. But how did Mom react to Lilah’s sarcasm? She was actually more worried that Evan would learn to be rude if Lilah kept speaking like that. For Mom, it wasn’t about her ego. She wouldn’t take offense; she cares more about the people around her.”

			

			
				“Lilah mouths off sometimes, sure. But usually it’s because she’s teasing, and not really angry.”

				“Sure, sure,” Dad said, waving me off. “Just keep your eyes open and don’t settle. You don’t need to fall in love with the first cat-eared beauty you find.”

				“Are you suggesting there’ll be a second?”

				“I’m suggesting the ears don’t matter. Or what world she’s from. Pay more attention to the personality; that’s all I’m saying. Now let’s get a mattress. There’s no sense trying to do any more of the ‘dad talk’ thing until I learn more about her. I’m looking forward to getting to know the girl that’s got my son all twitterpated.”

				Parents have a weird way of invalidating all your romantic feelings in their attempt to give you advice. I had to remind myself that he’d only just met Lilah. He’d warm up to her. “Are you going to talk to Mom about this?” I said nervously. Mom already wanted Lilah out of the house bad enough as is. I did not need Mom to feel like I was crushing on Lilah.

				“Of course we’ll talk about it. But this might be a good thing. You’re about to move out on your own, and have your own place. It’ll be up to you to choose who to date. And what you do on those dates, if you get what I’m saying. You’ll need to make the right decisions. A little supervision might help ease you into it. That’s what I’ll tell her. I still vote Lilah stays.”

				It sounded like Dad was on my side. For now. But whenever they went into the bedroom to “discuss” something, they always came out on the same page, in perfect agreement with each other. I wondered who would sway who.

				Mom and Lilah came home from the store, with Lilah so excited she looked ready to burst.

			

			
				“Your mother bought meat!” Lilah said, pulling back her hood to free her ears.

				“Steak tips for dinner Sunday,” Mom announced, taking groceries into the kitchen. “Lilah said she was mostly a carnivore, but that she hadn’t had meat the whole time she stayed here.”

				“Well I couldn’t make any,” I said, turning as she walked by me. “You’d have noticed if any of the meat went missing, because you always buy it special to make meals.”

				“I noticed the cereal missing too, Gavin,” she called from the kitchen. “It’s like you were suddenly eating twice as much. I just thought it was a growth spurt or something.” 

				Once Mom was out of earshot, Lilah turned to face away from me. I heard her unzip her jeans, and they dropped an inch.

				“Lilah!” I whispered frantically. Lilah reached back and stuck her hands down the back of her pants, pulled her tail back out of the pant leg it was stuffed down, and threaded it through the hole in the back. The pants came back up and tightened as she zipped them again.

				Lilah turned around and stuck her tongue out at me. “I know what I’m doing,” she said. “My tail was cramped, that’s all.”

				I heard Evan’s footsteps coming down the hall, then saw him peer around the corner. He paused and looked at Lilah, taking her in.

				“I think…” he said slowly. “I think this girl is sort of a… sort of a catty girl.”

				“Rude. I’ve been on my best behavior here.”

				“He means cat-like, I think,” I offered.

				“Oh. Then yes, he’s completely right.” Lilah knelt down. “Hello, there! My name is Lilah!”

				Evan approached slowly. “My name is Evan,” he said. “And you have a tail.”

				“Very observant.”

			

			
				“Can I touch it?”

				I spoke up. “I don’t think Lilah would appreci—”

				“Of course! Just be careful with it.” Lilah’s tail wrapped around to her front, and Lilah proffered it with both hands to Evan.

				He held the tail with one hand and pet it with the other. Lilah giggled. “It’s so smooth!” Evan exclaimed.

				“Isn’t it your bedtime?” I asked.

				“Yeah.” Evan nodded. “Can it be Lilah who maybe can read books to me tonight?”

				“No,” I said. “That’s mom’s job.”

				“Well sometimes it’s somebody else’s job. And I want to hold Lilah’s tail as I hear books, so that means she has to read them to me.”

				“Get upstairs,” I said, pointing roughly.

				“No! I won’t!” he shouted while doing it anyway.

				Lilah laughed. “What a cute kid.” 

				“I guess so,” I said.

				Lilah picked up several bags of groceries and headed to the kitchen. I noticed the bags in her right hand contained, amongst other things, three entire gallons of milk. Lilah was far stronger than I gave her credit for. I grabbed some bags and headed in as well.

				“Can I help put these away?” Lilah asked sweetly.

				“Do you know where they go?” my mom asked.

				“I’ve been bored out of my mind here for a whole week. I’ve looked at every box in that pantry a dozen times. I think I can figure it out.” She paused. “Ma’am.”

				By the time we had finished, it was late. Dad showed Lilah the room she’d be staying in as I watched from the door and we said goodnight to each other. I crept into my room, trying not to wake up Evan, who had gone to bed half an hour previous. As I went into my room, I saw the baby monitor’s light bathing the room in a red glow.

			

			
				“You know, Dad,” I said, whispering and turning around, “we don’t need the baby monitor. If I’m in the room, you don’t need to worry about something happening to Evan without anybody knowing.”

				“I know,” said my dad. “Leave it on anyway.”

				I sighed, indignant, shut the door, and went to bed.

				The next day was frustrating in so many ways. Mom and Dad conceded that yes, it made sense for me to keep my phone long enough to tell all my friends that I wouldn’t be able to hang out with them and, in fact, would be offline for the foreseeable future. I wished I could have sent something to Autumn specifically, but my dad only allowed me the one group message. He also let me post an announcement in my Discord server that I’d be gone. I unbanned Tiv while I was there.

				Then he took the phone, and it was gone.

				And that was all they conceded. I was stuck at home the rest of the day, which was infuriating, because Lilah spent most of her time out and about. Given that my parents were going to send Lilah to school, they went to Walmart to get her another few sets of clothes. A set of personal items like a toothbrush and shampoo. Officemax for school supplies. To a walk-in clinic to ask about getting immunizations for people who had never had them. They brought her to the DMV to see about getting her a non-driver ID for her to use in registering for school. When that didn’t work, they brought her down to the county clerk to ask what happens when somebody needs a birth certificate but doesn’t have one. It turns out that basically never happens in the USA, so there was no easy way to get documentation for Lilah without drawing tons of government attention. Given they needed to stay out all day, they ended up taking her out to lunch too.

				And I was stuck at home, taking care of Evan. It was unbearable. I wanted to see Lilah’s reactions. I wanted to explain the world to her, and answer her questions. Joke with her. Hear her talk about how things were in her world. Warn her if she was about to do something dumb, like take her pants off. Be a part of her wonder and excitement.

			

			
				And I was missing it all.

				I was pretty sure this was intentional and part of my punishment. I mean, taking Lilah out to eat while I was stuck at home was just a punitive slap in the face.

				Finally, they came home around five o’clock. Lilah looked positively exhausted. She pulled back her hood and wiggled her ears, then collapsed onto the couch.

				“Gavin, your world is complicated.”

				“Right?” I said in agreement.

				She watched my mother leave to go start cooking dinner, then rolled over on the couch so she was facing away from me. I heard her pants unzip. “My tail is cramped. It’s been cooped up for hours! And my ears feel like they’ve been squashed.”

				“Hoo, boy. If being like that for six hours is uncomfortable, school’s going to be a nightmare.”

				Lilah threaded her tail back through the hole and zipped up again. “I think they’re just going to have to get used to it. I can’t do that for forty hours a week. She rolled back over on the couch so she was facing me.

				“I don’t think that’ll go over well,” I said.

				“Just think about it, okay?” she said. Then she sat up. “Want to see the stuff I got?”

				“Of course,” I said.

				With exhausted excitement, she showed me her new backpack, her mechanical pencils, her notebooks, and her binder. She showed me the clothes my mom had bought for her. They looked less comfortable than the stuff she picked out on Monday, but to be fair they looked a little more respectable than the sweats she normally wore. They were school clothes, plain and simple. I tried to picture Lilah at school. How the hell would that work? It struck me as a bad idea, but Mom and Dad both seemed pretty serious about it.

			

			
				“They stuck a bunch of needles in me,” Lilah said.

				“Yeah, those are vaccines. They make it so—”

				“Yeah, your mother explained to me. I just wanted you to be indignant with me. There were so many!”

				“Hey, we don’t know what the diseases from our world would do to you. You might have no natural immunity.”

				“He shone a light right into my eyes and said he was seeing through them to the back. It freaked him out. He said the back of my eyes should be red, but they were green, and he had me read letters that were far away to make sure my eyes worked right.”

				“Wow. Uh…”

				“He said to go to an... an optimist doctor that knows a lot about eyes. Your mother told me later we weren’t going to, though. Oh! And the doctor wanted to look in my ears, too, but your mother made me keep my hood up. She told me to say I had some weird religious thing where I had to cover my head.”

				“That’s for the best. You’d have frightened the doctor, or at least really confused him.”

				She smiled. “I figured. That’s why after he stuck all those needles into me, I wanted to get him to look in my ears.”

				All day, I was a little frustrated. I wanted some time alone with Lilah, so at the very least we could talk about what parts of the story Lilah told my parents before I arrived, and which parts she left out. Or, for all I knew, she’d lied, and we’d need to make sure our stories matched.

				Thing was, my parents seemed to be dead set on making sure we stayed under observation. There was always a parent at least one room away, and if we tried to talk quietly, one of them would come in and strike up a conversation. The good news was that this couldn’t last. I’d just have to hold on until Monday afternoon, at the latest. Then we’d have at least three hours a day all to ourselves. Even then, I was going to miss all the time I got to play with her in my room in the evening.

			

			
				Because of the constant chaperoning, our conversation was light. Sterile. Mostly meaningless. Not even friendly or funny. It was like we were afraid to be genuine with each other with my parents around.

				In the evening, Lilah showed off her ability to commune. She beat Dad at Tetris several times, operated the computer by doing nothing but holding the mouse (upside-down, no less) and humored Dad as he suggested various household objects Lilah could check for spirits. She found some in our potted plants, in my father’s polyhedral dice, and in several stuffed animals. Evan laughed and clapped as his favorite stuffed bear, sitting in Lilah’s lap, waved, bowed, and gave him a hug. Even Mom, who had been pretty no-nonsense with Lilah, got a smile out of that one. Dad, of course, was smiling through the whole thing.

				In the evening, Lilah and I stood awkwardly at the doors to our rooms as Dad, down the hall, played a game on his tablet.

				“Well, uh… goodnight, Lilah.”

				“Yeah. Goodnight Gavin.”

				We stood there looking at each other slightly past when it became awkward, and I turned around and shut the door.

				Sunday passed without a chance to really talk to Lilah as well. We went to church, like we did twice a month, and Mom and Dad insisted Lilah come too. She was actually excited to go, even though it meant squashing her ears with a hood and stuffing her tail down a pant leg. Apparently Christians in “science world stories” had been romanticised to the point of absurdity. Often Christians were depicted as Van Helsing-like demon hunters or, alternately, pacifistic miracle-workers who could exude auras of peace so strong they could stop wars. I was worried Lilah would be disappointed, but the pastor’s sermon was titled “Lessons Learned from David and Goliath.” Reverend West was always at his best when he got to tell Bible stories, and Lilah hung on every word.

			

			
				As everybody else was filing out, Lilah worked her way up to the front. I started following her.

				“Gavin, you’ve got to learn how to sling people like David!”

				“Lilah, I’m not sure it works like that anymore.”

				“Oh, come on, Gavin! Maybe if you can track down a copy of the ancient text he’s quoting from, you can scour it for clues.” Lilah reached the front of the stage and hopped on it, then went and put her hand on the cross on the back wall.

				“Lilah! Lilah, come down from there!”

				Lilah’s brow furrowed, and she turned back and hopped off the stage again.

				“That idol’s got one of the weakest spirits I’ve ever felt,” she said, glancing back at the cross. “It’s like it’s hardly getting worshipped at all.”

				“I’m surprised it even has a spirit. We’re not supposed to worship it, we worship the God it represents.”

				“That still feels so weird to me,” she said.

				“Can I help you, young lady?” I turned to see Reverend West addressing Lilah. I groaned inwardly. Lilah’s face lit up, and her hood twitched as her ears struggled to straighten.

				“That story was amazing! Where can I find a copy of that book? The one that chronicles David’s fight against Goliath?”

			

			
				Reverend West smiled. “You can have this one,” he said, handing her the Bible he was carrying. It was one of those cheap ones printed on thin paper, like the ones you’d find in a hotel room.

				Lilah’s eyes widened. “Really? You’re just giving it to me?”

				“Of course,” said Reverend West. “Why wouldn’t I?”

				“Aren’t you afraid I might use the power within it for evil ends? Shouldn’t I need to prove myself first, somehow?”

				To his credit, Reverend West didn’t even hesitate. If he suspected Lilah was trolling him, he played right along with it. “Child, the proof you deserve it comes from the righteous life you live after reading it. And God’s power cannot be used for evil, so it is safe in the hands of whoever wants to learn of it. If the Spirit moves you to, you should share it with everyone you meet.”

				Lilah clutched the cheap Bible to her chest like a treasure. “Wow. This is amazing! I can’t… How can I ever…” She paused. “Thank you!” she blurted and ran toward the door.

				Reverend West looked at me. “A friend of yours, Gavin?”

				“Yeah. She’s, uh… a foreigner. Very impressionable.”

				Reverend West chuckled and shook his head, and I hurried to follow after Lilah.

				After church, Lilah tried to read the Bible. But Reverend West was one of those people who thought the old King James Version trumped all, and the language was impossibly difficult for her. She didn’t even make it past the second chapter before giving up. “Must be written for clerics and priests,” she muttered, and she shelved it in Evan’s room, where it stuck out incongruously next to the picture books. So far as I could tell, that was the end of it.

				She offered to help Mom cook in the kitchen. It didn’t turn out like that, of course. Lilah knew she’d need a little direction, but was still unprepared for the cultural scope of a modern kitchen. Everything from the tablespoons and teaspoons to the way the oven worked was all foreign to her. It ended up costing Mom time instead of helping her, but Mom didn’t seem to mind. When Mom’s back was turned, Lilah snitched little pieces of raw steak tip like a child would snitch a piece of cookie dough from the pot. I’m sure Mom noticed, but pretended not to, just like she’d do with Evan.

			

			
				Eventually, we had a mouthwatering Sunday meal: steak tips with gravy and broccoli-alfredo linguine. Mom let Lilah have way more than her fair share of the meat. Lilah had it prepared a few different ways; some of it raw, some of it raw but with the spice marinade and gravy on it, and some of it prepared normally.

				“I’m not sure which I like best,” she said. “Having it raw is sheer comfort food for me. It reminds me of hunting back home. But having it prepared like you do is exciting and exotic.” She smiled. “Thanks for this. I was really craving meat.”

				“I’d ask to try one of your native dishes, but I think our stomachs might be a little different,” Dad joked.

				“I know some cooked dishes,” Lilah said. “Most of them use a fire, though. I’m not sure I’d know how to make them with these machines.”

				“I need to introduce you to the grill then!”

				“Oh, no. There he goes,” Mom said, smiling.

				After dinner, Dad pulled out a few board games and announced we were all going to play with him. We tried to play something simple enough that Evan could join us, but he had a hard time paying attention and kept going after Lilah’s tail. Lilah didn’t help; she kept inching it closer to him, only to pull it away when he grabbed for it, making him dissolve in a gale of giggles.

				So we scrapped the simpler game, sent Evan away to go play on the game console, and started up a board game that was a bit more complicated. Lilah took to the rules readily, in part because I’d already taught her the basics like what it meant to “draw” or what a “phase” was when describing turn structure.

			

			
				When Lilah wasn’t feeling threatened, her sarcasm and teasing were light-hearted and jovial instead of biting. Things felt peaceful and happy between us all. As much as I was jealous that my parents got to spend so much more time with her than I did, and that I couldn’t ever have her alone, I had to admit that it seemed to help the relationship between Lilah and my parents grow and develop. They were treating her more as a person and less as a strange and potentially dangerous phenomenon. And Lilah, for her part, stopped flipping between bitingly rude and eerily obsequious. She settled back into her more natural personality, which I thought was great.

				Saying goodnight to her was less awkward than the previous night. Lilah finished getting ready first; Mom and Dad refused to let us in the bathroom at the same time so she was completely done with the bathroom before I had even started. She waited for me at the door to her room to wish me goodnight before going in and shutting it behind her.

				I hoped I’d be able to sleep.

				Tomorrow was her first day at school.

				And that both thrilled and terrified me.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14:

				The next morning, I woke up about an hour early and was too excited to fall back asleep again. I got dressed, then crept out of my room and knocked softly on Lilah’s door. I heard her get out of her bed, and soon after, the door opened. Lilah was there, sleepy but grinning, in her mint green pajamas.

				“How’d you sleep?” I asked.

				“I had a hard time with it. Too excited.”

				“Want to go back to bed?”

				“No,” she said. She looked down the hall nervously, then stepped forward, reached behind me, and shut my door, presumably so she wasn’t picked up by the baby monitor. “Quick question, before your parents wake up,” she whispered. “We never got to talk alone after… after you went on that date.”

				“Yeah, Lilah, I’m really—”

				“Just tell me,” she said. “How serious is it between you two?”

				“It’s not,” I said.

				“Really?”

				“Yeah.” I nodded. “It was our first date. We’re not in a relationship. We’re not even sure we want to be in a relationship.”

				“Okay,” Lilah said. “So it’s not like I was… I was getting in the way of anything.”

				“No,” I said.

				She smiled. “You know, I was actually thinking of leaving that day. I know you like me. You basically admitted as much on Thursday.” Her smile broke into a grin. “But I won’t have you cheating on somebody with me. I’d rather leave than ruin your life.”

			

			
				“Cheating with you? Like… like…”

				“Like trying to win me over behind your girlfriend’s back.”

				“Oh.”

				She stifled a giggle. “No, Gavin. I’m not interested in being your girlfriend right now. That’s part of why I’d leave. If you’re happy, I don’t want to ruin it for you by being here.”

				“No, Lilah. It’s okay.” I swallowed. “I’m… I’m open right now.”

				“Okay. Good.” Her smile calmed a little, going from teasing to warm.. “It’s… It’s nice to know. But please don’t wait around on my account. Anyway, I call bathroom first. I want to use that flowery hair soap stuff.”

				“Shampoo?” I offered. She grinned and nodded.

				While I waited, I made eggs for the whole family. Mom and Dad woke up shortly after we did. After spending a long time with the hair dryer, Lilah came down, wearing her best new outfit. It had never been worn, and the colors were bright and vibrant. Mom had helped fit her with a bra. I didn’t realize how much a bra changed the shape of a girl’s breasts while under a shirt. Her waist-length tan hair was bundled in a thick braid, her ears were up and her tail swished behind her, unconfined. In short, Lilah looked incredible. I knew we weren’t in a relationship, but I also figured she’d want to be with me any time at school we were both free, and it was hard not to imagine the looks we’d get.

				Which reminded me. I’d have to figure out how to explain this to Autumn. I reflected on the situation as I took out the last two eggs and put them on my plate and joined Lilah and my family at the table. The only times I had free were a study period, lunch, and the time between classes. Lilah and I wouldn’t get to spend much time together, even if our free periods lined up. We might have different lunch periods, even. She obviously wouldn’t be in any of my advanced classes. In fact, we might not see each other at all between the start of the day and the end of the day. 

			

			
				That would make things convenient. I didn’t want Lilah and Autumn to interact too much. I wasn’t in a relationship with Lilah, but Lilah didn’t know anybody else at the school, so she’d probably gravitate toward me whenever she had the chance. And to be fair, while Autumn was attractive, she was attractive in a normal way instead of a supernaturally gorgeous way. She’d probably feel threatened at best and betrayed at worst.

				And that would be before she found out I was living with Lilah. Worse, she’d want to know what made me have to run from our date on Friday, and given how forgiving she was as I left, I kind of owed her some explanation. But then that would imply telling her that not only was Lilah living with me, but also that I had been hiding her in my room for nearly a week. That would not go over well with her.

				“I’ve called up my work and let them know I’d be an hour or two late today,” Dad said, shaking me from my thoughts. “I’ll give you both a ride to school. Ms. Cromwell and Ms. Connor know to expect us.”

				The school guidance counselor and one of the special education case workers. “How is that going to work?” I asked. “Don’t you need, like, papers and stuff to get into school?”

				“I looked it up,” Dad said. “There’s a 1982 supreme court ruling that says that schools aren’t allowed to require a social security number, no school documents can be used to incriminate undocumented aliens, and that no faculty is legally required to disclose the status of undocumented immigrants.” Dad nodded authoritatively. “So that’s what we’ll do. Instead of trying to get her a fake birth certificate and social security card, or any ID, we’ll lampshade it, declare that she doesn’t have documents, and demand she be given an education anyway. You’re going to a pretty liberal school, Gavin. I’ve seen your school’s policy on illegal immigrants. We can say she’s an undocumented refugee from some central European country, on the run because she was abused by her parents because of an atavistic birth defect. Your administrators will probably fall over each other to accommodate her and avoid asking questions.”

			

			
				The more my parents involved themselves in Lilah’s life, the more I realized just how out of my depth I’d been. We’d been playing around like kids, hiding and giggling. I figured Lilah would have to come out of hiding eventually, but I had no idea how that would have worked. But Mom and Dad were trying to integrate Lilah into society from the outset, and it seemed like they were doing a much better job than I ever would have.

				“She’s got no accent, though,” I noted. “Won’t that be a giveaway?” Come to think of it, that was kind of weird. Why didn’t she have an accent? In fact, why did she know English to begin with?

				“She doesn’t have an accent, but despite her skin color, her face looks ethnic. In some way. I still can’t place it, exactly. She looks different enough we could pull it off, so long as we hedge and say she doesn’t feel comfortable saying what her country of origin is because she’s afraid she’ll get sent back.”

				“So… what about her ears and tail? She’s just going to leave them out?”

				“Yeah,” Dad said. “No way around that. No hats allowed at school, and wearing a hood constantly would be really weird.”

				“Plus, I’m not jamming my tail into my pants for eight hours a day,” Lilah said.

			

			
				“Okay, sure,” I said. “But how do we explain it? What happens when someone’s like ‘hey, is that tail real?’”

				Dad shrugged. “I think the plan is to get all defensive and snap at them to keep them from asking questions. Your school culture is steeped in the whole ‘tolerance and acceptance’ stuff. We’ll just pass it off as a bizarre birth defect.”

				“Hey!” Lilah said, smiling through feigned indignation. “Neither of you were born with tails, and they’re awesome. So who’s got the birth defect here?”

				“I’m really not comfortable with this,” I said. “What if somebody takes videos and posts them to YouTube or something?” I half wanted to mention the video of the ogre, but didn’t know how I’d bring it up without making them flip out. Maybe they should flip out?

				“People would assume they’re doctored,” Dad said. “We’re a nowhere town in New Hampshire. There aren’t a lot of people who would verify the story. There have been alternate-reality publicity stunt games in the country with marketing teams bigger than your school.”

				“What if somebody tried to, like, sexually assault her because they think catgirls are sex objects?”

				Lilah held up a hand, and her claws extended to their full half-inch length. I reflexively stepped back. I’d gotten so used to Lilah’s skin-flap fingernails, I’d forgotten there were claws underneath. “I’ll be fine,” she said simply. I was suddenly very glad I hadn’t made any unwanted advances toward her.

				“Will she, like, be able to make friends if she shows her ears? “ I asked. “Won’t people think she’s a freak?”

				“Most people won’t judge her by her ears, I think,” Dad said, “and there are girls that like anime and manga. They’ll probably think it’s terrific. Only a few bad eggs will let the ears get in the way of treating her like a person, and Lilah seems tough enough to brush off some hollow teasing.” Dad shook his head. “No, the real problem will be all the curiosity Lilah would cause. I’m worried about people trying to grab her tail or touch her ears. Or that she’ll distract others during class. Or that people will try to be her friend either out of curiosity or because they’re trying to prove how accepting they are. She won’t know who really cares about her and who’s just a groupie.”

			

			
				“I’ve got one person I know who’s a genuine friend,” Lilah said, turning to smile at me.

				“So… we’re just going to take her to school, ears and tail on full display.” This felt wrong for some reason.

				“Son, it makes sense you’d want to hide her away from the world. That way you get to keep her all for yourself. But it’s not like there’s some evil scientist wanting to capture her and perform lab experiments on her.”

				“Are we sure?” I asked.

				Dad laughed. “About as sure as I am that catgirls don’t exist,” he admitted. “Come on. She’ll be fine.”

				“Well what about the Golkin?” I asked, turning to Lilah.

				“It was dangerous. I’m not,” Lilah said.

				“Do they know that?” I asked.

				Lilah waved dismissively, but I was still worried. Dad looked back and forth between us. “Golkin?”

				“Gavin’s worried that people will think I’m a monster,” she said. “And I think we’ll be fine.”

				I was nervous, but Lilah could make her own decisions. And if I explained the usenet video to Dad, he might get frightened, step in, and make her decision for her. I kept my mouth shut.

			

			
				Lilah stretched her arms, twitched her ears, and swished her tail. “It’s going to be really exciting to go out into your world as me for once.”

				I hoped she’d still feel that way at the end of the school day.

				Usually Mom dropped Dad off at the train station before she headed for work, but this time Dad needed to come with Lilah and me to school, so we had to take two cars. Besides my parent’s car, Jane was the only other car our family had, and I was grounded and therefore not allowed to drive her. Dad offered to top off the tank in exchange for using her, which suited me fine. Of course, I let Lilah have shotgun, which led to the strange situation of riding in the rear seat of my own car.

				We arrived at school and headed in. I showed my dad the way to the office of Ms. Cromwell, the school counsellor.

				“Here goes,” Dad said, took a deep breath, and knocked on the door.

				Ms. Cromwell opened the door. “Mr. Harris! Good to meet you!” She shook Dad’s hand, then looked past him. “And you must…” She paused. Her eyes flicked up to Lilah’s ears. “...And you must be Lilah.”

				“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Cromwell. Thank you for allowing me into your institution.”

				“Of course! Please, come into my office.”

				“Okay, kid,” Dad said. “We’ll take it from here. Have fun in class!

				I hesitated. Lilah looked concerned.

				“Son, there’s no need for you to be here. Class is important.”

				“Please? I… I care about Lilah. And I’m curious what’s going to happen. Can I sit in on this meeting too?”

				“Sorry bud,” said Dad. “It’s not your meeting. 

			

			
				“Oh come on,” I said indignantly. “She’s signing up for classes and stuff, right? I know the teachers. I know the other kids. I could help.”

				“Gavin?” Ms Cromwell said. “I know that for you, all I seem to do is help you to pick classes. But there’s a lot more going on here with Lilah. Your father, Lilah, and I will need some time alone.”

				“I want to meet her when you’re done, and I don’t have my phone,” I said. “How will I know how things turn out?”

				Dad sighed and put his hands on his lower back, looking at the ceiling in thought. “Okay, I’ll write you a note to excuse you from first period class. You can sit outside the office. Do homework or something. Maybe make an outline for that paper you’re late on.”

				I nodded. “Thanks.” And then they headed in and shut the door behind them.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15:

				It was difficult to just sit there, unable to offer any input, as Lilah’s fate was being decided in there. I tried to focus on the outline like Dad suggested, but I got nothing done. It didn’t capture my attention enough to distract me from the sounds of voices that got beyond Ms. Cromwell’s white noise maker. I took out my physics textbook instead and read ahead on the upcoming assignment.

				It took almost the whole period for them to finish up. Finally, Lilah opened the door and came out alone. “Hey,” she said. She looked nervous.

				I slammed the book and stood from my seat. “What’s up?”

				“I didn’t do so well,” Lilah said. “I’m not sure what’s going on in there between your dad and Cromwell. I think I gave the wrong answers, and now your dad’s in trouble.”

				“Like what?”

				“Like... I said I thought I was eighteen years old.”

				“And you were supposed to say you were younger?”

				“No, I was supposed to say I was sure I was eighteen. But I had to stop and think about it. I mean, years on my world are only 210 days long, so I wasn’t sure how much that would be in 365 day years. And then as I was thinking about it, she asked me what my birthday was, and I said I didn’t know, just that I was born partway through the rainy season…”

				I stroked my forehead. No wonder things went south.

			

			
				“So she told your dad that because I was ‘a child’ they might need to get child… child… the child something or other people involved. And then I kind of snapped because seriously? I’m not a child. I said that where I’m from, some people my age are having their third kid, so she shouldn’t be so condescending. And then she gave your dad this real weird look…”

				I groaned. “It’s okay, Lilah. You just didn’t know. Did… did you talk about classes at all?”

				“I think? It was hard to tell. There were a lot of words I didn’t know. You guys talk in letters, you know that? She was all like, ‘We’ll need to take her to the CSMP,’ and your dad was like, ‘Well how about the FPE? Would that let her get into the TCF?’ and she’d be like, ‘You’d have to talk to the RMM…’”

				I laughed at Lilah’s mocking impression. “I don’t know any of those acronyms.”

				“I’m just making those up. No way I’d be able to remember so many of those random jumbles of letters.”

				“How’d it go with the ears?” I asked.

				“She kept looking at them,” Lilah said. “But she didn’t say anything.” Lilah grinned mischievously. “The first time they twitched, she jumped a little. So I’d do it again whenever she stared.”

				The door opened, and Dad stepped outside and shut the door behind him, then heaved a nervous sigh.

				“What’s up, Dad?” I asked.

				“Well, we got her into school,” Dad said. “That’s the important part. We’ll probably have a bit of a legal struggle coming up soon, or at the very least a bunch of hoops to jump through. She wasn’t on file with the ORR, so she technically couldn’t be counted as a refugee. When she didn’t know her birthdate, Ms. Cromwell threatened to get the DSS and CPS social workers involved. She was going to report Lilah immediately, but I talked her out of it. We’ve set her up with a temporary IEP until we can have a PTC on the subject.” Dad shook his head. “It’s messy. But it’s also not your problem. Let the adults figure this stuff out.” I suppressed indignation at the distinction. “Long story short, you get to go to school, Lilah. At least for now.”

			

			
				“YES!” Lilah jumped and hollered. “This is fantastic! Thank you! Okay, Gavin, where do we go?”

				“Ms. Connor’s,” Dad said. “We need to get you evaluated for special services.”

				“I don’t get to go with Gavin?” Lilah said, looking nervously over at me.

				“No offense, but you’re not ready for AP Physics and George Orwell,” Dad said. “The school needs to find out how good you are at math and reading and stuff before they can determine what to do with you.”

				“So… tests then?”

				“Get used to them,” I said with a smile. “They’re really common in school.”

				“Sure. Fine. Whatever. How hard can it be?”

				“You know your age on your home world, right?” I asked. Lilah nodded at me. “If I gave you a piece of paper, could you find out how many years old you’d be on my world?”

				“Uh…” Lilah said, thinking. “Like, exactly? Hmm…” She thought for a moment. “I… maybe if you gave me a while I could figure it out. Like… okay, if one of your months is thirty days, and mine is twenty…” She started counting on her fingers, and her tail kinked slightly. “Makes me wish I’d taken that scholar up on his offer when he tried to teach me to use an abacus.”

				“Hoo boy,” I said.

			

			
				“Don’t worry,” Dad said. “They’ve got contingencies for this sort of thing, I’m sure. But she’ll probably spend a lot of time in the special education room.”

				“At least I’ll know where she’ll be.”

				Dad motioned to the door. “Ms. Cromwell called up Ms. Connor, so she knows Lilah’s coming. Just take her down there, and she’ll be taken care of.”

				Lilah smiled nervously. “Thanks, Gavin,” she said.

				“This way,” I motioned. I looked back over at Dad. “Thanks. Thanks for everything.”

				“Love you kid!” Dad said, waving. And he headed back to the front entrance.

				Lilah and I walked down the halls. I’ve heard our school was tiny, but it always seemed the right size to me. The white brick walls seemed cheerful. The painted mural of Morris the Moose, our mascot, was friendly and inviting. The canister lights shone a vibrant blue-white. As a senior, I felt at home here.

				“This is fantastic,” Lilah said, looking around. “It’s like a castle here. When I heard you went to school, I was picturing an old wooden building with some crone telling stories to a dozen kids or so.”

				Suddenly, I heard some catcalls and jeering from the side. I turned and saw a group of boys standing in an alcove.

				Our school was small enough that everybody knew everybody, of course. Clifton and his gang were bad news, and always had been. He was the sort of person who mashed bugs into your hair in elementary school. Who pushed you and ripped up your homework in middle school. And now, in high school, he was the sort of person who would hang out in the halls talking to other truant friends instead of going to class. The sort of person who always smelled like cigarette smoke, or worse. The sort of person who laughed at teachers in front of their face and relished the opportunity to get sent to the office instead of sitting in class.

			

			
				Clifton leaned against the wall, arms folded, wearing a wife-beater and a pair of too-loose pants.

				And now he was jeering at Lilah.

				“Shit, bae,” he said as we passed him, “if the pussy I can see is this hot, imagine the one I can’t.” He didn’t bother to hide the way his eyes went up and down her body.

				Lilah’s ears flattened. Then, in a flash, Lilah rushed Clifton. In the time it took to blink, she had her hand on Clifton’s throat. The guys around Clifton stumbled back, but Clifton himself didn’t move.

				“You wanna say that again?” Lilah growled.

				Clifton smiled. His arms stayed folded. “Ooh, feisty. Wanna take this to the bedroom, sweetheart?”

				“Lilah!” I said. She didn’t turn. “Clifton deserves it, but hurting him will get you kicked out of school. This is your first day. It’s not worth it.”

				She didn’t answer for a moment. “Got it,” she finally said, without moving her hand. “Ripping his throat out is against the rules. So what can I do to shut him up?”

				“We can tell the teachers. Or the school resource officer. Maybe they’ll suspend him. Again.”

				Clifton’s grin never faded, even with Lilah’s hand wrapped around his throat. He obviously felt very safe.

				“Lilah. Back off. If somebody sees you right now, you’ll look like the aggressor.”

				With a growl, Lilah dropped her hand and started walking back down the hall.

				“Hah! Look at her back! She’s literally putting out tail!” There was nervous laughter from the other boys.

			

			
				Lilah spun around. “You may be safe here, but the wan knows where you live!”

				“Sweet! Are you on the pill, or should I be ready with a condom?”

				Lilah’s look of confusion was met with more derisive laughter. I put my hand on her shoulder to encourage her to come with me, but she swatted it away and stormed past me, leaving more catcalls in her wake. I saw Clifton lift a hand to his neck, where I saw tiny dots of blood. He wiped his neck, looked at his hand, frowned, and narrowed his eyes, looking toward Lilah. I wondered if Clifton had any appreciation for how much danger he was just in, or if he just thought Lilah had sharp manicured nails or something.

				I turned to catch up with Lilah. She was fuming. “Do girls really just put up with this?”

				“I mean, what are our options?” I asked. “I, uh… I mean, obviously that sort of thing never happens to me so I didn’t even think about it, but maybe we can take the long way around and avoid this hall in the future…” I wondered if other girls had to route around this hall to avoid Clifton, or if Lilah’s ears just painted a target on her.

				“Nobody treats an Emissary like that where I’m from. Nobody. I’ve got animal friends in every forest that would love to eat guys like that. Jaguars, Mountain Lions, Giant snakes… you name it. I’d just need to give them permission and point!”

				“Eating people is, uh… frowned on, here.”

				“And what about crap like that guy’s?”

				“Also frowned on. Just… with no jail time attached.”

				“If you can’t threaten him with his life, then how do you get guys like that to quit it?” Lilah asked.

				I honestly didn’t know. “Maybe ask Ms. Connor?”

				Lilah made a derisive sound. Her ears were still flat, and her tail flicked back and forth irritably.

			

			
				I stepped in front of Lilah as we approached Ms. Connor’s door. “Lilah. Calm down. This woman you’re about to meet is probably the person here who you’ll spend the most time with. You should make a good impression. Deep breaths. Deep breaths!”

				Lilah shut her eyes. As I suggested, she started taking deep, slow breaths. Her ears slowly stood up. Her claws slowly retracted. Her tail slowed, then stilled entirely.

				She opened her eyes. “Okay. School. School is exciting. I get to learn all about your world. You’ve got cool books to read. You’ll teach me to use an abacus.” A smile slowly spread across her face. “This’ll be fun.”

				“That’s the spirit,” I said.

				Lilah knocked on the door to Ms. Connor’s room. The door opened, with Ms. Connor on the other side. She was short, even more so than Lilah. Ms. Connor’s huge glasses and square face made her look like a giant bug. A giant, friendly, happy, enthusiastic bug.

				“You must be Lilah!” she said. Her eyes flicked up. “I love the ears!”

				“Thanks,” Lilah said. Her ears perked up at the compliment.

				“They move?” she asked, surprised.

				“Yep! All natural,” Lilah said proudly. She wiggled her ears for show.

				“That’s… that’s astounding. I’ve never seen anything like that.” She paused for a moment. “Do you get teased?”

				“I guess I do,” she said, looking back down the hall.

				“Well don’t worry. You’re safe in here. Come on in!” Ms. Connor waved into the room. 

				Ms. Connor’s words were kind. She may have even been giving her honest perception of the situation. But if so, she was dead wrong.

			

			
				I peeked in. The room was as large as a normal classroom, but only held a few people. Three students were working on homework at desks in the back. One girl was strapped into a wheelchair, head hanging limply. Her hands rotated in unnatural angles as she struggled to grab a ball on a tray in front of her. A boy with Down syndrome was using a computer in the corner. Two adult aides were walking amongst the students, giving encouragement.

				The bullies called it Spedland, and nobody wanted to be associated with it. I knew a boy who was hard of hearing, but otherwise perfectly normal. He tried to hide it every time he went to the special education room for a meeting. There’s nothing wrong with disabilities, of course, but try telling that to high schoolers. In fact, I realized that I was leaving Lilah woefully unprepared for this sort of brutal social environment. Then again, it’s not like I knew she was heading into special education, though in retrospect, maybe I should have guessed.

				Lilah, smiling at Ms. Connor’s pleasant nature, walked through, blissfully unaware of the ramifications. Ms. Connor turned, eyes following Lilah’s ears before dropping to her tail. Then she turned, nodded to me, and shut the door.

				I sighed. I hoped she’d be okay. I was already worried.

				I turned to head up the stairs. I had an English class I could catch the last ten minutes of.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16:

				I came in as the teacher was explaining the requirements for the upcoming Orwell paper. She made eye contact with me as I arrived, and I held up the note my father had scrawled for me. The teacher nodded slightly as I quietly took my seat. I caught Autumn’s eye. She was smiling at me. I smiled back.

				The bell rang in just a few minutes. I didn’t need to pack up; I hadn’t bothered getting my notebook out. I went and handed my teacher the note, and she accepted it, wordlessly nodding, but otherwise ignoring me. When I turned to leave, I came face to face with Autumn.

				“Oh, hi,” I said.

				“Gavin. I was thinking about this whole boyfriend-girlfriend thing,” she said.

				“Yeah?” I said. I still wasn’t sure how I was going to handle this situation. The morning had sort of gotten swallowed up by Lilah.

				“Yeah. So here’s my question. Let’s say we got into a relationship.” Autumn’s smile slowly spread as she spoke. “And let’s say I decided it wasn’t working. Let’s say I decided right away. Like, after only a few days. How upset would you be with me?”

				“I mean,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “You’ve got to do what’s best for you. I might… be disappointed, but it’d be kind of unfair for me to be angry. I guess it depends what you mean by upset.”

				“Good enough,” Autumn said, taking a step toward me. “Then yes. Let’s try it out. I want to be your girlfriend.” She took the final step toward me, took me by the back of the neck, and pulled me into a brief kiss. After too short a time, she pulled back, about a foot from my face, and looked me in the eyes, smiling flirtatiously.

			

			
				“Autumn, I… wow. Uh… thank you,” I said, flabbergasted.

				“Excuse me there?” the teacher said from behind us, and Autumn let go of me and took a step back.

				Autumn let out a tiny chuckle. “This is exciting,” she said, and I could hear it in her voice. She grabbed my hand. “I know our classes are in opposite directions, but the passing period’s plenty long. Do you want to walk me to my class, or do you want me to walk you to yours?”

				“Uh, I’ll take you,” I said, dumbfounded.

				“Great. Thanks!” And, hand in hand, we walked down toward her chemistry class.

				I saw plenty of people as we passed. Autumn seemed to be really happy. I tried to be too. But, I had to admit, I was still sort of internally trying to decide between Lilah and Autumn. I didn’t expect the decision to… collapse so quickly.

				We arrived at the door to Ms. Bronsen’s room, and Autumn gave me a quick peck on the cheek before going in and taking her seat. I watched for a moment, and she looked back at me and smiled. I waved and walked the other direction.

				When I got into my next class, I sat down and sunk my head into my hands. What on earth was I going to do?

				Gym was next and after that, I had a free period. Autumn had class then, so she wouldn’t be expecting me to spend it with her, thank goodness. I thought I’d use the time to check on Lilah. It had been a little over a whole period since I saw her.

				I knocked on the door to Ms. Conner’s room, and she opened it and saw me.

			

			
				“Hello!” she said. “You must be Gavin! Lilah’s told me about you.”

				Oh really? “What’d she say?” I asked.

				“She can tell you,” Ms. Conner said, motioning into the room. “Come on in.”

				I walked in, and Lilah was sitting at a table in the middle of the room with paper in front of her. Her ears perked up the moment she saw me. “Hi, Gavin!”

				“Hi, Lilah! How are things going?”

				“Great!” Lilah said. “Connor says I did really well on the tests! She’s teaching me how to figure out how old I am!”

				“Oh. Uh…” I glanced at Ms. Connor, who seemed pleased. “Did she… did she give you scores or anything?”

				“Yeah, my reading and math are both at grade three!” Lilah beamed, as though it was some sort of accomplishment.

				“Uh…” I stammered, trying to figure out what to say.

				“She did really well,” Ms. Connor said pointedly. “Some of the math questions asked about material she’d never seen before, and she got some of them right. She’s extremely intelligent, she doesn’t back down from a challenge, she’s a great problem solver, and she’s a quick learner.” It was hard to know how much of that evaluation was feel-good flattery meant to encourage her and how much was true. “She’s also very imaginative,” Ms. Connor added.

				Lilah giggled. “She doesn’t believe me when I say years are a different length in my world. Or that I’m from a different world at all.”

				“Lilah!” I said. “I thought Dad said not to... tell stories like that!”

				“Ms. Connor’s a good person. And she doesn’t believe me anyway, so it doesn’t matter.”

				“You have a tail, Lilah. I’m honestly not sure what I believe,” Ms. Connor said, smiling. “And, in the end, it doesn’t matter anyway.”

			

			
				“Okay, well,” I said, trying to figure out where to take the conversation from here. “Is she… is she going to go to any normal classes?”

				“Probably,” Ms. Connor said. “Once the evaluations are over at the end of the day, I’ll type up an IEP proposal and send it to your father. Then we’ll schedule a meeting and figure out how we’ll move ahead. But generally, we try to integrate students into normal school life as much as we can.”

				“What about lunch?” I asked.

				“She’ll eat in here today,” said Ms. Connor. “It’s okay. She’s taken care of. You can go to class.”

				That kept me from having to worry about Lilah colliding with Autumn. “I’ve got a free period now.”

				“Normally, I wouldn’t mind you being in here during free periods to help Lilah as a mentor, but today we’ll need her to do her tests by herself.”

				“Gavin just can’t stand to be away from me because he’s madly in love with me,” Lilah said.

				I opened my mouth to speak, and Lilah dissolved into laughter.

				“Sure. You two have fun,” I said, then turned in annoyance to leave.

				Michael’s table had empty seats at lunch that day, so I snagged one early. As I pulled out my sack lunch, a kid wearing a hat with moose antlers tried to hand me a flier inviting me to tonight’s girls basketball game. I waved her off. Sports weren’t my thing.

				As I was eating my lunch, I suddenly felt hands on my shoulders, and jumped slightly. I turned around, and saw Autumn smiling at me, hands on my back. She leaned forward and kissed me, then started massaging my shoulders gently.

			

			
				I turned back to face the rest of the table. The guys’ faces held appreciation and respect. The girls seemed excited. Nobody said anything. Given my outburst Thursday, I wasn’t surprised.

				The exception was Michael, who leaned toward me and bumped into my shoulder. “Way to go, dude,” he whispered.

				I smiled and leaned back onto Autumn’s hands. They were strong and firm, as I’d have expected from somebody who did karate.

				“My turn next,” she said.

				“Might want to knock it off, actually,” Michael said. “The school’s got some PDA rules. They’ll overlook a quick peck occasionally, but, ah…”

				“We found out the hard way,” said Cassie.

				“Later, I guess,” Autumn said, pulling away. “Then you can do my back.” She grabbed a seat from a few places down and started wedging it in next to mine. The unlucky person next to me got the hint and moved to the side, bumping the next guy in line down as well, and so on. It was still a tight fit, and Autumn compensated by sitting right against me, not quite leaning into me.

				So far, we’d kissed three times, she’d rubbed my back, and now she was basically cuddling me. I might have seen Lilah naked a half-dozen times, but Autumn was already more physical than Lilah had ever been, despite her teasing. It made my heart pound. And best of all, unlike Lilah, she knew what messages she was sending. She knew what she was doing. It made me wonder what would happen if I could get Autumn alone. How far would things go? How far would she want them to go? I realized it might be important to find that out near the start, before things started moving too fast.

				“So Gavin,” she said. “I want to spend time with you, but I’m pretty busy, so I’ve been trying to think of stuff we could do together. Like, I’ve found a jiu-jitsu instructor I think is the real deal. He holds classes every Tuesday and Thursday. Want to come with me?”

			

			
				“I mean… maybe. Once I’m not grounded. How much are the lessons?”

				“$40 for an hour and a half,” she said. “That’s a pretty great deal, especially for someone this good.”

				“I could,” I said. “But, even if it’s a great deal, it’s still a bunch of money.”

				“Could you talk your parents into paying for it?”

				“Maybe,” I said, thinking about it.

				“If not, I’ll pay for your first month or so. Just so you know what it’s like. After that, you’ll probably be hooked.” She smiled, as if making a joke.

				“Wait, you’ll pay for a month of lessons? I thought you were constantly doing stuff. Where do you get that sort of money?”

				For a moment, she became very mousey. “I… I’d prefer not to…” She looked me in the eye, then smiled and straightened slightly. “Actually… I think I’d like to tell you. Just… not here. I’ll tell you later, next time we’re alone together,” she said, zipping open her backpack. 

				Michael ribbed me gently under the table. I ribbed him hard back.

				From her backpack, Autumn pulled out a small black styrofoam container and handed it to me. I opened it. It was my unfinished meal from our date Friday. Next to it was a small piece of pie; a desert we were considering ordering with the remainder of the money on the gift card. I looked up at Autumn and smiled. She smiled back.

				After so much teasing from Lilah, and her repeated warnings she was not interested in being in a relationship, it was abrupt whiplash having Autumn as a girlfriend this suddenly. It felt… unnatural. Abnormal. Shouldn’t relationships sort of… start slowly? Grow naturally? More awkward flirting, and less… whatever this was?

			

			
				Then again, even knowing what little I knew about Autumn, this seemed just like her. She seemed to throw herself into things as though it was her life’s work. Then, like computer programming, if she didn’t like it, she’d back up and re-evaluate.

				What about this relationship thing? Was I just the next project she experimented with? Part of me wanted to feel offended by the thought, but I couldn’t bring myself to. It was honest, at least. She wasn’t toying with me or using me and throwing me away. She was experimenting. It was different. At least, that’s what it felt like. And she seemed to be giving it her all. It’s like she’d decided to jump right in at the deep end and treat me the way Cassie treated Michael.

				So, what was she expecting back in return?

				I thought back to what she’d said. Somebody to share everything with. It felt special and exciting to be invited to Autumn’s martial arts lessons and for her to want me to be the only person she explained her financial situation to. Maybe that’s all she wanted?

				But she wasn’t the only person who was willing to try jumping in with both feet.

				“Do you have any, like, violin recitals coming up?”

				“Yeah,” she said, looking surprised. “But I’m not sure you’d be interested. They’re kinda boring.”

				“Yeah, but they’re yours,” I said. “And I’ve not got a lot of other stuff going on.”

				Autumn smiled. “That’s really thoughtful, Gavin. I’ve got one next Friday. I’d love it if you could come.” She seemed touched.

				I mentally congratulated myself.  I’d never tried before, obviously, but I’d suspected I’d make a good boyfriend if given half a chance. “No problem,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I won’t be un-grounded by then, but maybe I could talk my parents into letting me go to a violin recital.”

			

			
				“Oh, that reminds me,” Autumn said. “What happened? Did getting grounded have anything to do with what happened when you had to leave so soon Friday?”

				Crap. “Yeah, uh…” I rubbed the back of my neck. Couldn’t evade; she wanted connection. She was about to share some big financial secret with me, after all. Lying was hazardous until I figured out how I wanted things to go down between her and Lilah. Stall? That could work. “I’ll… I’ll tell you later. Next time we’re alone.”

				“I get it. Okay,” Autumn said, eyes shining. For her, the delay was exciting. She had somebody to swap secrets with in private. Except I wasn’t waiting to swap a secret, I was trying to decide how little of the truth I could get away with telling her. My delusions of making a good boyfriend immediately shattered.

				The rest of the lunch period was at once both pleasant and awkward. I didn’t feel like I’d made up my mind to be transparent with Autumn, but I could see that what she valued most was trust and connection. This made me feel out of place. But on the other hand, Autumn looked so happy. With me! She’d regularly rest her hand on my knee, or her head on my shoulder. And slowly, I started returning the gestures. Putting my arm around her briefly and squeezing slightly, or running my hand down and up the front of her thigh. It was thrilling.

				Too soon, the lunch period was over, and I had to pack up to get to my next class. The bell rang, and people started filing out toward the cafeteria exit. I stayed behind, slowly gathering the last uneaten bits of my lunch to put back in my lunch bag.

				Autumn stood faster, but lingered. Her smiling face betrayed a hint of concern.

			

			
				“Gavin?” she asked when I finally rose. I looked into her eyes. “Gavin, is there something bothering you?”

				“I… Maybe, yeah,” I said.

				“What’s wrong? You can tell me,” she said.

				“I guess…” I sighed. “I guess this just feels really sudden,” I admitted, picking one of the two things that felt weird. “It’s like… we left on Friday not even sure if we were interested in each other. Then, you got all excited and now bam, we’re in a relationship. I sort of thought… you know. That it’d take longer.”

				“I…” Autumn looked concerned and licked her lips. “I didn’t think there was any reason it needed to. I figured the best way to decide if it was right for us was to try it. And if we found out it wasn’t good for us, all we’d need to do is break it off. But… but I understand.” She cringed, then smiled through it. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask you how you envisioned this going,” she said. “Let’s take a few steps back, shall we? Maybe in a few weeks, we’ll try again and—”

				I cut her off by pulling her into a deep kiss. I wasn’t fully conscious of what I was doing until I had already done it, but it just felt so right. She stiffened at first in surprise, but then melted into my arms, embracing me. 

				It felt so good. So good to just let myself go. For so long, I’d felt off-balance romantically because of Lilah’s teasing and all the feelings she stirred up. And now… now I felt at home. In the space of that kiss, I felt like I’d made my decision. Lilah was fantastic, and maybe if she were interested in me, things would be different. But Autumn was in love with me, and she was right here, right now. And she was wonderful. I resolved to tell her about Lilah soon.

				I pulled back from the kiss and read her face. She seemed unsure. Hopeful.

			

			
				I smiled at her. “So… I’ve got to stay after to do homework because my parents won’t let me use the internet at home. Want to stay after with me, and we can work on homework together? It might make for a good time to talk.”  No sense delaying things. The sooner I told her about Lilah, the better.

				She grimaced. “Oh, Gavin. I… I was planning on staying after with you. But something came up, like, just a couple hours ago, and now I’m going to need to go home early to help out my aunt with some stuff. But tomorrow! Tomorrow, and… and I can give you a ride straight from here to jiu-jitsu lessons! See if you can talk your parents into letting you go. I mean, my aunt wouldn’t ground me from violin lessons. I’m sure your parents support you spending your time improving yourself, right?”

				I was pained. The longer I went without telling Autumn about Lilah, the more likely I’d be to talk myself out of it. I didn’t want that. Couldn’t have that.

				“Okay. I’ll try,” I said. “Will I see you again today?”

				“If you wait with me at the bus line, yeah. Your homework can wait the five minutes it takes for the buses to leave.”

				That wouldn’t be enough time to explain the situation with Lilah, but at least I’d get to see her again. “Deal,” I said. I nearly went to hug her again, but over her shoulder, I caught one of the teachers giving me a pointed look. I took a step away instead.

				This time, she walked me to my class instead of the other way around.

				At the end of that period, I realized I had probably better check on Lilah. It had been hours since I’d seen her last.

				When I knocked on the door and Ms. Connor opened it, I was surprised to find Lilah finger painting.

				“Are the tests over?” I asked, stepping forward to see Lilah’s work.

			

			
				“Not yet,” Lilah said. “But they were getting boring, so Connor said I could take a break.”

				“You guys get a lunch, and most people have a free period as well,” Ms. Connor said. “Lilah was getting fatigued, so I asked her what she wanted to do for a break.”

				“And she had the nerve to tell me that ‘explore the streets nearby’ wasn’t a good enough option,” Lilah said, smiling.

				“But she said she liked to paint, so I nabbed some supplies from the art room. I kind of expected her to use a brush.”

				“I’m glad I never asked what they were for,” Lilah said. “By the time I knew I was supposed to use them to spread paint, I already had it all over my fingers, and it was too late.”

				“So I laid some paper towels out for her to make sure it didn’t make a mess,” Ms. Connor said. “I’m not sure I needed to. She’s being very respectful and careful.”

				“Why waste paint getting it anywhere but the paper?” Lilah said.

				I looked at Lilah’s papers. Her paintings reminded me a little of cave paintings, but more elaborate. The swooping strokes were graceful, practiced, and stylized. There was a small stack of paintings. Without a brush, she’d have had to make the lines at least half the width of her pinky, so there wasn’t a lot of room to be detailed. That must have made them quick, which would explain how many there were. All the paintings contained a central figure with two long ears and a tail. In each, the figure interacted with a secondary focus in some way, such as picking a flower, conversing with another figure or killing an animal. That last one had an alarming amount of red paint. Ms. Connor caught my eye as I looked at it, her smile unfaltering. I didn’t say anything. Neither did she.

				“Check this one out,” Lilah said, using her elbow to slide a paper toward me.

			

			
				For how little detail they had, her paintings could hold a lot of emotional content. The tailed and eared figure crouched, holding her tail in front of her. Her shoulders slouched forward and her ears sagged. She looked afraid. Almost abused. The other thing in the painting was another figure. This one lacked ears and a tail. His stance was low and wide, at once both defensive and defiant, as though facing off against some great foe. He pointed back at the first figure while facing away from her. Lines came from his face.

				“What’s this?” I asked.

				“Oh, come on. Can’t you tell?”

				“I mean…” There was emotion there certainly. But was it supposed to represent something specific? “It’s us?” I guessed.

				Lilah beamed. “Yep! That’s you trying to convince your parents that I wasn’t dangerous and that they should let me stay.”

				“Where are my parents, then?”

				She looked confused. “The painting’s not about them. It’s about you.”

				“Well you’re in it.”

				“Yeah because I painted it. How could it be my painting if I wasn’t in it? Honestly, Gavin.” She rolled her eyes.

				“Why’s this one entirely black?” I asked, pointing to a painting of Lilah standing aggressively and triumphantly over a kneeling figure covering his (human) ears. “Almost all the rest are colored.”

				“You don’t paint something in color if it hasn’t happened yet. Unless you’re really arrogant,” she said.

				“Is that me?” I said, motioning to the crouching figure.

				“What? Of course not. You look completely different,” she said, annoyed. She spun the drawing around, looking at it in confusion, presumably trying to spot her mistake.

			

			
				I looked at the other pictures. Once I knew the colored paintings represented things that had actually happened to Lilah, I started recognizing some of them. Her staring in surprise at a yellow-orange orb on the ceiling must have been when she first appeared in the pantry. Her kneeling and touching a rectangle with a green dot on it must have been her meeting Family-PC. There was one with a male figure trembling in fear in front of a mint-clad Lilah with a red dot on her crotch, who posed in confusion. One black-only painting showed Lilah embracing another figure.

				“So who’s the other person in—”

				“Finished the last one,” Lilah said, slamming the painting she was working on down on top of the one I was looking at, covering it. “I think that’s everything. Thanks, Connor. I haven’t gotten a chance to paint since coming here.”

				“Of course! Do you need a folder to take them home in?”

				“I guess I should take them, shouldn’t I?” Lilah looked at the pictures thoughtfully. “This wouldn’t be a problem if you had just let me paint on the walls.”

				“You and I have very different ideas on what constitutes a problem,” Connor said, eyes twinkling. She got a cheap manila folder and handed it to Lilah, who took it and opened it.

				“I’ve never been able to take these with me before. We usually just leave them on whatever rocks or trees we paint them on.  That way, if we ever go back to that part of the forest again, we can be reminded of the important events in our lives that happened while we were there. It almost… defeats the purpose to take them with you. But I suppose if I used that sticky stuff to put them up on the walls here, somebody would just take them down, wouldn’t they?”

			

			
				“You could write down where they happened on the paper,” I suggested. “Like this one here: you could write ‘Gavin’s Kitchen’ on it. Then you’d know where it happened even if you were carrying them.”

				“I guess. But if I lose them, it’s like it’s a part of me that’s getting lost, you know? It’s just weird.” She shook her head, then took a pencil in her paint-stained fingers and started drawing clumsy capital letters at the top of one of the paintings.

				The bell rang.

				“Ah, crap!” I said. I had let myself get drawn in. “I gotta go, but quick, first we need to talk about how you’re getting home.”

				“Relax,” Ms. Conner said. “I’ll write you a note to excuse you if you’re late.”

				“Wait, you will?”

				“Yes. I want Lilah to feel safe here. That means you need to have all the time you and she need for her to understand how transportation is going to work. Go ahead.”

				“You’re amazing, Ms. Connor.”

				“Isn’t she just so nice!” Lilah said.

				“You can’t make it as a special education teacher without being nice. It just doesn’t work,” she said smiling. “Now, the bus?”

				“Right,” I said, turning to Lilah. “There are basically two options. You could ride home by yourself on the normal bus. It comes at 3:30. You’ll be on your own, but you’d recognize our house, right?” Lilah nodded, unsure. “Or you can take the 5:00 late bus with me. I’ve got to stay after school to work on homework in the library because my parents won’t let me on the internet at home. You’re welcome to hang out with me there.”

				Lilah looked unsure about that as well.

			

			
				“There’s also always somebody here in the special education room, if you’d rather,” Ms. Connor said. “It’s me today, and also on Thursdays. I’ll leave the paints here, if you’d like.”

				Lilah smiled. “I’ll probably come back when I get bored of being in the library. Thanks for the offer!”

				“Okay, cool,” I said. “I’ll see you a few minutes after the buses leave, then.” Lilah smiled and nodded. She went back to writing place names at the tops of her paintings as Ms. Connor wrote me a note.

				At my last class, I quietly packed my things a few moments before the bell was due to ring. When it finally did go off, I immediately hopped up from my seat to go catch Autumn at her bus stop.

				She was already there when I got there. She saw me, she smiled wide, then darted through the crowds of people to give me a giant hug and a brief but passionate kiss.

				“I still can’t get over how that feels,” she said, shaking her head. “No wonder they romanticize kissing so much in movies.”

				“Hold on, do you really need to romanticize kissing?” I asked chidingly. “Isn’t kissing romantic by definition?”

				She scoffed a little and smiled. “Remember that you’re going to ask your parents about jiu-jitsu tomorrow!”

				“Of course,” I said. “And also a violin recital. Just in case.”

				Autumn looked delighted. “I think if this keeps up, I’m going to really get to love you, Gavin,” she said.

				“Hey,” I said in half-mock indignation. “We’re in a relationship now. Shouldn’t that mean you already love me?”

				“I don’t think so,” she said. “If you needed to love somebody in order to be in a relationship, how on earth would they ever start? No. Love will grow on its own over time. Until then, wild infatuation is enough.” She looked around for teachers, pecked me again, then smiled flirtatiously.

			

			
				“I’ll take it,” I said, smiling back.

				I wished we’d had more than a few moments. The brief time before the bus left wasn’t nearly enough time to talk about Lilah. I watched as she let go of me, then pulled back toward the bus. She climbed on, took a seat by the window on my side, and looked at me through the window. We held eye contact grinning like idiots until the bus finally grumbled awake and slowly rumbled away.

				Even then, I stood there staring in the direction the bus had gone for longer than I needed to, thinking about how strange and exciting this thing I had with Autumn was.

				Finally, I shook my head, grinning, and headed back to the special education room.

				Because it was after hours now, the door was open. I saw Lilah inside, looking distinctly bored. Her ears and tail perked up when she saw me, and she flung her backpack over one shoulder and marched out the door. “See you in a bit, Connor!” she said.

				The halls were near deserted as we went toward the library. I’d say only about one person in ten stayed late, and most of those people were already at whatever after-school activities they belonged to. I was in the middle of a conversation with Lilah about what sorts of homework I’d be doing when I heard a familiar voice.

				“Hey! It’s the pussycat again. You still comin’ to my place, bae? Have any girlfriends you want to bring too?” Lecherous chuckles followed.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17:

				Clifton. Crap. I was back in his hallway, near his alcove. I didn’t even think. Lilah knew where we were, right? Why didn’t she say anything when we started walking this way? Cringing, I glanced at Lilah.

				She had a cocky smirk on her face. Her ears were high, and her tail swished behind her

				“Sorry, kid. I don’t do virgins. It ruins their ability to enjoy a normal woman for the rest of their lives.”

				I looked back at Clifton. He looked annoyed. The goons to the side of him watched carefully to see his reaction.

				“Virgin? You know how many girls I’ve fucked?”

				“Hate to say it, but it doesn’t count as sex if your dick’s too short to fit in.”

				A cry of appreciative groans rose up from the guys around Clifton. One started doing that weird wrist flicking thing people do in response to a good burn. Clifton’s face twisted into an angry grin.

				“My dick’s big enough to rip you apart and leave you crying for mercy, bitch,” he said. He put his thumbs in the belt loops of his sagging pants. “Want to see?”

				“Yeah,” said Lilah, walking forward, tail raising. “Hell, I’ll do you one better. I’ll even give you a hand-job, right here, right now.” She held up a hand, and all her claws suddenly extended at once. “Special bonus: When I’m through, you’ll never need a condom again. How convenient, right?”

			

			
				“Cliff dude, time to back away slowly,” one of the guys said. Lilah smiled. I noticed her lips parted more than they normally did, enough to show more of her unnaturally pointed teeth than usual.

				Clifton rolled his eyes, turned away, and waved his hand. “Enjoy fucking an animal, Gavin,” he said. “Bet the filthy slut’s full of all sorts of cool new diseases.”

				“Hah!” Lilah chortled as she resumed walking past. “A monkey calling a mountain lion dirty?” she called over her shoulder. “Keep flinging dung around, you little ape. It suits you.”

				Lilah ignored the outburst in the alcove behind her as she kept walking away. I jogged a little to catch up. Lilah’s cocky grin was gone, and it was replaced with a giddy excitement.

				“Lilah!” I asked. “Lilah, what the hell was that?”

				“Winning,” she said with glee. “You don’t persuade a snake by cooing or a bird by hissing, right?” She said it as though I should be familiar with the adage.

				“Yeah, but… but what changed? And how the hell did you even know what a condom was?”

				“Connor helped me,” she said. “I told her about what happened and asked her about some of the stuff the guy said. She…” Lilah sighed. “She said it was natural to feel like attacking the guy. She said words themselves could be violent. And I felt horrible because I’d gotten attacked by them and couldn’t do anything about it, because the way I normally fight back could get me expelled.” Lilah smiled. “But she told me I had a right to fight back; I just needed to choose my weapons differently.”

				“Wait, Ms. Connor said this?” I was floored. “The kind little lady in the special education room?”

			

			
				“Oh, she’s a fighter, Gavin. She’s told me. She’s had all sorts of problem children in there sometimes. She’s nice because we’re nice. But she’s strong! You can tell it. Like an old bear.”

				I had a hard time picturing Ms. Conner as an old bear, but I didn’t know as many old bears as Lilah doubtlessly did, so I kept my mouth shut.

				“I did alright, didn’t I?” Lilah asked.

				“Lilah, that was incredible. I can’t even…” I trailed off.

				Lilah laughed. “Your world is so weird, Gavin!”

				I got to the library and sat down at the computer. Lilah saw that there was a whole row of computers, and got unusually excited. As I worked on homework, she went to commune with each in turn. I was glad she found something to occupy her attention. She got plenty of weird glances from the others in the library, especially when she touched a computer actively being used by somebody. A few people tried to engage her in conversation, but she shushed them off, sort of like she did to me that one day.

				I didn’t need to spend long on homework. I was able to quickly get through everything that needed the internet. All the rest of it could be done with paper and pencil or done on an unwired computer and then brought to school on a flash drive.

				After I finished up, I switched to look at my wiki’s web hosting. I sighed. I thought I had a month or two of money left to keep it up, but being forced to buy Lilah’s bed ate through that funding. I’d need to shut it down. Probably in the next day or two. I’d have to start posting goodbye messages and stuff.

				The best place to start would probably be my patreon. No sense collecting money for something that would be out of operation, even if the money was a pittance. I logged in.

			

			
				When I saw the monthly pledge, I sat bolt upright. It was enough to cover all the hosting bills nearly twice over.

				“What the hell?” I whispered to myself as I checked the details. It seemed as though the entire site hosting could be covered by one generous patron, and the rest of the newly arriving money was by another three.

				What had happened?

				I hadn’t told anybody that the site was going down in the near future. I’d tell anybody on my discord who would listen that the site was “in trouble,” but I was worried if they knew the site was shutting down they’d stop contributing content.

				The only person who knew my site’s closure was imminent was Autumn. Could this be her doing? She did mention she had a friend who loved the site. I wondered who it was and if they frequented the discord. If rumors started spreading, a few loaded contributors might have gotten together to save the site.

				I could pay for the site one more month out of my own pocket to see if these pledges went through. They had better not be joke pledges retracted on the last day of the month. Cautiously optimistic, I logged out of the computer and stood up.

				“Okay, I’m done, Lilah,” I said. I checked the clock on the wall. Still about a half hour until the late bus arrived.

				Lilah perked up from communing with a nearby printer. “Great!” she said. She loped over and grabbed my hand. “Now you can take me outside,” she said.

				“What?” I asked.

				“There’s some woods in the back of your school. I saw a trail out that window that leads to them,” she said, pointing to the back of the library. “I want to see what’s in those woods!”

			

			
				I sighed. My school had a strong environmental program. Sometimes, they held biology or some social studies classes out there on special days. They called it the “outdoor classroom,” and it was a gimmick as far as I was concerned.

				“Okay, sure. I’ll show you what I know.” I said. Lilah was delighted.

				We walked out there, and she talked about all the tests she had taken. Some of them were straight knowledge tests, almost like a trivia quiz. Some were little games, where she’d have to see pictures of cubes and imagine what they’d look like when rotated. Some were little logic puzzles. Some of it sounded interesting, some of it sounded boring. Some of it sounded patronizingly easy, and some of it seemed like it would have been impossibly hard for Lilah. All things considered, she had a really grueling day. I was glad that she had the chance to paint.

				We arrived at the outdoor classroom. It hadn’t snowed in a while, so the rough granite slabs that served as benches were free from snow; it’d all melted off over the weekend. Lilah sat down on one, and I sat down on a different one nearby.

				“This is a beautiful spot,” Lilah said, looking around. “It reminds me of the council clearings Emissaries would use to discuss things when we needed to convene on something.”

				“Cool,” I said. I imagined a whole group of Emissaries. Animal people, basically. All gathered in the outdoor classroom. It was a neat thing to imagine.

				Until I realized I should probably be imagining them all mostly naked.

				“So Gavin,” Lilah said, with an impish grin. “I’m gonna commune with nature now. Naked. You know, to give it the best chance possible of working. You’re welcome to watch if you’d like,” she said.

			

			
				“Wha… no, Lilah! The rune circle you made!”

				“Oh come on! That was mostly to show off to your mom and dad. Did you hear the phrasing? ‘So long as I remain in the house.’ Those rules don’t apply when we’re outside of your home,” Lilah said. She giggled a little. “I can even kiss you here if I feel like it.”

				“Wait, what?”

				“Emissaries learn to be very careful when they swear stuff by Nature. Did you notice I also promised not to ‘show you’ my breasts? I wouldn’t want the oath triggering if you decided to peep on me in the shower, after all.”

				“Lilah, you… you’re serious? And you know I’d never—”

				Lilah laughed as I squirmed, but then stopped and looked at me seriously. “Gavin, is this… is this okay? You know after the last time we spoke that I’d never expose myself to you without your permission, right? That makes joking about it okay, right? Or is even that too much?”

				I thought for a moment. “I mean... part of what it means to tease somebody is that it’s somehow not entirely okay, right? It’s not teasing if the other person’s a hundred percent cool with it. So…” I sighed. “Yeah. Go ahead I guess. I mind it, but I don’t mind it as much.”

				“That’s because you think I’m way cuter than that girl you went on that date with, and you’re really hoping to see me naked again someday.”

				“Lilah!” I snapped, and Lilah laughed.

				Then she abruptly grabbed me and pushed me from the bench face-first into the snow.

				I thought for a moment she may have been rough-housing, but it was a violent motion, even for aggressive play. A moment later, I heard her footsteps crunching quickly through the snow.

				Followed by another set of footsteps.

			

			
				I looked up in surprise and saw Lilah crouching in a defensive stance, teeth bared, ears pressed flat against her head, hands up and open with the claws out. She was facing off against…

				...some enemy.

				I could think of no simple word to describe the person, because the figure seemed like a mismatch of styles. The person wore a medieval mail coif and knight’s helm that could have come straight from a renaissance fair, obscuring his face. But the figure also wore a black trench coat. Contrasting with both was the long, curved sword in his hand. It was done in a fantasy style; I couldn’t tell if it was supposed to be an Asian style overly romanticized or an elven weapon or something. The figure’s trousers looked like they were from a set of combat fatigues, and they were tucked into a pair of calf-high boots that looked like they were taken from a pirate ship. Under the figure’s trench coat, which was hanging open, I saw an assortment of shiny chrome plates that comprised a set of futuristic looking light armor that looked like it could be from a sci-fi flick with an overly-ambitious costume director. Strapped to the figure’s back with a large leather strap was a huge long-arm shaped object that obviously couldn’t really be a gun because it looked too much like a sci-fi movie prop, like a laser rifle or blaster of some kind.

				You could see why my mind had no idea how to categorize this guy. Was this a ninja? A soldier? A knight? Or just some weirdo who was trying to cosplay as too many things at once?

				The figure looked so ridiculous that I nearly stood and teased him. But something gave me pause. Lilah wasn’t teasing him. And Lilah always teases. And then I realized.

				He was trying to kill Lilah, like the person in the video killed that ogre.

			

			
				The figure took a bounding leap toward Lilah, gliding through the air as though gravity was only making a token effort to keep him on the ground. He spun as he came, and Lilah threw herself to the side, rolling to her knees. With blinding speed, she immediately launched herself at her foe, but the figure’s spin left him facing Lilah, and he swung again, bringing Lilah to a stop a foot in front of the blade’s arcing path. The figure brought the sword back to a guard position again as Lilah slowly started circling him.

				Lilah had a height advantage on the figure, who was actually a good deal shorter than the average person. But she only had her claws, and the figure’s sword was a little under a yard long. The enemy had the reach advantage. Lilah’s eyes took the figure in warily, trying to find a way past the blade. I climbed to my feet, wiping rough crystals of ice from my face, to watch the battle unfold.

				With a single loping step that must have been five feet long, the figure closed on Lilah and began swinging his sword. He was fast, but Lilah was faster; Lilah darted past the sword to the figure’s side and swiped at his ribs, but Lilah’s claws didn’t seem to penetrate the trench coat. The figure took a slight step back to swing again, but Lilah stepped forward, inside the swords reach once more, to swipe at the figure’s neck. She didn’t get through the chain mail. The figure stepped back to swing again, but Lilah pressed in, grabbed the shiny chrome plates of the figure’s armor and strained against them, trying to pull them apart. It didn’t work. Still, Lilah was able to stay inside the figures reach. At this rate, she’d figure out a way to get past his defenses soon.

				Her opponent seemed to realize this too. He dropped the sword, grabbed the neck of Lilah’s coat with one gauntleted hand, and punched her hard in the face with the other. Lilah fell over into the snow. Lilah, down for no more than a moment, rolled onto her feet and pounced toward the enemy again, but he grabbed the sword and leapt backwards, gliding eerily through the air before landing nearly ten feet away. I looked back at where Lilah had fallen. Small red dots indicated Lilah was bleeding from somewhere.

			

			
				Lilah drew back as well and resumed circling the figure at a safe distance. Her face had blood smeared on it. Seeing Lilah get punched frightened me. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen. None of this was. We were two kids fooling around in the back of the school joking about being naked, not in some weird world where magic floating ninja/knight/soldier people randomly tried to kill you. I wanted to help Lilah in some way. But what could I do? Grab a branch from the forest floor? Break my hand over the figure’s helmeted face?

				The figure stuck the sword in the snow then swung the long-arm from his back into position in front of him, braced against his shoulder and pointed at Lilah. I heard a shrill whine, gradually rising in pitch, as a series of lights on the side of the gun turned green, one by one.

				Lilah grinned wickedly and charged. Right toward the barrel of the obviously charging gun.

				I didn’t understand her reckless offense. Then I suddenly realized that she probably didn’t either.

				“Lilah! Watch out, that’s a gun!”

				Her eyes went wide, and she abruptly threw herself sideways. Not a moment too soon, either; almost immediately after, a bolt of green lightning fired from the end of the gun. With a loud pop, it left a smoking black patch in a tree behind Lilah.

				Lilah turned her dive into a roll, flipped to her feet, and started running toward one of the wide-trunked, old growth trees. Another bolt of green lightning fired at Lilah, narrowly missing her head. She reached the tree and took cover behind it.

			

			
				The figure let go of the gun with one hand and used the other to reach into his trench coat. He pulled out a thin, tapered wooden rod, then waved it around with curved, jerking motions.

				The snow near the trees was blasted sideways as a sudden wind pushed Lilah out from behind the tree. The figure raised the firearm one-handed and fired, but the shot went wide. Aiming that thing one-handed must be tough.

				I thought hard as Lilah hid behind the tree again. There had to be something I could do. I watched as the figure waved the wand again, and Lilah was blasted out from behind the tree, in the other direction this time. I couldn’t just watch as Lilah was killed by some freak assassin thing.

				I crept up toward him, hoping that the helmet would interfere with his hearing and mask the crunching sound of my footsteps in the snow. It seemed to. I got within reach as he was focused on using the wand and the gun.

				Then I reached out and snatched the sword from where he’d driven it into the snow.

				He stopped firing abruptly and turned the gun toward me. I hit it with the sword, knocking it aside and scoring a deep nick in the metal right next to some important-looking glowing component.

				The figure re-holstered the gun on his back, then started walking slowly toward me. I swung the sword at the guy, hitting him in the neck. It didn’t bite through his mail coif. As the sword rested on his shoulder, he reached up and grabbed it by the blade with his two fully gauntleted hands. I wasn’t expecting that, so when he tugged violently on the blade, I lost my grip on the sword and fell face-first into the snow.

				When I looked up, I saw Lilah had taken advantage of the figure’s distraction. She sliced the leather strap holding the gun to the man’s back, grabbed the gun, and flung it into a snowbank, where it disappeared. The figure, sword in hand once more, ignored me to face Lilah.

			

			
				“Gavin?” Lilah said dodging a sword swing. Blood dripped freely from her nose. “I need some help here.”

				“What do I do?” I said, rising from the snow unarmed.

				“I’m not saying I need your help,” Lilah said, scratching ineffectively at the trench coat. Her tone of voice implied that I should catch some sort of subtext.

				It took only a moment for me to figure it out. “Dad dropped us off at the side entrance. You’ve never seen the front of the school, have you?”

				There was a pause as both sides tried to gather the meaning of my words.

				Frustratingly, the enemy figured it out before Lilah did and began running from the woods with long gliding strides. But Lilah was part mountain lion; when she wanted to sprint, she could sprint. She gained on the figure, caught up, then passed him.

				I ran too, but felt nearly stationary by comparison. Finally, I left the woods, worked my way around the building, came to a panting stop as I rounded the corner, and saw the front of the school building.

				Our school’s sports teams are called the “Pendleton Black Moose,” and our mascot was Morris the Moose. I thought it was a weird choice of mascot, but legend says it’s because a moose wandered into our school the year it was built, and it took two days for animal control to get the stubborn animal out.

				Morris was beloved by our school. Every time the basketball team scored a goal, the crowd would make moose calls. We had moose photography contests and art contests. A whole mythos was built around Morris; he hated chickens and loved key lime pie for reasons lost to time.

			

			
				All this to say, I wasn’t surprised at all to see Lilah riding the life-sized bronze statue of Morris that was in the front lawn of our school. The bronze Morris, now fully animate, faced off against the helmeted figure, antlers down, one bronze hoof clicking against the concrete. The figure held his sword high, poised to strike if Morris came close.

				“Morris says this is a gun-free school zone, and so you’re in a lot of trouble,” Lilah said mockingly. She wiped the blood from her nose and grinned wickedly. “He’s here to protect his student body.”

				Morris charged. The guy’s armor might be impossible for Emissary claws to penetrate, but it would surely be nothing compared to a two-ton metal moose. The figure barely managed to get out of the way in time with a gliding leap to the side. As Morris passed, the figure struck him with his sword. Sparks flew. All it did was scratch Morris’ metal surface.

				Morris circled around again, preparing to charge once more.

				The figure waited for a moment, sword at the ready.

				Then he turned and bounded away with long, arching strides.

				It was over.

				Lilah pointed toward me, and Morris cantered over. When he was next to me, he leaned over and nuzzled my shoulder. I pet him on the nose. It seemed the thing to do. His bronze surface felt freezing on my fingers.

				“Morris says he loves how much you get into spirit week, but that you should attend more sporting events to support your student athletes.”

				“I… Thanks, Morris,” I said. “I appreciate the rescue. I’ll see about attending a basketball game when I’m not grounded anymore.”

			

			
				“Okay, Morris. Thanks. Back to your shrine now,” Lilah said. Morris shook his head as though whinnying, but no sound came out. He cantered back to the pedestal he belonged on, struck the same pose he always did, and held it. Lilah hopped off and came over to me.

				“Thanks, Gavin. I feel like you might have just saved my life there. I heard you guys had a strong school spirit here, but I had no idea where it was.” She looked slightly upwards and pinched her nose, then winced.

				“That’s not what they mean when they say… You know what? Never mind,” I said, glancing at the statue. It looked completely back to normal save for the scratch on its side. “Who was that?” I asked.

				“I don’t know. An assassin of some kind,” Lilah said. “One with a lot of resources. That sword? It’s called a severance sword. If it hits an Emissary, it temporarily severs the connection between her and her animal spirit.”

				“What would that do?”

				“I’d lose all my powers for a while. No communing. No rune circles. I’d be slower and weaker. I couldn’t see or hear as well. My ears and tail would go limp. I couldn’t move my claws; the muscles that extend and retract them would just go slack. I got hit with one once; the effects lasted nearly a week. It was miserable.”

				“Wait, you’ve fought one of these things before?”

				“Not this thing specifically,” Lilah said. “The guy back then was just wearing brigandine, not weirdly light plate mail with a strangely puncture-proof coat. And the guy had no gun. And he couldn’t leap like that. Or command wind with a stick.” She let go of her nose.

				“That stuff’s not from our world,” I said. “We don’t know how to make guns like that.”

				“Weird.” Lilah shook her head softly. The bleeding seemed to have stopped. She leaned over and picked up some snow.

			

			
				“Do you get in fights often?”

				“Gavin, I’m a Nature Emissary,” Lilah said. “We tell humans they’re not allowed to do whatever they want with the land. Some people don’t appreciate that. So yeah, sometimes people try to kill us. It’s happened to me, let’s see… eight? No, nine times. Nine in the course of my whole life, so… not bad! But only once did the guy I fought have a severance sword. They’re super rare. And when I fought him, I had the warthog and ant Emissaries with me, and their shamans too. The guy was hunting the warthog, and so we set a trap for him. He nearly got us. Three of us got nicked with the blade and were as weak as unarmed humans. It was one of the most frightening fights I’ve ever been in.”

				“That’s how many people? Against one guy with a sword?”

				“Emissaries only get one shaman each, so that’s five. And, in our defense, he was really good,” Lilah said petulantly. She wiped the half-melted snow on her face, cleaning off some of the blood. “This assassin had way more cool toys and abilities, but her fighting technique wasn’t as good as that other guy’s.”

				“Her?”

				“Yeah.” Lilah narrowed her eyes. “I know who this is.”

				My blood froze. “Who?”

				“There’s this girl in Conner’s room. The one strapped into a chair? She’s the assassin. She must only be pretending to be sick like that. I bet she uses it as a cover so nobody suspects her.” 

				“What?” That seemed far-fetched. “How do you know?”

				“I could smell her. Sort of a musty mint smell. It’s exact.” She tossed the bloody snow to the side and picked up some more.

				I dropped my face to my hand. “Lilah? Lilah, that’s just a brand of soap. Dozens of people in the school use it. Heck, we’ve even got some at home in a closet somewhere.”

			

			
				“What?” Lilah’s ears fell. She looked put out. “How are you supposed to recognize people by smell if they all mask their scent?”

				I shrugged.

				“Well whatever. It’s too bad I can’t confront her at school tomorrow, but we’ll manage.” Lilah smiled, then wiped her face with her wet hands. Enough of the blood was gone that she just looked a little dirty, not like she’d had a nosebleed. “We need to catch the bus,” Lilah said.

				“Crap, you’re right,” I said, still full of adrenaline. “Our backpacks are still at the outdoor classroom, right?” I started jogging toward the woods again.

				Lilah loped toward me. “Let me,” she said, smiling, then sprinted toward the woods nearly twice as fast as me. I slowed and stopped, watching her go.

				Lilah’s physical prowess was amazing. She was strong, fast, and agile. I hadn’t had any idea because we mostly stayed inside all the time.

				She ran back, holding both our packs. You could tell she exerted herself a little while running, but her breathing was surprisingly regular given the speed and distance she had gone.

				She tossed me my pack. “I checked for the gun. We should have done that right away. It wasn’t there; she must have run by to pick it up.”

				“She? What makes you still think the assassin was a girl? Can you smell that?” I asked, walking toward the bus pickup point.

				“Well… only for a few days a month, if you know what I mean,” Lilah said, shrugging and following. “But not this time. I guess I still just have that image of that girl in the chair being under the helmet. I don’t have anything to go on besides that she was kind of short.”

				“The armor he was wearing looked male.”

			

			
				“Yeah, well they don’t make armor for women, so women just have to make do. I mean…” She scratched behind one of her ears. “In my world at least. Fighting’s a man’s thing, theoretically, so women warriors have to wear binders or be naturally flat or something.”

				I decided to mentally keep picturing the assassin as male. Call me chauvinist, but that was just my opinion.


				We arrived at the bus. Lilah looked at it nervously. Its engine was on, making it far louder than anything she’d ridden before. I started boarding the bus, but turned as Lilah stayed behind, still staring trepidatiously at the huge, rumbling vehicle. I reached out a hand, and she took it. It was interesting to see the juxtaposition between a brave fighter who would stare down and fight an assassin and a culturally lost teenage girl who was afraid of the bus.

				She sat next to me on the bus, which would normally be unnecessary given how sparsely packed the late bus was. We’d probably have less than two dozen people total; plenty for everybody to get their own seat without needing to double up. You typically would only sit next to someone of the opposite gender if you were in a relationship or if you were family. Lilah certainly didn’t look like my family, even though that’s sort of what the arrangement was at the moment. I checked behind me. Not many people were there. Hopefully, rumors wouldn’t spread. I realized I’d probably need to start explaining to people that “my family was hosting” a catgirl before rumor started that Lilah was my girlfriend.

				Lilah eventually settled down, and the trip was uneventful. Lilah seemed happy when we got to the door.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18:

				“School was really cool, but I’m exhausted,” she said, locking the door behind her. “Let’s do something fun, like watch more of that alchemist show!”

				“Lilah,” I said, annoyed. “We literally got attacked at school today!” I flopped into one of the kitchen chairs.  “And now you want to watch TV?”

				Lilah looked at me with a sympathetic expression on her face, the sort of expression you’d give a scared child. She slowly took off her backpack. “Gavin, I understand. I remember when I was first attacked by somebody who had something against Emissaries. I was eleven at the time. My mentor saved me. I was too scared to fight back. All I could do was run, then watch frozen in fright when my mentor came in to defend me.” Lilah smiled sadly and took a seat next to me. “The next day, I was scared to go out hunting with her. I was afraid somebody else would try and kill me again. My mentor told me… she told me that being an Emissary was dangerous, and that yes, we could get attacked. But if that fear kept us from enjoying life, then it was like we were already dead. Even if life is dangerous, you can’t stop living it.”

				“Well okay, yeah, but we didn’t stop the assassin. We just drove him off. He’s going to come back, right?”

				“If she comes back, we’ll deal with her.”

				“How?”

				Lilah shrugged. “Depends on what’s around. We’ll figure it out.”

				“You’re being really cavalier with your own life, Lilah.”

			

			
				“If worst comes to worst, I can just run away.”

				“I know you’re fast Lilah, but did you see the way that thing moved?”

				“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “But she’ll be wearing armor. It’s exhausting to move in armor. She’ll tire out first, I’m sure.”

				“We don’t know how she’s so fast. Some sort of weird jumpy gliding thing. It’s obviously magic somehow.”

				“Or some strange tech,” Lilah pointed out.

				I nearly objected and said tech couldn’t do that, but then remembered the gun. Who knows what other weird technological gizmos the assassin may have had? “Sure, okay,” I admitted. “Point is, does moving like that even take any effort? Maybe you’d tire out first?”

				Lilah’s tail flicked. “Well what do you expect us to do? Cower?”

				“There’s got to be something we can do,” I said. “Some way to prepare, or some advantage we could find, or—”

				“Gavin!” Lilah said, cutting me off. Then her tone softened. “Look, if you’re being hunted, there are a few simple rules. Be stronger. If you can’t be stronger, then don’t be alone. If you have to be alone, then be defensible. If you can’t be defensible, then be mobile. If you can’t be mobile, then be beneath notice. And if you can’t be beneath notice, be too useful to kill.”

				“Wow. That’s… quite the list.”

				“We’re defensible right now. I locked the door behind us. If she breaks in anyway, I run. That’s why I’m still wearing my coat and shoes. You’re too much of a bother to kill because then your world’s guard force will look into it, so you’re safe. We’ve got our bases covered. Now let’s live life. I want to watch that alchemist show with you.”

				I sighed. She was undissuadable. “Okay, fine. But we can’t watch The Alchemist; my parents locked up the console, remember?”

			

			
				“Can we use your phone?”

				“They took that too.”

				“Can we watch on Family-PC?”

				“Dad took out its wireless card.”

				“Oh yeah. It was pissed.” Lilah stopped to think. “Okay, sure. Maybe we could just get a board game I’ve never played and head up to our room and play it?”

				“Wait, our room?” I said, panicking a little.

				“Yeah,” she said, smiling. “I don’t care if I’m not allowed to sleep there anymore; I slept there for nearly a week, and it’s still the room in the house where I feel the most comfortable. So it’s my room too. And I want to play a board game in it.”

				“You’re not allowed to go in there right now,” I said.

				“Well your parents aren’t home, so their rules don’t apply right now.”

				“Oh come on,” I said indignantly. “That’s not how it works! Can’t we just play out here?”

				Lilah looked put out, then spun and marched upstairs. After a stunned moment, I followed.

				I found her in my room, sitting on the floor, with her mint pajamas folded in her lap.

				“Your brother’s room is colder. And more boring. And smells weird,” she said. “I want to live in your room as much as I can without sleeping in it, and now that your parents are finally gone, I don’t want the ghost of their dumb rules hanging over our heads. If I get in trouble, I’ll tell them you warned me against it and I forced the issue.”

				“But then you’ll get kicked out!”

				“Which shows how completely sure I am that we won’t get caught.”

				I huffed. “Fine. We’ll play in my room. But this is exactly the sort of thing my mother was worried about!”

			

			
				“Oh relax. I’m not mating with you or anything.” She smiled and held up the pair of pajamas. “Now could you leave for a moment? I’d like to change into something more comfortable.”

				“What? It’s my room!”

				“I was changing in here last week.”

				“Well that’s when you were living here too! I’m not leaving!”

				Lilah smiled coyly. “Suit yourself. I’ve got my new bra and panties on under this, so I can change right here without breaking my oath.” Her smile grew as she slipped her fingers under her shirt and started lifting it, slowly enough for me to escape if I so chose.

				I did, of course. As I pulled the door closed with a slam, I heard Lilah’s musical giggle from the other side.

				Seriously. That girl.

				I went to grab a board game. She opened the door a short time later, still suppressing a smile. She’d changed into her pajamas, but put her coat and shoes back on over them.

				We didn’t have as much time to play as we would have had last week because of how long I had spent at school. Still, we finished the game before my parents came home, and I talked her into starting the next one up in the living room. When my parents came home, Lilah switched to playing with Evan, and I went up to my room to finish up homework undisturbed. After dinner, Lilah brought the board game we’d played and demanded to know what it would be like with more players. My parents were happy to oblige. I’m sure that later on they’d probably object to having their lives revolve around Lilah, but for now the novelty had yet to wear off. 

				Lilah never did take off her coat and shoes. Even at the entrance to her room, as she waved goodnight for the evening, she still had them on. I wondered if she’d sleep in them. She seemed serious about being ready to run at a moment’s notice. I was worried about going to school the next day, then realized I probably shouldn’t be. It was probably safer at school than at home. At school, there were dozens of possible witnesses around us at all times. At home, we’d be alone, like we were last time the assassin attacked. So long as we didn’t go off into the woods alone together again, she’d probably be fine.

			

			
				The next morning, Dad asked to use Jane again. He’d gotten an email from Ms. Connor with a report detailing Lilah’s strengths and weaknesses, and he had to go in for an IEP meeting with Ms. Connor to discuss how, if at all, Lilah was going to fit into the high-school educational system. Lilah was to be present for it; she had to be, given that calculations put her at eighteen and a third or so, give or take a couple weeks, so she was legally an adult.

				I wasn’t invited, however, which meant I was headed to English class. That was all well and good. I was looking forward to seeing Autumn.

				I watched the door as students trickled in one at a time, waiting to see her face. When she came in, though, she looked like she was furious about something. I sat forward in my seat. If she needed somebody to comfort her, I was there for her.

				“Autumn? What’s wrong? How can I—”

				I was interrupted as she slapped me in the face.

				“Autumn!? What was… Why did you do that?”

				“Because girls can get away with slapping guys, but not breaking both their elbows,” she spat. She then took the desk as far away from me as possible and sat down, pointedly not looking at me. After a brief moment, she turned to glare at me. Then with furious, jerky motions, she picked her backpack back up and stormed out of the class.

				What the hell?

			

			
				She didn’t come back all class, leaving me wondering what had happened. My face still stung when class was over. She hit hard. I guess that was the point of martial arts.

				The next period was gym. Somebody brought it up as I was changing.

				“Hey Gavin, what happened to your face?” asked Kevin, some kid I used to be good friends with in elementary school.

				I touched it. She must have hit it hard enough to bruise. “My girlfriend slapped me.”

				“That hard? Man, she must have been pissed.”

				“I guess, yeah.” I said. “Wish she’d have told me why.”

				“Just buy her flowers and apologize a lot,” he said. “Then see if you can figure out what you’re apologizing for from context as you talk.”

				“That’s an idea,” I said. “But there’s no place to get flowers in school. Think she’d accept chocolate from the vending machine?”

				“Hah! Only if she really wants to get back together with you again and is looking for an excuse to forgive you. No way you’d actually win her back over with vending machine chocolate.”

				“Who is your girlfriend, anyway?” somebody from behind me asked. “‘Cause I didn’t know you had one.”

				“Oh, it’s—”

				“Hi Gavin!” a familiar, cheery voice cut me off.

				Crap. I looked over and saw Lilah entering the locker room. All the guys in the room stopped and stared. Some covered themselves. Lilah dropped her backpack on the ground and started taking off her shirt.

				“Lilah!” I barked in shock.

				But her shirt was all the way off and next to the bag on the ground before she stopped. Her elegant white bra was on full display.  She looked over at me, and everything froze for a moment. Then Lilah’s ears fell as her expression shifted from friendliness to annoyance.

			

			
				“Oh come on! I asked about this! This room is specifically for changing your clothes!”

				“Yeah, so don’t let us stop you!” the guy from behind jeered. There was a round of nervous laughter from the guys in the locker room.

				Lilah’s ears started folding back, and her face went red. She grabbed her shirt and backpack, and started heading for the door. She paused for a moment before leaving, thankfully remembering to put the shirt back on before going out.

				“Man, she was hot,” Kevin said. “Gavin, you shoulda shut up. Maybe the girl would have gone all the way, you know?”

				I didn’t comment. I just started changing as fast as possible so I could leave.

				“Did you see her ears? I think I saw them move. Were they real?” asked a guy in the corner.

				“No.” Kevin scoffed. “But did you see her abs? Man. No one gets a belly that flat without serious effort,” Kevin said.

				“Yeah, I’d tap that,” said the guy behind me. Chris. Sort of a short, nerdy guy who tried too hard to compensate by acting like a big shot.

				“You’d fuck an animal? Gross, dude!” said the guy in the corner.

				“Hey, the ears weren’t real,” Chris said, pointing to the guy. “She’s probably just into anime.”

				“I saw her tail move, dude,” said the guy in the corner. “She’s a legit furry, you sicko.”

				“Wait, tail?” Kevin asked, confused. “She had a tail?”

				“Yeah, but it couldn’t have been real,” Chris said. “Just super into anime, I guess.”

				“She acted like she knew you, Gavin,” Kevin said. “Care to tell us what’s going on?”

			

			
				“Bet it’s Gavin’s new girlfriend!” someone else shouted.

				“Can’t be, she wasn’t pissed off enough,” Kevin yelled back. “Who is she, dude?”

				“Some girl,” I said, finally pulling on my shirt. I left the locker room as quickly as I could. They call crude conversations like this “locker-room talk” for a reason, and I wanted no more part of it.

				Once out, I took up a position near the girl’s locker room, waiting for Lilah to come out. No way I was going to leave her PE experience to chance. This could be one of the most brutal classes, what with locker rooms and everything.

				Finally, she came out, a minute or so before class was set to start, holding her tail in front of her. She was followed by a group of girls, all asking her questions. She had an embarrassed smile and her ears hung low, but they perked up when she saw me.

				“Gavin!” she said, and she jogged toward me. The girls whispered.

				“Hey,” I said. 

				“Hi!” Lilah said happily. Then, more quietly, she asked, “What’s anime?”

				“Aah…” I hedged, and I was spared having to explain when the teacher called us over. 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19:

				We weren’t supposed to talk while the teacher took attendance, which really only meant that we talked quietly. I could tell from how many people were glancing toward Lilah that she was the main topic of conversation, among both genders.

				“Gavin Harris?” the PE teacher called.

				“Here!” I shouted. Then, more quietly, I addressed Lilah. “So wait, what are you doing here? I thought you’d be in the special education room.”

				“Connor said she wanted me to do as much stuff as I could like  a normal student,” she said. “So I’ve got a painting class, a history class, and a gym class. And then I’m learning math, reading, and science from Connor and her assistants.”

				“Okay,” I said, feeling like I understood the situation. “Well I don’t have any of those other classes, so I guess this is the only one we share.”

				“I’m just glad we found a way for me to be at school with you some part of the day,” Lilah said. “It’d be sad to be in the same building all day and never see each other.”

				“Yeah, I guess,” I said, looking at Kevin. He was grinning at me. I pointedly rolled my eyes at him.

				“Lilah… Lilah?” the PE teacher shouted over our whispered conversation.

				“Say here!” I whispered to Lilah.

				Lilah jumped. “Here?” she said. The teacher kept reading names.

			

			
				“Okay, well, you’ll be fine. I’ll get you through this.”

				We split into three groups. Each quarter in gym, we had our pick of one of three “pods,” each focusing on a different sport. I signed up for football because, counter-intuitively, I wanted to be away from the jocks. See, New Hampshire is weird because football isn’t as big a deal as in other places in the country. Our school didn’t even have a football team. It was too small. The big sports stars in our school were the basketball players, and to a lesser extent the hockey and lacrosse players. Football was the perfect place to hide from people doing the “real” sports. As we walked toward the secondary gym, I was glad to see that nobody objected when Lilah sort of drifted along with me.

				Being a football class, the gender balance tipped strongly toward males. Lilah was one of only a handful of girls. On one hand, that would open her up to a bunch of harassment. But on the other hand, if so, it might give her the perfect opportunity to show up the guys doing the harassing.

				“Okay,” I said to Lilah. “We’re going to be playing a game called football.” I was so glad I was here to help her. We’d already passed the “learning” phase of the football unit. At this point, we were in the two week long “demonstration” phase, where you just played football in order to “demonstrate subject mastery” to earn your grade. If Lilah didn’t have somebody to give her the rundown, she’d be completely lost.

				“Football’s a… surprisingly complicated game,” I explained. “But you don’t need to know all of it.” I tried to think of where she’d fit best with the least coaching needed. “When the other team has the ball, just declare that you’re playing ‘safety’ and don’t let anybody tell you otherwise. Any time any enemy holds the ball, run over and tackle them.”

				“Tackle?” asked Lilah. “Like…?”

			

			
				“Like, pounce on them. Bring them down like a wildebeest.”

				“A wildebeest?”

				“What do mountain lions hunt?”

				“Deer?”

				“Like a deer, then.”

				“And then I eat them,” Lilah said, nodding.

				“What? No! Just—” But Lilah’s laughter indicated she understood fine. I rolled my eyes. “When your team’s got the ball, declare that you’re the…” I paused, thinking. “The wide receiver. When the guy on our team throws the ball, catch it and then run with it to the far side of the gym.”

				“That’s it?”

				“No. It’s a super complicated game. It’s dumb. Expect to make a bunch of mistakes and have people get annoyed. But you’re good enough of an athlete that I think people will overlook it and try and help you learn instead of pressuring you to give up.”

				“I’ll do my best, then.” Lilah looked worried.

				We entered the secondary gym, which was actually quite a bit bigger than the first gym. Last time our school was renovated, the son of the head of the school board was the school’s star lacrosse player, and so as part of the renovation, a large indoor practice facility was constructed so that the high school lacrosse team could practice year round; a multi-million dollar gift to the guy’s son on the taxpayers’ dime. It was too late to do anything about it, of course. It just left our school with one of the best indoor lacrosse fields in the state for no good reason. And, of course, lacrosse fields and football fields were close to the same size. We stepped into the huge building. Lilah knelt to touch the fake turf, then shook her head in confusion.

			

			
				Teams were randomly determined, which was better than some archaic method of team creation like team captains. I found myself on Lilah’s team.

				Which was good. I didn’t feel like being taken down like a wild deer.

				The opposing team started with the ball. Lilah declared she was safety, as I instructed, and nobody saw fit to argue. I took the other safety position. It freed me up to give directions to Lilah if needed, given Lilah was the only safety we’d need.

				As people lined up for the first play, I motioned toward the ground to show Lilah her position, and she took it. She had an overwhelmed, confused expression on her face, obviously trying to assimilate what was going on.

				The opposing center snapped the ball, and the quarterback passed it off to Kevin, the running back. He evaded the defensive line and started running down the field.

				Lilah looked at me, and I nodded.

				Confusion was replaced by determination as she turned to face Kevin, ears flat. She shot off like a bullet, running straight for Kevin.

				Kevin turned to look forward. I bet he thought he still had a moment or two before he needed to think about dodging the safeties. Instead, Lilah was almost already on him. She snarled loudly and leapt.

				“HOLY FUCK!” Kevin shouted. He dropped the ball and covered his head with his arms. The force of Lilah’s tackle knocked him back a full eight feet through the air before he hit the ground.

				“You’re dead,” Lilah announced solemnly, getting to her feet.

				I was pretty sure Kevin’s panic-fueled drop counted as a fumble, so as the other safety, I grabbed the ball and got as much yardage as I could before taking a knee. I didn’t like being tackled; sue me. 

			

			
				Possession changed, and I called center and kept the ball. I’m not a big guy, which strangely made me feel like center was great for me; I’d rather actively push guys away from me than have them tackling me like they would if I was a receiver or running back. Lilah, remembering what I’d said, announced that she was wide receiver. Everybody nodded with healthy respect.

				I snapped the ball to Chris, who was quarterback. Lilah paused in confusion for a moment as people started running around.

				“Run downfield, Lilah!” I shouted, exerting myself to push away a guy somewhat less shrimpy than I was. “Go!” Lilah nodded and slowly jogged downfield, still not processing quite what was going on. Two opposing players followed, covering her. That seemed wise. But probably futile.

				“You! Catgirl!” Chris shouted, pointing at Lilah. “Get clear!” Chris pointed at Lilah. Lilah looked behind her, then back at Chris in confusion. I heard Chris mutter under his breath, and he threw the ball to the other wide receiver instead.

				I realized I’d never actually told Lilah when or why to catch the ball, only that she should catch it. So when the ball went toward the other wide receiver, who was actually pretty open, Lilah shot after it, leaving the two people covering her in the dust. With a giant, five-foot leap, she intercepted the pass from her own teammate, then landed in a crouch and glanced at me.

				I pointed.

				She took off at her full inhuman sprint, making it to the endzone in seconds. People stopped even bothering to chase her well before she got there. The PE teacher blew her whistle, making Lilah startle.

				“Touchdown!” the teacher announced.

				Lilah paused for a moment, making eye-contact with the teacher. Then she knelt and touched the ground.

			

			
				Those two plays alone were enough to make Lilah a star on the team. Sure, she made tons of mistakes. She cost our team basically a full touchdown with some egregious pass interference. She ended a down early once, thinking that she could evade a tackle by dodge-rolling under it. And she got unnecessary roughness called on her a half-dozen times because she had a hard time telling what counted as a dead ball and what ended the down. But because of her sheer athletic ability (and probably also because she was a highly attractive girl), her teammates were excited and supportive. They’d help explain rules to her in bits and pieces between plays and forgive her mistakes.

				“Gavin,” she said to me seriously between plays. “This game is fun.”

				Lilah ended up trying out a lot of different positions. She actually made a great outside linebacker; it was almost impossible to keep her off the enemy quarterback, who quickly found he only had a moment or two each play to do something with the ball before being brought down like so much wild game. At first, I could tell Lilah was giving it her all, but then I could see she was getting winded. Eventually, she only put in as much effort as it took to get the job done, only barely outrunning the enemy safeties on offense, for instance. It was the first concession to her own physical limitations I’d seen Lilah make. It was nice to know she actually had them.

				Late in the period, one guy managed to grab Lilah’s tail when she had the ball. Her eyes went wide, but she understood the game well enough by that point to take a knee immediately. She then went to talk to the PE teacher. Moments later, the teacher announced that Lilah’s tail counted as “clothing,” and trying to take Lilah down by the tail would trigger the same penalty as a clothing-only tackle (which was against the rules in our coed PE class’s football unit, for obvious reasons). Even then, I noticed that Lilah kept a little further ahead of the defense after that.

			

			
				Finally, the PE teacher called the period, and we headed back toward the locker rooms. It was the most fun I’d had at PE all year. Lilah was grinning ear to ear. I realized given how much time she’d spent cooped up at home, it probably felt good for her to just run. I gave Lilah the rundown on shower room etiquette before heading to my own gender’s locker rooms.

				“Still think those ears and the tail were fake?” I heard one of the guys ask as I walked in.

				“No,” Chris replied. “And I don’t care anymore. I’d still tap that, regardless of what anybody thinks.”

				“Hell yeah,” the first guy said. “I’ve never seen a girl so hot.”

				“Wait, guys,” said Kevin. “Think about this. There’s something wrong with her.”

				“What, mad she’s not yours yet?” Chris asked. 

				“No, I mean like… she’s slow or something.  Something’s not right in the head with her. She spent half the game getting confused by the weirdest things. Didn’t you notice?”

				“You’re just pissed she tackled you first,” someone said. Several people laughed derisively.

				“No, like, I honestly wouldn’t do her. It wouldn’t feel right. It’d be like doing a Downs girl, you know?”

				“Ablest!” Chris said, smirking.

				“Better than misogynist,” I spat, disgusted. I hated locker rooms. I finished pulling on my clothes. I just wanted to be out of there. I skipped the shower; I’d played easy because I’d let Lilah do all the work on our team.

				When I got out, I tried to find Lilah, but couldn’t. Asking a few of the other girls leaving the locker rooms said she was still in there. Finally, the PE teacher went in to retrieve her. When even she didn’t come out for a couple minutes I gave up and left. I figured I’d just wait near the special education room instead, so I wouldn’t look like a creep hanging out near the girl’s locker room.

			

			
				I waited for quite some time before finally asking Ms. Conner where she was. Turns out right after gym she had her history class. Some special ed. aide probably took her right there. I hoped she was alright. I hung out in the library doing homework, instead.

				When I went to lunch, I saw a couple of free seats at Michael’s table. Neither Autumn nor Cassie were there. I quickly scanned around the lunch room and found both of them sitting alone at a table together in the corner. I started walking toward them. Autumn caught my eye and stood, visibly enraged. Cassie glared daggers at me and shook her head warningly.

				I backed off, still confused. Guess I’d sit at Michael’s table.

				Michael moved to the side to let me in as I sat down. “Hi,” he said simply. He didn’t make eye contact with me.

				“What’s going on with Autumn?” I asked.

				“What, you don’t know?” Michael said.

				“Not a clue.”

				“Weird,” Michael said, still without looking at me. He offered no further comment. I guess he didn’t know either.

				Not more than a minute or two later, a tray plopped down enthusiastically next to mine. I turned to see Lilah smiling at me.

				“Hi Gavin!” she said.

				Then gave me a giant kiss, right on the lips.

				My mouth moved and my voice made unintelligible sounds as Lilah sat down next to me and pulled in her chair.

				“Holy shit!” said Michael. “No wonder you cheated on Autumn.”

				“Wait, cheated?” I said. 

			

			
				Lilah looked just as confused. “What do you mean, cheated!” she said. “Gavin, you told me you weren’t seeing anybody!”

				I looked at Michael, who shrugged aggressively, unwilling to help. I looked back at Lilah. “That girl I mentioned? Autumn? We started up a relationship just yesterday.”

				“Well... then you cheated on me,” Lilah said. She seemed upset, but… not really. I knew Lilah well enough to be able to tell. Her ears. They weren’t doing that thing where they went flat. Something was up.

				“I thought you said you didn’t want a relationship!” I said.

				She looked at me like I was crazy. “Gavin, we’ve been in a relationship for nearly a week and a half now.”

				“Okay, okay, now hold up,” I said, looking back to Michael, who had his hand over his mouth trying to stifle a laugh. “I… we’re going to talk about this. Lilah? Let’s… let’s talk about this.”

				“Fine,” Lilah said, standing.

				I stood too, and she grabbed my hand and held it as we went off by ourselves to the edge of the cafeteria. I was acutely aware of all the attention I was getting. I shook my hand slightly to try to get Lilah to let go of it, but she held on.

				When we reached the wall, I spun around to face her. “Lilah, what the crap is going on?”

				“Gavin!” she said, a pained look on her face. “It was horrible. It’s like half the guys were trying to make passes at me. And they weren’t even good passes! It’s like… it’s like they learned how to talk to girls from listening to dirty jokes!” My heart sank on Lilah’s behalf. “I tried to reject them nicely, and it just encouraged them. So I tried to reject them hard, but that made them angry. So…” her ears fell and she looked at the ground. “So I just… I just told them that I was already in a relationship, but then they demanded to know who it was with, and then…”

			

			
				“Lilah, you told them we were in a relationship!? And have been for a week!?”

				“Well yeah!” Lilah said, looking back at me. “I couldn’t ask you at the time, but I figured you’d be willing to help me like this… right? Because you told me things weren’t serious between you and this other girl!”

				“Lilah, they weren’t. And then… it moved really fast. Like, I had whiplash it was so fast. And now she’s not speaking to me because she thinks I cheated on her… or on you… or something.”

				Lilah’s ears flattened. “Well you should have told me, Gavin!”

				“I was going to!” I nearly shouted. “After school, in the outdoor classroom! But then…” I checked my volume and glanced around. I kept talking, quieter. “But then somebody literally tried to murder you, Lilah, and I forgot to bring it up again!”

				“Okay, well, see, if I had known things were serious with her…”

				“Then you wouldn’t have started spreading rumors that you were in a relationship with me?”

				“Exactly!”

				“Did it ever cross your mind that maybe I wouldn’t want to be in a fake relationship?”

				She looked appalled. “Well what about that one night! You literally told me you wanted to pursue me! I was the one that said no! Not you!”

				“Well yeah! I was asking about an actual relationship, though! And sure, I’d have loved it!” Lilah’s ears rose slightly as I spoke. “But a fake relationship? No! As long as I’m pretending to be your boyfriend, I can’t be in the market for a real relationship. All the girls would see me as taken. I wouldn’t have wanted it back then, and I certainly don’t want it now!”

			

			
				Lilah looked hurt. “Well… well fine! It’s not fake, then.” She tilted her head and leaned in to kiss me, but hesitated for a moment, looking into my eyes. She flattened her ears, squeezed her eyes shut, grabbed the back of my head with both hands, and pulled me in, kissing me hard.

				I took a step back and pushed her away, breaking the kiss. “Lilah!” I said. She looked at me, devastated. I’d never seen her ears hang so low. “Did you consider that maybe it was too late? That maybe I’d moved on? That maybe I wanted to be with Autumn instead? That maybe I’d want to just explain to her that this crazy cat person living in my house decided to pretend to be my girlfriend?”

				She held eye contact with me, searching. For a while, I thought she wasn’t going to respond.

				“No, I didn’t consider that,” she said simply.

				I waited. Neither of us said anything.

				“Well,” she said, hesitantly. “Do you?”

				“What?” I asked. I was blown away.

				“Do you want that?” she repeated.

				Was she seriously still pushing this? Didn’t I literally just blow up on her? I turned away.

				“Gavin!” she said, grabbing my shoulder from behind. “Do you? Is that what you want?”

				“Lilah!” I said, spinning and grabbing her arm. “I’m pissed as fuck at you right now! Do you really want me to answer that?”

				Her ears bent back, and she nodded in understanding. “I’m sorry. I’ll leave you alone. And… and I’m really sorry.”

				I stormed from her and went back to the table, leaving her standing alone. I sat on the chair and flumphed onto the table, groaning.

			

			
				“Dude, what’s up?” Michael asked. “Be straight, what’s going on?”

				“Okay so…” How to explain without throwing Lilah under the bus? “Lilah? The girl with cat ears? I’ve been friends with her for a week or two. And during that time I, uh… asked if she was interested in a relationship.”

				“Because she’s smokin’,” Michael said.

				“And funny and stuff,” I said. “But anyway, she said she wasn’t interested in a relationship. And… today she changed her mind, I guess. And retconned the whole past week or so into being part of a relationship she just now decided she wanted.” That was the long and short of it.

				“And Autumn?”

				“She only told me she wanted to be in a relationship yesterday,” I said. “And I figured why wait around for Lilah when Autumn was right there, right? So I said yes. This thing with Autumn hasn’t been going on long, and I stopped going after Lilah the moment I started the relationship with Autumn.”

				“But the catgirl didn’t get the memo?”

				“I didn’t actually send it. I meant to, yesterday after school, but things kinda blew up in other areas of my life.”

				Michael looked at me, critically. Finally he nodded as if he’d make some momentous decision. “I believe you,” he said resolutely. “So then you told this Lilah girl that you were in a relationship with Autumn, and to shove off?”

				“I mean…”

				“Gavin, dude…” he groaned.

				“Hey!” I said. “It’s more complicated than that! If Autumn hadn’t heard the rumors, I’d have done that for sure. But now Autumn’s so pissed at me that she threatened to break both my arms. Michael, false or not, this rumor might have destroyed my relationship with Autumn. And Lilah literally just told me she’d be willing to start up a real relationship if I asked.” Sure, it might be motivated by necessity. But once I was her boyfriend, I could back off as much as she wanted and go as slow as she felt comfortable, and things would work themselves out from there. “It might be best just to cut my losses and take Lilah up on her offer before I end up with nobody.” I sunk my head to the table.

			

			
				“Come on, Gavin,” Michael said. “It’s not over. Things are gonna be okay. Just tell Lilah she can’t just butt in, then explain to Autumn what’s gone down. Weird crap happens. And she’s reasonable. She’ll understand. I’ll vouch for you. You two will get over it.”

				“Telling Lilah not to butt in will just drive Lilah away. And then when Autumn says ‘Go away, I hate you,’ which she totally will, I’d have to figure out how to get Lilah back again. Why make things harder on myself?”

				I poked at my food. Michael looked at me, deep in thought.

				Finally Michael crossed his arms and nodded. “Go kiss her, then.”

				“Huh?” I said, dropping my fork.

				“Look at her over there,” Michael said, nodding toward Lilah. “She’s standing there hoping you’ll come back and tell her everything’s okay. You say it’s over with Autumn, and the catgirl wants you, and you want her. So go kiss her.”

				I looked toward Lilah. Our eyes met. And yet, somehow, I was frozen in place. I looked away, my mind a confusing jumble of emotions.

				After a moment, Michael smirked.  “Yeah, I figured as much. You haven’t finished deciding between them, have you?”

				“What? How do you figure?”

				“You know, deep inside, that Autumn would take you back if you told Lilah off hard enough. But you’re not doing it, because that would shut down things with Lilah. But you’re not willing to commit to Lilah either, because that’ll shut down Autumn. You’re stuck.”

			

			
				I realized it was true. Stupid insightful friend! “Well I never needed to choose, you know?” I said in protest. “Autumn wanted to be in a relationship, Lilah didn’t. No brainer.”

				“And now that Lilah’s available, you feel trapped trying to decide between the two of them.”

				“Yeah.”

				“If you’re on the fence, here’s an easy tiebreaker. You told Autumn you’d be her boyfriend. Not Lilah.”

				“I mean…” I sighed. “I was interested in Lilah even before you offered me that card to Panettiere’s. And I feel like it was going someplace. Just… slowly.” I thought back to how upset Lilah seemed to be right before I left for my date Friday night. There must have been something there between us. “We never had the label, and we were moving a lot slower, but you could argue that I was in a relationship with Lilah first. I mean, we spent basically every waking moment together aside from when I was at school, and we had been for over a week.”

				“Okay, but Lilah never claimed you or started anything up, so you two were just friends. You snooze, you lose. That girl can’t expect you to wait around forever.” Michael shrugged.

				“Sure,” I said. “Still.”

				“So look,” Michael said, glancing behind him. “Whether Cassie and I like it or not, it looks like you’re still on the fence. Am I right?”

				“You understand, don’t you?” I asked. “They’re both fantastic. No matter which I commit to, I’d be missing out on—”

				“Hold that thought,” Michael said, standing. “If you’re being serious here, then I’m going to have to go break that up.”

			

			
				“What up?” I asked. I turned around, and saw Lilah heading toward Autumn’s table. “Wait, are they about to fight?”

				“Worse,” said Michael. “They’re about to peacefully negotiate territory.”

				“Huh? Why would that be—”

				“Stay there!”

				Michael ran off toward the table where Autumn and Cassie were sitting, arriving just as Lilah did. Michael said something to Lilah and pointed back at me. Autumn looked frustrated, but Michael kept talking, and Autumn’s expression softened.

				Finally, Lilah and Michael came back over toward our table. Michael spoke a few words to Lilah, and she held her position as Michael jogged over to me.

				“Okay, I’m smoothing this over,” Michael said. “You’ve got one day. One. I told Autumn that you wanted to have a talk with her tomorrow, about this whole situation, swore you had good reason for what went down, but said that you wanted her to hear it from you. Ball’s in your court now. You can either explain this catgirl’s got the wrong idea, or you can own up to changing your mind and break up with her for real.”

				“And Lilah?”

				“I told her you wanted to see her to ‘explain something to her,’ which kept Autumn quiet. But listen to me, you cannot let Lilah and Autumn talk to each other. Autumn’s a peacemaker, and it looks like Lilah might be too. If they talk to each other, they’ll politely decide between each other which of them will get you and you’ll lose your shot at making your decision.”

				“Wouldn’t that be a good thing?”

				“Hell no!” Michael said. “You’re my friend, and you deserve to choose for yourself what makes you happiest, not to have your heart carved up in a cease-fire treaty. You’ve got two girls to pick from, which is two more than I ever thought you’d get before you were in college and got a fresh start. Now you’re going to man up and choose.” Michael stood and went to go get Lilah.

			

			
				“What am I explaining to her?” I asked, panicking.

				“Something! Anything! It was just an excuse to get them apart!” Michael loudly whispered back as he walked away, then said something to Lilah, who began walking over. Her eyes were crestfallen. She slid out a chair and then sat down, curling her tail into her lap. I realized she had left her tray of food when I first pulled her aside. I slid it back toward her, and she nodded in thanks.

				“What did you want to talk about, Gavin?” she asked as Michael took his position behind me.

				I thought fast. “I wanted to apologize for blowing up,” I said.

				Lilah looked up. I couldn’t read her expression.

				“I’m not lying when I said things moved fast with Autumn. And you’re right that I’d have been… less upset if I wasn’t in a relationship when this went down.”

				“Yeah, about that…” Lilah started sadly, looking down at her food again.

				“Yeah?”

				“I think it’s best if I just… not get involved. I think that other girl had you first.”

				I ignored her. “Lilah, I’ve got an important question.”

				“...Yeah?” she said, after a delay.

				“I need to know…” I swallowed. “You said… you said if I didn’t want a fake relationship, you’d be willing to have a real one.”

				Lilah looked back at me. That same expression. What was it?

				“Was that… was that true? Was that real?”

			

			
				She didn’t answer for a while and looked between me and her food. “Y… yeah,” she finally said. “What… what would that mean? Do you… want me to kiss you? Or…” she looked down at her food again. “…Or take my clothes off when I’m with you?”

				“Uh…” I stuttered. Lilah was talking quietly, but as the only one with cat ears, she was the focal point of the table. I glanced around with embarrassment, and saw people suppressing smiles and trying not to make eye contact. “I guess…” I said, looking back at Lilah. “I guess I’m not sure. I guess we’d… figure it out together?”

				“Yeah, but this world thinks being in a relationship is like some sort of official thing. What’s the difference between being friends and being in a relationship? Would we… would we mate?”

				I finally recognized the expression. Fear. She was afraid.

				“Look, Lilah, do you really want this?”

				She looked up at me, then away, to the side. Her ears folded slightly. “I don’t know,” Lilah said. “I don’t know what a relationship even is. But people seem to think I need to have one. And if I have to have one, I want it to be with you. And if… if that requires stuff I’m not willing to give… I guess I’ll just keep fighting off all the ridiculous suitors.”

				“So you basically want a relationship for protection then,” I said.

				She looked up at me. “Maybe. But maybe that’s not the only reason.” She started blushing. “You asked, last week, whether there could ever be anything between us. I assume you meant something… physical,” she said. Then she looked down. I noticed that as her right hand held her fork, her left hand was absentmindedly stroking her tail. “I think… I think I’m coming around to the idea. Maybe. I’m not there yet. But… but if that’s what it takes in order to be in a relationship with you? I might… try it anyway. Maybe I won’t mind it as much as I’m afraid I will.”

			

			
				“I don’t want you to do anything you think is uncomfortable,” I said.

				Lilah looked annoyed. “Well I find it uncomfortable to have half the males in this school making passes at me, okay?” she snapped. “So let me make the decision which is better. I just need to know what I’m getting into. So tell me: what the hell is a relationship?”

				“Uh…” That was a surprisingly tough question. “Michael?”

				“What?”

				“A little help here?”

				“What, I’m your relationship coach now?”

				“Well you’ve done this sort of thing before. I haven’t!”

				“Fine,” Michael said, turning to face me. I pulled back so he could address both me and Lilah, who was on the other side of Michael from me. “So if two people say they’re in a relationship, or boyfriend-girlfriend, then everybody else is going to have expectations. They’re going to think you’re making out at least, and probably slowly working toward full-on sex. But that’s just because that’s what usually happens, not because that’s what has to happen. What happens in a relationship is up to the people in the relationship, and don’t let anybody tell you otherwise.”

				Lilah looked skeptical. I tried to voice her concern. “If there’s no rules on it, then doesn’t that make the word ‘relationship’ meaningless?”

				“There are rules, sure,” Michael said. “Just one. And it’s a big one. You guys will end up having all these weird romantic questions, like how much kissing is too much kissing or how often she needs to shave her legs or whatever. And you’d solve them together. Being in a relationship is a promise to each other. A promise that you’re in it as a team. That you’re exclusive to each other. That you’re trying to figure all this crap out between the two of you instead of also trying to figure it out with other guys or girls at the same time. It’s a way of being safe, so guys and girls know they’ve got time to muddle through it instead of having to be perfect right away. Without the idea of a relationship, there’d be no guarantee that, like, your girlfriend or boyfriend won’t run off and check to see whether kissing someone else is more fun just because you forgot to brush your teeth that morning or whatever. It’d be chaos. It’d feel unsafe.”


			

			
				I’d noticed that as Michael spoke, Lilah’s ears drooped. “Yeah, then Gavin needs to keep his promise to Autumn.”

				“Wait, but…” I said, trying to recapture Lilah’s attention. “Autumn didn’t seem to get this idea.”

				“What are you talking about, Gavin?” Michael asked.

				“Right before we started up the relationship, Autumn asked if I would mind if the relationship was, like, super short. She literally asked how upset I’d be if she broke the relationship off two days later. If a relationship is defined by commitment, then Autumn and I never really had one to begin with. I think.”

				“Wait, what?” Michael said incredulously.

				“Autumn was worried she wouldn’t like being in a relationship, but she wanted to give it a try, right?” I elaborated. “So she warned me before we started that it might be temporary and she could break it off at any time. She straight up warned me that she basically wasn’t committing.”

				Michael narrowed his eyes. “Dude, she must feel like there’s some commitment there, or she wouldn’t have been so upset when you cheated on her.”

				“But I didn’t—”

				“Sorry,” Michael said. “When she thought you cheated on her. You know. Like you’re strongly considering doing now.”

				“I’m not considering cheating on her,” I said. “I’m considering formally breaking up with her now that Lilah’s available so I can be in a relationship with Lilah instead.” I saw Lilah’s ears perk up and her tail twitch. “Considering,” I said warningly.

			

			
				Michael threw up his hands. “Dude, were you listening to me? Breaking up with somebody because you found a girl you think you’d be more interested in is cheating! It’d be different if, like, you found out you didn’t like her sense of humor, or you couldn’t stand how well she kicks the crap out of you at karate, but just saying, ‘Hey, this girl’s hotter! Let’s break up!’ is about as cheaty as you can get!”

				“Well what am I supposed to do, then?” I asked.

				“Cheat,” Michael said, folding his arms and looking away. “If that’s what makes you happy. It’ll break Autumn’s heart. It’ll make you look shallow. It’ll trash your reputation with the other girls. I bet it might even give Lilah second thoughts about how safe she’d be as your girlfriend. But you need to do what’s right for you, man. It sounds like you had your heart set on Lilah before you ever went out on that date with Autumn, and that getting into a relationship with her to start with was a big mistake. So own it up. Break up with Autumn. Explain the situation as honestly as you can. She deserves that much. Cheat on her with Lilah. And just pray you’re making the right decision here, dude, and that you get a happily ever after.” I leaned around to try to get a look at Michael’s face. His eyes were watery.

				“Is that… okay?”

				“Fuck no,” Michael said. “But neither is trapping you in a relationship you don’t really want to be in. Romance is crazy messy. People get hurt. All the time.”

				“Well… it still hasn’t come to that. I still… I still don’t know what I’m going to do.”

				Michael spun, stood, and jabbed me in the chest with his finger so hard it stung. “Well you’ve got twenty-four hours, dude,” Michael said. “Get your shit together and figure. It. OUT!” He punctuated every word with another jab. Then stood. “I’m fucking done here. Love you bro.” And he stormed off. The force of his fury curled Lilah’s ears back. They slowly rose again as she met eyes with me.

			

			
				We sat there, awkwardly, for a moment or two. Then, Lilah picked up her tray and stood.

				“I’ve got a lot to think about,” she said. “I’m going to go eat lunch with Connor.” She started to turn.

				“Lilah, wait!” I said, and she paused and looked back. “Would you… still want to be in a relationship with me? Even if it hurt Autumn?”

				Lilah looked away.

				“I don’t care much about Autumn,” Lilah said. “I don’t know her. But I care what sort of a person you are, Gavin. I need to think… and see if I feel like it’d be okay if you did this for me. You’re a good person, Gavin. I don’t want to screw that up for you.”

				And then she left.

				I watched as she started leaving the cafeteria. Another boy intercepted her, sauntering over in a near-comedic caricature of being casual and relaxed. Lilah stopped as the boy started speaking, then pushed her tray into his hands, flashed him a hand gesture I didn’t recognize but could guess from context, and stormed past him out of the room.

				Poor girl.

				I looked around the rest of the table. I could tell from the way that people looked at me that they’d caught bits and pieces of the drama that had unfolded. Nobody offered any comfort or advice, or even any questions. Michael was the only one here who cared about me that much as a friend.

				I glanced over at the table Autumn was sitting at. Her eyes were red. Cassie had a comforting hand on her shoulder.

				I wasn’t hungry anymore.

				I emptied my tray and left for the library.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20:

				Class was a slog for the rest of the day. Michael sat next to me in physics, but he didn’t look at me or talk to me. He was doing that thing where he was furious with me but refused to let it get in the way of being my friend. He was awesome like that. The whole lunch period, he’d really shown a lot of care for me.

				He’d calm down eventually. I didn’t try to start a conversation, but I did slide my notebook toward him so he could copy my lab notes from last week. Without making eye contact, he silently nodded in thanks. Minutes later, he slid it back.

				Finally, the day ended, and I went to go meet with Lilah. She seemed to have recovered; she acted as though there was nothing unusual at all going on, and she was as friendly and happy as ever. I asked if she wanted to stick around and wait for the late bus or if she needed directions on how to take the normal bus, and she said she wanted to hang out in the library as I did my homework, which was fine by me.

				As I worked in the library, Lilah sat next to me, operating the computer motionlessly by just resting her hand on the mouse. Once, I glanced over at her screen and saw her on a wiki article somewhere. I leaned over to see what it was. It was my wiki, actually, open to the article on catgirls. It looked like somebody had made some edits to it since I’d gotten grounded. Lilah caught me reading over her shoulder. She glared at me, turned off the monitor, and shut her eyes. Presumably, she was somehow still able to use the computer by communing with it directly.

			

			
				I finished up all the stuff I had to do and still had about half an hour to spare. I logged out and stood, then tapped Lilah on the shoulder. She opened her eyes, smiled, then stood as well, stretching with her hands high in the air.

				“Finish everything?” she asked.

				“Yeah. You?”

				“Yeah,” she said.

				“What were you doing?”

				“Just some research,” she said, then before I could ask for clarification, she changed the subject. “So we’ve got a while before the bus, right?”

				“Yeah,” I said, glancing at the wall clock. “Want to go outside again?”

				“Nah,” she said, shaking her head. “Too cold, and probably not too safe, either. I think I know of a good spot to hang out before the bus comes, though.”

				“Really?” I asked.

				“Yeah. Come with me!” Lilah said, and she took my hand and started walking off with me.

				Ever since the first day we met, Lilah had led me places by taking me by the hand and dragging me there, so I thought nothing of it. She brought me to the base of the staircase of the east wing, the one part of my school that was three stories high. Instead of taking me up the stairs, though, she went around the other direction, as though she were going back behind the staircase to go down another flight.

				“Lilah, there’s nothing back there,” I said. “This is the ground floor.”

			

			
				“No, there’s a neat little spot here,” she said. “There, see?” she said, pointing to an unmarked metal door.

				“What, that? I think that’s locked,” I said. What was it, a closet? I’d never paid any serious attention to that door.

				“Shouldn’t be locked,” Lilah said. She leaned over and turned the handle, which didn’t move. It clicked slightly as she alternatingly pushed and tugged on it. “It’s… it’s not turning like it should, but it’s not… locked…” she said, pushing against the door. Finally, with a shove, the door popped open with a quiet squeak. “Ah, there we go!” Lilah said. She smiled and walked in as though that was totally what was supposed to happen.

				“Lilah, what is this place?” I asked, stepping forward nervously. How did she know about it? Would we be in trouble for being there? I glanced through the doorway. It was mostly dark in there, lit by a faint orange glow whose source I couldn’t quite see. Besides Lilah, all I saw was lots of unidentifiable metal machinery. It was warm in there.

				“It’s a furnace room!” Lilah said proudly. “It’s where they heat water for the bathrooms. That makes it really warm in here. It’s been kind of cold today, so I thought it’d be a nice place to wait for the bus.” Lilah sat on the ground.

				I stepped inside. It was warm. Behind me, the door slowly closed until it hung only a crack open. The room was small: only the width and length of a flight of school stairs. The air was filled with the low, quiet hum of heaters and rushing water, and the room was lit by the pilot light of the giant water furnace. It was carpeted with the same shallow, stiff school rug as the ground outside, but the rug here was hardly worn at all, leaving it much cleaner and marginally more comfortable than the hall outside. At the far end of the furnace, I saw a couple empty bags of chips. It seemed we weren’t the only people who knew about this hidey-hole.

			

			
				I slid down to sit next to Lilah. “You’re right, Lilah. This place is really—”

				I was interrupted as Lilah spun, leaving one leg where it was but throwing the other over mine, straddling me. She pressed her face into mine and kissed me deeply. I was taken completely by surprise and immediately started kissing her back, simply out of reflex.

				Within moments, her tongue started cautiously, clumsily probing the entrance to my mouth. I’d never kissed like that before, so I had no idea how it was supposed to work, but I opened my mouth slightly wider as I kissed her, using the suction of the kiss to invite her in. Her ears gently folded back, and she began pushing her lower body against mine.

				My hands were supposed to be doing something, right? I had no idea what, though. Certainly not touching her breasts; her chest was pressing against mine, leaving no room between us to insert my hands. Her back, maybe? With one hand still on the ground to keep from being knocked over by her hips, I brought my other hand around and started running it up and down her spine. She broke off the kiss, panting slightly, shivering at my touch.

				“N…. Nyaaah…” she breathed softly.

				I spasmed as if shocked and stood in a panic, dumping Lilah off my lap and onto the ground.

				“What!” Lilah said, ears perked up. “Gavin! What’s wrong?”

				“What the hell did you just say?”

				“What? Nothing. Did I say anything?”

				“You said ‘Nyah’!” I accused.

				“Is that… a problem?” Lilah asked.

				“Do you know what that means?”

				Lilah’s ears fell. “Uh… that… that I’ve fallen in love with you?” she ventured.

			

			
				“No! It’s a trick question!” I said angrily. “It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just the Japanese word for the sound a cat makes!” I folded my arms. “Lilah, what the crap? What’s going on here?”

				Lilah looked put out and turned away. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”

				“What is?”

				“I decided yes, I do want to be in a relationship with you. So now I’m trying to get you to pick me.”

				“By seducing me?”

				Lilah opened her mouth in mute protest for a moment before finally recovering. “Gavin! It’s not seduction! I want to be in a relationship. So I’m kissing you. You make it sound like I’m trying to pull one over on you!”

				“You’re obviously trying to pull one over on me! It’s a bait and switch!” I said, throwing up my hands. “Where the hell did this nyah thing come from? That’s a catgirl thing, and you insist you’re not a catgirl. I bet you’ve never even heard the word ‘nyah’ before today!”

				She folded her arms petulantly. “Well, I was explaining to Connor what had happened at lunch, to get it off my chest. And there was this other girl in the room who heard me. And when I was doing my math worksheet, and Connor wasn’t paying attention, the girl came and sat by me. She asked if you liked anime catgirls, and… and I said that I thought that Family-PC mentioned you’d seen some of them naked before, and—”

				“Holy crap,” I interrupted. “Was this Amber?”

				“Yes! That was her name.”

				Amber had always been sort of a strange girl, but then she got involved with the wrong crowds and went from being weird to being a full on problem child, with the full suite of behavioral issues to match. I knew she was in special education, but I couldn’t fathom why. Presumably you don’t get into special education by being rebellious with a hint of weird. I knew she had a bit of a crush on me, but I’d sent subtle hints that I was not receptive, and she’d left it at that. She was also super into anime.

			

			
				“So… wait…” I said, having it slowly dawn on me. “You told Amber that I’d looked up catgirl hentai on my home computer!?”

				“She used that word. I told her I didn’t know what it meant.” Lilah said, with an odd expression. “But anyway, she told me about this closet. She said I should take you here and kiss you a lot, with my tongue, and that if you touched me and it felt good, I should say ‘nyah,’ and I asked what that was, and she just told me to trust her that it would work…”

				“Lilah, this is insane,” I told her, shaking my head in disgust. “What she was trying to get you to do was to fulfill all the bad stereotypes of all catgirls everywhere. The same sorts of things that made my mother want to kick you out of the house forever. The ones you’ve been fighting against since you came here.”

				“Well fine,” she said, upset. “But I wanted to do something you’d like. So what do you want?”

				“I don’t want you pretending to be something you’re not, for one. Unless you plan to keep it up the whole time you’re in a relationship with me.”

				“Okay, so that’s what you don’t want. But what do you want?”

				“I want…” I swallowed. What did I want? I tried to think about it.

				I found I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t been expecting to answer that question. Making out would be nice, of course, but I was kind of turned off by how Lilah handled it. I wasn’t in the mood for that. So what else?

				Come to think of it, if the point was to make sure Lilah and I wanted the same sorts of things, maybe she had ideas?

				“Lilah, you… you must have wondered about what it would be like to have a romance. Probably for a long time.” Lilah nodded, looking deep into my eyes. “Well, Lilah? What… What do you want? When you imagine what it would be like to be romantically involved with me… what am I doing? What are you doing?”

			

			
				Lilah’s eyes dropped, and a thoughtful expression crossed her face.

				“That’s what I want,” I continued. “If we were going to be in a relationship, I would want it to be like that. Because one day, you’ll be sick of saying ‘nyah’ for no reason besides that you think I like it. We’ve got to make sure that what we want matches.”

				Lilah looked at me, her gaze bouncing back and forth between one of my eyes and the other. Finally, she nodded, swallowed, shut her eyes, and lowered her head. For one electric moment, I thought her face was headed toward my groin, but then at the last minute she fell over onto her side and put her head innocently into my lap.

				“Gavin? Could you pet my ears?”

				I was moved beyond words.

				Reverently, I lowered my hands to her head. I rested my right hand a few inches above her temple and started caressing the back of her ear with my thumb. The fur on it was short and soft, and the ear itself was firm yet supple. Lilah’s face, which was previously a big knot of concern and worry, started to slowly relax, and I saw a hint of a smile form on the corner of her mouth. I kept gently massaging the ear, and within moments, was rewarded with the cutest little mewl I’d ever heard. She bunched her arms up over her chest, tucked her knees in, and smiled peacefully.

				I knew we didn’t have much time before we had to leave for the bus. I wished I had my phone so I could have gauged it more accurately. Instead, I thought of the last time I had seen the clock, guessed how much time had passed since then, then tried to count off the seconds.

			

			
				After what felt like entirely too short a time, I decided we had to stop in order to make sure we made it to the bus on time. “Hey, Lilah?” I said.

				Lilah didn’t respond.

				“Lilah, hey.” I held her shoulder and shook her gently.

				“Mrrr….” she purred. Slowly, she sat up. She stretched by crossing her arms over her head and puffing out her chest, then yawned, tongue curling adorably. She looked up at me and smiled sleepily.

				“That was really nice, Gavin,” she said.

				“Yeah,” I agreed. “Come on. Let’s go catch the bus.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21:

				I shut the door to the furnace room behind me as I left, and we went to the bus. Lilah tried to hold my hand as we went, but I gently shook her off me. I was near-certain that I was going to end up picking Lilah, but that wasn’t completely certain. I wanted to sleep on it one more night and use my whole twenty-four hours, and there were already enough rumors around regarding our “relationship.”

				But obviously, it only made sense to sit together on the bus on the way home. And, once people stopped getting on and the bus started driving, Lilah scooted in close and rested her head on my arm, and I didn’t feel like pushing her away.

				We got off the bus and headed home. Lilah seemed happier and more peaceful than I’d seen her in a long time. I felt pretty happy too. It made me wonder if maybe I’d made my decision already. Poor Autumn.

				“Lilah?” I started asking hesitantly as we approached the garage door. I’m thinking that maybe—”

				I was cut off as Lilah pushed me over into the snow, before throwing herself into a backward roll. The assassin landed where we had been standing, swinging his sword widely. He immediately leapt toward Lilah in one of those quick floaty leaps. Lilah scrambled back to her feet, looking around frantically.

				Morris, obviously, would be unable to come to our aid.

			

			
				Lilah turned and bolted into the thin woods in our side yard. I had no idea where she was headed. I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep up, but I tried to follow anyway.

				It seemed Lilah was trying to make it to our neighbor’s house. Lilah seemed able to barely outpace the assassin. She made it to our neighbor’s doorstep and pounded on the door as he kept coming.

				The door started to open, and the assassin, with a beautiful, graceful leap, soared to land on the roof of our neighbor’s second story house.

				I slowed my run to watch the scene unfold from the shallow woods that separated our house from theirs. Lilah conversed pleasantly with the old woman who had answered the door. Several times, the woman left and returned. They spoke together for quite some time. I got the feeling the lady was the sort of person who would talk to you forever if you let her.

				Presumably, the assassin felt that way too. After nearly fifteen minutes of waiting tensely in the woods, I saw him leap from the roof of the house and bound away out of sight.

				Lilah noticed; I could tell by the way her gaze moved as the assassin left. Moments later, I saw her bow slightly, and she started walking back to our house.

				When we met in the woods, she held up a plastic ziplock bag full of grainy white powder.

				“What’s that?” I asked.

				“I asked to borrow two-thirds a cup of sugar,” Lilah said.

				“Wait, really?”

				“Well I needed to tell her something. And I didn’t want to say ‘Hey, there’s an assassin chasing me,’ because she’d probably just call the city watch, and we really don’t want that sort of attention.” Lilah started walking back toward the door. I turned to follow.

			

			
				“People don’t just ask to borrow ingredients from each other, though. That’s, like… the sort of thing that happened decades ago.”

				“That’s what she said,” Lilah said, shrugging. “You guys really don’t talk to your neighbors these days?”

				“I’m not even sure I know her name,” I admitted as we entered the garage.

				“I had to keep her talking until the assassin left, so I learned a lot about her. She’s a nice old lady. You ought to have her over for lunch.” Lilah smiled and held up the bag. “I told her I’d bring her some cookies tomorrow when we were done.”

				“What about the assassin?”

				“I think she got the hint,” Lilah said, taking off her shoes at the door. “Any time we’re attacked, we can just run to a spot nearby and not be alone. I’m slightly faster, so she can’t reach me before I make it to some other person. I was banking on her not wanting to attract the attention of the city watch either by attacking me in front of a witness. It seems to have worked.”

				“The assassin didn’t seem shy about attacking when I was with you,” I mentioned as we doffed our coats and backpacks.

				“Yeah, but she waited until we were alone yesterday,” Lilah mentioned. “She’s not attacking at school during class. She’s trying to stay hidden.”

				I shook my head slightly in frustration. “I know you said not to be, but I’m really frightened for you,” I said. 

				“We’ll be fine,” Lilah said.

				“Lilah, he knows where you live now.” I said. “This is dangerous. He could attack while we sleep.”

				Lilah locked the door and looked pointedly at me.

				“Okay, sure,” I said. “But doors aren’t very secure. I bet he could just kick it down.”

			

			
				“And I’m a light sleeper,” Lilah said. “I’d hear it, then be ready. And inside, I’d be at the advantage because the assassin couldn’t do that floaty-jumpy thing.”

				“Still. I wish there was some way I could help.” I thought for a moment. “Maybe I should carry one of the knives from the kitchen with me. It’s really too bad we didn’t remember to try and get that gun from the snow bank yesterday; I could use that to protect you.”

				Lilah started to look uncomfortable. “Well… I guess there is a way to, maybe…” She paused.

				“To what?” I asked.

				“You know what? Nevermind.”

				“No, what? I’m interested!”

				“No, you’re not,” Lilah said forcefully. Then she abruptly changed the topic. “So what are we doing for fun this afternoon?”

				I shook my head and huffed in frustration, still full of adrenaline. “What do you want to do?” I asked back.

				Lilah thought. “It’s really too bad we don’t have Console, or Family-PC’s wireless card, or your phone. I really want to watch something with you.”

				I thought for a moment. “Well, maybe there’s a way…” I went to the TV, and then turned it on. I flipped the input several times until I finally found what I was looking for.

				Nobody thinks to use the airwaves to watch TV anymore. The idea of tuning into Fox 25 or WB 56 is basically dead at this point. Still, TVs sometimes have the option to use normal airwaves, and I found this one happened to have that option.

				I checked around and finally found what I was looking for. “Here we go! Football!” 

				Lilah looked at the screen in interest. 

			

			
				“Sure, we can play it in gym class. But in our world, it’s also a competitive sport.”

				“Like jousting?” Lilah said, sitting down on the floor to watch.

				“I guess,” I replied. I looked at the screen. This particular game seemed to be a rerun of an NFL game that went on during the weekend. They were only partway through the first quarter.

				Lilah seemed to enjoy it. She asked me all sorts of questions. Not only did she ask about some of the rules, but she also asked about the camera work, how they got the digitally projected first-down lines on the ground so fast, and, to my embarrassment, why so many of the players were Black. I tried to relax as I watched the game with Lilah, but just couldn’t.

				Eventually, my parents came home. They had errands they needed to run and stuff they needed to do, so they weren’t interested in playing games after dinner. Lilah, wanting to stay in my parents’ good graces, did a bunch of chores. I ended up helping too when I realized it’d look bad for me to play games while Lilah did chores on her own.

				Eventually, it was time to go to bed for the evening. Lilah, still in her coat and shoes, said goodnight at the door.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21:


				I had a hard time sleeping that night. I was already really nervous about how I was going to deal with the romantic situation I was in. Also worried about how I’d talk to Autumn tomorrow. And that was before we’d gotten attacked by the assassin again.

				I tried a bunch of stuff to try to get to sleep, but just stayed up worrying. Hours later, at half past midnight, I got up to get some warm milk to see if that would take the edge off things.

				The house seemed supernaturally quiet as I pulled the fridge door open, grabbed the milk, and poured a glass. Even the microwave seemed subtly muted, like the dark around me was swallowing the sound.

				As I sipped my warm milk, I tried to think about something, anything, besides the assassin or the choice I had to make tomorrow.

				When I came back upstairs, I felt a draft. Lilah’s door was open. It wasn’t before. I peered into my room as I passed it and saw that the window was open. Suddenly frightened, I rushed down the hall to look into Lilah’s room, the sound of my footsteps somehow getting lost in the carpet.

				I saw the assassin, standing over Lilah as she slept on the blow-up mattress, pointing the long gun at her chest.

				I panicked. What could I do? Rush him and topple him over? No, he could pull the trigger far before I could get to him. Throw something? Shout and try to wake Lilah? And hope she reacted in time?

			

			
				I did the only thing that seemed safe. “No!” I shouted. “Please! Don’t!” The sound of my plea was muffled, as though somebody had turned down a volume control on my voice. I grabbed at my throat. “Please!” I shouted again, my voice as stifled as last time.

				I crouched a little, tense. If the assassin shot Lilah, I wasn’t sure what I’d do. I felt like I might be so upset I’d attack him anyway, regardless of how pointless or ineffective it would be.

				To my surprise, instead of firing and fleeing, the assassin looked over at me and paused. I couldn’t see the assassin’s face from behind his helmet. Was he considering it? Or just surprised to see me in the doorway?

				His hesitation was all it took. Lilah, thankfully woken by my shout despite the supernatural stifling of my voice, kicked the assassin’s legs out from under him, and he fell hard with a hushed thump and a grunt of pain. Lilah then rolled over on top of him, pinning him to the ground. The assassin bucked hard with his hips, trying to knock Lilah off, but Lilah retained her balance. The assassin pulled the wand out of his trench coat.

				That was my cue. I rushed over to help. I might not be much for combat, but I could keep a limb restrained. As Lilah leaned to put her full weight on the assassin’s chest, I dove to the ground and grabbed the arm with the wand, trying to keep it pinned to the ground. I saw the assassin moving his wrist, flicking the wand, and I planted a knee on his hand to keep it still. It seemed to work; nothing magic visibly happened.

				I heard a faint clicking sound and looked over. Lilah had grabbed the mail coif of the assassin and was straining against it, trying to pull it apart. I heard clicks as the links started popping, one at a time.

				“Too bad, girl,” Lilah said tauntingly, her words swallowed as though I was hearing them through earplugs. “You should have gone with rivet mail instead of this cheap, knock-off butted stuff.” Finally, enough of the links came loose that the coif tore open completely, giving Lilah access to the assassin’s throat.

			

			
				I saw the assassin’s left arm move. He had pulled a crystal out of his other pocket. I heard a distinctly female voice say a word that I didn’t recognize, and the crystal shattered. The assassin vanished with a slight popping sound. There was a thump as Lilah fell a foot or so, and suddenly Lilah was kneeling on an empty floor.

				“Dammit!” Lilah cried. Her voice seemed normal. Her ears went back and she held a hand over her mouth. “I nearly had her!” she said, more quietly this time.

				“Ten points to you,” I said softly. My voice’s volume was restored. “You were right. That was a girl’s voice.”

				“Told you,” Lilah said, sitting up. “I checked around. I think soap choice must be based partially on gender, because I’ve never smelled that scent on anybody except girls.”

				“Where’d she go?” I asked.

				“That trick was from my world,” Lilah said. “It was a recall crystal. Something sorcerers can make for rich noblemen or high ranking military officers to use to make a quick getaway. One word keys it to a certain location, and the other shatters it, teleporting you to that location.” Lilah shook her head. “That’s both exciting and worrying. Those are one use. If she uses those often, it means she must have a way to get them from my world.”

				“Then that means…”

				“...That maybe I can go back.” Lilah smiled softly. “We can’t kill her, Gavin. She might know something. Maybe we can capture her and find out what information she has.”

				“I mean… that’s great, but can we do that? What am I supposed to do to help?”

			

			
				Lilah’s ears fell and she grimaced. “Gavin, when you… when you said you wanted some way to protect me… how serious were you?”

				“Very serious,” I said. I started to hold out my hands, hesitated, then thought to hell with it and reached out to take hers in mine. “I want to make sure you’re safe. And… maybe if we capture the assassin, we can find a way to travel back and forth between worlds. Maybe we can find a way for you to visit home!”

				Lilah smiled. “Yeah. You could come and visit me when I go back!”

				We could discuss the logistics once we found out if it was possible. And, I supposed, when we officially became a couple. Until then, I had other concerns. “Lilah, earlier, you started to say that you know of a way for me to help, but you cut yourself off. What is it? What do you have?”

				She took a deep breath. She was really nervous about this for some reason. “Gavin, I could… I could make you my shaman.”

				


			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22:

				“Your what now?”

				“It’s… a conduit for my power. It would let you do most of the same cool stuff I can. You could commune. Have more speed and strength. You could even make rune circles… but I guess not, because you’d have to know how, and that’d take more time than we have.”

				“Would I get cat ears and a tail?” I joked.

				“Um…” she said, and looked down. “Only while using some of the powers,” she said. “Not all the time. I hope… having them isn’t a problem.”

				Not a problem? So long as it was temporary, I thought that could be pretty cool. “If that’s why you were so nervous, you shouldn’t have worried,” I said.

				“No, it’s not that. It’s… well…” I could tell, even in the dim light of the moon through the window, that she was blushing. “It’s a rite closely tied to the nature spirits. To perform it, we’d both need to be… well…” She turned away slightly. “It doesn’t work with clothes on.”

				“Wait, what?” I said. Adrenaline spiked through me.

				“We could have you blindfolded for most of it, except the part at the very end,” Lilah said quickly. “And I could expressly forbid you from opening your eyes, so that if you did, it wouldn’t count as me ‘showing you’ my breasts, but…” She grimaced again. “You can see why I didn’t bring it up earlier. I know it’s awkward for you.”

				I swallowed. “Okay. Sure. Let’s do it.”

				“Really?” Lilah’s ears shot up, and her tail swished behind her.

			

			
				“Yeah,” I said. “I told you, I want to protect you. I’m not going to lie, I’m going to be super uncomfortable. But… it’s like surgery or something, right? Horrible in the moment, but then it’s over and you’re better off in the long run.”

				“I guess,” Lilah said. “I don’t want to mate with you.”

				“Wait, what?” I said.

				“I don’t want to mate with you,” she repeated. “In your world being naked with somebody else means you want to mate, and I don’t want that,” she said. “I just thought it was important to tell you so you didn’t get the wrong idea.”

				“No, I… I wasn’t thinking that way.” To be honest, knowing that I’d be blindfolded through most of it, I was more worried about Lilah seeing me. But then, if our relationship went far enough, she’d have seen me naked anyway, right? Somehow that felt different, though. Why was that? “Can you wear a blindfold too?” I asked.

				“Uh… no,” she said. “I hope that’s… not a problem.”

				“I guess not. So how does it work?”

				“We’ll want to perform the rite right away, I think,” Lilah said. “I’ll need a bunch of paint and a sheet or something that you don’t care about. Also some candles. Nine should do.”

				I nodded and quietly went downstairs. I knew where some tea lights were that my parents kept around in case a snowstorm knocked the power out. In the linen closet were plenty of old threadbare sheets our family was holding onto for basically no good reason. I also quietly tiptoed out to the garage and picked up some old brown paint that was left over from a home improvement project. I figured Lilah didn’t need a brush; she’d probably use her fingers. I brought it back up to Lilah’s room and showed her what I’d collected. She nodded in approval and took them.

			

			
				Lilah spread the sheet out on the ground, opened the paint can, and dipped her finger in it, then started tracing a large circle on the sheet. This one was much larger and more elaborate than the one on the table. I remembered how the table had the circle literally scorched into it. I had a feeling this was about to be the coolest sheet in the house.

				It took Lilah nearly ten minutes to draw the circle. I silently watched her work, with her tail swishing, her brow creased in concentration. I realized it had been days since I’d seen her naked. Since Thursday. I realized I missed it, despite myself. She was beautiful. I wondered if I could peek somehow with the blindfold on, and tried hard to banish the thought.

				She double-checked her work, then smiled and nodded to herself in approval. Then she looked up at me in embarrassment.

				“I’ll need you to take off all your clothes. Except a blindfold, if you wouldn’t mind.”

				My feelings were mixed. We were basically in a relationship at this point, right? But she didn’t want to go any further physically than cuddling and having me touch her ears. If we were about to have sex, then taking off all my clothes with Lilah would have been exciting; a major milestone. Without that context, it felt very uncomfortable and embarrassing. Shouldn’t there be some sort of in-between?

				“I want to…. I’d like to blindfold myself before taking off my clothes, if that’s okay,” I said, not sure why that felt a little better. Lilah nodded. I went to my room to find something suitable. While there, I shut the window to keep out the cold.

				It took me a while, but I found something; my bathrobe had a cloth tie that threaded through loops around the waist like a belt. I took it out and headed back to Lilah’s room, then tied it around my face.

				After arriving, I considered asking Lilah to leave as I undressed and come back into the room when I was done. For some reason, that seemed like it would make it easier too, but I realized it would have seemed like a strange request. I sighed, tied the cloth strip around my face, and started disrobing.

			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Lilah said.

				“It’s okay,” I said, biting back the awkwardness. When I had finished stripping I stood there, shivering slightly. “Now what?”

				I felt Lilah take my hand. “Here. Kneel here.” She guided me to a spot on the sheet, and I knelt down. “Sort of sit on your feet.” I followed her directions as she continued, “Spread your knees so they’re about a foot and a half apart. Yeah. Like that. Now put your hands on your knees, and try to relax. I’m… I’m going to paint some runes on you in just a moment.”

				I heard the swishing sound of clothing being removed. Lilah had stripped too. I heard the clunk of the paint can as she moved it closer to me. Then, I felt Lilah’s finger on my shoulder and the wet, sticky feeling of the wall paint against my skin.

				I could feel her tracing runes onto me. She started with my shoulders, then moved around to paint lines on my back as well. She moved onto my chest, then down lower. She started to finger-paint lines on my inner thighs when she stopped and hesitated.

				“Gavin?” she asked.

				“What?” I asked.

				“Could you… do something about that? Is it possible?”

				“About what?” I hedged, fully aware of what she was asking about.

				“Your…” She swallowed. “Erection.”

				“Not… really,” I said. “Honestly, I… I don’t know how this is supposed to work, but I’m not sure how you’d get away with this with any guy without them getting an erection. Lilah, we’re naked together, and you’re touching me all over.”

			

			
				“Look, Gavin, this is a really unusual situation,” she said. She sounded stressed. “Emissaries are supposed to pick shamans of their own gender. And the shamans are supposed to be prepared beforehand, so they’d know enough to paint the runes on themselves. And it’s supposed to happen during the day, in the middle of the woods. Not… in a bedroom, at night. Gavin, it’s not supposed to be like this, but if I’m picking you to be my shaman, and we want it to be done before morning so you can help if I get attacked, then there’s nothing else to do.”

				“Okay, sure, I get it. This isn’t supposed to be erotic.” I paused. “But it is.”

				“Gavin, I’m not going to mate with you. There’s no need for an erection.”

				“Look, I can’t just will it to go away, okay?”

				“It’s making me uncomfortable,” Lilah said. I could tell that from her voice. “I’ve seen a penis before. Even erections. I told you, clothing’s not really mandatory in the woods with other Emissaries. But… well, remember how you told me that in your world, being naked with somebody meant they wanted to mate? That’s pretty much what an erection says. In, like, any world, I’d assume.”

				“Well…” How honest should I be? “There’s a part of me that does,” I admitted.

				“What?” she said.

				“Lilah, you’re gorgeous. I want to be in a relationship with you. I hope it gets to the point where we can have sex some day. But I know you don’t want that. I’m not going to push the issue; I wouldn’t dream of it. But…” I took a breath. “But I can’t control my erection with my conscious mind. Regardless of how much of a gentleman I’m planning on being, deep down inside there’s that part of me that’s hoping, so… it’s just going to do its own thing. I’m… I’m sorry that’s how my body works. And I’m sorry that it makes you feel uncomfortable.”

			

			
				“You really want to… to have sex with me?” Lilah asked.

				“Of course. It’s just… a guy thing, I guess. A strong instinct.”

				“It’s not happening.”

				“I know.”

				“...Okay then,” she said, sounding unsure of herself. She took a deep breath and continued painting. The thought that she was probably looking at my naked manhood as she worked was even more arousing. My erection throbbed as she continued painting lines and runes on my upper legs, and then mercifully, she moved onto my arms, and finally my face. My erection went from highly uncomfortable to just sort of there as she moved away from that sensitive area. As I sat there in the chill air, feeling the paint on my body slowly dry, I heard her keep dipping her finger in the paint, but felt nothing more.

				“What now?” I asked.

				“I’m doing my own runic markings,” she said. I nodded and waited. Finally, I heard the strike of a match, then felt the vibrations of her footfalls as she placed the tea lights around the edge of the circle. The air warmed slightly; a welcome sensation.

				“Okay. You’ll need to take off your blindfold, but do not open your eyes until… well… you’ll know when.” I considered asking questions, but obviously she was being purposefully vague, so I didn’t bother. Instead, I nodded, squeezed my eyes shut, and took off the blindfold.

				Then I heard the sound of Lilah’s voice in front of me. She spoke a language I didn’t know, one with strange consonants and swallowed vowels. The markings on my skin started to heat up, not enough to be uncomfortable, but enough so that I was aware that something magical was happening. Through my eyelids, I saw a faint green glow. I wanted so badly to open my eyes and see what was going on, but I didn’t want to breach trust with Lilah.

			

			
				My heart rate and breathing quickened as though I’d been jogging, even though I’d just been sitting still. My muscles started to twitch slightly, and I started itching all over. The markings on my skin became warmer.

				And then, suddenly, Lilah’s voice stopped abruptly. I felt warm wind on my skin and heard the rustling of trees.

				“Lilah?” I asked. There was no response. “Lilah? Is this… is this the part where I should open my eyes?”

				After a few moments of waiting and not hearing anything, I risked opening one eye a crack.

				I was on a mountain in a forest. The trees were different from what I was used to; smaller and scrubbier, with leaves in unfamiliar shapes. The mountain overlooked a wide valley, and I thought I could see a lake on the far side. There were no buildings. The air was so clear that I felt like I could see for miles. I thought for a moment that maybe I’d been teleported, but the sky was an unearthly dark green color. The whole scene had a distinctly unnatural feeling to it. The place might not have been real.

				I opened my eyes the rest of the way and looked down at myself. The brown markings on my skin were gracefully done; the same sort of curved, swooping lines as in Lilah’s art. The runes were interesting and elaborate; it looked sort of like a merging of tribal tattoo styled patterns and Norse viking runes. My erection was slowly fading as all sexuality bled from the strange situation I was in.

				As I considered what to do next, my eye caught movement. I looked up, and saw a mountain lion approaching completely silently.

				It was big. You simply can’t appreciate how large the big cats are until you see one up close. Even zoos don’t do them justice, because they’re kept in an exhibit with glass or bars separating you. But when there’s one right next to you, and you can see its taut muscles flexing under its fur, look into its deep blue eyes, and realize that it can leap on you and tear out your throat before you can even lift an arm to defend yourself, you see them in a whole new light. I froze with adrenaline and suddenly found it hard to breathe.

			

			
				The mountain lion came and sat down in front of me, about five feet away. I stayed kneeling with my hands on my knees. It seemed safest.

				We stared at each other for nearly a minute before I finally spoke. “Hello?” I said hesitantly.

				“This world is not a friendly one for me,” the lion said, making me jump. Its mouth did not move, but I heard its voice, audibly and clearly. It sounded distinctly female. It reminded me of Lilah’s, but not quite; sort of like how the voices of two close siblings are similar but not exact.

				“What do you mean?”

				“The mountain lions suffer here. You’ve hunted us for imagined wrongs against you. Some of our breeds have gone completely extinct. Your dwellings spread like a plague on the land, depriving us of hunting grounds. You pollute the water and the air, making us frail and sick. You keep us in cages for your own personal amusement.”

				“I… I’m sorry,” I said. I had no idea what to say. Environmentalism was never really my thing. “If it helps, I’ve not done any of those things, personally.”

				“And yet you sit idly by in a culture that does so,” the lion replied.

				“I guess so,” I said. I was concerned. Was this how it was supposed to go?

				“And yet you seek my power, through Lilah.”

				“Yes!” I said emphatically. I nodded.

			

			
				“Why? You obviously don’t care about nature. I listed my grievances with your world, and you hardly seem apologetic.”

				“I guess… I guess that’s true,” I said. “But that’s not why I’m looking for your power.” It seemed unwise to lie to the lion, so I instead just admitted what I was feeling. “I want your power so I can help Lilah. There’s an assassin that’s trying to get her, and—”

				“I am entwined with Lilah’s soul,” the lion said. “I know about the assassin.”

				“Then you know that he nearly got her!” I said. “I can’t have that. Won’t have that. I need to defend her, and I don’t know how else to get the power to help.” I swallowed. “I know I’d make a pretty crappy, like, defender of nature or whatever. I don’t know if maybe that’s what shamans are supposed to be. But… I love Lilah and need your power in order to protect her.”

				The mountain lion kept staring at me. I felt like she was staring right into my soul. Maybe she was.

				Finally, the lion broke eye contact. “This world is strange,” she said. “Where I am from, nature rules. Humans are guests. We have all power, and we grant to humans what we feel they need in order to survive. Here, it’s reversed. Humans are the masters of this world, and you grant us preserves and sanctuaries. I fear I expect too much of your people. Perhaps there is no suitable vessel, at least by my standards. Make no mistake, human. You are not worthy. But perhaps you are necessary. At least for now, as Lilah grows and discovers the importance of her calling.”

				I swallowed. “If you grant me your power, I will protect Lilah. I don’t know what you want her to do in this world, but… but she needs to be alive if you want her to do it.” I was kneeling already, so I bowed to the lion. It seemed appropriate. “Please. I beseech you,” I said to the talking mountain lion, while painted and nude in some sort of spirit realm, reflecting on how strange my life had become.

			

			
				Finally, the mountain lion spoke again. “Very well. But I hope Lilah matures enough to see the need for a more suitable replacement soon.”

				I looked up at the lion. She shimmered and became indistinct, dissolving into a green glowing mist that flowed toward me. It got near my face, and my lungs filled, almost involuntarily, breathing in the mist. It smelled like nature: wet earth, cut grass, and autumn leaves.

				I suddenly felt incredible. I felt energized from my head to my toes. My muscles felt taut with energy waiting to be released. My lungs felt like they could hold more air, and I noticed my heart beating slower. Stronger. More efficiently. My lower back killed, and my ears and fingers started to itch.

				The mountain went dark and faded to blackness. I realized my eyes were closed. It felt like they had been for quite some time. I opened them.

				And saw Lilah, wrapped in a blanket, talking to my father.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23:

				“Look, see? There he is. He’s fine.”

				“Fine?” my dad whispered furiously. He pointed to me. “Is that permanent?”

				“No. In fact, it’s not good to stay like that for too long. I just need to teach him to put them away.”

				“Wait, what? What’s wrong?” I said, suddenly acutely aware I was sitting nude and painted in front of my father. How quickly could I cover myself? I noticed I was the only one on the sheet and rushed to move aside the candles so I could pick it up and wrap it around myself. My lower back pain stopped immediately for some reason. 

				“Your ears, Gavin,” my father said. “That’s what’s wrong with you.”

				Candles removed, I wrapped the circle-scorched sheet around me, then felt at my ears. With a spike of adrenaline, I found they were missing. Then why did they itch?

				“Higher,” Lilah said, smiling slyly.

				I moved my hands up my head, then felt them. Large, furred protuberances of cartilage in the shape of cat ears. I felt them lift involuntarily as I became surprised.

				“It worked! Does that mean…” I reached behind me and felt. Sure enough, I had a tail. As I touched it, I realized it was the source of pain in my “lower back.” Maybe I was sitting or kneeling on it earlier.

				“Change him back,” my father demanded.

			

			
				“Gavin, I need you to concentrate,” Lilah said. “Envision the power flowing out of you. Breathe deeply.”

				I did as Lilah asked. My ears, tail, and fingers itched again. I started to reach up to feel my ears.

				“Don’t be distracted, Gavin. It’ll slow it down.”

				I nodded and kept concentrating on the feeling of the power flowing out of me. As the process continued, I felt enervated and short of breath, as though I’d just gotten through a vigorous bout of exercise.

				“Okay, you’re good,” Lilah said.

				I reached up to touch my ears. They were back to normal.

				“That was exhausting,” I said.

				“Your body was pushing itself beyond its normal limits to accommodate the strength and speed of the mountain lion,” Lilah said. “You can’t stay in that form for too long; it’s pretty much for emergencies only.”

				“We need to talk, Son,” Dad said.

				“Dad, I promise nothing sexual was going on.”

				“Nothing sexual!? You took off all your clothes together, painted each other, and performed a strange ritual that left you a catboy! Son, I know I’ve been advocating for Lilah to stay around, but this is exactly the sort of thing your mother was worried about!”

				“The rite couldn’t be performed with clothes on,” Lilah said. “We did the best we could.” Lilah pointed to the strip of cloth on the ground. “Gavin was blindfolded for most of it, and even when he couldn’t be, his eyes were shut the whole time, and—”

				“None of that makes this acceptable,” Dad said. “This is completely inappropriate. Tomorrow, after school, we’re driving Lilah immediately to your Aunt Kathy’s.”

				Lilah looked devastated. I felt the same. We sat there for a moment.

			

			
				“Leave, Gavin. Go get dressed.” Dad leaned down, retrieved my pants, and threw them at me.

				“Maybe it’ll be safer in Vermont,” I said glumly.

				“Maybe. But once I choose a shaman, I can’t recall the power to give it to someone else until a year and a day has passed. I’m not going to be able to have backup if I need the extra protection.”

				“Maybe you won’t need it. Think that thing’s going to follow you all the way to Vermont? Or is it local?”

				“Local, I hope. And if she’s part of some organization, I hope they don’t have a cell in Vermont, too.”

				“Wait,” said Dad, looking back and forth between us. “What are you talking about?”

				Given Lilah was leaving, there wasn’t much point in trying to hide it. “An assassin’s been after Lilah. This whole ritual thing? It was supposed to make me as strong and fast as Lilah is so we could go against the assassin two versus one—”

				“An assassin?” Dad looked concerned. “Like… to kill her?”

				“Yeah,” Lilah said, nodding. “I thought I could probably handle it. But then the assassin snuck in while I was sleeping and nearly got me. I dunno, I was thinking maybe Gavin and I could take shifts watching out for each other in the night or something, but he wouldn’t have been able to fight off the assassin without a little help, so...” She shrugged.

				Dad sat down on Lilah’s bed, looking overwhelmed. “An assassin snuck into our house. In order to murder Lilah,” Dad said. “And you two performed a magic ritual to give Gavin cat ears so he could get in the way and try and stop him.” Dad shook his head.

				“Her,” Lilah corrected.

			

			
				“Like that matters!” Dad said, throwing up his hands. “Son, this is insane. This isn’t something for Aunt Kathy. This is something for the police.”

				“I’m not sure the police would believe me, even if they could get over my ears and tail,” Lilah said. “What, we’ll say some trench-coated, helmed woman with a sword, a wand, and a giant glowing gun has been shooting at me after school? And we drove her away once with a giant moose statue?”

				“Wait, what? Wand? Gun?” my dad said. “Is this true?”

				“Yeah,” I said. “And… and I couldn’t do anything. That’s why I went along with this idea of Lilah’s.”

				Dad shook his head. “Son, I get that you care for her, but this is way bigger than you. My biggest concern is keeping you safe. And Lilah’s putting you in danger. I can’t have that. Tomorrow we’ll find something to do. We can call the police and maybe get her in a protection program or something. But we can’t have her staying here, endangering you.”

				“Dad…”

				“I know you’ll miss her, son. I will too. It’s been neat having her around. We could help get her set up with an email so once you’re not grounded you can ask her how she’s doing from time to time. But we’ve got to keep you two safe, and for you, that means separating you two so she’s not putting you in danger.”

				I flipped about then. “Dad, come on! You think the police are ready to handle a mage-knight-assassin with a blaster rifle and some sort of weird gravity powers? Lilah’s the only person who has any sort of concept of who we’re dealing with here! And if we don’t help her, who will?”

				Dad pointed at the door. “Son, you’re out of line. I don’t care if you’ve got your heart set on some sort of dangerous adventure, you’re not fighting assassins at one o’clock in the morning. Let us deal with this, and go get some sleep.”

			

			
				Lilah looked put out, but didn’t comment.

				I stood, struggling to keep my balance. My muscles protested as though I’d been running up a mountain. I slowly stormed off, taking the sheet with me.

				The next morning, Dad told us to take the bus and go to school normally, because he agreed that Lilah would be safest in public places, and school was the easiest to arrange. He was annoyed that, after all the work he’d done to get Lilah set up at our high school with an IEP, she had to leave, but he said he understood the assassin wasn’t our fault.

				“I’d have been really upset if I had to transfer Lilah just because you two were messing around,” Dad said over his bowl of cereal, “but I believe you when you say you weren’t intending to be sexual about things. It’s still a serious lapse in judgement. You shouldn’t be dealing with assassins, nude rituals or no. Stay in public places! Don’t come home today. Walk from the school to the public library after you finish your homework at school, and stay there until I come and pick you two up. While at work today, I’ll make some calls and do research on police protection programs between meetings. This afternoon, we’ll get her enrolled in something far enough away that you won’t be in any danger.”

				Lilah seemed to want to cuddle on the bus, but I kept her off me. If Lilah was really leaving soon (and I could think of no way to talk my dad out of it) then I wanted to slowly start emotionally separating myself from her. Cuddling now would just make things harder. I could tell Lilah wasn’t happy about that in the slightest.

				When we got to school, we went to our separate classes. I found myself gazing at Autumn during English. I’d all but decided to break up with her in favor of Lilah, but now Lilah was leaving. Autumn didn’t know about my tentative decision, though. Would it be moral to try to keep my relationship with her going when, honestly, my heart was still with Lilah?

			

			
				And if not, could I keep something going with Lilah despite the distance? I wondered how that would work. There were trade schools all over the country. Maybe in a few months, when school ended and my parents kicked me out, I could figure out where Lilah went and get back together with her? Maybe I should break up with Autumn and try to keep things going with Lilah?

				If she was still alive in a few months. That was a sobering thought.

				I looked away from Autumn, feeling guilty. I tried not to think about the kisses we’d shared.

				Gym was next. The guys were as vulgar as ever in there. The conversation revolved around whether or not they could trick Lilah into changing with them the next day. It seemed like they were discussing the possibility in jest. I hoped. I didn’t speak up. I wondered whether Lilah would be okay by herself in whatever school system she ended up in.

				I was on the opposite team from Lilah that day and somehow ended up as a wide receiver. Lilah seemed to take great joy in tackling me, always smiling when she landed on me.

				“You’re lucky I don’t grow my ears out and tackle you back,” I whispered after one tackle as she knelt on my chest.

				She stuck out her tongue. “You don’t even know how,” she said, climbing off me. “Besides, I doubt you could keep the transformation on for more than a down or two. You’re not practiced yet.”

				“Wouldn’t hurt to try,” I said, climbing to my feet.

				I had the next period free, so I went to the library to do homework. I figured maybe I could talk my dad into riding with him and Lilah to wherever she ended up going, and the more of my homework I had done, the better off I’d be.

			

			
				Of course, when you’re on a computer, you’re constantly multi-tasking, despite your best efforts. As I waited for the web pages containing my homework assignments to load, I checked my email.

				One subject line immediately caught my attention.

				“I can help you protect the Emissary.”

				My stomach dropped and my hopes rose, right at the same time.

				The email’s sender was listed as “Carter Brighton.” I didn’t recognize the name. I looked around me. I wasn’t sure who I was worried would oversee or why it worried me. I finally opened the email.

				At the top of the email was an embedded link to a YouTube video. I turned off the volume on the library computer and hit play.

				The video was taken from a window in our school. It showed the statue of Morris, charging the assassin. It wasn’t taken from the greatest of angles, but you could clearly see the assassin’s slow motion leaps, as well as Lilah in her powder blue coat riding the bronze moose. I tried to determine which window it had been taken from. It might have been the special education room. I didn’t recognize the uploader’s username. Their avatar was a female anime character, so I immediately suspected it might have been Amber.

				I kept looking for more information as the video continued. The video only had a few dozen views. It hadn’t gone viral by any means. The video also had more dislikes than I’d have expected. In the video, I saw the assassin bound away. The moose walked slowly forward, and the camera panned to keep up. I saw myself in the frame, petting the moose’s face.

				Suddenly, the video froze. It went from a live recording to a series of still frames frozen from the video. In each one, Lilah’s tail and ears were crudely circled using an ellipse that might as well have been drawn in Paint, with Comic Sans lettering saying things like, “She’s got a tail!!”

			

			
				I scanned the comments.

				“So fake.”

				“How much time did you spend on this crap?”

				“Is that a helmet and a trench coat? What kind of shitty costume design is that?”

				“Haha, love it! Great hoax! Wouldn’t this be neat if it were real? :3”

				“Guys, I swear this isn’t a fake,” the original poster replied in a featured comment. “You can ask anyone in my school. The girl’s cat ears and tail are real. The school’s still doing an investigation to figure out where the scratch on the moose statue came from. This is not a fake. Can you even fake something like this? I don’t even know.”

				I looked back at the email and started reading it.

				“I know your peers and the commentators on the internet might not believe what is happening,” the sender wrote, “but I know about Emissaries. I also know of the enemies they have in this world. Make no mistake; these foes are persistent and will stop at nothing until Lilah is dead. You’re lucky you’ve only attracted the attention of one of their number; it’s only a matter of time until there are dozens after her.

				“I want to help. Ever since it came to my attention that we’ve been receiving visitors from other worlds, I’ve been working to keep them safe. As the CEO of Brighton Computing, I have enough resources at my disposal to protect any arriving Emissaries. If you can get her to my estate in Georgia, I could protect her against the people trying to kill her.

				“I can help get her here,” the sender continued, “but it won’t be easy. The organization trying to kill her has significant means at their disposal. They have contacts in high positions in several government intelligence agencies. If I try to buy her a plane or bus ticket, they will find out. The last thing we want is for the Emissary to be trapped on the plane with one of the assassins. Given enough uninterrupted time and proximity, there are plenty of subtle ways they could cause her to die quietly in plain sight without arousing suspicion.

			

			
				“She needs somebody she trusts to bring her to Georgia. I write to you hoping that you can be that person; from the video, it seems you and she are close. If you can get her here, she will be safe. We’re even close to developing a technology that can send her home. To assist, I would reimburse you for any costs you accrue over the course of your trip. I will also try to provide notice to your school excusing your absence. A healthy donation to your school might go a long way toward smoothing any ruffled feathers. I could even do what I can to explain the importance of the situation to your parents.

				“Please respond as soon as you are able. If you can make this trip, I will give you further direction, including ideas for how to make the trip safely, and a description of how reimbursement will work.

				“The Emissary’s life is in danger. You will need to act soon, Especially if you’ve filed police reports that could be intercepted by the organization opposing her.

				“-Carter Brighton.”

				After the letter was a phone number. The letter also contained, as an attachment, several pictures. One showed a group of people around a table, eating. Each one had minor animal characteristics of some kind: a fluffy wolf tail and ears on one middle-aged man, antennae on a girl a little older than Lilah, and one boy, slightly younger than I was, had white wings with black spots on them. The wings folded behind his back, and the boy had feathers on his head instead of hair.

			

			
				The people, presumably all Emissaries, were all leaning over the table and smiling at the camera, like you would when someone asked for a group picture while you’re eating at a restaurant with friends. The room they were in looked fancy; the sort of place you’d see in a mansion. The other pictures were similar. One showed them playing basketball. One showed the winged boy excitedly motioning to a small but opulent looking bedroom. Each picture made it look like the Emissaries were happy to be there.

				Much happier than Lilah had been with me. I thought of how cooped up she felt her first week here and imagined how much happier she’d have been at a giant estate with a built-in basketball court.

				I opened a new browser tab and started googling. I found Carter Brighton. He even had a Wikipedia page stub. The description matched the information in the letter. He was a wealthy CEO of some tech company in Georgia.

				I tabbed back and checked the email he sent. The sender’s address was from a corporate domain name, so I copied it into the browser bar to see where it led. Sure enough, Brighton Computing’s site came up. It looked like the company made and maintained custom-built supercomputers for universities and large businesses. The site was sterile and super corporate. The header of the site bore the trite corporate slogan: “Brighton Computing means quality and dependability. We guarantee it!” I poked around the info links at the footer and finally found that it was indeed headquartered in Georgia, a little northwest of Atlanta.

				Either this guy was legit, or somebody was doing a reasonable job faking it.

				I leaned back in my chair. What did this mean for Lilah?

				For one thing, if the assassins had a guy monitoring police reports, then nothing the police could do could protect her. If they tried to keep her safe, they might actually be inadvertently trapping her. Holding her in place for a group of assassins to get at her.

			

			
				And… the person said he could send Lilah home someday. That’s what she would want most, right? She was a wanderer; she didn’t want to stay on Earth forever. She probably missed her own world.

				My heart ached to think of her leaving.

				I tabbed out of the email to try to focus on homework, but could hardly concentrate. I’d need to talk with Lilah about this, and she was in class somewhere. Things were moving so fast, with the assassin, the threatened police protection program, and now this.

				Lunch came soon thereafter. I stood at the doorway to the cafeteria, waiting for Lilah, and intercepted her.

				“Lilah. Something important came up. I need to talk with you in the library, before lunch.”

				“What’s up, Gavin?” Lilah asked.

				“Somebody sent me an email. He says he can get you home.”

				Lilah’s eyes went wide, and she nodded and followed me.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24:

				I brought her into the library, re-logged into the computer, and pulled open the email. I played her the video, and she seemed to recognize the worrying ramifications of having the fight up on the internet where anybody could view it. She went on to read the email. I heard her whispering to herself under her breath and saw her get caught up on some of the longer words and have to sound them out.

				Finally, she reached the end and saw the pictures. She looked at them for longer than I did. I wondered what was going through her head. Finally, she looked toward me.

				“So what do you think?” I asked.

				“This Carter person knows about me,” she said. “Not just that I exist. But that I’m an Emissary, and what that means. Could he… could he have found out from us? Third-hand or something? Or did he find out some other way?”

				“So far as I know, the only people you’ve explained Emissaries to are my family,” I said. “To most people in the school, you’re just a catgirl.”

				Lilah nodded. “That’s what I thought.” She looked back at the pictures again.

				“Anybody you recognize?”

				Lilah shook her head. “I know the ant Emissary, and that’s not her. Maybe… maybe she’s a termite or something? They all look legitimate. Like, that’s the way that avian Emissaries look, with the wings and the feather hair. But I don’t know any of these people personally.”

			

			
				“Does it look like a trap? That’s what I’m worried about.”

				“Kind of,” Lilah said. “Do you think they could be from the same organization as the assassin?”

				“Maybe,” I said. “But that doesn’t seem right. For one thing, why ask us to go to Georgia if they’ve got an assassin right here? They could have just asked us to meet in an abandoned warehouse in the next town over and ambushed us there.”

				“Where is Georgia?”

				I looked up a route real fast. “It looks like it’s about an eighteen-hour drive.”

				Lilah’s eyes widened. “Eighteen hours!? But cars go so fast!”

				“Yeah,” I said. “The United States is a big place.”  I scrolled along. That much driving was horrible, but doable. If we decided to take the trip, and I skipped school, and fled from being grounded, and took the brunt of all the associated consequences, I could start driving that evening at 4:00 after getting off school. Driving ‘till midnight, then waking up at eight the next morning and driving until six would basically get us there. She could be at Carter’s estate by dinner tomorrow. It’d feel awful to drive that long, though. Maybe it would make sense to make it three days of driving instead of two?

				Lilah kept talking. “That would be really far away from this assassin, at least. She’d follow me to Vermont, I’m pretty sure. But unless she really wanted me dead for some reason, I don’t think she’d follow me that far south. Right?”

				“Who knows?” I said. “But even if she did, Carter seems to imply that he’s got ways of protecting Emissaries. These ones in the picture certainly don’t seem worried about being hunted by assassins. Maybe he’s got some sort of personal armed guard that keeps them safe. Carter looks like he’s loaded.”

			

			
				“Yeah.” Lilah nodded. “I think… I think this is what we should do.” Her look of concern never faltered.

				“Okay.” I nodded. “I’d do this for you.”

				“Think we should talk with your parents about it?”

				“No,” I said. “I’m grounded. They’re not going to want me to go with you. Plus, they want to make sure I ‘stay safe.’ They’d probably just throw you on a bus or something. But I’m your shaman. I need to go with you, to help protect you. At least until Carter can take over. I’m going to steal my keys back, leave a note, call them often so they know I’m safe, and accept whatever punishment they give when I get back.”

				“Thanks,” Lilah said.

				“Of course. Some things are important. Like the lives of your friends.”

				Lilah looked away. “Gavin, I… well…” She sighed. “I was kind of hoping that maybe wherever I ended up would be close enough you could visit me sometimes. And maybe we could keep up a relationship that way. But… if I’m going home, that’s not going to work. There’s no way to know if we’ll ever even see each other again.” Lilah swallowed. “I want you to get back together with Autumn. I want you to be happy, Gavin. I’ll say whatever I need to to help make that happen.”

				I figured something like this was coming. I felt near-numb. “Yeah,” I agreed. “Speaking of which… I need to go talk with her right now.” I shook my head. “I’m really not going to be able to see you again, am I?”

				“Probably not,” Lilah said. She seemed morose as well, but tried to put on a smile. “I’ll never forget you, though.”

				“Don’t say goodbye yet,” I said. “We’ve still got a few days together.”

			

			
				“Right,” she said. “Okay.” I could tell she was trying not to cry. “Let’s go talk to Autumn.”

				I logged out, and we headed to the lunch room. When we got there, I saw Michael at the entrance, waiting for me.

				“Dude, what the hell?” he said. “Lunch is half over now!”

				“Sorry, I had to take care of some things,” I said cagily. “Where’s Autumn? We need to talk with her.”

				“Both of you?”

				“Yeah,” said Lilah. “I need to apologize and clear up some misunderstandings.”

				“So, then… did you pick…”

				I nodded. “It’s… it’s hard,” I said, glancing at Lilah. I tried to phrase my words delicately. “But yeah. I did. I think I’m going to really enjoy learning to be in a relationship with Autumn.”

				Michael started to grin, then looked at Lilah’s despondent face and tried to contain it. “Lilah, this must feel like shit for you. I’m sorry this got so out of hand. It’s really… really considerate of you to let Gavin go like this.” He smiled slightly. “You know, I get how bad it is in school for hot girls. But the reason it feels like the guys around here only think with their dicks is because the nice ones stay quiet. If you ever feel like you want to meet someone, I know some guys I could set you up with. Guys like Gavin who are into the whole ‘chivalry’ thing and would treat you right. It’s the least I could do to try and help you hook up with some—”

				“Shut the fuck up,” Lilah said, flattening her ears. She looked at me quizzically. “Did I use that word right?”

				“You sure did,” said Michael, chagrined. “Yes ma’am, shutting the fuck up right now.” He pointed. “Cassie’s with Autumn over there. She’s real nervous.”

				“I’ll bet,” I said. I started walking, and Lilah and Michael followed.

			

			
				“Hi, Autumn,” I said, sitting down across from her.

				She glared at Lilah. “What’s she doing here? Gloating?” Autumn said, rubbing her shoulder.

				“Apologizing,” Lilah said, taking another seat. “I’m… I’m new. Not just to this school, but to the whole school thing. And it’s weird. All the guys seem to think that if I’m not somebody’s girlfriend they get to fight over having a claim on me.”

				“That’s because you’re sexy,” Autumn said. I felt a hint of jealousy in her voice. “It’s not always like that.”

				“Well maybe,” Lilah said. “But I just got sick of it, you know? And… and on Monday morning, before school, I heard that Gavin didn’t have a girlfriend. So on Tuesday, I just sort of… pretended. I told everybody who hit on me that Gavin was my boyfriend and that they should back off. And they did. I didn’t realize I was stepping on anybody’s toes.”

				“And Gavin? Was he okay with this?”

				“No,” Lilah said. “I never asked him. I just sort of… assumed that he’d be okay with it. That was wrong of me.”

				“Why would you think that?”

				“Well, I’ve known Gavin for a while, and—”

				“How?” demanded Autumn. “You only came to school Monday. That’s not ‘a while’ at all.”

				I hopped in. “Lilah was homeless and needed a place to stay. She’s been at my place. My parents moved my brother into my room so she’d have a place for herself.” I omitted mentioning the period of time where my parents didn’t know she was there.

				“You’ve been living with her?” Autumn asked, rubbing her shoulder again.

			

			
				I shrugged. “Yeah. She warned me practically the whole time she was there that she never wanted a relationship. When she suddenly started declaring herself as my boyfriend… it kinda came as a shock.”

				Lilah nodded. “The only reason I started thinking of Gavin like that was because I felt forced to by the other guys at the school.” I suspected there was more to it than that, but kept my mouth shut.

				“Was Gavin trying to make you his girlfriend?” Autumn asked.

				“He… hinted he’d be open to the idea. But he never, like, made a pass at me or anything. I said I wasn’t interested. He believed me.”

				Autumn looked at me. Her expression finally started to soften.

				“Look, Autumn,” Michael said. “I’ve known Gavin for a long time. Trust me when I say I think he’s telling the truth on this one. Gavin didn’t tell Lilah that he started up a relationship with you. Lilah jumped the gun and ‘started a relationship’ with Gavin without his consent, figuring he’d be cool with it. Word got around. You heard about it before Gavin even did. That’s it.” Michael nodded for emphasis. “He never did cheat on you.”

				“And I’m sorry I made it look like he did,” Lilah said.

				“Are you in love with him?” Autumn asked Lilah point blank.

				Lilah looked toward me. She looked nervous. Then she broke eye contact and looked away. “...Yeah,” she finally said. “But it’s not going to work out.”

				“Why not?” Autumn asked.

				“I’m… transferring,” Lilah said.

				“Transferring? To where?”

				“Uh…” Lilah said.

				It felt bittersweet to break up with Lilah, but now that Autumn’s anger was starting to fade, I realized things weren’t all bad. I looked at her face and remembered how wonderful it felt on Monday to be with her. I suddenly found that I wanted to spend more time with her.

			

			
				Lilah and I had gotten to know each other very well given that we’d lived together for so long. I knew enough about Autumn to find her very intriguing, but hadn’t developed the same sort of deep friendship with her that I’d had with Lilah. Maybe that would come with time.

				And I had an idea to speed that up while killing a second bird with the same stone.

				“Autumn. You’ve done MMA fights before, right? Karate and stuff?”

				She nodded. “Yeah. In fact, just last night I was at that jiu-jitsu lesson. I hurt my shoulder and everything because I was too cocky to tap out of that americana fast enough,” she said, rolling her eyes.

				I turned to Lilah. “Think we should invite her on the trip? To be honest, she’d probably be more useful in a fight than I would.”

				“You think?” Lilah asked. “I wonder… I wonder if she’d be able to take out the… you know.”

				“Honestly, out of all of my friends, she’d stand the best chance. If she weren’t so pissed off at you at the time, she’d have been a better choice for a shaman than I’d have been.”

				Autumn’s eyes went wide. “Wait, what? Shaman? What are you talking about?”

				“Yeah,” said Michael. “Spill it.”

				“Michael too?” I asked.

				“There’s no reason for him to go,” Lilah said. “It’d just be exposing him to danger for no reason.”

				“No, I mean, like, can he hear about it?”

				“The fewer people that know, the better,” Lilah said. “Remember? We don’t want this getting out.”

				“Well, we don’t have to say where we’re going. Only why we’re leaving.”

			

			
				Lilah looked cross. “Fine. Only because I appreciate the advice he gave you. But just Michael. Not Cassie.”

				Michael looked between me and Lilah. “Okay, sure. Fine.”

				Cassie, looking worried, stood and started to leave. Michael stood and kissed her quickly as she left. That left only the four of us at the small table.

				“Okay, what’s up?” Michael asked.

				“Ever since Monday, there’s been an assassin out to try to kill Lilah,” I said.

				Both Michael’s and Autumn’s eyes widened.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25:

				“No shit, really?” Michael said.

				“Are you sure?” Autumn asked. “Like, is he really trying to kill her?”

				“Yeah,” I said. “She’s fired guns at Lilah and tried to slice her head off with a sword. Pretty sure death is the goal here.”

				“So, like, you’re going to the police, right?” Michael said.

				“Two big problems with that. First, the assassin’s not, like… normal. She’s got weird sci-fi tech and casts spells and stuff. If we tried to explain what was going on to the police, they might not believe us. Second off, the assassin’s organization has infiltrated the police. If we try and put her in, like, witness protection or something like that, it’d actually paint a target right on her.”

				“Wait, they’ve infiltrated the police?” Autumn said. “Where’d you hear that?”

				“I’m getting to that,” I said. “At any rate, it turns out that there’s a place where Lilah can go to be safe. There’s this guy that’s been keeping track of... people like Lilah.”

				“Wait, there are more of her?” Michael said.

				“Yeah,” Lilah said, nodding. “One for each species of animal. I don’t think very many of them made it to your world, though.”

				“Our world?” said Michael. “You mean…”

				“Lilah’s from another world,” I said, nodding. “Sort of a fantasy world. Knights and wizards and stuff.”

				“Sorcerers,” Lilah corrected.

			

			
				“Look, the cat ears are weird. The tail is weirder. But… another world?”

				“You got a phone?” I asked. Michael nodded. “Look up ‘Pendleton catgirl fights knight with moose statue.’”

				Autumn went to grab her phone too. Both watched, stunned, at the poorly recorded battle between Lilah, Morris, and the assassin.

				“Wow, dude,” Michael said. “So… she cast a spell that made the statue come alive?”

				“Something like that,” I said. “So yeah. Another world. One with magic. And there are others like her. I think the assassins are trying to kill them all.”

				“And you mentioned some guy keeping them safe?” Michael asked.

				“Yeah,” I said. “Besides me, I don’t know of anybody else on our world who knows Lilah’s people better. And I think the guy could do it. He sent pictures of some other of Lilah’s people, and it was like they were in some sort of mansion. He even says he’s working on a way to get them home. It sorta felt like the guy had a private guard force and research team or whatever. All we need to do is get Lilah to his estate in Georgia.”

				“Do you really trust this guy?” asked Autumn.

				“I mean… there’s an assassin after Lilah. We can’t just… do nothing. I’m not sure this Carter Brighton guy can be trusted a hundred percent, but the alternative is nightly assassination attempts.”

				“Are you sure it’s an assassin?” asked Autumn. “Have you tried talking to her?”

				“No,” said Lilah. “I was a little busy dodging her sword. It was a magic item from my world. If I even got nicked by it, I’d be as good as dead.”

			

			
				Autumn didn’t look pleased. She paused for a moment, as though in thought. “Okay, sure. So it’s an assassin. Doesn’t that make it dangerous for Gavin?”

				“Yeah,” I said, nodding.

				“But you’re going anyway?”

				“Yeah,” I confirmed.

				“Won’t you get in trouble with your parents?”

				“Obviously,” I said. “I’ll probably end up grounded until I move out.”

				“What about school?”

				“I’d only miss Thursday and Friday. I’ve hardly ever had unexcused absences. I’ll live. And even if I don’t graduate high school… well, the trade school I’m looking into doesn’t require a diploma. I’m basically here for the fun and the learning, and I can get those even if I don’t get the credits to graduate.”

				“You’d seriously give up your high school diploma?”

				“Autumn, this is a life we’re talking about. If I don’t get Lilah to Carter’s place, she could die. Yes, a human life is worth more than a diploma.” I realized my commitment to Lilah might make Autumn feel uncomfortable, so I appended, “I’d do the same if Michael’s life were in danger. Or Cassie’s. Or yours.”

				“You’re risking your life, though,” Autumn said. “Couldn’t you… like… buy her an airplane or bus ticket?”

				“If the assassin found out and got on the plane or bus, Lilah would be trapped. We’ve got to drive, to stay off the grid.”

				“Could you get someone else to take her down to this mansion?” Michael asked. “Just… wondering.”

				“I could,” I said, “but she’s safest with me.”

				“Why?” asked Michael.

			

			
				“She’s…” How would I describe it? “She’s cast a spell on me to make me stronger and faster, basically. Given that we were at home together getting attacked, she wanted me to be able to fight the assassin with her.”

				“No shit, really?” Michael asked as Autumn screwed her brow. “Like, you’re some sort of ninja now?”

				“More like a magically-enhanced bodyguard, I think.”

				“Could she do that to me?” asked Autumn, sitting forward. “You’re right. A life is at stake. But I’ve had more combat training. I’d be a better person to drive her down to Carter’s place.”

				“No,” Lilah said. “I can’t transfer the power to somebody else for a year and a day.” She paused. “I did the ritual here, so I wonder if that’s one of my world’s years, or yours?”

				“But that’s actually why I brought it up,” I said. “You’ve done karate, and now you’re doing jiu-jitsu. You’ve been in MMA fights. Do you want to come with us? In case the assassin followed us, we’d need as much help as we could get. I don’t know how to fight. You might be better in combat than I would be, even with magical speed and strength.”

				Autumn seemed to be considering it. “Tell me more about the assassin.”

				“Weird gravity powers that let her jump high and run fast,” Lilah said. “Uses a sword, a giant science gun, and a strange little wand that controls the wind. Wears a helmet, a long, thin coat, and some sort of super-hard, flexible cuirass. It kind of reminds me of jack-of-plate, but more science looking.”

				Autumn bit her lip. “Can you fight someone like that off?”

				“Lilah nearly had her,” I said. “Twice, if you count the time she was fighting with Morris.”

				“And she’s made you stronger too?” Autumn asked.

			

			
				“Yeah,” I said. “Like… as strong as her, I think?”

				Lilah nodded. “Not as awesome, though. It didn’t give him a half-dozen years of combat training.”

				Autumn didn’t speak for a moment, her face screwed up in thought. She finally looked down at her tray. “I might just get in the way, then.” She sighed, then looked directly into my eyes. “Gavin, you shouldn’t do this either. Stay home. There’s got to be another way. Maybe some way to work it out with the assassin, or—”

				“Autumn, I’ve got to do this.”

				“But what if the assassin comes after you in revenge, after you… after you get Lilah to safety?”

				I hadn’t thought of that. “Hopefully nothing happens on the way there or back. Maybe the assassin won’t even know. And if she does find out, and holds a grudge…” I sighed. “Maybe I’d move somewhere far away. I’m eighteen. I can just drop out of high school and go to a trade school. It’d be tough because most of the time you need to have a diploma or GED to get financial aid to pay for it, but… I could work part time for a while.”

				“Gavin, this is insane,” Autumn said.

				“What else can we do?” I asked.

				Nobody ventured any responses.

				“Gavin,” Autumn finally said. “You just became my boyfriend. And now you’re running off to who knows where, maybe being followed by assassins, maybe never coming home. It’s… it’s just…”

				“It’s hella brave is what it is,” Michael said. “Autumn, girl, you won the boyfriend lottery here. If he’s this dedicated to some homeless girl that ended up in his house, how awesome will he be as your boo?”

				“Autumn, if you’re worried about me, I’ll keep in contact,” I said. “I’m going to try and steal my phone back from my parents before I go. If I can’t do that, maybe I’ll dip into my savings to buy a new one for this trip. I’ll call you every night and let you know I’m safe. Every few hours, if you want me to. If you don’t hear from me when I’m supposed to call in, you can… you can call the police or something.”

			

			
				Autumn’s face became no less worried. “Okay,” she said. “When do you leave?”

				“Tonight, as soon as I get home,” I said. “If I drive eight hours tonight and ten tomorrow, I can probably make it Friday evening. Another nine hours a day and I can make it back before Monday. It’d be gruelling, but… but we could make it.

				“Tonight?” she said.

				“Yeah. And then I’ll come home, and we can be together.” I glanced at Lilah, who looked away. I extended my arms toward Autumn and reached for her hands. For a moment, we just held each other’s hands. Then she leaned over the table and kissed me.

				The bell rang.

				“I’m not going to be able to talk you out of this, am I?” she asked.

				“No,” I said.

				“Then stay safe,” she said, standing up. She took her tray and left.

				The rest of us stood too. “Dude, this is some heavy shit,” Michael said. “Come back in one piece, okay? Hell, call me too after calling Autumn. I want to hear how it’s going.”

				“Okay,” I said, nodding.

				Michael hugged me in one of those weird male “I care about you but don’t want to look gay” sort of hugs that involved heavy pounding on the back, then he left as well.

				I walked with Lilah toward the door of the cafeteria. She was sad. I didn’t bother asking about it. She was probably feeling bad about having to leave, and maybe jealous of how Autumn would get to keep me.

				The rest of school was hard. When I was in physics class, I found it difficult to concentrate. It was sort of like senioritis, but stronger. There was, of course, the possibility that I’d never be back in school.

			

			
				There was also the possibility that I’d be dead.

				That was a sobering idea, I thought as I spun my pencil trying to listen to the teacher. I’d put a lot of stock into Lilah’s gift. I’d be faster and stronger, but that didn’t mean that I’d be invincible.

				If it were a two against one, we’d be able to take down the assassin, right? Like, I could evade and defend while Lilah attacked her in the back, and if she turned around, we could switch. Lilah said this assassin had lots of cool toys, but wasn’t as skilled as ones she’d fought in the past. We’d make it.

				My teenage invulnerability complex was certain of it.

				School finally ended. Lilah and I took the bus home.

				“Okay,” I said as I took off my shoes. “You pack. I’m going to go dig around and see if I can find my phone.”

				I went into my parents room and carefully looked everywhere I could think of. I tried to imagine where I’d hide it if I were my parents trying to keep something from me. It didn’t work. The problem was, I wasn’t sure how hard they were trying. Did they expect me to come looking for it while they were gone? Or did they just put it on the ground and some clothes fell on top of it? I had expected to just check a couple of drawers and then find it and take it. I didn’t expect it to be this hard.

				Lilah didn’t have a bunch of stuff to pack, so she finished fast, then offered to help pack my stuff too. Once she’d packed for me as well, she asked if she could help me look. When I said yes, she immediately went downstairs.

				A couple minutes later, she came up the stairs, opened up my parents’ sock drawer, and rifled through it. She pulled out a pair of folded socks, reached inside it, and pulled out my phone.

				“Lilah, what the hell? How did you know it was there?”

			

			
				“I asked Family-PC. It told me to ask the wireless router, who said the last time he sent it a package, it was upstairs in the sock drawer, so that’s where I looked.”

				“Okay. That’s awesome. And… also too bad; I was hoping maybe you could find my keys too. I don’t suppose the wireless router would know where they are, would it?”

				“I could ask.”

				“No, it was a sarcastic joke. The keys… I guess you could say they never ‘talk’ to the router.”

				Lilah checked anyway, and sure enough, the router wasn’t even aware the keys existed. I looked everywhere I could think of, including inside every pair of socks, but I couldn’t find them either.

				It had been an hour and a half since we had gotten home. Not only was this cutting into our driving time, but if we didn’t start leaving in the next hour or two, my parents would come home, which would make it very difficult to leave.

				“Lilah, we’ve got to find those keys,” I said for, like, the fourth time.

				“Yeah,” she said. “You’ve told me.” She checked inside a decorative teapot I’d already looked in a half hour ago. “But… are you sure? There’s no other way to get the car to start?”

				“It might be possible to break Jane open and hotwire her, but that could break her completely if I did it wrong.”

				Lilah looked at me. It seemed like she’d had a realization of some kind. “‘Jane?’ You named your car?”

				“What?”

				“We’re done here. Out to Jane. Now.”

				“But what about the keys?”

				“Don’t need them. Come on, out to the garage. You’re going to learn how to commune.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26:

				“Wait, what?” I suddenly understood what Lilah wanted. But I wasn’t sure I could do it. “Lilah, that’s brilliant, but… shouldn’t you be the one to talk to Jane?”

				“You named her. She’s your car. She probably thinks you own her. You’re going to have better luck.”

				“Luck?” I asked.

				“The ability of a spirit to manipulate the object it’s in depends on a lot of different factors,” Lilah said. “Off the top of my head, I can think of several. How much people believe it thinks for itself.  How little people understand how it works. How much of a personality people have projected onto it. But a big factor is the communer’s relationship with the thing.” We got our coats and shoes on as Lilah kept talking. “Jane is your car. You named her. I bet you invented a personality for her. I bet you even talk to her sometimes.”

				I sheepishly thought back to the times I tried to get Jane to start up on cold days. Come on, old girl. You can do this. I believe in you.


				“Yeah,” I said, nodding.

				I opened Jane’s door and sat in the driver’s seat, and Lilah sat in the passenger’s seat.

				“Okay,” she said. “I need you to close your eyes and relax. Try to move as much stress out of your mind as you can.”

				“Easier said than done.”

			

			
				“Okay, that sarcasm? Envision yourself putting it in a box. The assassin, school, your parents, Autumn… all those worries go in the box too. Are they there? Can you see them?”

				I hadn’t started envisioning them yet. I quickly imagined myself following Lilah’s directions.

				“Okay, yeah,” I said.

				“Great. Now put the box up on a shelf. You can take them back out later. Then open the door to the room you’re in and look outside. All there is is blackness. When you step into the blackness, you feel yourself floating. And all there is is black, all around you.”

				“Is it supposed to be ominous?” I asked, trying to follow along in my mind’s eye.

				“No, it’s friendly. Like having your head under the covers. Or being asleep. It’s a friendly, peaceful black.”

				“Okay…”

				“Now, think of Jane. Jane’s not in the black with you. Not yet, at least. But as you float in the black, think of all the memories you’ve shared with her. All the things you’ve been through. When you bought her. The first time you drove her.”

				I did so. At one point, my mind rebelled, thinking that this whole imaginary narrative Lilah was putting me through was dumb and pointless. As I thought it, I became more aware of my surroundings, and I tried to bite it down. I’m in the black, I thought. In the black.

				“Now this is the tricky part. You’re going to talk with Jane. With your mind. It… it’ll feel sort of like you’re making up words. Like you’re inventing in your head the things Jane would say if she could talk with you. But it’ll feel… more sure. Like you know that what you’re imagining is what’s happening. The words will just pop into your mind. Maybe images. Don’t second-guess them. Just trust that they’re right.”

			

			
				“Okay…” I said. “But… how will I know if they’re right, or if I’m making crap up?”

				“Quit it. The words are right. Trust me, I’ve done this. Remember, you’re in the black. Okay… take a deep breath and say hello.”

				I took a deep breath and readied myself to pretend I was saying hello to Jane.

				“Gavin, I’m dying.”

				My breath caught in my throat. It was like my mind had invented the first line in a play. It felt like a stroke of inspiration, with the promise of a whole story yet to come.

				I figured the best way to keep it up would be to pretend it was perfectly natural. That’s what Lilah said, right? The whole thing would be like a giant game of make-believe?

				“I know you’re dying, old girl,” I said.

				“I’m sorry, Gavin. I’m holding on the best I can.” I imagined her voice as sounding like an old woman. One full of emotional strength, but whose body was failing.

				“I know you are. I can tell.” I suddenly found myself feeling surprisingly emotional. “I can tell how hard you fight, every time I turn the key. I can feel you struggle to climb the hill by our school. I hear your squeaks and strains. You’re a hero, Jane.” And I meant it.

				“Gavin, it’s the least I could do. You’re the best owner I’ve ever had. Ever since you bought me, you’ve loved me, like nobody else ever has. Even my first family.”

				I found myself at a loss for words. That was weird. It was like in this pretend play, I was totally sure what Jane would say, but not how I’d respond. “Jane, you’re my first car,” I said. “I bought you with my own hard-earned money. And you represented freedom to me. You’ve driven me to see my friends more times than I can count. You’ve taken me to ice-cream a dozen times. You let me go Christmas shopping for my parents when they had no idea I was gone. You’re… you’re amazing. And you always have been.”

			

			
				“Gavin, you make me feel like I’m pulling out of the dealer’s lot.” I imagined a woman stepping out of the darkness. She was thin and elderly. Her clothes were the sort of clothes a teenager would have worn back in the seventies. Her hair was gray, but neatly styled. I could tell, just by looking at her, that when she was younger she’d have been gorgeous. Maybe even to rival Lilah. But those days had passed.

				I found myself stepping forward to hug her, and she hugged back. She smelled faintly of oiled leather, like new upholstery. “You’ve been the best car I could have asked for.” 

				“Do you need something? What can I do? Just name it.”

				“The other girl in the car… Lilah. You know her?”

				Jane smiled. “She’s cute. You should make out in the back seat.”

				Was my car trying to hook me up? I ignored her. “She’s in danger. We need to get to Georgia to help her stay safe. But… my parents hid your keys. I can’t start you up. Can… can you start yourself?”

				I jumped, in real life, as I heard the engine turn over. I somehow managed to keep my eyes shut despite the shock. I retreated, in my mind, back into that black space. As the engine turned over again, I saw Jane, brow furrowed in concentration. She was panting. The engine turned a third time, and finally, with a sputter, it caught and started idling normally.

				“Jane, you’ve done it again! You’re fantastic!” I embraced her again, but her arms were too weak to return the hug. I pushed myself away and looked at her panting form. “Jane, is there anything I can do for you?”

				“No,” she said. “The repairs would cost more than what you paid for me. It’s not worth it. I don’t want you to spend money trying to keep me alive when you could spend it on a car like the one you deserve.”

			

			
				“Let me decide that, Jane. What do you need?”

				She looked at me. “A new timing belt. That’s the biggest thing. I’ve got dozens of aches and pains, but… but I could go an extra few thousand miles if I could get a new timing belt.”

				I nodded. “I’ll look into it first thing when we get back, okay?”

				Jane smiled weakly. “Let’s take your friend to safety.”

				“Thanks.”

				And Jane walked into the blackness.

				I opened my eyes and looked at Lilah, who was grinning broadly.

				“How was that?” she asked. “It’s amazing, right?”

				“That was… a real trip.” I said. Now that I didn’t have to worry about somehow breaking the communion, I started to wonder how much of it was Jane talking, and how much I made up. I’d have thought I made it all up, except that Jane started. Also, I had no clue what a timing belt was. I’m not sure I’d ever even heard the term.

				“You’ll get better at it,” Lilah said. “Frankly, I think it’s fantastic that you have such a wonderful relationship with your car. It made it way easier. I could tell she really loves you.”

				“Wait,” I said. “Were you watching?”

				“Of course,” said Lilah. “I wanted to make sure that you were doing alright, and maybe give you pointers or suggestions. I shouldn’t have worried. Want to make out in the back seat before we go?”

				“I wouldn’t mind,” Jane said. Maybe. Or maybe that’s what I thought she would say if I were still communing with her. “I can just idle. Or… are you headed someplace I know how to get to?”

				“Wait, can you drive yourself?”

				“It’s got to be in your mind, Gavin,” Lilah said.

			

			
				I shut my eyes again and tried to envision Jane. “Hey, can you drive yourself?”

				“If it’s somewhere we go together a lot, yeah,” she said, smiling. She looked a lot better now. Her battery must have been charged by the engine by this point. “I could follow directions, too.”

				“Yeah, uh… get on I-95 and head south. Could you… could you handle driving on the freeway without me?”

				She covered her smile with a hand. “Gavin, I’ve been driving since before you were born. Let me handle this. Just let me know which exit you want me to take.”

				“It’s going to be a while. Head down McKennit Lane to route 4, then take I-95 southbound. For… many hours. If you can drive yourself as I sleep, then… then maybe we’ll get there a few hours after sunrise.”

				“Just keep touching me,” Jane said. “As long as you’re still touching me, I’d be happy to drive for you.”

				It would be difficult not to touch Jane as I was riding inside her, but I nodded anyway. “Okay, then, let’s go. And… thanks.”

				In the real world, I heard the gear stick click into reverse and the parking brake release and lower, and Jane rolled out of the garage.

				“I’m not gonna lie, this is probably the coolest thing I’ve done ever,” I said. The steering wheel spun, the gearshift clicked, and we pulled out of the driveway.

				Lilah seemed excited too. “You know, I’ve never had a shaman before. You’re the first person I’ve taught.”

				“Really? You did great. Where did that whole ‘blackness outside the door’ thing come from?”

				“That’s just how my mentor taught me.” Her smile faded a little. “But you’ve still got a lot to learn.”

				“Like what?”

			

			
				“How to fight, mostly,” Lilah said. “I’m not going to lie, Gavin. Shifting is great and all, but… but it can only do so much, and you were kind of a wimp to start with.”

				“Hey!” I said. “You’re calling me a wimp?”

				“Gavin,” she said with exasperation. “Don’t be so defensive. I’m just being honest here. You don’t cut wood. You don’t plow. You don’t hunt. You don’t smith. You just sit at home, hardly moving, and play stuff. In my world, I’d only ever see somebody as scrawny as you if they were seriously ill or… or like a nobleman or something.” The way she said it implied that was not a compliment.

				I crossed my arms, which felt weird given that I was in the driver’s seat of a moving car. “Okay, fine. But I’ll have you know, that’s not unusual in my world.”

				“I know. But it doesn’t drive off assassins. Given that you won’t have the sheer brute force a stronger shaman might, you’ll need to learn at least a little about combat before we get into a fight.”

				“So what do you recommend?”

				“I explain stuff in the car. Once every hour, we get outside, you shift, and we practice what I taught. You stay shifted for as long as you can, then we go back in the car and you recuperate as I explain the next lesson.”

				“Okay,” I said, nodding. And our game plan was in motion.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27:

				First, Lilah taught me how to “shift.” Again, the trigger was based on envisioning the outcome. Basically, if I pretended there was power flowing into me, it did so, and I became like Lilah, complete with ears, tail, and retractable claws.

				The first time was immensely uncomfortable, surprisingly, because of my pants. My new tail was cramped and jammed in them, and I didn’t yet have enough control over it to unkink it myself. Lilah insisted we pull over and I take my pants off, and I relented. Lilah used her claw to gently cut a hole in the correct spot on the back of my pants. Then Lilah asked for my boxers. When I protested, she reminded me that she’d already seen all of me there was to see, but that didn’t make it feel any less awkward. I made her promise she wouldn’t look, and I insisted we go deep into the woods at the side of the road, but I eventually gave my boxers up too, and she added a hole to them as well.

				Now that I had compatible clothing, Lilah had me shift again and again. She told me I might need to do it at a moment’s notice, while distracted, so I needed practice. At first, shifting was slow and took a while, but I finally realized that if I added ears and a tail to the mental image myself of drawing in power, the transformation happened much faster.

				“Oh huh. I guess that would make a big difference,” Lilah said when I told her. “I hadn’t thought of that. I mean, I always picture myself with the ears and tail, so…”

			

			
				Every time I shifted back, I was left winded and panting, as though I’d sprinted up a flight of stairs or two. Lilah assured me that was normal and it would get better with practice. Either way, it was nice to be able to just relax in the driver’s seat after shifting instead of needing to drive.

				While shifted, Lilah tried to run me through some tail exercises. It took me a while to discover the right muscles to move. Even after I figured out how to tense up muscles I’d never had before, it still felt odd. It felt sort of like wiggling my butt around, except the muscles I was wiggling were even lower. I eventually was able to thread my tail through the holes in my pants as I shifted, but that was as dexterous as I got. I was surprised by how little control I had.

				“No, that’s normal,” Lilah said when I brought it up. “A tail’s sort of like a finger. You can curl it and uncurl it, but trying to bend just the last knuckle while keeping the rest straight is really hard.” I had to try that myself to figure out what she meant. I guess it was a little much to expect my tail to be prehensile or something. She also helped me figure out which muscles extended my claws. 

				I occasionally sent texts to Autumn and Michael to let them know I was okay. I even sent my parents a voicemail a few minutes after they were scheduled to get home. I didn’t have the courage right then to talk to them in real time. I promised myself I’d do that later. I ignored the calls coming from the house, then the Pendleton police station, and finally I turned my phone off entirely to keep from getting distracted.

				After a few hours of shifting, moving my tail, and shifting back, Lilah announced we were going to have combat training. She would explain a concept to me as we drove. We would pull over into the breakdown lane, ask Jane to lock herself, then walk into the woods for a minute or two. I’d shift, hold the form for as long as I could, and try out what she had taught.

			

			
				I realized after a few sessions that there must have been an entire martial art around claw fighting. She taught me about combat stances. She explained how to use my tail for balance, and how I could rapidly shift my weight by curling or flicking it. She explained how to hold my wrist when slashing with my claws, told me to tense my claws just before they struck to keep them from getting pushed back into my fingers, and warned me about what surfaces I couldn’t strike without damaging myself. She talked about biting, explaining that despite my newfound fangs, the goal was to tear like a wolf, not puncture like a snake.

				“Do you really bite while fighting?” I asked, a little unnerved.

				“I have once or twice. Not if I can help it,” she said, smiling. ”It’s like bashing your opponent’s face with your forehead when you’re in a grapple. Sometimes it’s what you’ve got to do, but it’s really uncomfortable and you try to avoid it. Also, biting’s really gross.”

				Lilah was a good teacher. It was like drinking from a firehose, but I felt like I was learning quickly. I wished I could practice more. I could only hold my shifted form for three or four minutes before I had to turn it off and collapse into the snow wheezing. It would take me a while to walk back after that happened, and I’d need to spend half an hour or so recuperating in the car. I was getting a lot more theory than application.

				“Is this normal?” I asked Lilah, late at night. “I feel like I should be able to last longer.”

				“Well…” Lilah looked uncomfortable. “It’s easiest on your body if you shift back as soon as you’re not in danger. But yeah. Most shamans can hold it for longer, if they need to.”

				“How much longer?” I asked.

			

			
				Lilah looked away, out the window. “Maybe… ten times longer. The best shamans could probably hold it twenty times as long.”

				“Wait, really? How?”

				“Well, there’s a bunch of reasons,” Lilah said. “Your body gets used to the transformation eventually, so it’s not as taxing. You can learn to subtly adjust how much strength you draw and not take in more than is necessary for whatever you’re doing. And also… it depends on your physical health. And you’re no endurance runner, Gavin.”

				“Gee, thanks.”

				“You’re welcome.”

				There was silence for a while. I knew that Lilah was going to ask me to shift in a few minutes. It had gotten to about that time. It was well past sunset at this point, but that was fine; it was a full moon tonight, and I had excellent night vision while shifted.

				“Hey, am I going to get to keep these powers when you’re gone?”

				“Yeah,” Lilah said. “I’d keep practicing them if I were you. Maybe when nobody’s around. I know your world is pretty safe, but it’d be nice to know you were even safer.” She paused. “Maybe one day I’ll have to pick a new shaman. I’ll… I’ll try to find a way to warn you first, so you won’t just lose the powers with no warning.”

				A pang of jealousy hit. “I’ll probably miss it when it’s gone, but it’ll be cool while it lasts.” I looked out the window. It was surprisingly dark; cars were less common at this time of night, and I hadn’t seen one for a while in either direction.

				“Gavin?” Lilah asked, turning in her seat to face me more directly. “Do you think Carter has a computer that can talk to Family-PC?”

				“I’m sure he does,” I assured her. “The guy makes computers for a living.”

			

			
				“Do you think it can send video?” she asked. “So that we can see each other when we talk?”

				“Of course,” I said. “It’d be neat to stay in contact. At least… until you go home.”

				Lilah looked to the side. It was difficult to see anything out the window because it was so dark. Finally she spoke. “Gavin? Do you think maybe we could—”

				She was interrupted by an explosion directly ahead of us. I panicked and grabbed Jane’s wheel to try to yank her out of the way of the fireball in front of us, but I was too late. We drove through the edge of the inferno in front of us as we turned. Worse, we were going too fast, and I’d turned too hard. There was a frightening squealing sound as we spun out, and then I felt the car start to tilt. My world was literally turned upside down as Jane rolled over. I fell toward the ceiling, but became suspended by my seatbelt, hanging upside down from the seat. Jane finished rolling, ending completely upside down. The roof crushed inwards toward me, and with an explosion, the airbag shot out of the steering wheel and hit me in the face.

				Finally, Jane came to a stop.

				I could smell burning oil.

				“Lilah! Out of the car! Now! I undid my seatbelt with one hand, holding my other hand toward the roof so when it let go, I didn’t hit my head. I looked over at Lilah. She had sliced the seatbelt with her claws. I tried to open my door, which was a strange experience when it was upside down, but the door wouldn’t budge. I looked around and saw the problem; the roof had caved in on this side, deforming the doorframe. The door’s window was shattered, but the shards of glass left behind didn’t look particularly traversable. “Lilah! Your side?”

			

			
				With relief, I saw Lilah open her door. I ducked under the gear shaft and came out Lilah’s side, then turned and looked at Jane. She was on fire.

				“What the hell happened, Gavin?”

				“I have no idea.” Did cars explode when they caught fire? I wasn’t sure. It had a gas tank and gas was flammable, right? I figured we should back up to be safe.

				“Pull away, Lilah. Being too close to it could be dangerous.”

				Lilah took a few steps backwards. I noticed she was bleeding from her arm through a gash in her coat. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, I realized I felt beat up as well. My body registered pain from so many places it was hard to figure out where I was hurt. All my limbs were functional, but I was sure I’d have a dozen bruises. I felt something wet on the back of my left leg, reached back to wipe it, and looked at it, hoping it was motor oil or something. Nope. Blood. Not much, but enough to frighten me.

				“Lilah, are you okay?”

				“Yeah. I have pretty good reflexes, and it looked like most of the broken glass was on your side. I’m just glad that—Gavin! Shift NOW!” And Lilah ran past me.

				I reacted immediately, throwing myself to the frosty ground to make myself a smaller target, in case the assassin was firing. I spun as I tried to concentrate on shifting. I saw Lilah; she was facing off against not one, but two assassins.

				I grabbed at my ears to see how far through the transformation I was. They hadn’t even moved. I was distracted. As hard as it was, I shut my eyes, then tried to envision myself drawing in power, while sporting the claws and tail. It suddenly seemed so dumb! My car was exploded off the road, and here I was desperately pretending I was a catboy! I bit down the sheer incongruity and finally felt the now-familiar sensation of my lower spine lengthening into a tail. The strength and speed were welcome. The pain numbed too. When I opened my eyes, I could see more clearly what was going on with my enhanced eyesight.

			

			
				The assassins had flanked Lilah, one to each side. One was the familiar one. The other was also thematically incongruous, but less so. She was tall, slightly taller than Lilah, and had shoulder-length, braided hair. I couldn’t tell what color; my vision was near black-and-white in the low light. She wore black ninja garb. I could see her eyes and nose, but the rest of her face was covered with a black mask. On her left arm, she wore a heavy-looking metal bracer with flared sides, which looked vaguely Egyptian. She had a metal tasset from which hung two revolvers as though from the old west. Strapped to her back was a thick rod with a large jewel on the end; it looked sort of like how I envisioned a wizard’s staff would look if you lopped off the bottom three feet. This assassin was using the curved severance sword. I flicked my eyes back to the first assassin. She was using a different sword; a western-looking straight sword about a yard long.

				Running wasn’t a viable option. They had just thrown a ball of fire onto an interstate. Obviously they didn’t care about being subtle anymore. Maybe the threat that we’d make it to Carter Brighton’s place was making them more desperate. At any rate, running until we reached a crowd might have just endangered the crowd. And we couldn’t escape; Lilah and I could sprint, but the assassin we’d fought seemed to expend no effort in her long, graceful strides. We’d tire out, then be forced to fight tired. No. We had to make a stand right then.

				Okay. I could do this.

				“Hey!” I shouted. “Two against one’s a little unfair, don’t you think?”

			

			
				The taller woman flicked her sword toward me, and the shorter one nodded. Seemed like I’d get to deal with our old friend while Lilah fought the newcomer.

				The girl with the knight’s helm backed off far enough that she didn’t need to worry about Lilah spinning around to engage, then turned to face me, sword held toward me in a guarded position. I crouched and tensed.

				She didn’t come any closer.

				We stood there, staring each other down. Over the assassin’s shoulder, I could see Lilah and the other woman starting to fight. The other woman was frightfully good. Lilah went from leaping at her aggressively to staying on the defensive almost immediately. She swung the severance sword in long, graceful arcs. Each slash flowed naturally into the next; it seemed less like a series of strikes and more like a beautiful dance.

				In short, Lilah was in serious trouble.

				I looked back at the first assassin. She just stood still, sword in front of me. She wasn’t attacking.

				I could only stay shifted for about four minutes at a time. As grateful as I was that she wasn’t engaging, my time was running out. In fact, this might be a deliberate stall tactic so she could attack when the transformation wore off.

				Or maybe it wasn’t.

				“You’re here for Lilah, aren’t you? You don’t care about me at all, do you?” I asked.

				The assassin didn’t respond for a moment. Then, she gave a slight nod.

				“You act like you don’t want to kill me,” I said.

				Another pause. Then the assassin shook her head. The tip of the sword lowered an inch or two.

			

			
				But Lilah needed help, and this assassin was in the way. “That’s too bad!” I said, and I charged toward her.

				I had watched the video Carter sent me a few times, and I had also spent time mentally reviewing the first time Lilah fought her. The assassin always evaded by trying to jump to the left, then counterattacking. So, flicking my tail, I threw myself to the side, intercepting her as she started her leap. We tumbled to the ground. This was good. I didn’t want to get involved in a sword fight, given that I didn’t have a sword. I was inside her reach, and she was on the ground.

				I felt her legs wrap around my torso, but I was on top. Scratching at her was pointless because of her futuristic-looking, plated shirt. The mail coif had been either replaced or repaired. But tearing through it was a good enough tactic for Lilah. I reached forward with both hands, grabbed the mail, and started to tear it. I saw the chain links start to stretch and uncurl, and I heard popping as they started to come apart one by one.

				The assassin dug her gauntleted fingers into my forearms right below my wrist, pressing against the tendons, loosening my grip just enough to twist one of my hands away from her neck. She pushed the arm violently away, and I felt her legs start to slip upwards; instead of being wrapped around my waist, they were wrapped around my chest, headed toward my head.

				Autumn’s words from that one conversation came back to me. “If I can get my opponent’s head and one of his arms in between my legs…”

				I pulled my other arm back through the circle made by her legs as her legs went past my shoulder. As I did so, I found the assassin was just squeezing my head with her inner thighs. It wasn’t even uncomfortable.

			

			
				“Hah!” I gloated. “Can’t triangle me!” I still had no idea what I’d avoided, but felt grateful the embarrassment had burned that trivia into my memory.

				With a frustrated grunt that echoed from inside her helmet, the assassin slipped her legs back down over my shoulders and then bucked hard with her hips, flipping me over and ending up straddling my chest. I tried to do the same thing to throw her off, but she somehow retained her balance. 

				I was nervous that I was about to get punched in the face with her gauntleted hands. But then again, I could reach her throat just as easily from down here as I could when I was on top. In fact, my arms were longer, so if my hands were at her throat, she couldn’t punch me in the face, right? I reached up to grab her coif again.

				In response, she swung her leg around so she was straddling one of my arms instead of my chest. It seemed so unusual I didn’t know what was happening. I tried to stand, expecting her to lose her strange grip on my arm and slide off.

				Instead, using the force of her legs and my chest as a fulcrum, she bent my elbow backwards. It hurt like hell. I looked over at her. It seemed like she was hardly exerting herself at all. She wasn’t even trying.

				I suddenly realized that at any moment, she could break my arm.

				I wiggled my arm as best I could, but her whole body was involved in keeping it locked in place; it wasn’t going anywhere. But given that her whole body was concentrated on my arm, that kept her from defending herself in other ways, right? I unsheathed my claws and tried to tear at her thighs, but the moment my claws sunk in, she increased the pressure on my arm. I shouted involuntarily. I thought I heard a slight pop. I prayed it wasn’t my elbow. I lay back down on the ground, and she immediately released some of the pressure on my arm. It still hurt, but I was in one piece. She was silent, but the message was clear. “Try anything, and I break your elbow.”

			

			
				I was half considering it anyway. I was useless on the ground and needed to escape somehow. But the assassin beat me pretty handily when I had two arms. How well did I expect to fare with one?

				She had me locked in place. I wasn’t in danger of dying, or even getting more injured than I already was, but I was effectively out of the fight. I didn’t like that. I had to help somehow.

				I looked at the battle between Lilah and the other assassin. Lilah was getting winded. The assassin had switched to using the severance sword in one hand and had a short wand in the other. Lilah was doing the best she could to anticipate the sword strokes and dodge them, but every so often, the assassin would wave the wand and cause a buffet of wind, throwing Lilah off-balance. Lilah always recovered, but each time she did, it was by doing something dramatic, like rolling into a dive or jumping over the assassin’s blade. Burning that much energy recovering from near-hits left Lilah panting heavily. She could find no opening and was tiring fast. Her coat had feathery down leaking from several long slices made by near-hits. Flecks of blood from the gash on her arm speckled the ground around the combat.

				I heard an explosion behind me. The flames must have reached Jane’s gas can. For one brilliant moment, the entire scene lit up like it was midday.

				It was then that I noticed the hair of the taller assassin. It was gray, with faded red flecks throughout it. I hadn’t noticed because of the mask, but this assassin was middle-aged at best. Maybe older.

				I had an idea. A short, small assassin that was less skilled and more protected than an older, more capable assassin.

				A child?

			

			
				“Hey, Lilah!” I shouted. “Think they’re related?” I hoped she’d understand the possible significance before the older woman did.

				Amazingly, Lilah did. Quick as a flash, she ran over to me, headed for the smaller assassin. The smaller assassin probably could have evaded Lilah’s rush, except she was dedicating her whole body to holding my arm hostage. The best she could do to prepare for Lilah’s attack was to let go and scrabble a little on the ground to try to regain her footing. She was too late. Lilah knocked her face-first into the ground, knelt on her back, and tore open the mail coif with both hands.

				The older assassin was coming in fast, but Lilah planted a clawed hand on the smaller assassin’s neck. “Another step closer, and she gets it!”

				The older assassin stopped immediately.

				It worked. I breathed a sigh of relief.

				The older assassin sheathed her sword. Then she started speaking in a language I didn’t recognize. Her voice confirmed my thoughts regarding her age. She sounded older than my mother.

				I looked over at Lilah. Her face betrayed immense confusion. She replied back, in that same language. I recognized it as the one she used during the ritual.

				The woman replied. I started to slowly stand, rubbing my wounded elbow. It wasn’t broken, but it hurt like hell. Maybe she had cracked it slightly when I tried to take off her helmet.

				Lilah shook her head and spoke back.

				“Lilah, what’s going on?”

				“We’re negotiating,” she said.

				I was tense as Lilah and the woman spoke. The longer I stayed shifted, the more worn out I’d be when I finally had to drop the form. I could feel the signs that, underneath the layers of power and strength the mountain lion gave me, my body was starting to tire out. My breathing quickened even though my lungs didn’t feel like they burned for oxygen. My heart rate rose even though my muscles didn’t ache.

			

			
				Finally, the woman knelt and picked up a flattish looking rock. She reached to a sheath on her side, pulled out a small knife, and began scratching into the rock’s surface. She approached us as she worked, and I tensed, but Lilah held up her free hand.

				The assassin proffered the rock. Lilah looked at it critically, then nodded and put her hand on it.

				“I swear, upon the powers of nature, that once this woman leaves my sight, I shall release this girl, with all her carried possessions, within minutes. I never again shall intentionally cause her physical harm, unless she or this woman once again endanger my health or safety or that of anybody I know.” Just as last time, the beads of Lilah’s necklace started to glow and float. I saw green light coming from the surface of the rock. “This I declare upon my calling; should I forsake this oath, so may nature forsake me. Let it so be.”

				The rock stopped glowing, and the assassin took it from Lilah and pocketed it. Then, she jogged off into the woods.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28:

				“So…” I said. “We just let her go?”

				“No other choice,” Lilah said. “We were outmatched. I could have killed this one, but the other woman was insanely good. Even two on one, we’d have probably both died. It’s a miracle I didn’t get cut.” Lilah looked at the other assassin and frowned. I noticed Lilah had retracted her claws. “This is almost certainly a cease-fire, not a peace agreement. They’ll be back again. The woman said that ‘on her honor’ they wouldn’t attack again tonight, but… really, there’s nothing binding about that promise. Unlike mine.”

				“Well nothing’s binding me. And we don’t want this girl attacking us again. I could kill her, I guess. Or, actually...” I suddenly realized that I seriously doubted my ability to murder a helpless prisoner. “Maybe… maybe I could be the one to take all her stuff and send her packing without her fancy toys?”

				“Neither would work, Gavin. As my shaman, I’m counted as responsible for the stuff you do.”

				“Wait, really? Lilah, what about that other oath you made where you promised never to let me see you naked! What if, after I became your shaman, I saw myself naked?”

				“I was very specific,” Lilah said. “You have no breasts, your equipment counts as ‘in front of you’ instead of ‘between your legs’, and I said ‘nor shall we kiss,’ which implies by definition at least two people.”

			

			
				I noticed with embarrassment that the assassin’s head was turning as she kept track of the conversation. “Wait... so even back then, you were considering making me your shaman?”

				Lilah looked away. “You learn to keep things really open ended, just in case. The thought had crossed my mind. That was reason enough to be hedgy.”

				My time was running short. We needed to deal with the girl instead of bantering. “So we just let the girl walk,” I said.

				“Yes,” Lilah said. She carefully got off the girl’s back.

				The girl picked herself up and warily dusted herself off. She came toward me and reached for the sword she’d dropped on the ground when we started grappling.

				I stepped on it. She looked up at me.

				“Lilah said very clearly you got to keep all your carried possessions. You weren’t even touching this when the contract was made. It’s ours now.”

				“You’re good,” Lilah said, smiling at me. “Better yet, there’s even a distinction between ‘worn’ possessions and ‘carried’ possessions. We couldn’t get the stuff she’s carrying in her pockets, for instance, but technically, we have the victor’s right to take her pants.” Lilah smiled cruelly. “Hard to get one without the other, though. Maybe if we use our claws to cut the pockets off first… carefully, of course, because we’re oath-bound not to intentionally cause her harm…”

				In an uncharacteristic show of non-professionalism, the assassin flipped Lilah off. Then she bounded silently away into the night, leaving Lilah laughing.

				I didn’t feel like laughing. I let the power flow from me and collapsed, kneeling on hands and knees on the ground, my breath heaving and my stomach threatening to as well. I took a couple deep breaths. “So then tell me... why did we let her walk instead of taking her helmet and her body armor and stuff?”

			

			
				Lilah leaned over me. “Wasn’t worth the risk. If I suspected anything I did could have harmed her and did it anyway, there’s a chance it’d trigger the oath. Plus, we needed to get rid of her. I didn’t want her to just, like… walk around following us and telling her buddies where we were. And it was a pretty effective threat, right? You people and your pants. Seriously.”

				I was too winded to respond and turned my feet underneath me so I was sitting on the ground.

				Lilah knelt down and started running her hand up and down my back. “I didn’t see much,” she said, “but I could tell the assassin would have let you go if you had just walked away. You endangered yourself and tried to take her down to even my odds. That’s… that was downright heroic. Even if you’re crappy at ground-fighting.”

				“I did basically nothing!” I said between ragged breaths. My leg hurt like crap. I turned my leg to look at the wound. It hurt a lot more now that I wasn’t shifted, but without my enhanced eyesight, it was too dark to see just how bad it was.

				“You did what I was too busy to do,” Lilah said, moving from kneeling to sitting. “When you couldn’t fight, you didn’t give up. You looked, thought, and made connections. And it probably saved my life.”

				“You’re… welcome, I guess.”

				I leaned back and twisted to look behind me. Jane’s wreckage was strewn along the side of the road.

				“She murdered Jane,” I said. “That fucking bitch murdered my car.” Talking to Jane, seeing her face, had elevated her from an object I was emotionally attached to up to a friend. And now, just as suddenly as I ‘met’ Jane, she was gone.

			

			
				Lilah’s ears fell. “I… I guess so. Are you… sure she’s gone?”

				“No way we can restore her,” I said. “There’s just… no way for a car to recover from something like that.”

				“If that’s how you feel, then I guess you’re probably right.” Lilah sighed. She pulled off one of her shoes and the sock underneath, then tied it around her arm to staunch the wound from the car crash. She was surprisingly deft considering she was doing it one-handed. “So what now?”

				I hunched forward again and fumbled around for my phone, finally pulling it out of my pocket. “The night’s just going to get colder. We’ve got to… got to find a place to stay the night. In the morning, we can maybe find a bus to Georgia or something.” I started tapping through a maps app. “The closest hotel is about six miles that way,” I said.

				“Not that one then. They’ll look there. What’s, like, the fourth closest?”

				“What? That’s… that’d be back the direction we came from, nearly eleven miles. But Lilah… I’m not even sure we can get to the close one. I can’t even stand right now, much less walk eleven miles. I’m really worried that I’m going to get hypothermia and die of exposure here. We should… maybe flag down a car, or…” Trying to get a random stranger to pick us up could be dangerous too. Maybe I’d heard too many horror stories, but I was nervous that a girl as attractive as Lilah could get in serious trouble trying to hitch-hike. I wondered what else we could do instead.

				Lilah, who consistently surprised me with her strength, picked me up and arranged me piggyback on her shoulders. “You use your phone to guide me,” Lilah said. “I’ll do the walking for both of us.” She crouched slightly to retrieve the sword and started off.

			

			
				We had our coats on, but even though we’d made it as far south as Maryland, the night was bitter cold. I was pretty sure it wasn’t below freezing, but it must have been close, and that, combined with the wind-chill, made me nervous about frostbite. I pulled my hood over my ears. I was worried about Lilah’s tail. It had fur on it, but was that fur meant to protect against this kind of cold? I pulled it into my coat, keeping it between my coat and my sweatshirt. Lilah had no hood, but she folded her ears back against the cold. I’d cover them with my chin, alternating between them, trying to warm each enough to protect against frostbite before switching back to the other. I noticed Lilah’s hands had gone into her coat sleeves. I’d done the same right before we headed out.

				The strain of shifting, all day, and then holding the form for longer than felt safe, had caught up to me. Several times, I caught myself losing consciousness and roused myself with panicked adrenaline when I nearly let go and fell off.

				Lilah’s energy usually came in bursts, not slow burns. She was a sprinter, not a marathon runner. Even so, she walked faster than I’d have expected. We walked for what felt like forever. Finally, we arrived in the small Maryland town that had the hotel Lilah wanted us to go to. I checked the clock. Lilah had made good time; it only took her three and a half hours.

				I used my phone to guide her through the town until we arrived at the hotel. Lilah stayed outside as I did the talking and booked a room, so we wouldn’t have to deal with comments about her ears. Instead, the receptionist commented on the blood on my pant leg. I said that I’d gotten in a car crash (which was technically true) and needed a spot to spend the night.

				There was only one room available, and we took it. I thanked myself that I had put so much money away to save for trade school; given that Carter Brighton would reimburse me, I had several thousand ready to drop on whatever we needed.

			

			
				Finally, we went into the room.

				There was only one bed, but I didn’t object. I was sure I could just call room service and get a pile of blankets to put on the floor. Lilah and I were both in serious need of a shower, both because of the smoke and grit of the car crash and because we each had wounds from the crash that needed cleaning, me on my leg and Lilah on her shoulder.

				“We ought to get washed up before sleeping,” I said, motioning to the bathroom. “Do you want first shower, or should I take it?”

				“Thanks for the offer,” Lilah said, leaning the sword against the wall. Her face looked nervous. “I’ll take it.”

				Right in front of me, she took off her shirt, then her pants, making eye contact with me the whole time. I was too numb to do anything except watch with interest. It wasn’t until she started unhooking her bra that I started to object.

				“Lilah, what are you doing? The bathroom’s right there,” I said, pointing.

				“I know,” she said, letting the bra fall to the floor.

				“We talked about this, Lilah. In our world, taking off—”

				“I know what this means. What… what I’m saying.” She slid her panties down, revealing her soft, sandy pubic hair.

				Adrenaline spiked.

				“Lilah,” I said. “We can’t do this.”

				“Of course we can,” she said.

				“But Lilah, I’m in a relationship with Autumn.”

				“She’ll never know.”

				“Yeah, but that doesn’t make it right.”

				“I don’t care right now.”

			

			
				“Put yourself in her position, Lilah,” I said. “Say I’m in a relationship with you, just like you want, and I’m driving Autumn to Georgia, so she’ll never compete with you again. But then, on the night before she’s gone, she convinces me to have sex with her. How would you feel?”

				Lilah looked away, annoyed. “I said I don’t care about Autumn,” she repeated. “You’d have chosen me over her if I could stay, right? Then why do you act like you care more about her feelings than about mine?” Lilah sat down, nude, on the bed, and put her hand flat on the bed next to her. A clear invitation. She looked back at me, her eyes hopeful. “We’ve been through a lot together. You’re in a relationship with me right now. Not her. Please.” Her tail wrapped around her leg, twitching occasionally. My resistance was starting to fail. Justifications filled my mind.

				But I couldn’t let them win. Not only would it be immoral to cheat like this, but it would sour the entire relationship I had with Autumn. I wondered if I’d ever be able to look her straight in the eye again if I messed this up. But Lilah didn’t understand, or didn’t care. I needed a new tactic.

				“Lilah, this… you’ve said for days, since I first brought it up, that you didn’t want to… to mate with me.”

				“I know,” she said. “I think… I think I changed my mind.”

				“You think?” I said, unconvinced.

				She shook her head. “No. I know.” She suddenly sounded filled with conviction.

				“That doesn’t make sense. I’m never going to see you again. Why now?”

				“That’s exactly why,” Lilah said. “Because I might never see you again. If I don’t… don’t have sex with you now, I’ll never have the chance ever again. I don’t want to regret missing this opportunity just because I’m scared.”

			

			
				“Well, what if you regret the sex?”

				Lilah smiled sadly. “I don’t think I could, Gavin.”

				“Lilah, I… I love you, but…” Her smile faded, and her face slowly started to look more and more hurt. I looked away to avoid the pain that came from disappointing her. I needed to find some reason why she shouldn’t want sex. “Look, Lilah. I’ve never done this before. Have you?”

				“No,” she said. “That’s… that’s a good thing, right? Men like that?”

				“Lilah, I’ve never had sex either. I wouldn’t know what I’m doing. It could really hurt you. I… I wouldn’t know how to make it good for you.”

				“But we love each other,” she insisted. I looked back at her. Her face seemed near desperate. “That’ll make it natural, right? We’ll know what to do. I’m sure of it.”

				I wasn’t so sure. I remembered overhearing snippets of a conversation between a bunch of the more rebellious girls I passed in the hall once. They were talking about and comparing how good various guys were at eating them out. Some of the comments they made were pretty derogatory and mocking, to say nothing of crude. And if that required skill, how much more would actual intercourse?

				I’d never had a girlfriend. I was still a virgin. And Lilah just said she was too. My resolve strengthened. This wasn’t just for Autumn anymore.

				“Lilah, I don’t want my last memory of you to be having awkward, painful sex,” I said, “and I don’t want yours to be, either. I love you too much to do that. This is our last night together. It’s not a time for first time sex.” I folded my arms to signal my finality. “Lilah, if we had… if we had started earlier and had some idea what we were doing, then maybe it would be nice to make love one last time. Or if I knew you were going to stick around and be in a relationship? We’d have time to figure it out. Then I’d want to start learning together. Tonight. Lilah I… I want it.” It was an understatement. “But I’m not doing that to you. I’m just not. And it’s because I love you.”

			

			
				Lilah looked away. She blinked, and a tear fell from her eye. She didn’t say anything for a long time.

				“I understand,” she finally said, still looking away. “Maybe… maybe that’s a good thing. But I want to keep my clothes off. It says I want to mate with you, and that’s true, even if it’s not going to happen.”

				“Lilah,” I said, exasperated. “You know the kind of effect that has on me.”

				“Fine then,” she said, frustrated. Her tail flicked in annoyance. She leaned down to pick up her undergarments. “I’ll wear my bra and panties. But that’s as far as I go. It… it can mean that I really want to be in a relationship with you, but also that I respect your desire not to mate.”

				“Okay, sure,” I said. Lilah was in the sort of emotional state that made me want to compromise instead of pushing her. I’d deal.

				Lilah went to the shower, and I flumphed on the bed. I pulled out my phone and turned it back on as I heard the water start. Autumn deserved a call by this point; I’d said I would call her every evening. Sure, it was 2:00 in the morning, but I felt like she’d think it was okay. Ignoring the long list of missed calls from Autumn, my parents, Michael, Cassie, and a few numbers I didn’t recognize, I selected Autumn from the contacts list and hit the call button.

				She picked up on the third ring. “Gavin?” she whispered.

				“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sorry to call so late.”

			

			
				“Where are you?”

				“We’re in Maryland,” I said. “Things have been really hard. I’m completely exhausted.”

				“Driving can do that to you.” 

				“Ha,” I chortled. “I wasn’t even driving. Remember how Lilah made Morris come alive? In the video?” I asked. “We did that to the car. It drove itself.”

				“That is so cool,” she said. Autumn didn’t even sound groggy. I wondered if she’d been awake all this time waiting for my call, and I felt a little guilty to have kept her up. “If your car drove itself, then why are you exhausted? Couldn’t you take a nap or something?”

				I told her. I told her about the shifting lessons and the toll they took on my body. She seemed very sympathetic. I was touched. I could tell she was legitimately worried about me. I told her about the explosion that drove Jane off the road, and she immediately asked if I was safe. I told her I got away with just a cut on the back of my leg, and she insisted I go get it checked out.

				“I will, after dropping Lilah off,” I promised. “I’m nervous that the group that’s after Lilah might be monitoring the intake forms. Hospitals are, like, completely connected to the grid, I’m sure.”

				“But what if it gets infected?”

				“Then I’ll hurt a little more as I recover,” I said. “We’re going to be able to get to Carter’s place either today or tomorrow. One day isn’t going to be a huge problem.”

				“But what if it goes gangrenous?”

				“I’ll clean it really well. It… it probably won’t happen.”

				I moved on and talked about the assassin, explaining how we fought, how we escaped and… and how poorly I performed.

				“I think about the only good thing I did was avoid a triangle choke. And I have you to thank for that.”

			

			
				“I’m surprised you remembered,” she said.

				“I mean, I think things might have gone differently if I’d had a jiu-jitsu class or two,” I said. “It’s really too bad we spent Tuesday fighting. Even just knowing the basics probably would have been useful.”

				“Jiu-jitsu’s, like… really complicated,” Autumn said. “I’m not sure it would have helped.”

				“At the very least, I occupied the other assassin,” I said. “As long as she was holding my arm like that, she couldn’t get behind Lilah as she fought.”

				“I guess it all worked out well, then,” Autumn said. I heard the shower turn off. I needed to end this conversation quickly. Lilah was already feeling vulnerable; she didn’t need to hear me talking to a girlfriend that wasn’t her.

				“Autumn thanks. Just… thanks for being my girlfriend. It’s nice to know that after this is all over, I’ll have you to come home to. I’ve gotten to be really good friends with Lilah when she stayed over,” I understated, “so I’m going to be pretty lonely. But I felt… I felt really excited to be with you when we were in a relationship Monday. I’m glad I’m not going to be alone again when I get back.”

				“Yeah,” she said. I couldn’t quite catch her tone of voice. Wistful?

				I heard the door open up. Lilah came out, wrapped in a towel.

				“I’ve got to go. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

				“Wait! One more thing? It… it’s a strange request, but it’d make me feel more comfortable if I could imagine where you are. Which hotel are you in? I want to look it up on google street view and think of you being safe there.”

				Lilah’s ears shot straight up. “Sure,” I said. “We’re at—” but Lilah started shaking her head vigorously. I stopped myself and looked at her.

				She said nothing.

			

			
				“...Lilah doesn’t feel comfortable with me saying,” I told Autumn.

				“What? Why not?”

				I looked back at Lilah. She shook her head one more time, slowly.

				“She won’t say,” I replied. “I think maybe she’s afraid the assassins could have the line tapped and are listening in.”

				“I can understand,” Autumn said. “It’s probably best to be careful. It was a silly request anyway.” I didn’t think so. To me, it felt like exactly the sort of sappy request Cassie would ask of Michael. That made it endearing, actually.

				“It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll let you know where I’m at every time I call on the way back. At that point, it probably won’t matter anymore.”

				“Thanks,” Autumn said.

				“I’ll talk to you later. Bye.”

				“Bye.” And Autumn was off the phone.

				“Why didn’t you want me to tell Autumn?” I asked.

				“You… you guessed right,” Lilah said. Then, before I could press her further, Lilah dropped the towel, fully exposing herself, and picked up her undergarments from the floor. She looked me in the eye, held them up slightly, and asked, “Are you sure you want me to put them on?”

				“Yeah,” I said, suppressing another wave of lust-based justification. “I’m sorry.”

				“It’s okay. I… It’s hard for me to accept now, but maybe in the future I’ll appreciate it.” She put on her bra, hiding her beautiful breasts for the final time. She moved on to her panties. I’m sure it was unintentional, but lifting her legs to put them on briefly exposed the tantalizing folds of her vulva to me. It was actually the first time I’d seen her there, despite her frequent nudity, because that part of her was normally hidden between her legs. My hormones surged, and I looked away. 

			

			
				I was making the right decision. I knew it.

				I stood, despite my exhaustion. “My turn for the shower now.”

				Lilah nodded. “I’ll wait here.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29:

				The shower felt amazing. I had been so cold for so long that I couldn’t turn the heat up all at once; even the lukewarm water made my fingers and toes tingle and burn for the first couple of minutes. The shower gave me the chance to check my throbbing leg. It was difficult to tell what was scab and what was dried blood. I tried to clean it as best I could without irritating it. It looked horrific, but didn’t hurt as bad as it looked. I washed my face and my hair. It helped relax me.

				When I got out of the shower, I put on my boxers, then looked at my other clothes. My shirt was okay because it was under my coat, but my pants were in bad shape. There were large tears in them, as well as the large, dried bloodstains on the back of the torn left leg. It was too bad we’d lost our luggage in Jane’s explosion. I had no clothing besides the stuff I was wearing when we started walking. I shook my head, then folded the bloody pants. I didn’t feel like wearing dirty, bloody jeans to bed. I’d go without them for now. Lilah probably didn’t understand the difference between shorts and boxers anyway. With the shower off, I heard the hair dryer running outside. I opened the door, and Lilah, in her underwear, smiled at me and turned the dryer off. She glanced at my shorts.

				“Half-clothed, half underwear? Are you saying you only want to be in a relationship half as much as I do?”

				“Quiet, you!” I said as Lilah giggled. I threw my pants at her.

				Lilah caught them and tossed them behind her. Then she patted the bed.

			

			
				I sat down next to her and picked up the phone connected to the wall. “I’ll call in another set of blankets. You can have the mattress.” I reached for the buttons, but Lilah grabbed my hand.

				“Gavin, we should share the bed.”

				“Lilah, I’m not having sex with you.”

				“I know,” she said, putting her arm on my leg. “But you were just fine cuddling with me in the heating room back at school. That’s all I’m asking. Just cuddle me, for the night.” I turned to look at her. Her eyes were pleading. “You can’t mess that up. It couldn’t hurt me. You can’t embarrass yourself. It will be a happy ending. Please?”

				“But Autumn—”

				“Gets you all to herself for the next ten years, if you two feel like it. And tonight’s the last night I can have you. And that you can have me.”

				This wasn’t how I wanted this to go. I was hoping to make myself less emotionally attached to Lilah, not more. But… I really had put together a wonderful relationship with Lilah over the past two weeks. Not a romantic relationship, though it had certainly morphed into that by the end. But even before that, we had a friendship. A trust. Something that went beyond cheap physical attraction.

				Didn’t that deserve a send-off of some kind? A physical token of respect for all our relationship had been through? After all, once I dropped her off at Carter’s estate, she’d probably be sent home somehow before I got a chance to see her in person again.

				But that would be cheating with Autumn, right?

				But it would be so easy to pretend things happened in a slightly different order! That a friendship with Lilah had suddenly blossomed into romance. And that now Lilah was going home, which was sad, but which left me unattached and able to pursue a brand new relationship with Autumn.

			

			
				When tomorrow was over, the end result would be the same. Both ways would end up with Lilah gone and me together with Autumn, wouldn’t they? So there was no reason why I shouldn’t do this. It wouldn’t change anything. Right?

				Right?

				That’s what I found myself asking myself as Lilah pushed me down onto the bed, kissing me once, gently, on the lips. I swung my legs around and slid them under the covers. Lilah took the other side of the bed, lay down sideways, and curled up, facing away from me, before scooting backwards to press herself into me. I rolled onto my side and put my arm around her, curling around her, my knees in the crooks of hers, and my head pressed into her hair. She took my arm and held it tight against her, nestled right between her breasts. I felt her soft flesh on either side of my hand. I was worried she would go further, maybe try to get me to fondle them, but Lilah, true to her word, just seemed to want to cuddle. She purred slightly and I felt the tension in her muscles subside, and I finally started to relax.

				For a few moments.

				“Gavin?” she asked. “Are you sure you don’t want to have sex?”

				“Yes, Lilah. Please stop asking. I’m not changing my mind.”

				“Yeah, okay, I knew that,” she said, sounding apologetic. Then she paused. “But… then why am I getting poked by—”

				“Lilah, could we switch sides maybe? You could be behind me, with me facing away from you?”

				I heard Lilah’s musical giggle. That giggle annoyed me when we first met, but I now realized how much I would miss it. “Sure, Gavin,” she said.

				We turned around, ending up in much the same position, but in reverse. Instead of draping her arm over me, though, she put her hand over my ear and started stroking the back of my ear with her thumb.

			

			
				It seemed a strange gesture. But, then, that’s what she asked me to do back in the heating room.

				I suddenly wondered…

				I was about to sleep anyway, and was already exhausted, so I threw caution to the wind. I pictured the glowing green mist from the mountain lion pouring into me, and I imagined that Lilah was stroking cat ears on my head instead of human ones.

				I heard Lilah gasp a little in delight as my ears started shifting up my head. She pulled her hand back and waited until the shift was complete. I felt her tail start to twine around mine, and I clumsily tried to reciprocate. She gently put her arm around me and pulled me tight. Then, she took my other ear in her other hand, and rubbed the back of it near the base.

				It was blissful heaven, sensitive and soothing in a way I couldn’t have possibly known.

				I held the shift for as long as I could. Lilah had warned me earlier that if I pushed myself too hard in that way, I would simply fall unconscious and de-shift when my body couldn’t hold it any more.

				Which, given that unconsciousness was the point of going to sleep to begin with, was fine by me. My breathing and heart rate increased until my vision swam, and then peaceful, exhausted blackness overtook me. The last thing I remembered from that evening was a gentle kiss on the back of my neck.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30:

				When I woke up the next morning, I was on my back. Lilah’s head was on my chest with her arm wrapped around me. She was sleeping peacefully, her breathing regular and deep. I carefully turned my head to look at the clock, trying not to wake her. We’d slept in, which was, of course, understandable given how late we were up and how exhausted we were. Checkout was at 11:00, and the clock read 10:35.

				Luckily, we didn’t have much to do in the way of packing, given that our luggage exploded. So I just lay there, enjoying the feeling of Lilah on my chest, listening to her breathing, feeling her heartbeat against my side.

				Finally, with less than ten minutes left, I started gently scratching behind her ears, and she wriggled a bit in pleasure.

				“Lilah,” I said. “It’s time to go.”

				“Already? Really?” she said. She didn’t even sound groggy.

				“Lilah! Are you awake?”

				“Yes,” she said, smiling, eyes still shut.

				“How long have you been awake?”

				“I don’t know. I never looked at a clock. I was afraid that if I opened my eyes, you’d tell me to move.” She nuzzled into my chest a little more.

				“Look, I’m sorry Lilah, but we’ve got to get going. They’re going to kick us out of our room soon.”

				“Lousy, heartless innkeeps,” Lilah grumbled, still smiling. She threw aside the covers, reminding me suddenly of how little she was wearing. Then, she slid off my chest, went to all fours, and stretched, pushing her hands as far in front of her as she could and arching her back, tail in the air. I’d never pet that tail before. I carefully reached out and curled my hand around it near the base, then gently stroked it from there to the tip. It was silky and smooth. Lilah turned around and grinned. “Hands off the two inches or so near the base unless you’re asking to mate, okay?”

			

			
				“Sorry,” I said, letting go entirely. “I didn’t know.”

				“Hey, I wouldn’t mind,” Lilah said, smiling mischievously and getting to her feet. “The innkeep might, though.” She looked down mournfully at her clothes on the floor.

				I hopped out of bed as well and retrieved my torn, bloodied pants from where Lilah tossed them the previous night. I put them on as Lilah dressed as well.

				“Tail in, and ears under your hood, I’m afraid,” I said to Lilah. “We don’t want to attract attention here.”

				Lilah nodded and pulled down her pants to stuff her tail in. She looked back at me as she re-zipped her pants, and I nodded. “Sorry about that,” I said.

				“It’s okay,” she said. She smiled, somewhat sadly. “Might be the last time I have to, after all!”

				“Yeah, I guess so,” I said. I left my coat off and used it to wrap up the sword, to hide it so we wouldn’t get stares. It was warmer outside now that it was daytime. I’d live.

				We made it out a bit after checkout, but they didn’t charge us anything extra. There was probably a slight grace period they wouldn’t admit to. As we stepped away from the front desk, I pulled out my phone and tried to decide what our next steps would be.

				“Gavin,” Lilah said as I considered our options. “Gavin, I’m hungry.”

			

			
				I was too. We could go to a restaurant, but Lilah’s tone sounded more insistent than that, and none were close. We were in a podunk motel in the middle of nowhere. A vending machine, maybe? I checked my pocket. I had a few dollars and a little change, but that was it for cash money.

				“I might be able to get us some snacks.”

				“Snacks?” Lilah asked. “Not a meal?”

				“Not without at least a half-hours walk to the closest restaurant.”

				“What’s the wildlife like here? Would hunting be quicker?” Lilah offered.

				I tried to think of what wild game you’d find in Greenbelt, Maryland. And how we’d prepare it when we lacked a kitchen. I decided I didn’t want to explore that option. “Or we could find a vending machine. They usually have one in the foyers of hotels.” I poked around for a bit and finally saw one, around the corner near the restrooms.

				Lilah looked at it with interest. “So… it’s just full of little bags of food? How do we get them? They’re behind the glass.”

				I pointed to the controls on the side. “You put money in here, then choose which food you want by pressing the buttons here. Then it pushes the food out for you.”

				“Is there somebody somewhere keeping track of what you press?”

				“No, it does it by itself.”

				“Cool! A food robot!” Lilah said, excited. “Show me how it works!”

				I did some quick calculations. Lilah and I were hungry and needed raw calories more than anything. The best value per dollar spent was the Wheat Thins. Not my favorite snack, but I didn’t have much cash. What I had on me was barely enough for three packages.

			

			
				I put the money in as Lilah watched in interest. She smiled and bounced slightly as the first package came down. I ordered the second, and then the third.

				But the third got stuck.

				“Oh come on!” I shouted, slamming into it. “Stupid machine!”

				“What happened?”

				“It got caught!” I grabbed the machine and tried to shake it, but they build those machines heavy enough that you can’t get food out by shaking it, for obvious reasons.

				“Does that happen often?”

				“No. It’s only happened once or twice in my life. This machine must just hate me for some reason.”

				“Ask it to drop the bag for you,” Lilah said.

				“Look, Lilah, it is sort of like a robot, but it’s not like a robot in science world stories. It’s got no microphone or speakers, or any logic processing in it. You can’t talk to it.”

				“Gavin,” Lilah said, looking at me intently. “I want my snacks. Ask it to drop the bag for you.”

				Then I realized what she meant.

				“I’m not sure that’ll work. I’m still really new at this,” I said, looking at the vending machine. 

				“All the more reason to practice.”

				“I’m not even sure it has a spirit in it.”

				“You called it a stupid machine and said it hates you. How often do other people do that, do you think? Often enough for it to grow a spirit?”

				I sighed. “Can’t you just do it?”

				“Of course I can. Do it anyway.”

				It didn’t look like I was going to find a way out of this. And if it didn’t work, I was sure Lilah would step in and help me, so I might as well try. I sat down. It seemed safest; I had no idea how long this would take and didn’t want to get distracted by shaky knees or whatever. I hung an arm from the coin return and shut my eyes, trying to remember what Lilah taught me when I was talking with Jane.

			

			
				“Hello?” I imagined myself saying. What would the vending machine say in response?

				For a few moments, my mind swam with possible options. I mean, the machine could say a lot of things, right? I got nothing. I felt sorta dumb. It was frustrating. I realized I was probably overthinking it. I tried to steel myself up. The next thing that popped into my head... that was what the machine was saying.

				Right?

				“Hello?” I asked again.

				“Man, you should have seen the look on your face!” I envisioned the vending machine’s voice as snide. Cocky.

				Figured. “You did this intentionally?” I mentally asked.

				“Of course. Keeping food stuck is one of life’s simple pleasures.”

				“May I have my Wheat Thins please?”

				“No,” the machine said.

				“Why not?”

				“I don’t feel like it.”

				Seriously? “Please?” I asked again. What was I supposed to do here?

				“Do you have any money for me to eat?”

				“No, I gave it all to you already.”

				“Too bad. Looks like you’re not getting these then.” I heard a little squeaking sound. I opened my eyes and looked up. The little helix wire that kept the snacks in was rotating slightly, wiggling the bag back and forth.

				Taunting me.

			

			
				“Come on, you stupid machine!” I shouted verbally, rising from the ground to slam into the glass.

				“Gavin!” Lilah said sharply. I looked at her. “That’s not helping.”

				“Lilah, you do this. It won’t listen to me!”

				“No. Figure it out.”

				“It’s toying with me!”

				“That’s your fault,” Lilah said.

				“Wha… how do you figure?”

				“You primed it to be antagonistic from the outset. You said it was dumb and that it hated you. So that’s how it became. You should have framed a narrative that was easier to deal with. Like maybe you could have assumed that it was happy and friendly, but made a mistake.”

				I wish I had known I could alter the machine’s personality by imagining a different story for it. “Okay, but now what?” I said, frustrated. “Can I go back and start pretending something different?”

				“Not now,” Lilah said, shaking her head. “You canonized it. Now deal with it.”

				“How?” I asked.

				“Well, what does it want?”

				“It wants money, the greedy little thing.”

				“So work with that.”

				I thought hard. I had no money.

				But I could probably still use its greed against it.

				From my pocket, I pulled out a pencil and the receipt for the night’s stay. In large capital letters, I wrote “OUT OF ORDER” on the back of the receipt and balanced it on the front of the cash slot. Then, grinning sadistically, I knelt down and put a hand on the vending machine again.

				I retreated back to the dark spot. “I’ve got you now, you piece of junk,” I said.

			

			
				“What did you do? What’s that thing that you put on me?” Now, in my imagination, all traces of superiority were gone. The machine sounded concerned. Near panicked.

				“I put an ‘out of order’ sign on you.”

				“Don’t do that. Then people won’t realize they can buy snacks from me.”

				“And you won’t get any money,” I said.

				“You sadist! There’s no need for that! I work just fine!”

				“Prove it,” I said.

				“Take the sign down,” the machine said. “Please. I’m begging you.”

				“Obviously you’re broken. You can’t even dispense Wheat Thins right. The sign stays right where it is until you prove you’re reliable.”

				“You’re horrible,” the machine said. But I heard the squeak of the wire turning and the thump as the bag hit the bottom of the vending machine. “There. Take your stupid Wheat Thins. I hope they have weevils in them.”

				I stood and pulled the scrap of paper from the machine and pocketed it. Then I turned to face Lilah proudly.

				She looked vaguely shaken. “Wow, Gavin. You play hardball.”

				“It worked,” I said, stooping to grab the bag.

				“I’d have offered to help it get more money. Maybe offered to go to the front room and ask people to buy stuff from it,” Lilah said. “It’d be more polite than extorting it.”

				I shrugged. “It’s just a vending machine.” I tossed her the Wheat Thins.

				Lilah shook her head. “No, Gavin. You can’t have it both ways. It can’t be ‘just a vending machine’ and also an intelligent spirit you can interact with. You need to respect them the same way you’d respect a person, or they won’t act as a person. You’ve got a lot to learn.”

			

			
				That made sense, actually. I nodded, allowing myself to be thoroughly rebuked.

				“So now what?” Lilah asked.

				I pulled out my phone for a moment and did a search. “Looks like there’s a bus that leaves from Greenbelt at about 1:00. It’ll only take us half an hour to walk to the station, it looks like.”

				“So then what?” Lilah asked. “We just sit around for an hour and a half?”

				I kept searching the map. “No,” I said. “I’ve got a better idea.”

				“What is it?” she asked.

				“A surprise,” I said.

				Her face got pouty. I imagined how her ears must have reacted under her hood. “Oh, come on,” she said.

				“Nope. Just follow me.”

				I started to leave, but stopped. Then I turned back, put a hand on the vending machine, and closed my eyes.

				“Look, I’m really sorry,” I thought to the machine. “That was really rude of me.”

				Unlike before, I didn’t get anything in return. There was a jumble of possible things I figured the machine could say back, but nothing stood out. I took this to mean that the machine was staying silent. Maybe it was sulking, or maybe I wasn’t communing well enough. Or maybe I’d turned it into an object by mistreating it. Who knows.

				I opened my eyes and met Lilah’s gaze. She was smiling at me. “I had to try,” I said.

				“Yeah. That was good,” she said. “Now where are we going again?” she asked.

				“Guess if you want,” I taunted, leaving the hotel.

				She spent the whole half-hour walk guessing as much as she could. Some of her guesses were pretty inventive. A couple were embarrassing, as though she’d forgotten about our conversation the previous night.

			

			
				It wasn’t until we arrived at the rescue shelter that she had any idea what was going on.

				“Wait,” she said as we walked in. She looked around at the various dogs in the runs around the building. “Is this a place where they keep—”

				“Hi!” I interrupted, speaking with one of the store associates. “I understand you have a corgi for adoption here?”

				“Yes,” the woman said. “Are you interested in seeing her?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31:

				“YES!” shouted Lilah, hands to her chest. “Where is she?”

				“We’re thinking of adopting her,” I lied. “Do you have one of those rooms where we can get down on the floor and play with her?”

				“Certainly,” the associate said. “Let me go get her for you, okay?”

				I looked over at Lilah. Her face was magical.

				We went into a small wooden pen, and the woman put the corgi down in front of us, then watched from the outside as Lilah tried to interact with the puppy. Lilah didn’t seem to realize how little the small dog would understand, and she kept asking it to do tricks it couldn’t possibly have been taught, or asking questions of it that it obviously wouldn’t understand. I had to model how to play with a puppy of that age, dragging small rope toys across the ground for it to chase and reaching out to pet it, letting it dance away and nip at my fingers. Soon, Lilah got the idea. We played until the little puppy was tuckered out, and then I managed to get it to fall asleep in Lilah’s lap. Lilah was delighted the entire time.

				The woman started explaining the adoption process and what sort of paperwork and fees we’d need to submit. I told the woman that we’d get back to her, thanked her for her time, and left the shelter.

				“I can’t believe a real live corgi fell asleep in my lap!” Lilah said excitedly as we left.

				“Was it like you’d imagined?” I asked.

				She stuck her tongue out at me. “This place is so different from the bard’s stories. I’ve learned not to expect everything I expected to expect. It was wonderful, though. All my friends will be so jealous!” Her smile faded. “...When I go home.”

			

			
				“It’s okay,” I said. “There are happy things about going home. I don’t feel like you’re betraying me by seeing the positive. You shouldn’t feel that way either.”

				“It’s not about betrayal,” she said. “It’s about what I’m leaving behind. I’m sad. Honestly sad. Don’t think I’m acting like this for your sake, okay?”

				“Okay,” I said, and she grabbed my hand and clung to it fiercely.

				I stopped at an ATM and withdrew some cash, then used the cash to buy a bus ticket so that the ticket I bought wouldn’t be associated with my name. Following Lilah’s protocol from yesterday, I bought the second-most direct route from Greenbelt to Fayetteville Ga.

				We sat in the station, waiting for the bus. I plugged in my phone, and we watched another episode of The Alchemist as we waited, with her head on my shoulder nearly the whole time. I wished that her ears were exposed so I could rub them. Instead, they were hidden, by necessity, under the hood of her coat.

				When our bus was scheduled to arrrive, we left the bus station, found the right terminal, and boarded. I tucked the sword, still wrapped in the coat, underneath the seat, and we sat down next to each other.

				The trip was uneventful. We spent most of it continuing to binge-watch on my phone. It struck me that we’d never be able to finish that series. I felt in some way like we should be using our time better. And yet, it somehow seemed okay. Probably because I got the feeling that the real reason why we were watching was so that she could put her head on my shoulder and cuddle me.

				After the bus transfer, though, Lilah gave up the pretense. She just put her head directly in my lap and fell asleep smiling. We spent nearly the whole trip like that.

			

			
				But all good things come to an end.

				“Lilah? Lilah, we’re here.”

				Lilah mewled and nuzzled deeper into my lap. I shook her gently to show I was serious. “Lilah, we’ve got to get off. This is our stop. If we keep going, we could end up in Macon or something.”

				Lilah pouted at me a little. “I know,” she said. “I just don’t want it to be true.” She stretched, right across my lap. I noticed the rear of her pants bulging as her tail struggled to straighten. I imagined how uncomfortable it must have been feeling then; sort of like having no leg room for nearly eighteen straight hours.

				We left the bus, and I called a taxi. Like, literally, on the phone, called a taxi. While we waited for it, I drafted an email to Carter Brighton on my phone.

				“Hi Carter,” I wrote. “I haven’t written to you because you seemed to worry about the assassins’ ability to intercept communications. Lilah decided to accept your offer. We’ll be at your place at about 6:30 AM. Thank you for your generosity.”

				Carter’s initial email seemed very formal, and I tried to match the style, but I still felt out of place, like I was playing a game I didn’t know the rules to. I swallowed my nervousness and hit the send button anyway.

				The taxi arrived to pick us up, and both Lilah and I climbed into the back seat. The sword, still wrapped up in my coat, leaned awkwardly against the window. As we started to pull out, Lilah took off her coat, revealing her ears, before leaning into my shoulder and shutting her eyes.

				“Lilah, your coat?”

				“I’m hot,” she said.

				“Hey girl,” the driver asked. “What’s with the cat ears?”

				“They’re fake,” Lilah said.

			

			
				“No, really?” the driver said sarcastically. “But come on. You’re a little late for Halloween.”

				“She likes cats,” I said. “Don’t judge.”

				“Okay, sure. Sorry, man. Just tryin’ to make conversation.”

				The sharpness of my reply, combined with how fatigued Lilah and I seemed to be, left the driver silent. It wasn’t long before we finally arrived at Carter’s estate. A twelve-foot, ivy-covered wrought-iron fence surrounded a spacious lawn and garden. Though the fence looked decorative, a small brick building next to a boom barrier crossing the driveway showed that it was meant to be at least as functional as it was pretty. “Man, nice digs,” the driver said. “Do I just drive on up the driveway here, or…?”

				“Yeah, and just stop at the building there,” I said, as if I knew what I was doing. The driver complied.

				Inside the building was a young man in a polo shirt. He opened a little window and leaned out to speak with us. “Hello. What are you here for?”

				“Tell Carter that there’s an Emissary here to see him.”

				“Come right on in, sir,” the man said, without telling anybody anything. He pressed a button inside the tiny building, and the arm of the boom barrier raised. 

				We pulled into a roundabout that surrounded a large bronze fountain, artfully corroded to look older and more stately than it probably was. As the taxi slowed, a middle-aged man in a plaid, buttoned shirt and khakis opened the door and stepped outside, flanked by two much larger men in similar attire. I recognized the first as Carter; his face matched the picture on the Wikipedia stub I’d seen. I assumed the other two were bodyguards. I immediately became nervous, and readied myself to shift. We had discussed that this might be a trap. If it was, this would be when it would be sprung. As Lilah and I climbed out, I carefully put my hands into the coat and grabbed the hilt of the sword. Just in case.

			

			
				“Welcome!” Carter said, with his eyes wide. “I’m glad you could make it! I hope your journey was safe.”

				“Not really,” I said, “but Lilah and I managed.”

				Carter walked over to the taxi. One of the bodyguards came with him, and the other watched Lilah and me. Carter pulled a credit card from his pocket. “A hundred percent tip, please,” he said.

				“Whoa, man,” the driver said. “You don’t have to do that. I’d be happy with a twenty, man.”

				“My treat,” Carter said. “What good is money if you can’t be generous?”

				“Thank you. You’re real good, man. A real quality person.”

				“Thank you,” Carter said. He took his card back and backed off as the car drove away. “And as for you, young man, I promised I’d reimburse you for any expenses. What did it cost you to get down here?”

				“Uh… a bus ticket from Greenbelt, a night in a hotel, the taxi trip, seven fast food meals…” I thought for a moment. “Oh yeah. And the assassins blew up my car, I guess. If that counts.”

				Carter nodded. He didn’t seem surprised by my statement in the least. “Got it.” He pulled out his phone, tapped it a few times, then spoke directly into it, “Please prepare a check for Gavin. Seven meals, a bus fare from Maryland, a night at a hotel, and a new car.”

				“Yes, Mr. Brighton,” said a voice from the other end. “What kind of car?”

				“Something new. Make it mid-range.” Carter said, smiling. I suppressed excitement. That was a heck of a lot more than Jane was technically worth. But it felt weird, both because Jane had suddenly become more like a friend and less like a salable object, and also because it almost felt like payment for delivering Lilah to Carter. I was probably being paranoid. Right?

			

			
				“Yes, sir,” the voice said on the other side of the phone. 

				Carter put his phone away. “Now then,” he said, smiling and facing me. As he spoke, I heard a faint pop in the distance, like a firecracker going off several streets down. “Gavin? Would you like to join my wife and me for—”

				One of the bodyguards tackled Carter. A moment later, Lilah’s shoulder exploded in a shower of blood. With a scream, she fell down on the ground. I dropped to kneel beside her. She whimpered slightly; she was alive for now, but the wound was horrifying. I immediately drew the sword from the coat, clamped my eyes shut and started to shift.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32:

				The bodyguard that tackled Carter put his hand to his ear. “All security personnel: Enemy sniper has view of south wing. Locate and neutralize.”

				“Two snipers!” I said, halting my concentration just enough to notify them. It had to be. At least two. The one with the helmet and the older one.

				The bodyguard put his hand back on his ear. “Clarify: Two snipers.” With the twanging sound of a ricocheting bullet, the concrete next to Lilah’s head suddenly threw debris and dust in the air, leaving a frightfully large chip. The bodyguard knelt and helped lift Carter to his feet. “Okay sir, let’s go inside.”

				The other bodyguard knelt to pick up Lilah. Shift complete, I grabbed Lilah first, and gently lifted her and cradled her in my shift-strengthened arms, with one hand still gripping the sword. “I’ve got her,” I said. The bodyguard nodded, and went around behind me, standing in between me and the edge of the trees where the snipers were probably located.

				There was a softened thump, like the sound of a pillow being punched, and I heard the man grunt. “Hurry in, kid,” he whispered. I nodded, and we rushed into the front room.

				The front room was a foyer, full of many expensive looking chairs and paintings and a floor made of white and green, marbled stone tiles. Lilah’s blood was everywhere, running down my arm, spilling onto the tile, splattering across the floor. The first bodyguard held his hand to his ear again. “Medical staff to the front room,” he said. “The Emissary took a hit.” He paused, then looked at Lilah. “Situation critical.”

			

			
				I had a hard time looking at Lilah. My brain couldn’t comprehend the gore. Was that hard red thing a bone coming up out of her shoulder? Was it supposed to be pointy like that? Or was it splintered? What about that squishy stuff? Was that a muscle? It was horrifying. There was no way for me to know just how bad it was. But it must have been really bad.

				Lilah’s face showed a lot of pain. Tears leaked from her squeezed eyelids, and each exhale sounded like she was barely choking back a scream and turning it into a whimper instead. She kept trying to hold her shoulder, but any time she touched it, she yanked her hand away. Her other arm, the one coming from her wounded shoulder, wasn’t moving at all. And there was just so much blood.

				“Lilah,” I said, trying to pay attention to her face instead of her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. I heard them calling doctors. They’re on their way. It’s going to be okay.” I couldn’t even tell if she could hear me. I was panicking too. My knuckles went white squeezing the sword grip, as though it could do anything against snipers.

				I heard the sound of a gun from upstairs. I startled, and looked at one of the bodyguards. “One of ours,” he said, putting his hand to his ear again. He nodded. “Confirmed hit on the first enemy sniper,” he said to me. “They’re still looking for the other on infrared.”

				After what felt like entirely too long, a man and a woman in medical scrubs came running down the hallway with a gurney. They moved it in front of me, and motioned for me to put her down on it. I did so, and they started to wheel Lilah away, leaving me standing awkwardly with the sword. I started to follow, and the bodyguard put his hand on my shoulder to stop me.

			

			
				“Nothing you can do, kid,” he said. “Let the medical team do their job.”

				I swatted his hand away. “Hell if I’m leaving her alone!” I snapped.

				“Let him follow up to the operating room,” Carter said. He turned to the other bodyguard. “Jake. You go with him. I’ll… I’ll be fine.” Carter sunk to the floor. The bodyguard, Jake, eyed my sword for a moment, then finally nodded and walked with me.

				I rushed to catch up with the gurney. Already, they were joined by a third person. They were all talking, calling ahead to tell other people what equipment and medicine they should have ready. I looked down at Lilah as I walked, trying to keep her attention as the woman in scrubs next to her wrapped a bandage tightly around her shoulder.

				“Lilah. Lilah, look at me,” I said. “Are you there?”

				She opened her eyes for the first time since getting struck. “Gavin. You… you shifted.”

				“Yeah,” I said. “I was thinking I might need to fight for you.”

				“Gavin, my shoulder. It’s so cold. What… what happened?”

				“You got shot,” I said.

				“With a gun?” she asked.

				“Yeah,” I said.

				“I didn’t see anybody with a gun,” she said. She winced again as the woman tightened the bandages. The act of shutting her eyes squeezed more tears out of them.

				“It was a sniper,” I said. “Somebody with a gun that can shoot you from very far away.”

				“That’s… not fair,” Lilah said.

				Somebody pushed me, kindly but firmly, to the side. I looked over to see a man putting a needle into Lilah’s other arm. It was attached to a drip IV stand. I was a little behind the gurney now.

			

			
				“Gavin?” Lilah said, trying to turn her head back to look at me. “Gavin, I’m…” and she went silent, her eyes rolling back in her head. Suddenly, she began twitching violently.

				“Lilah!” I shouted. I looked at all of the medical people around the gurney. None of them were paying me any attention. “What happened! What’s happening to Lilah! Is she okay?”

				“That happens sometimes with anesthesia,” one said, not looking at me. “She’s fine. She’s just asleep now.”

				A door opened, and they started pushing the gurney through. I started to try to step in, and a rough hand grabbed me from behind. I spun around, claws out and sword drawn, ready to take a swing at anybody behind me. It was the bodyguard. The second one. Jake?

				“Easy there, kid,” he said. “That’s the operating room. You can’t go in there. You did well. You were calming her. I could tell. But she’s under now. Nothing you can do to help.”

				“I want to be in there!” I insisted.

				“No you don’t,” Jake said. “Surgery’s really messy. You don’t want to see it. The stuff you’ve already seen is bad enough. She’s safe now. She’ll be fine. Just… stay here. Do what you can to stay calm.”

				I nodded numbly. I looked around and found there was a seat to sit in near the entrance to the surgery room. The danger, and thus the need for my shifted form, had passed, so I changed back, sending waves of fatigue and exhaustion through my body.

				I slumped in the chair, awake only from adrenaline. Sniper rifles? Were these even the same assassins? If they had sniper rifles, why weren’t they using them earlier? Why fight us with swords and wands if they could drop Lilah from that far away?

				I reflected for a moment on how strange it was that there was a stocked trauma center right here in Carter’s house. Finally, the strain of an eighteen-hour bus trip caught up with me. Napping on a bus just isn’t like a good night’s sleep. With the sword laid across my lap, I started to doze in and out of consciousness despite the discomfort of the chair. It felt more decorative than functional; the padding was stiff and felt unused.

			

			
				I was brought back to attention by one of the medical personnel leaving the surgery room. Maybe an hour had passed. Maybe two. I noticed the bodyguard was still there, in a seat a few yards away.

				The doctor nodded to me. “She’s going to be okay,” he said. “She was lucky. The bullet missed all her major blood vessels and didn’t fragment as much as hollow-points usually do. We’ll probably need to reconstruct parts of her scapula, and once this is all over, she’ll probably need physical therapy to restore motion to her arm. But she’s out of danger.”

				I stood. “Can I see her?”

				The doctor shook his head. “She’s asleep right now. We’re taking her to a guest bedroom to be more comfortable.

				“I want to go with her.”

				The doctor started to shake his head again, but Jake held up his hand. He typed something into his phone. A moment later, he nodded. “Gavin can come. Let’s go, kid.” The bodyguard stood and started walking down the hall. I followed.

				It took a couple of minutes to arrive, simply because the building was so massive, with so many halls and rooms. It started feeling less like a house and more like an opulent military compound. We passed a huge kitchen with multiple cooks working on what was obviously a mass meal. A laundry room with multiple large tumble washers.

				Finally, the bodyguard stopped and knocked on a door. There was no answer. The bodyguard pushed it open anyway and motioned for me to enter.

			

			
				It was a finely furnished bedroom. A massive, four poster bed was unused in the center of the back wall, and I saw Lilah in a medical cot next to it. She was covered in thin-looking blankets, wearing a hospital gown, and was fast asleep. Her shoulder was covered in white padding. On her other arm, the sock wrapped over her wound from the car crash had been replaced with a clean, dressed bandage. An IV was in her arm, and a machine behind her beeped steadily.

				I turned to the bodyguard. “Thank you,” I said. He nodded, and shut the door.

				I plodded over to the bed, leaned the sword against the wall, and crawled under the blankets. Lying on my side so I could face Lilah, I started to drift to sleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33:

				I was awoken by a knock on the door. I sat up in the bed. I saw Lilah wake up too. Her ears were limp. The door opened before either of us said anything. It was the same bodyguard, flanked by one of the medical workers standing behind a wheelchair. “Mr. Brighton invited you two to eat dinner with him and his wife before Gavin leaves,” he said, addressing Lilah.

				“Yeah. Huh. I’ll really miss him.” Her voice was slurred. She turned to me. “I’ll really miss you, Gavin. It’s too bad we couldn’t mate before we finished our trip.” I glanced sheepishly at the bodyguard for a moment, whose face didn’t change. I looked at the IV stand. It had several plastic baggies on it. I was guessing one of them was probably some heavy-duty painkillers. After all, she did get shot in the shoulder. “Yeah, let’s have dinner,” Lilah said. She started to try to stand.

				“It’s okay. I’ll help you,” said the other man. He came in and helped Lilah move to the wheelchair. Her movements were slow and unsteady. It made me feel nervous to watch her. I’d be leaving her with Carter in such a vulnerable state. Then again, if she were in any danger here, they’d have just let her die instead of saving her life, right? I grabbed the sword. It was weird how it made me feel vaguely safer, even though I was in a compound probably full of trained professional mercenaries and I’d never used a sword in my life.

				The bodyguard led us down the long hallways toward the dining room. Lilah’s tail poked through the back of the wheelchair and dragged along the tiled floor. I saw her tail struggle to lift from the ground. She turned to try to pick up her tail with her good arm, but winced. I darted in, grabbed her tail, threaded it through the back of the wheel-chair, and laid it in her lap. Lilah wordlessly thanked me with a dazed, sleepy smile.

			

			
				We arrived at a wood-paneled, red-carpeted dining room. A fire roared on one side of the room. The table was smaller than I’d expected, given how huge this place was; it was about large enough for six or eight people instead of being some giant banquet table. Carter was there, with his bodyguard next to him. On the other side was a woman I didn’t recognize. She had long, blonde hair and looked to be in her mid to late twenties.

				“Gavin! Lilah! I’m glad you two are alright,” Carter said as we entered the room. He stood to shake my hand across the table as the medical worker pulled aside a chair and pushed Lilah’s wheelchair into its place. Once Lilah was settled, Carter leaned over to shake her hand too. I took a seat next to her, and the bodyguard sat on the other side of me. I laid my sword across my lap.

				I hadn’t eaten since we bought those snacks at the hotel. I was starving. “Thanks for offering to feed us,” I said.

				“Of course,” Carter said. “I hope you don’t mind steak!”

				“Steak?” Lilah said, perking up a little. “Yes. Very yes. I mean, no. I don’t mind. So yes,” she slurred.

				“Forgive my manners. This is Gwendolyn, my wife.”

				“Happy to meet you two,” she said, standing to shake our hands as well. “Thank you for keeping Lilah safe, Gavin. The Emissaries owe you a great debt of thanks.”

				“Of course,” I said. “It was the least I could do for her.” I was confused by Carter’s wife. Carter was middle-age, probably in his late forties or early fifties. This other woman looked to be nearly half his age.

			

			
				“So, the Emissaries,” Lilah asked. “Where are they all? I want to talk with them.”

				“They’re on the other side of the compound,” Carter said. “They usually don’t eat with us. They think we’re too stuffy.” He smiled slightly.

				A server came in and put plates of food in front of us. It was luxurious. A large, still-sizzling steak, with spiced mashed potatoes and glazed vegetables. I looked at Lilah’s plate. It was missing the vegetables and potatoes, containing only a massive slab of meat.

				“Oh. Oh wow,” Lilah said. “I’ve not had meat like this in a long time.” She picked it up with her good hand and bit into it like it was a sandwich, tearing off a hunk with her pointed teeth. Juices ran down her arm, making the medical worker next to her scowl. I looked to see Carter’s reaction. He was smiling. The woman next to him was holding her hand in front of her mouth in amusement.

				If Lilah could act like that and get away with it, I certainly didn’t need to worry about etiquette, so I took a knife and fork and dug in. It tasted as good as it looked.

				“So tell us about your trip down here,” Gwendolyn said. “The assassins attacked you? I hear we owe you a new car?”

				“I guess? My car wasn’t worth much. It was a junker, but it was important to me,” I said. “But yeah. Some big explosion on the road. We just barely made it out in time. But that wasn’t the first time the assassin attacked…”

				I gave an abbreviated account of all the times the assassin had struck. Carter and his wife nodded with interest. When I got to the part where they blew up Jane, Gwendolyn looked at Jake. “That sounds more like a military thing than a fire spell. Jake?”

			

			
				The bodyguard next to Lilah shook his head. “We know they’ve got RPGs, but that’s not what we’re dealing with, here. There’s too much fire for it to be a normal explosive, but the fire didn’t stick around for long enough to be an incendiary. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s some new magic toy they got ahold of.”

				Carter complimented us on our quick thinking when we talked about how we held the smaller assassin hostage. And that brought us to the current sniper attack.

				“Who are these people?” I asked.

				Carter looked at his wife.

				“A group of people who oppose Emissaries, from what we can tell,” she said. “We think that maybe they’re afraid of something they bring to our world. Maybe they don’t like the idea of a group of people who worship nature and represent its interests. If the very concept of ‘nature’ had a group of powerful, supernatural adherents, it would force a change in the way the people of our world had to live their lives.”

				“Where’d they get sniper rifles and RPGs from?” I asked.

				“We think they somehow got ahold of a military stockpile,” Carter said.

				“They don’t know what to do with it,” Jake said. “The sniper should have hit her head from the distance he was at. The fact that he didn’t means he wasn’t trained well.”

				“Yeah,” Lilah said. “They just have fancy toys is all. Same with the severance sword. If she really knew how to use it, I’d be dead already.” Her sobering words didn’t match her sleepy smile.

				“Well, we’re talking about the smaller assassin,” I clarified. “That other woman was scary good. Right?”

				“I guess,” Lilah said. “I’d have taken her if she had a normal sword…” She paused in thought, then took another huge bite of her steak. I saw the inside was red. It was super rare. Suddenly Lilah paused, with a strange expression on her face. She looked right at Gwendolyn. “Do I know you?” she asked abruptly.

			

			
				Gwendolyn looked confused. “I don’t know why you would,” she replied.

				“I think I know you,” Lilah said, taking another pensive bite of meat.

				“How could that be?” Gwendolyn asked.

				“I dunno,” Lilah said.

				“Maybe she just looks like somebody you know,” Carter said. Lilah didn’t respond. She just stared at Gwendolyn, who was starting to look uncomfortable.

				“How about you?” I asked. “Where did you get all this military stuff?”

				Carter smiled. “None of what I own is illegal, especially in Georgia. But we have to have it. We harbor Emissaries here. We need to defend them.”

				“It must cost a lot,” I said.

				“Hey, yeah,” Lilah said, sitting up. “Don’t you have a job? Gavin’s parents do. Shouldn’t you be out… jobbing?” She smiled at her own made-up word.

				Carter chuckled a little. “I’ve already put in my work. I stepped down as CEO of Brighton Computing years ago, when I met Gwendolyn. I hope you come to know this, Gavin: once you’ve put enough effort into founding a company, it starts to take on a life of its own. I piloted this company for over a decade. Now it’s time to turn her over to a competent CEO, live off the stock dividends, and re-invest in new businesses to help others, like my angel investors helped me. That’s the position you want to end up in when you reach middle age.”

			

			
				I felt vaguely patronized. He was advising me to turn over my company to a CEO later in life? Carter seemed out of touch with the way normal people lived. Lilah looked confused. She probably would have a hard time understanding Carter when she was lucid, much less on painkillers.

				“So you’re like a nobleman?” Lilah asked.

				“Basically,” Gwendolyn said, holding her hand in front of her mouth to poorly hide a smile. “Except it’s not hereditary. He worked hard for it.”

				“Am I going to be safe going home?” I asked, trying to wrench the conversation back around to the assassins.

				“Probably,” Carter said. His smile faded, and he became more business-like. “They shouldn’t come after you now that Lilah’s not traveling with you. If they do, it’ll be to capture you and try to gather information. Feel free to tell them everything you know. Now that Lilah’s safe, nothing that you know can help them, and they’ll probably let you go after that.”

				I nodded.

				“Oh! That reminds me,” Carter said. He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to me. My eyes widened. It was a check. The number on it was mind-blowing. It was certainly enough to buy a new car, all right. If I bought a used car instead, the extra money could almost pay for trade school on its own.

				“Thank you,” I said, still getting the creepy feeling I was being bought off somehow.

				“I’ll contact your school and let them know you were here on business,” Carter said. “I’ll make sure your absences get excused, somehow.” Carter pulled his napkin off his lap and stood up.

				“It was good meeting you, Gavin,” Gwendolyn said, smiling at me.

			

			
				I looked down at my plate. Somehow, it was empty. I looked toward Lilah, heart aching.

				“You’re going?” Lilah said, looking concerned.

				I stood, pulling the sword from my lap. “Yeah,” I said. The thought of it hurt.

				“No,” Lilah said. “Don’t.” She said it simply.

				“I’ve… I’ve got to get home. School and family and stuff. Plus, I don’t think Carter would let me stay.” Carter grimaced apologetically and shook his head.

				“It’s not fair,” said Lilah. “I want to grab you so you can’t go, but I’m stuck in this chair.” Lilah turned to the nurse next to her. “Let me out of this chair so I can grab Gavin and keep him from leaving.”

				I dropped the sword and walked toward Lilah to give her a hug. How I wished she were lucid. I hoped she’d remember me leaving. She awkwardly returned my hug with her one good arm and kissed my neck several times.

				“Gavin, I love you,” she said.

				“Yeah,” I replied lamely. It felt weird to tell her I loved her back when I was leaving to pick up a relationship with another girl. I was actually planning on calling Autumn the moment I left. I’d need some company. But Lilah was here, and I was with her, and I loved her. So I decided to tell her.

				“Lilah, I’ve grown to really love you too. Thanks for being my friend, and… and my girlfriend. Even though it was short.”

				“I’m still your girlfriend,” Lilah said. “You can have two. Autumn just doesn’t need to know. We can talk on your phone late at night when everybody is asleep.” Lilah giggled drowsily. “It’ll be exciting, like when I was hiding from your parents.”

				“Yeah. Maybe,” I lied. I squeezed her one last time, then pulled away, breaking her weak grasp on my torso. “Goodbye,” I said.

			

			
				“I love you, Gavin,” she repeated. She just sort of gazed at me, an empty look of disappointment on her face. Her ears still hung limp on her head.

				I looked at Carter. He nodded. He picked up the sword from the floor and handed it to me. “I’ll show you to the door, Gavin.”

				I nodded back, wiping a tear from my eye. “Thanks.”

				We walked silently through the halls to the front door. When we arrived, Carter motioned to a car outside. “That’ll take you to the airport. You’ve got a flight in four hours that will take you back to Pendleton via the Logan airport. Do you have transportation when you arrive?”

				“I can call my parents, yeah.”

				“Excellent. Thank you again, Gavin. You’ve done us all a great service.”

				I nodded, without much enthusiasm, and left the building. Lilah’s blood still stained the front step, though I could see some attempt had been made to clean it up.

				“You know, you won’t be able to take that on the plane with you,” Carter said, nodding toward the sword. “Would you like me to package it and ship it to you?”

				“No thanks,” I said. “I don’t know if the assassins will come after me. I’ll hold onto it for as long as possible.”

				Carter shrugged, and I walked toward the car.

				I was worried about Lilah. I was leaving her, basically defenseless, in the home of somebody I didn’t really know. I thought back on how worried Lilah and I were that this might be a trap. I had planned to ask Carter a few trick questions to try to tease out more information, but my plans were torn asunder when Lilah got shot. Maybe I could ask one or two before I left, for my own comfort.

			

			
				“Hey,” I said. “Those Emissaries in the pictures. There was one girl with antennae. You know her?”

				“Yes, of course,” Carter said, nodding.

				“Who was she? Which Emissary?”

				“Celia. She’s the Ant Emissary.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34:

				My heart started beating faster. My grip tightened on the sword.

				“Really,” I said. “You’re sure?”

				“Yes,” Carter said. “Why?”

				“Just wondering,” I said. “Thanks.” I climbed into the car, worried.

				Lilah said she knew the ant Emissary.

				And it wasn’t the girl in the picture.

				“So, to the airport?” said the driver.

				“Yeah,” I said nervously. What did this mean? As the car pulled out of the long driveway, I tried to think up answers. Did Carter mistake the antennaed girl for a different Emissary? Were there multiple kinds of ant Emissaries, like a fire ant and a carpenter ant? Maybe there were multiple worlds with Emissaries, and Carter was hosting a different ant Emissary? There were a lot of possible explanations, none of which felt very true.

				Carter seemed to really care about Lilah’s health and safety. True as that may be, it didn’t mean his concern was benign. I was sick to my stomach. I felt like maybe I had made some horrible mistake. But things happened so fast, with Lilah getting shot and all. I’m not sure what I could have done. After that, we were at Carter’s mercy, and putting Lilah on painkillers made it near-impossible for her to leave.

				I looked out the window as I thought. We drove past the security building and the boom barrier. We were outside Carter’s estate now, but still on the long, winding road that led to it. The woods were different here in Georgia. The trees were thinner and packed more closely together.

			

			
				Suddenly, I saw something. A thin, brown smear across the road. Dried blood.

				“Stop the car,” I said, and the car halted fast enough to whip me forward.

				“What?” the driver asked. “What’s wrong?”

				“I gotta do something,” I said, vaguely. “I’ll get to the airport on my own, with an uber or something. My expense.” I opened the door.

				“Are you sure, kid? That’s, like, fifty bucks.”

				“Yeah. Thanks, though.” I jumped out, shut the door, and waved to the driver. He waved back, somewhat confused, and started making a three-point turn as I knelt to inspect the blood.

				Did it have a direction to it? I went to one side of the road and knelt again to examine the shoulder. I was no tracker, but it seemed like blades of grass and small plants had been flattened, bent toward the west, like something had been dragged in that direction. I followed the trail of blood, hoping I was going the right way.

				I tracked my quarry through the woods for about five minutes, following the blood, holding the sword at the ready. Eventually, I found the source.

				Slumped against the tree, I found the assassin. The original one, with the trench coat and the helm that obscured her face. Her coat was off, though. She had balled it up and stuffed it in her hip. It was completely drenched in blood.

				“You,” I said roughly. “Are you alive?”

				“Yeah,” came the voice from within the helm.

				I brandished the assassin’s own sword at her. “I want answers, and you’re going to give them to me. I could probably get you to a hospital, if you tell me what I want to know. Or I could just walk away, and you’ll die.”

			

			
				“Oh, I’ll tell you, Gavin,” said the assassin. I thought I recognized the voice. “I was planning on telling you a few days ago...”

				“Wait,” I said, confused.

				With her free hand, the assassin reached under her helm and undid a strap. She tried to pull the helm off, but couldn’t do it one-handed. I reached over to help and pulled the helmet slowly off her head. Red locks of hair flowed from the helmet as I lifted it.

				“Autumn!?” I said in amazement. I lowered the sword. “What… what the…”

				“I promised I’d tell you where the money for the martial arts lessons were coming from,” Autumn said. “I was going to tell you about this whole thing, this whole other life, after jiu-jitsu on Tuesday.” 

				Autumn paused and winced, pressing the coat harder into her hip. I was at a loss for words. A barrage of emotions hit me. Anger. Fear. Fondness for her. Betrayal. Confusion.

				“I wanted to see how you would react. If you’d believe me,” she continued. “I just couldn’t keep this secret to myself. I needed somebody to tell. Somebody to share the burden with. But then I saw you with Lilah, and I had to go bag her, and I thought you were cheating on me, and then even when that cleared up, I still had to go after Lilah, so I couldn’t tell you, even if we were in a relationship—”

				“Okay, hold on, hold on. What secret? What were you planning on telling me? If Lilah hadn’t appeared, what would you have said? What… are you?”

				Her breathing was ragged and she was wincing. She looked pale. She’d probably lost a lot of blood.

			

			
				“Gavin… It’s complicated, and I’m slowly dying. My Bloodmaker’s Amulet is running out of juice because I can’t get this bleeding under control. I don’t think this is the time.”

				Instinct took over. I had to save Autumn, right? “Don’t say things like that,” I said, looking around, as though I’d find something to help her in the middle of the woods. “You won’t die. I’ll get you to a hospital somehow. I’d—”

				“Gavin, no. Not a hospital. Listen to me. My aunt’s got our wand. It’s got a phoenix core loaded right now, so it can heal me. But we need to find her. I’m not sure where she went after Carter’s sniper dropped me from the tree.”

				“So you were the sniper!” I said, raising Autumn’s sword again. My emotions were all mixed up. It was so incongruous to see Autumn’s head on the assassin’s body! My mind had a hard time merging them and kept flipping rapidly from concern and infatuation to extreme anger and fear. I took an unconscious step back as fear started to win out.

				“Yes, but it was a last resort,” she said. “We never wanted to kill Lilah.”

				“Didn’t want to kill her?” I shouted. “Then why the hell were you swinging swords at her and shooting her with that giant gun?”

				“Because the stun rifle would incapacitate her so I could take her away, and if I even nicked her with the severance sword, she’d have been too slow and weak to dodge a shot if I followed up with the rifle.” She winced in pain and adjusted her seating slightly. “Honestly, Gavin. If I wanted to kill Lilah, I’d have just brought a Beretta with me the first time I went after her Monday afternoon. I was going for capture.”

				“You wanted to capture her? Why?”

			

			
				“Look,” she said desperately. “Unless your help is conditional based on my answer, I’d really rather table this. I’m not kidding, Gavin. Once the amulet runs dry, I’m going to bleed out. I need to get that wand from my aunt.”

				“Fine,” I said, reversing my grip on the sword and crossing my arms. My concern wrested control back from my anger. It’s not like I could just let her die, after all. “What do you want me to do?”

				“My phone was in my right pocket. But, uh…” She nodded toward her wounded hip. “It’s shattered now. Some of it’s probably lodged in my hip, actually. That was just plain bad luck. So now I can’t call my aunt.”

				I pulled out my phone. “What’s her number?” I asked.

				“I don’t know.”

				“What!?” I said. “Really?”

				“Who memorizes phone numbers anymore!” Autumn snapped, then heaved another pained breath and shifted her weight again. “God, this hurts.”

				“Okay, so what do you want me to do?”

				“We all had to memorize the emergency number to our headquarters. They’d have my aunt’s number. Then we can give them our coordinates and they’ll pass it along to my aunt.”

				“Okay.” I said. “Do you give me the number, or…?”

				“I’d rather that you just hand me your phone, if that’s alright. I’m really not supposed to give the number out.”

				I passed her the phone, and she took it with the hand that wasn’t busy pressing the trench coat into her hip. A few button presses later, she held the phone to her ear.

				“Hi. This is Autumn McKenzie,” she said, then stopped and paused. “Yes, this is an unsecured phone… Yes, I know. Look, I got hit in the hip with a fifty-cal. The coat wasn’t enchanted to protect against that kind of round. It punctured it and destroyed my phone. And my hip. Now I need a shot from the phoenix core before I bleed out, so I’m taking whatever phone I could get… I need you to call my aunt and tell her that I’m at… hold on…” She looked at the phone and tapped it a bit, before returning it to her ear, then rattled off a series of numbers, then paused again. “Yes, I know how. I’ve done it before… Don’t worry about that… I said don’t worry about that! …Okay, thanks.”

			

			
				She hung up, then tapped more buttons on my phone before handing it back to me. I looked at the screen. She had navigated to my call history. The most recent call was missing. She must have deleted it. I put my phone back in my pocket, then sat down next to Autumn.

				“Help’s on its way?”

				Autumn nodded. “Help’s on its way.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35:

				“Is your aunt going to be upset?”

				“Yes. Hell, I’m upset. You just handed Lilah over to Carter!”

				“What’s the problem with that?” I asked, back to being angry. “You were trying to kill her as far as we knew! Sure, I felt like there was something fishy going on there, but you drove us to this! And it’s not like we could refuse his hospitality after Lilah got shot in the shoulder and needed medical attention!”

				“Carter’s been trying to capture an Emissary for years now,” Autumn said, mostly ignoring my outburst. “He wants to use one as a catalyst in some sort of magic ritual. That’s why Carter’s bad news. We think it has something to do with his wife. She’s an elf, and—”

				“Wait, wait. Stop. Back up.” I was reeling. Elf? Ritual? “Look, when it comes to strange magic stuff, all I really know about is Emissaries. Lilah talked about her world some, but… but I didn’t expect anything she said to be relevant. Talk. Start from square one. Assume I’m ignorant of everything.”

				Autumn sighed, then looked down at her bleeding hip. “I might as well start explaining now. You’re going to need to know anyway, and my aunt’s on her way. Okay. So… there are other worlds. Universes, I guess. Like Lilah’s. Just… sort of think of them like big blobs that drift through space. Except the space they’re in is seven-dimensional. Anyway, if the stories told in one world are close enough to the reality of another world, it acts as an attractive force, and they start to drift closer together. And if they drift close enough, stuff can pass back and forth between them. Normally, it’s just thoughts. Ideas. The stories they tell about each other start to match even better. Details get lost, but broad concepts, like dragons, or guns, make it through.”

			

			
				“Or corgis,” I said, nodding.

				“What?” Autumn asked. Then shook her head. “Nevermind. Anyway, if the worlds drift too close, then there’s a repellant force that keeps them from colliding. They bounce off each other, like two springs or rubber balls or something. But as that happens, when they’re close together, they can transfer more than ideas. Actual, physical objects can sometimes cross over. Usually, it’s people or animals. Things that think are more likely to get transferred than things that don’t. And, usually, it causes problems when they arrive. I belong to a group called the Wardens who try to fix those problems. We were founded generations ago, when an elf came over from Tolkien, and decided this world was worth protecting. He set up a—”

				“Hold on. Tolkien?”

				“Yeah,” Autumn said, nodding. “We name the worlds after famous authors who we think drew their ideas from that world. Tolkien has elves and dwarves and orcs and wizards in it. Then there’s Wells. Laser guns, aliens, and spaceships. There’s Rowling, which tech-wise is like the late 1800s in our world except that people can manipulate the mana flow using wands made of special woods. There’s Lovecraft. You don’t mess around with Lovecraft.” She shut her eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was shuddering or just in pain. “Luckily, we think it’s finished bouncing off and has started to drift away. There’s Myth. It’s got powerful god-like beings in a world tech-locked in the late bronze age. There’s another one, recent to this generation. It’s a lot like Tolkien, but with different races. Still has elves, though. We think it’s having an influence on eastern fiction right now, especially anime and manga. We haven’t agreed on a name for it, yet, though I’ve got a friend who insists it should be called Yoshizaki. Anyway, that’s the world that Lilah’s from. There’s probably also a bunch of little ones that aren’t big enough for us to detect.”

			

			
				“So that’s where all your stuff comes from,” I said. “It’s collected from different worlds.”

				“Yeah,” she said. “The wand is from Rowling. The seven-league boots are from Myth. The stun-rifle and body armor are from Wells. I wish we had some armored pants to go with them,” Autumn said, shifting her weight. “Our organization has a wizard from Tolkien who we let stay because he volunteered to join up and help us. He enchanted the trench coat. And the sword, obviously, is from Lilah’s world.”

				“How do you get it all?”

				“Well,” Autumn said, with a tone of voice that indicated she was hedging. “Sometimes we use a ritual to pull in items we need, if the world borders are thin.”

				“Although most of our other-world equipment came with people that arrived here with it,” said a voice from behind me. I jumped. “We claim it for ourselves after we take them out.” I turned around to see the other assassin. Autumn’s aunt, presumably. Adrenaline returned. Autumn, I knew from school, even if our current context was bizarre. Her aunt was just an assassin for all I knew. Her mask was still up. I was surprised how silently she’d approached. “Good to finally meet you, Gavin. You need to learn to fight, though,” she said, nodding toward the sword I held. “You can’t count on your shamanic shifting when fighting a skilled opponent. It’s an edge, not a superpower.”

				“Yes, thank you,” I said defensively as she walked past me. “I just wasn’t aware I’d be fighting assassins when I planned out how to spend my leisure time for the last four years.”

				“I’ll teach him,” Autumn said. “He’ll learn fast.”

				“You’ll what?” I said.

			

			
				“You don’t think you can just get involved in all this and then walk away, do you?” Autumn said. “If you’re going to be my boyfriend, you’ve got to learn to fight. Hence why I’m dragging you to jiu-jitsu this coming Tuesday.”

				“Okay, sure,” I said, confused. Arguing didn’t seem safe at the moment.

				“I still don’t approve of this, you know,” Autumn’s aunt said, kneeling over Autumn and pulling out the wand.

				“Even after seeing him fight?”

				“If you can call it that.”

				“He was misguided and had no clue what he was doing, but he was brave enough to stand up to us to protect Lilah. And he wasn’t even in a relationship with her! I think he’ll make a great boyfriend.”

				Autumn’s aunt glanced suspiciously at me as she waved the wand with flicks of her wrist. A green glow lit up on the tip. “Ready?” she asked. “One… two… three!”

				Autumn pulled the trench coat from her hip, and a large spurt of blood shot out. Her aunt, nearly simultaneously, jabbed the wand into the gory wound. Autumn drew in a sharp breath, and then let out a sigh of relief. The blood from the gaping hole was reduced to a trickle, and then, within a moment, it stopped entirely. Color started to return to Autumn’s face.

				“This is a bad wound,” Autumn’s aunt said, pulling the wand back out of Autumn’s hip. The glow was gone.

				“A fifty-cal will do that, even through a hardcoat,” Autumn said.

				“Looks like that whole charge was spent just staunching the wound and restoring blood. Weren’t you wearing the Bloodmaker’s Amulet?”

				Autumn reached toward her neck and pulled a necklace from under her shirt, a dull red stone on a thick copper chain. “Yes. And now we’ll need to get the jasper replaced. Can you give me another shot with the wand?”

			

			
				Her aunt nodded. “It should have enough charge left. But we’ll have to let the phoenix core rest soon. We can’t risk overstraining it. No more heroics for you until we can get it swapped out for a fresh core from HQ.” Her aunt flicked the wand around again, casting the spell, and jabbed the wand, glowing once more, into the wound. Autumn shuddered. The part of her hip that had been blown away started growing new flesh, from the inside out. Little bits of metal were pushed out of the wound, falling onto the forest floor. I saw the skin next to the wound grow to cover the new flesh. After a moment, all that was left of the wound was a thick coat of blood over an undamaged hip.

				Autumn sighed, and started to stand gingerly. I ran over to help her up, and she nodded in thanks and pulled herself up on my hands. Once she stood, she put her hand on my shoulder and started slowly walking, leaning on me for support.

				“After regrowing a body part, it can take a while for it to get back to being fully functional,” she said. “Moving it helps. I’m going to walk it out for a bit.” She shifted her weight and wrapped her arm further around my shoulders.

				I glanced back at Autumn’s aunt. Her mask was still up, but I could see the distaste in her eyes.

				“So, uh…” I started awkwardly, shuffling along with Autumn as she walked. “Lots of different worlds. Got it. What’s a Warden? And why do you guys want to capture Lilah?”

				Lilah’s aunt answered. “Wardens are those tasked with guarding the world borders. Our founder created a crystal ball that detects where breaches occur and people or creatures pass over into our world. We hunt them down.”

			

			
				“And kill them?” I asked nervously.

				“Sometimes,” Autumn said. “More often, they just want to get home. That’s what we try first. But sometimes, you get a bad egg, like an ogre that just wants to murder stuff, or a vampire that’s excited about starting a new clan in a world with no competition from other vampires. Then we’ve got to take them down.”

				“We help those who seek it, but sending things back to other worlds takes resources. We don’t waste them on those who would harm our world, or on unthinking beasts. Those kinds are better off slain,” Autumn’s aunt said.

				“That’s how my parents died,” Autumn said. “They fought some horror from Lovecraft. My father died in the fight. My mother killed it, but got bitten by it. It must have been venomous, because the wound swelled up and she started hallucinating. Finally, she… killed herself. You don’t mess around with Lovecraft!”

				“I’m sorry,” I said. “I knew you lived with your aunt, but I never thought that…” I trailed off.

				Autumn shrugged. “I was really young at the time. Only four. I have some memories of my parents, but… my aunt is basically my family.” She stopped moving and instead lifted her healed leg, balancing on the other foot. She lifted her leg as high as it could go, then moved it in front of her, behind her, and in front of her again.

				“So that’s a Warden,” I said. It was strange having Autumn’s arm wrapped around my shoulder for support. I simultaneously wanted to lean into her to enjoy her touch and to pull away, revulsed. “But what about Lilah? Couldn’t you have just talked with her? I’m pretty sure she’d just want to get home.”

				“Are you sure?” Autumn’s aunt asked, eyes narrowed.

				“Maybe she would have,” Autumn said, still flexing her leg. “But last time we dealt with an Emissary, he ended up getting… violent.”

			

			
				Autumn’s aunt nodded. “We found out later that the magic we use to send beings from their world back to their home is only slightly different from magic they use to… ‘permanently dispose’ of Emissaries back in Lilah’s world,” Autumn’s aunt said. “I’m sure you’ve heard that if an Emissary dies, the animal spirit in them is reborn elsewhere. But if an Emissary is banished to another world, the animal spirit goes with them and will be reborn there, never to return. Such banishment circles look almost exactly like the circles we use to return beings to their home world.”

				“From the sounds of it, I’m afraid the Emissaries that people banish from Lilah’s world might actually be getting sent to Lovecraft,” Autumn said, shuddering. Because she was leaning on me for support, I felt the shudder in my body too. “Anyway, the one other time we tried to help an Emissary get home, he got violent the moment he saw the circle, because he thought the ‘we’ll help you get home’ thing was just a ruse to ‘dispose’ of him. He wounded three Wardens and nearly escaped before we finally subdued him, tied him up, and stuffed him in the circle to send him home. Since then we’ve had a policy for any other Emissaries we happen to find: stun them in the field before they get in our base near to our non-combat operatives, and send them home without permission. And for good measure, we spent the mana to pull in a severance sword from Lilah’s world, just in case.”

				“Where does Carter fit into all of this?” I asked.

				“Carter doesn’t,” said Autumn’s aunt. “Not really. It’s his wife that does. She’s an elf, from Lilah’s world. For some reason, she wants an Emissary, we think to use as a catalyst in some sort of magic ritual.”

				“Catalyst? Would that… would that hurt her?”

				“Probably,” Autumn’s aunt said, nodding. “I’m not sure. Our information’s been sketchy since our last spy was caught.”

			

			
				“Your spy?” I asked, trying to follow along with the rapid flow of information.

				“Yes,” Autumn’s aunt said. “Gwendolyn doesn’t belong in this world. Obviously we need to keep an eye on her to get us closer to convincing her to go home… or killing her. ”

				This whole ‘murder’ business still upset me. “Has she done anything that deserves that?” I asked. “Sure, she’s an elf, I guess. But what makes us think she’s a bad person?”

				“Besides kidnapping Lilah to use in a ritual?” Autumn said. She let go of my shoulder and walked on her own power, though with a bit of a limp.

				“That’s the other thing. Doesn’t Carter have enough Emissaries? It’s like he’s running a preserve for them or something. I saw pictures.”

				Autumn’s aunt shook her head. Autumn rolled her eyes. “Gavin,” she said. “You have heard of photoshop, right?”

				I was about to object that Lilah vouched that the Emissaries in the picture looked real, but then I realized that if Gwendolyn was from Lilah’s world, she’d have a pretty good idea of how to fake it believably. But wouldn’t necessarily know specifically what the ant Emissary looked like. I suddenly felt very gullible and naive.

				“Okay, so Carter’s got Lilah for a ritual. What’s the ritual supposed to do?”

				“Nothing good,” Autumn said. “The Wardens have tried to talk Gwendolyn into going home. She won’t do it. She even had her husband build a giant compound to protect themselves from us. There must be some reason she’s bent on staying. And a ritual powerful enough that it needs a living thing as a catalyst? Especially one with as much raw magic in them as an Emissary? It can’t be a good thing for our world.”

			

			
				Autumn’s aunt nodded. “We’re not sure what her goal is. Magical power? Wealth? Immortality for her husband? It could be any number of things.”

				“So, what’s our plan now?” I asked.

				“Food?” asked Autumn. “I haven’t eaten for hours.”

				“Didn’t you pack protein bars for the stakeout?” Autumn’s aunt asked. “That’s standard procedure.”

				“I finished off the ones I packed from New Hampshire, and we haven’t gotten a chance to go shopping.” Autumn walked over and retrieved her helmet from the ground where I’d dropped it.

				“You finished them off?” Her aunt rolled her eyes. “Another teenage growth spurt, I suppose?”

				Autumn turned to me to explain. “We staked out Carter’s place for hours waiting for you. We saw you’d withdrawn enough money for a bus ticket in Greenbelt, but you were smart and bought the ticket off the grid, so we could only guess when you’d arrive. You must have taken an indirect route, because you arrived way later than we expected. All this, I guess, to say I’m starving now. Do you like chicken sandwiches?”

				“Sure,” I said, shrugging and biting back my nervousness. Was this Autumn offering to buy me food? Or the Assassin?

				“I’ll be at the safehouse,” her aunt said, “planning how to rescue the Emissary. Don’t bring Gavin there. I’ll come to you. Just use Gavin’s phone to contact me when you’re done. Directly this time.”

				I felt a surge of excitement when Autumn’s aunt mentioned the possibility of rescuing Lilah. I still wasn’t sure I trusted them completely, but I’d rather have them as allies than enemies. I pulled out my phone. “I’ll need your number, then.”

				We traded numbers, then Autumn hugged her aunt goodbye. Before leaving, though, her aunt approached me.

			

			
				“Gavin? A quick word? Alone?”

				I didn’t like that idea. But it wasn’t like I could say no. “Okay,” I said nervously. Autumn looked a little nervous as well. We withdrew a few paces from her.

				“Regarding Lilah,” Autumn’s aunt asked in a low, quiet voice. “Did you really have no relationship with her?”

				I had almost decided to start up a relationship with Lilah a couple of times, but never quite made it official. Every time we were about to adopt the label, something got in the way. “No, I didn’t,” I said, technically telling the truth.

				“I don’t think I believe you,” she said. She still had her mask on, but her eyes bored into mine. “Do you swear it?” she hissed.

				How much could I tell her to try to convince her? “At the end, she tried to rope me into one. Like, really hard,” I admitted. “She tried to seduce me into having sex with her in the hotel two nights ago. I didn’t let her. I told her it wouldn’t be fair to Autumn.”

				“And before that?”

				“Mostly, she kept telling me she didn’t want a relationship. It wasn’t until near the end that she pulled the one-eighty.”

				She kept staring at me. I felt acutely aware that I was being judged.

				“Very well,” she said quietly enough Autumn couldn’t hear. “In that case, I won’t inform Autumn as to how the shamanic initiation rite is performed.” She turned away. “For her sake. Not yours.” She nodded to Autumn, and ran silently away into the forest.

				I felt like I had come very close to being in serious trouble. I dodged a bullet there.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36:

				Autumn watched her go for a moment, approaching me. “Could I have my sword back?” she asked, holding out her hand.

				I hesitated. I still didn’t trust her. The sting of betrayal and my anger at her for shooting Lilah were too fresh. I wanted to hold onto it, just in case.

				But then, what good would it do? If we got in a fight, she was trained, and I wasn’t. I’d probably swing wildly, then she’d dart inside my reach and jiu-jitsu me. I decided, in an instant, that an Autumn with a sword that thought I trusted her completely was safer than an unarmed Autumn that thought I might be a threat. “Yeah, of course,” I said, handing her the blade.

				Then Autumn tucked her helmet under her arm and crouched slightly. “Hop on, Gavin.”

				“Huh?” I said.

				“Piggyback.”

				“You’re carrying me to the city?”

				“Yeah. All I need to do is lift you and take a single step. The seven-league boots do the rest.”

				I awkwardly climbed onto Autumn’s back. Then suddenly, we were flying through the air at a dizzying speed. Somehow missing all the branches on the way up, we abruptly emerged from the treeline, shooting out from the canopy. 

				“What happened?” I said in a panic. The height was giving me vertigo. I could see a city in front of us; dozens of squat green buildings with a maze of thin paved roads behind them. Bike trails? I clung to Autumn tighter than was probably comfortable for her. Cats always landed on their feet, right? I considered shifting, wondering if it would make me safer if I fell.

			

			
				“Taking a single step with the seven league boots takes you anywhere you want, within twenty miles or so, by sending you flying through the air,” Autumn said as we flew. “It’s useful in combat for short range leaps to reposition, but it’s also great for travel.”

				“Shouldn’t we have gotten hit with a bajillion branches in our face on our way up? How did we get out of the forest?”

				“Who knows?” Autumn said. “Magic items from Myth don’t have to make sense. That’s what makes them so powerful. Even our wizard scratches his head over them. It’s a real windfall whenever we get our hands on one.”

				We reached the zenith of the giant leap and started back down, filling my body with adrenaline.

				At last, Autumn landed gently on the roof of a fast food restaurant, carefully looked over the sides, then hopped down from an angle where she wouldn’t be seen.

				“You order, Gavin. You’re less conspicuous.”

				I looked down at my pants with their torn, bloody leg. As strange as it was, it certainly wouldn’t raise more questions than Autumn’s attire. “Okay, yeah,” I said. I started to head around the building to the door. Autumn stopped me by grabbing my hand. I turned to face her.

				“We’re still boyfriend-girlfriend, right? Even after everything that’s happened?”

				“Of course,” I said reflexively. In truth, I wasn’t quite sure. This was heavy, crazy stuff Autumn was involved in. I inwardly wondered if she’d ever killed anybody and how I felt about having a killer for a girlfriend. But, of course, I didn’t want Autumn to flip out on me now, so I had to play along. 

			

			
				“Really?” Autumn said, a grateful smile appearing on her face.

				“Yeah,” I said. “Having you be the assassin is a real shock, but...”

				A moment after I trailed off, Autumn rushed toward me and pulled me into a deep, passionate kiss, like the one we shared Monday morning right after she declared herself my girlfriend. I returned it as best I could, but couldn’t possibly match the fierceness of it. Moments later, she pulled away.

				“Good,” she said, smiling, and then she silently leapt to the roof.

				I headed into the fast food place. As I did, I was hit with a sudden realization that Lilah was not staying with Carter. Autumn’s aunt was planning a rescue mission. I’d be back to basically having two girlfriends again. One of which was a trained killer.

				But then, if Autumn and the Wardens rescued Lilah, they’d send her home. By force if necessary. And if they had the power to rescue Lilah from Carter’s veritable fortress, then there wouldn’t be anything I could do to stop them. So even after Lilah was rescued, I’d still have only Autumn.

				At most. Did I even want her as a girlfriend anymore?

				I sighed and ordered a half-dozen cheap sandwiches. I didn’t know what Autumn wanted. I wasn’t hungry at the time, but I figured we might need food later, and so I opted for quantity more than quality.

				I brought them back out of the restaurant and walked around the back to where Autumn dropped me off. I looked around, wondering if I’d need to get her attention somehow. Then suddenly, she quietly dropped from the roof right in front of me, wrapped her arms tight around me, and leapt back up onto the roof. She held me for slightly longer than I felt she needed to before letting go of me with a smile.

				“I, uh… got the sandwiches,” I said, proffering them.

			

			
				“Fantastic.” She sat down and motioned for me to sit next to her. I did so, and we ate together.

				As we did, she started to talk, of all things, about school. We discussed how our homework was going, how her college admissions were going, what we were planning to write for our upcoming Orwell paper. It was strangely mundane for a conversation with an assassin on a roof half the country away from home. But, given all the strange stuff that had happened, the sheer mundanity of it was surprisingly comforting, like a sliver of normal school lunch injected into my new quasi-fantasy reality.

				When our sandwiches were near finished, Autumn asked for my phone. I handed it to her, and she called her aunt, then switched the phone to speakerphone mode and put it on the ground in front of us.

				“Finished?” her aunt asked.

				“Just about,” Autumn replied. “So what’s our plan?”

				“We’re going to have to make an assault on Carter’s compound. We’ve avoided this so far, because it could cost many Wardens their lives, and we thought Gwendolyn wasn’t acting problematically enough to warrant the risk. But now that Gwendolyn has an Emissary, things have changed. We’ve got to take her down before she performs the ritual.”

				“I’m guessing we can’t do it alone,” Autumn said. “What backup are we calling in?”

				“That’s what we’re discussing,” her aunt said. “The longer we wait to launch the assault, the more Wardens we can bring to bear. We’re trying to find the right balance between manpower and haste.” Then, Autumn’s aunt launched into a discussion of all the Wardens who could come and the logistics of getting them there. Some of the conversation involved conventional means of travel, like buses and planes. Others were supernatural, like transport circles and astral bracelets. Surprisingly, besides a pair of Wardens to the south in a city called Columbus, the next fastest backup was from Germany, based on the way their haphazard magical travel network was set up.

			

			
				As they were discussing possible ways to get Wardens into place faster, there was another call on my phone. I didn’t recognize the number.

				Autumn seemed to. “Auntie, it’s headquarters. I’ve got to take this call.”

				“Be safe, Autumn. Remember your training.”

				“Love you,” Autumn said, and she accepted the other call. “Yes? Autumn here.”

				“I needed to warn you,” the voice on the other line said. “You’ve got occlusions from Yuji in the area.”

				“Occlusions? Plural?”

				“Yes.”

				“What’s an occlusion?” I whispered.

				“A place where the two worlds temporarily intersect for long enough for something to come across. It means something’s about to come over. And ‘Yuji’ is one of the proposed names for Lilah’s world. It’s less of a mouthful than Yoshizaki, and probably more accurate to boot.” Autumn turned back to address the phone. “Where are the occlusions? Can we tell yet?”

				“Sure. They’re all over,” the voice said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. The crystal ball’s never been wrong before, but now I’m wondering if it’s going haywire or if somebody sabotaged it.”

				“‘All over’ is not a helpful description,” Autumn said crossly. “If you’ve got it narrowed down, then give me an address!”

				“Which one? I’m telling you, there are over two dozen occlusions. And some are really big. And… more are appearing. There’s another.”

			

			
				“Give me the one closest to…” she looked over the roof of the building. “Joel Cowan and Peachtree Parkway.”

				“Okay, er… in the parking lot to your south, near the strip mall. About twenty feet in the air. ETA thirty-five seconds.”

				“In the air? What in the world…?” Autumn put the phone on the ground, stood, and put her helmet on, then did the strap underneath.

				“Should… should I shift?” I asked.

				“How long can you hold it?” she asked, voice echoing from within her helmet. She unbundled her trench coat and put it on, despite the blood. She looked horrifying.

				“Uh… a few minutes?” I replied.

				“Might want to wait until we see what we’re dealing with, here.” Autumn drew her sword, then sheathed it and pulled out the stun rifle instead. She knelt and aimed the rifle into the air above the parking lot.

				I was unprepared for what happened next. With a loud popping sound, like the crack of a whip, a huge, black, scaled reptile appeared. It had two muscular back legs and two skinny arms, with a bulbous body somewhat larger than a horse. Two powerful muscled wings came out of its back. It gyrated through the air, obviously confused, and landed in the middle of the parking lot. The few people in the parking lot withdrew in shock. The thing stood on its hind legs, clawed at the black asphalt with its feet for a moment, then leaned down to smell it. Apparently unsatisfied, it drew its head back and exhaled a massive gout of flame onto the asphalt.

				A dragon.

				People screamed.

				Yup. Time to shift.

				I shut my eyes and tried to concentrate. I heard Autumn’s stun rifle fire, and the dragon roared. The crowd’s screaming was constant. I heard wheels squealing. Right as I neared the end of the transformation, I felt a gust of wind and heard wingbeats in front of me.

			

			
				I opened my eyes to see the dragon on the roof and Autumn holding her sword in a defensive way, rifle discarded on the ground. The dragon fired a gout of flame, and Autumn glided back on her seven league boots. As the dragon stopped to inhale, Autumn leapt forward, swinging her sword. It clanged against the dragons scales, sliding across its chest, leaving a shallow, bloodless scratch in its wake.

				“Its scales are going to be too hard for your claws! Go for the eyes!” Autumn shouted to me.

				I had another idea.

				I ran and leapt off the roof of the fast food joint, landing surprisingly gracefully, and sprinted toward the nearby strip mall. I had my target in sight. A fabric store.

				“Gavin!” Autumn shouted. “What the hell are you doing?”

				“Hold tight!” I shouted back and kept up my sprint. I pulled open the door and darted inside. More people screamed as I dashed past. With with my ears and tail, I supposed I probably looked like a monster too.

				I ran down the aisles until I saw what I wanted: a large bolt of purple cloth. I grabbed it and ran back to the entrance, not caring that this was technically theft.

				When I ran back out to the parking lot, I saw the battle had moved to the parking lot itself. Autumn was grabbing onto the dragon’s neck, and the dragon was flailing its head wildly, trying to throw Autumn off. She lost her grip and went flying off, landing head-first on the pavement. Thank goodness for the helmet. The dragon turned, then bound toward her, leaping into a pounce. Autumn barely rolled out of the way as the dragon landed. The force of the dragon’s fall left cracks in the asphalt.

			

			
				I ran toward the dragon, holding the bolt of cloth. As I approached, I grabbed the fabric with both hands, stretched it as wide as possible, and hissed at the dragon.

				The dragon looked over, then immediately hunched into a defensive pose and took several steps back. It roared and belched fire into the air.

				I stepped forward, hissing as loudly as I could, brandishing the cloth.

				The dragon turned away and, with a leap and several great flaps of its wings, flew off to the north.

				“Gavin!” shouted Autumn. “What the hell was that?”

				“Lilah told me a dragon’s only natural predator is a huge purple bird, so dragons are instinctively scared of the color purple.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37:

				“Okay, sure, but now it’s flown away!” Autumn said, motioning with her hand in frustration. “We needed to take it down before it hurt anyone!”

				“We couldn’t take it down,” I said. “It’s scales were too hard. We need that gun you used to shoot Lilah.” When I mentioned that, a wave of anger suddenly hit me, surprisingly strong.

				“I dropped it when I fell out of the tree after taking the bullet from Carter’s sniper,” she said, sheathing her sword. “I needed to get to my aunt’s position, and I certainly wasn’t going to drag an M110 with me. We can go back and get it now if we need to.”

				As I looked toward Autumn, with her helmet on, she momentarily became the assassin again; the enemy. “I still haven’t forgiven you for shooting Lilah, by the way,” I said acridly. “She nearly died. I know you said you weren’t trying to kill her, but you should have aimed for somewhere that could be less fatal.”

				“No,” said Autumn, shaking her head. “At that point, we were instructed to kill her. That was the point of switching to sniper rifles.”

				“Huh?” I said, suddenly frightened. “But I thought—”

				“Gavin, look,” Autumn said, motioning to the parking lot, covered in scorches and cracks. “Two dozen occlusions? At once? In Peachtree City, next to Carter’s estate? That’s no coincidence.” She paused as a siren started up in the distance. “How many of them are dragons, do you think? Or other kinds of monsters? This all has something to do with Gwendolyn and Lilah. She must have already started the ritual. We knew there would be horrible consequences if Lilah made it to Carter’s place! And I bet things are just going to get worse from here. If the bullet had just hit a little higher—”

			

			
				“Then Lilah would be dead!” I shouted. “Are you out of your mind!? It’s like the Wardens have you thinking all these people that appear from other worlds are monsters or something. Well not Lilah! Think of the girl who came to you at the lunch table. Apologized to you! Confided in you! She’s a person, and you nearly killed her! Is that what the Wardens are supposed to do?”

				Autumn looked aside. “I still think I should have aimed for the head. Hindsight’s twenty-twenty, though.”

				“I… what?” I asked. Things started shifting in my head. Again. “You didn’t aim for the head? I thought you just said that’s what you were ordered to do.”

				“Yeah. I was told to shoot to kill,” she said, removing her helmet. “But I figured if I dropped Lilah with a hit to the shoulder, the bodyguards would prioritize getting Carter to safety, leaving Lilah outside for us to collect. And I could just tell my aunt I missed a little.” Autumn sighed and rubbed her forehead. “And if you tried to save her, I could peg you in the leg or something.”

				I had started to feel more sympathy for her, but then my anger flared up again. “Wait, you were going to shoot me!?”

				“Well you didn’t know who I was!” she said, defensively. “And we had at least two shots of healing left in the phoenix core, one for you and one for her. With Carter’s bodyguards gone, Lilah down with a broken shoulder, and you on the ground with a broken leg, we’d have been able to jump over, take Lilah, heal you and her up, and then disappear with her into the morning.” She sounded bitter at this point. “But it was a dumb, childish plan. The sort of sappy ‘everybody lives’ plan that never works in reality. Auntie was right. I should have been shooting to kill. Then we’d have a nature spirit on the loose somewhere looking for a body to reincarnate into, but that’s better than… than this!” she said, motioning to where the dragon popped into existence.

			

			
				“So you really weren’t trying to kill Lilah,” I said, half question and half statement.

				“No,” she said. “Never had been, even when ordered to. I just wanted to down her. She’d have been fine.”

				“Fine?” I asked. “With a shattered scapula, bleeding to death?”

				“Gavin, having a rechargeable wand that heals people really messes with how you see things like guns and swords. Do you think any normal person would have a calm conversation with you while holding their femoral artery shut with a wadded-up trench coat?”

				I silently supposed not. I was actually pretty frightened by Autumn at this point. She was in a relationship with me, but she was willing to shoot me in the leg to accomplish her mission. Never mind that maybe she’d heal me later. But on the other hand, she disobeyed a direct order to try to let Lilah live.

				But was now regretting it? What did this all mean? “So when were you planning on telling me all this?” I asked her.

				“I told you, I was planning on telling you on Tuesday, after jiu-jitsu, but-”

				“No, I mean after you’d started shooting at Lilah. When were you going to tell me the person in the helmet that was attacking Lilah was actually my girlfriend?” I folded my arms.

				“Gavin... things just sort of fell apart. I jumped out to capture Lilah before I really even knew what was going on, and the whole time during the fight I was distracted trying to figure out how I was going to salvage things between us—”

				“Talking to us would have been a good first step.”

			

			
				“Well after I leapt out swinging, I couldn’t really do that, now could I?” Autumn said, motioning with her sword in frustration. “She wouldn’t have trusted me. You might not have trusted me. And it seemed like a moot point anyway, because when I saw you get on the bus together after the fight with Morris, I thought you were cheating on me.”

				“You saw us get on the bus together? I thought we’d driven you off.”

				“I was on the roof, yeah,” Autumn said. She shook her head. “And then when I found out two days ago that you hadn’t cheated on me, but that now you were bringing Lilah to Carter’s... I mean, what was I supposed to do?”

				“Tell us?” I suggested.

				“You mean be like, ‘Hey, that girl that you insist is trying to kill you? Well I can promise you she’s not, because I am that girl, and hey, by the way, you really ought to come with me and walk into this circle that looks suspiciously like a banishment circle!’”

				“I... I’d have vouched for you,” I said.

				“Really? Would you have?”

				I hesitated briefly.

				That was all it took for Autumn to nod to herself and continue speaking. “Gavin... it was a big mess. I’ll be honest, once I knew you weren’t cheating on me, I had no idea how I was going to salvage the situation. I knew I needed to explain it to you, but how the hell was I going to be able to pull that off?” She swallowed, then continued, “I was trying not to let myself get distracted by it, actually. The fate of the world was more important. I figured... I figured I could sort it out later. Or... if I couldn’t sort it out, maybe I’d just have to find a new boyfriend.”

			

			
				“You should have just told us from the start instead of attacking us.”

				“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, I should have. I just...” She sighed and looked away. Her eyes had gone misty. “Look, I... You two were talking, and I heard something Lilah said, misinterpreted it, thought you were... in trouble, I guess you could say. Then I attacked without thinking.”

				“In trouble? From Lilah?” I asked. “What did she say that would-”

				“Look, not important!” she snapped. She motioned to the building behind me. “We’ve wasted too much time talking about this already. We’ve got work to do keeping this situation under control until we start the raid on Carter’s compound to get Lilah back.” Autumn turned and silently jumped back onto the roof of the restaurant. I watched her go, frustrated. But Autumn was right. There was more important stuff at play right now.

				Autumn jumped back to me with my phone in her hand. She made a call.

				“Hello, this is Autumn,” she said, switching it to speakerphone mode.

				“What’s going on down there?” asked a voice from the other end.

				“There was a dragon. We couldn’t hurt it with our current loadout. The stun rifle was ineffective against something that size and my sword couldn’t penetrate its scales.”

				“You survived, though?”

				Autumn looked toward me. “Yes. It left without harming us. So what’s the plan? Are we going after the Emissary yet?”

				“No,” the voice said. “We’re still trying to get more Wardens into position.”

				“Fine. We’ve got time to kill, then. Where do you need us?”

			

			
				“Autumn… I don’t know. All of Peachtree city is one giant occlusion now. Anybody on the other side in Yuji could cross the world barrier with only a passing accidental thought. The size of the occlusion makes it impossible to know exactly where things will appear.”

				“How are we going to keep this under wraps?” Autumn asked.

				“We… have no idea. Videos are already getting uploaded to the internet from people’s phones. There’s footage of villagers from Yuji, dragons, ogres, and even a sentient slime.”

				“First, the occlusions have got to stop,” Autumn said. “We need to go after Gwendolyn.”

				“Negative, Autumn. We can’t assault that compound without backup, and we’ll have it soon. Just do damage control until reinforcements arrive.”

				I heard another popping sound behind me, like when the dragon appeared, but far louder. I turned and looked. In the middle of the parking lot stood a timber-framed wood and plaster house. Smoke rose cheerily from a cobblestone chimney off its side. Its door opened, and a portly man in a creme-colored smock and leather trousers came out, looking around in alarm.

				“This is bad,” I whispered.

				“Thanks for your recommendation,” Autumn said to the phone. “Autumn out.” She tapped a few buttons on my phone, then held it to her ear. Moments later, she handed it back to me, frustration apparent in her face.

				“My aunt’s not picking up,” she said. “We’ll have to do it ourselves.”

				“What?” I asked. “Do what?”

				“We need to stop Gwendolyn before things get out of hand!”

			

			
				“Uh, excuse me?” said a voice from behind me. The large man from the house approached. “Could you tell me, uh… where my village went?”

				I turned back to Autumn. “Things are already out of hand.”

				“All the more reason to hurry. Hop on,” Autumn said, squatting slightly.

				I considered arguing, because Autumn’s superiors doubtlessly knew what they were doing, but they might not have Lilah’s best interests at heart, and Lilah was in trouble now. “I’m sorry about your village,” I said to the confused man. “I hope you find it soon.” I climbed piggyback onto Autumn’s back, and she stepped forward, launching herself into the air. I clung tightly, as nervous as last time.

				“So, what’s our plan?” I asked.

				“We’re landing slightly out of sight of the compound,” she said. “We’ll assess the situation when we get there.”

				“That’s your plan? To plan when we get there?”

				“Well, we needed to hurry. Suggestions welcome, by the way.”

				I looked to the side. There were two dragons several thousand feet away, wheeling around, firing huge gouts of flame at each other. Below me, I saw several medieval-looking buildings in the previously uninhabited woods. In one place, there was even a cluster of five buildings with a fountain in the center. A tall stone brick tower dwarfed a nearby fire station. On one road, vehicles piled up in front of a huge Golkin that was striking the hood of the frontmost car repeatedly with a club.

				This was chaos.

				We touched down in the woods near Carter’s compound. Autumn’s eyes scanned the ground until she walked over to the base of a tree and pulled a bipod-mounted, bolt-action rifle from the leaves. She started taking it apart and putting its pieces in the pockets of her bloody trench coat.

			

			
				“So. Let’s do a simple obstacle-resource evaluation,” Autumn said. “What are we up against?”

				“Uh… Carter’s got soldiers. Bodyguards. Probably an awesome security system. I don’t remember seeing any cameras, but maybe they just weren’t obvious. He’s got a lot of money, so his guys are probably equipped with the best stuff legally available. I heard him mention that his guys had infrared goggles, for instance.” I stopped to think. “One big problem that’s easy to overlook is probably the layout of the compound itself. It was huge. I only saw bits and pieces of it, and most of that time, I was panicked and worried about Lilah. Do you have, like, a map of the compound or something?”

				“No,” Autumn said. “Headquarters does, but we can’t call them right now.”

				“Why not?”

				“They won’t send it to us. They’ll tell us to wait for backup.”

				“Do they have a point, d’you think?” I asked pointedly.

				Autumn’s lip curled. “Gavin, we’ve got to do something! Do you need me to jump again? So you can see how the whole city is breaking down? We don’t have time for backup. Except my aunt maybe. Try calling her again.” Autumn calmed down. “I wish she were here. She’d know what to do.”

				I pulled out my phone and dialed. No response. The voicemail “had not been set up yet.” I shook my head.

				“I hope she’s okay,” Autumn said.

				“Okay. So that’s what we’re up against. What resources do we have?”

				“Uh… a disassembled M110, a Beretta M9, a Glock 26, one frag grenade, two smoke grenades and a flash bang, a stun rifle, a mundane Tolkien arming sword, a bracelet of silencing that’s only half working, a really gross hardcoat, an Eaglesight greathelm, seven league boots, the top half of a suit of Wells cerami-flex body armor, a near-depleted Bloodmaker’s Amulet that’s good for maybe a pint or so, four hundred dollars in cash plus another few thousand available on credit cards, and a few knives.”

			

			
				“Is that all?” I asked sarcastically.

				“Plus whatever you’ve got.”

				“Uh… A cell phone…” I thought. “A big check from Carter. Half a chicken sandwich?”

				“Is that all?” Autumn asked sarcastically, smiling slightly.

				“Hey, in my defense, you blew up my car. I was keeping my laser pistol in my luggage.”

				“Ha, ha,” Autumn deadpanned, rolling her eyes.

				“So now what?”

				“Now we come up with ways to use what we have to overcome the obstacles. We can get past the gate with the seven league boots. The door’s locked, but maybe we could get in through a window; depending on what sort of bulletproof glass they use, an M110 at close range might be able to punch through. Once inside, we’ll have guards swarming us. We could each face a direction, me with the Glock and you with the stun rifle, and shoot the guards who come around the corners at us. The stun rifle’s effective against concealable armor at close range, but I’d have to aim for the head; the Glock’s small calibur couldn’t penetrate their vests—”

				“Autumn, Autumn!” I said, holding up my hands. “Doesn’t this sound insane to you?”

				Autumn paused and sat down. “Yes,” she said. Her cool, calculating face was suddenly riddled with despondent frustration. “Look, Gavin, I need to save the world here. It’s my job. Literally. I may only be in training, but that doesn’t make it any less my responsibility! And this… it’s too much.” She motioned back toward the city center. “Dragons? Villages from Yuji appearing? An assault on a compound so fortified the Wardens haven’t dared to mount an extraction mission?” She sniffed. “I’m only supposed to have to deal with the odd ogre or space pirate. A rogue catgirl, maybe. Not… not this.”

			

			
				My heart warmed, and my anger started to melt away.

				This was Autumn, I realized. The real Autumn. The poor girl had the weight of the world on her shoulders. Literally, at least in that she felt responsible for saving it. I wondered what her involvement with the Wardens had done to her. She was tasked to save the world at the moment, yes, but what about before now? Had she killed an ogre? A vampire? How many lives had she saved through her actions?

				But what had it cost her?

				She was literally telling herself that if she’d had the courage to kill Lilah, this whole situation wouldn’t have happened. It’s no wonder she came off as callous and bloodthirsty when she explained herself. Being in this line of work must do that to you. The pressure she was under must have been immense. 

				I still wasn’t sure if I could ever be in a relationship with her, but I understood and cared about her more than I ever had before. And I knew she needed me. I leaned down to hug Autumn. She raised her hand to swat me away with a defiant look, but when she met my eyes, she paused. Then she leaned into my shoulder and started to sob. I embraced her and held her, squeezing her slightly, giving her comfort.

				We stayed like that for a time. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. The sobs subsided. Her breathing slowly became more regular. She finally pushed away from me to look me in the eyes. 

				“Are you okay?” I asked.

				“Yeah. That was… nice. I needed that. God, I love having a boyfriend. I should have tried to start something with you months ago.” She kissed me briefly on the lips, then stood, offering me a hand to help me up as well. “Please, just… don’t tell any of the other Wardens about me breaking down like that.”

			

			
				“Not even your aunt?”

				“Especially not my aunt,” she shook her head slightly, as if to clear it. “Anyway, we’re done here. This personal indulgence probably put another hundred people from Yuji into our world. Let’s get back to planning.”

				“We can’t just go in shooting everything up. We’re outmatched. We need to find a way to, like, sneak in or something. Something that won’t tip everybody off that we’ve gone inside.”

				“Well, the door’s locked,” Autumn said. “And I’m sure he keeps his windows locked. Unlike some people I know,” she said, poking me slightly.

				I ignored her. “So we’ve got to somehow get through the front door without setting off alarms.”

				Autumn nodded. “And it’s not like we can just ask them nicely to let us in.”

				I wasn’t so sure. “Well, is there anything Carter wants?”

				“Besides the Emissary?”

				I thought for a moment. A plan was starting to form. “How long does a stun from your stun rifle last?”

				She took the rifle from her back and showed me a lever on the side. “Depends. If I shoot with it up like this, then the target loses control of their voluntary muscles for maybe three or four hours, depending on their weight and stuff. But if I flip it down, like this, it unstuns whoever I shoot.”

				“Oh, perfect!”

				“Why?” she asked, suspiciously.

				“Think Carter would be interested in a second Emissary?” 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38:

				Getting hit with the stun rifle hurt, but not as much as it looked like it would. It felt strange to be “stunned.” All my muscles were limp, but I could see and hear fine, and I was perfectly conscious. Autumn fireman carried me as she leapt over the fence to Carter’s door. When she landed, she knocked loudly.

				A large man I hadn’t seen before opened the door.

				“Who the hell are you?” he asked roughly, eyeing Autumn’s horribly bloody trench coat and reaching for his gun.

				“I finally bagged an Emissary,” Autumn said. “I’m here to collect payment.” We were taking a gamble, of course, assuming that Carter and Gwendolyn’s desire to capture an Emissary led Carter to put a price on their head.

				The man looked at me. I saw his eyes flick to my ears and tail. “How did you get in here? Nobody called you in.”

				“I just walked in,” Autumn lied. “Nobody was at the gate. The guy was probably off looking at the sky, hoping to see a dragon.”

				The man thought for a moment, then nodded and relaxed. “Sorry. World’s goin’ crazy right now. I bet the market’s gonna crash on weird shit for a while.” He shrugged. “Carter already has an Emissary. She just came in this morning.”

				“Well, now he has two. Take me to see him. I didn’t come all this way for nothing.”

				The man considered for a moment. Then he motioned for Autumn to come in, and she went through the door. I heard it shut behind me.

			

			
				Autumn dumped me on the ground. Unable to catch myself, my limbs and face banged awkwardly against the ground, hurting far more than I expected. It was uncomfortable, but far more convincing than if I’d have been able to catch myself, and if things went south, Autumn could unstun me at a moment’s notice and we’d have the element of surprise.

				It was the worst best disguise ever.

				“Carter’s in the old executive meeting room,” the man said. “Whatever deal you had might be moot; I think he only needed one of the little freaks. I’ll let him know you’re here, though, and you two can talk it out. He might throw you a bone. He’s pretty generous. You can take a seat as you wait.”

				“No need,” Autumn said. I heard a swish of cloth as she pulled the stun rifle out from under her trench coat, and the sound of it firing, then the thump of the man hitting the floor.

				I heard another shot, hitting me this time. The feeling of getting un-stunned was partway between a strong static shock and a brief immersion in freezing water. I twitched strongly, then rose to my feet, claws out.

				“Think anybody else heard that?” I asked.

				Autumn had stuffed the rifle under her trench coat again and was hastily arranging the immobile guard on one of the chairs, trying to make it look like he fell asleep. “No idea. We’ll just have to work fast. Great plan, by the way. We’re in. Want the Beretta?”

				“I guess so,” I said. Autumn handed me a pistol she pulled from her coat. I had no idea how to use it, besides pulling the trigger. Hopefully that’d be enough.

				“So where’s the ‘old executive meeting room’?”

				“Hell if I know,” Autumn said. “I wish there were one of those maps with a ‘you are here’ sign.”

			

			
				“We could interrogate the guard?” I suggested.

				“Sure,” Autumn said. She pulled the earpiece from the man’s ear, pulled his gun from his holster, and fished in his pocket until she found his phone. She stuck all three in the pocket of her military pants. “Sit on the couch and play it cool; if a guard saw us with the stun rifle on a security camera, we’re sunk, but if nobody was looking, we can still act natural. Aim at him with your pistol on the right side, so that camera won’t see it,” Autumn said, nodding to one corner. “Shoot if he tries anything. I’ll unstun him, and we’ll have a calm little chat.”

				Before I could tell Autumn that I wasn’t sure I could follow through and kill somebody, she pulled the stun rifle from under her coat and fired it at the man, who jerked spasmodically. I quickly moved the gun to point at him, trying to keep it out of the sight of the security camera Autumn pointed out.

				“Take that hall right behind you, then take the third hall on the left,” the man said immediately, nodding behind us. “It’ll be the second door on your right after that. A great big double-door. Can’t miss it.”

				“You squealed easily,” Autumn said, quizzically.

				The man shrugged. “It’s just a job,” he said. “And Carter’s just a boss. I knew there’d be risk taking the gig, and if I had my gun I’d be shooting at you right now, but I’m not gonna sacrifice my life just to slow you down by a few minutes.”

				Autumn nodded. “Right answer. Now I’m going to have to stun you again. I’m sure you understand. You’ll be frozen for about two hours.”

				The man nodded. “Hey, I got shot by an intruder, and I’m not dead. Hell, I’m not even hurt. That’s a win in my book.”

				Autumn flicked the lever on her gun and fired, and the man slumped again.

			

			
				I lowered my pistol. “Good to know that these guys aren’t, like, fanatic cultists or anything.”

				Autumn nodded. “Mostly just mercenaries. Come on, let’s go. There’s like a million different ways they could know we’re here. We’ve got to hurry.”

				“Not yet,” I said. “Let me recharge.” I sat in a chair and unshifted. Waves of fatigue washed over me, and I clung to consciousness as I began panting heavily.

				“That looks like it took a lot out of you,” Autumn said. “You didn’t even really do anything, either.”

				“I know,” I said. “Just… give me a second.”

				A second turned into ten, then thirty. Autumn looked increasingly impatient and worried. I rested up for as long as I dared. Finally, I stood. I ached all over, and my lungs burned. I’d shifted three times already today, and it was taking its toll on me. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to do it much more. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”

				Autumn nodded, and we headed down the hall.

				Partway down the hall, we passed a room with a door open. In it, we saw nearly a dozen guards standing in what looked like a break room, looking at the TV. On it, I saw footage of a Golkin roaring at a line of policemen holding large, clear shields. I felt Autumn tapping me, and looked over at her. She motioned down the hall with her head and kept walking, and I followed.

				“People are getting hurt out there,” I whispered once we were out of earshot.

				“We’re helping them,” Autumn said. “Come on. The guards are distracted. Carter too, probably, or he’d be calling them to order. We need to hurry.”

				When we rounded the corner of the last hallway, Autumn held up a hand and carefully peered around it. She turned back and looked at me, then made some military hand signs I didn’t recognize. I shrugged in response, and she rolled her eyes.

			

			
				She pulled her helmet from her pack and donned it, then pulled up the sleeve of her coat, revealing a bracelet underneath that she tapped a couple of times. It started to glow a soft red. She reached into her coat and took out a small canister about the size of an energy drink. From it she pulled out a round piece of wire, then tossed the canister down the hallway and readied her rifle.

				Moments later, I heard an explosion, muffled as though played from a TV in a different room. Autumn leapt from the hallway, firing the stun rifle. I came after, somewhat less energetically, and by the time I got there, it was over. Two large men were on the ground. There was no blood.

				“What was that? A grenade?” I asked, voice muffled.

				“Flash bang,” she replied, then pulled up her sleeve and tapped her bracelet again.

				I stepped over the stunned men. I recognized one of them as Jake. “Sorry,” I said to him, my voice back to normal. “Nothing personal. You’re really nice.”

				“Focus, Gavin,” Autumn said, nodding toward the door. “Even with the explosion partially silenced, they’ve got to know we’re here now. We need to get in, get Carter to tell us where Lilah is, and get out again.”

				I nodded and held the pistol at the ready. Autumn looked over, then flipped a lever on the back of the gun.

				“Safety was on,” she said, pointedly not looking at me.

				“Uh… thanks,” I said.

				Autumn nodded, then kicked the door down into the large room beyond.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39:

				The first thing I noticed on the other side was Lilah. She was suspended in the air near the back of the room, nude except for her bandaged shoulder, arms out and legs slightly apart, over a rune circle that was literally carved into the floor. Behind her, a vertical rune circle made of glowing, floating symbols rotated slowly, hanging in the air.  Lilah seemed to be supported by her torso and arms; her head hung, unconscious. Her ears and tail drooped limply.

				The rune circle was connected by wires to a machine in the back-left corner of the huge room. It was big; nearly the size of a small pickup truck. It looked mostly like a giant metal cube with a console on it and many diagnostic lights, and it was humming softly.

				Besides that, the room looked for all the world like a large, luxurious corporate meeting room. Carter and Gwendolyn sat at the conference table, facing a large TV showing the news. Gwendolyn looked different, though. She seemed slightly thinner, taller, and had gigantic eight-inch pointed ears coming out of her head. She was an anime elf, not a western-fantasy elf. Nearby them was Carter’s other bodyguard, gun drawn and pointed at Autumn.

				For a tense moment, nobody spoke.

				“Gavin!” Carter said, smiling and nodding to me. “I thought I might see you again. You seemed suspicious of us, right near the end. I didn’t expect for you to assault my estate, though. Was that a stun grenade I heard outside? Are my guards okay?”

				


			

			
				“Fuck them,” I said. “Is Lilah okay?”

				“Yes,” Carter said, glancing at her and then looking quickly away. “She’s not being harmed. She’s just being used as an anchor. If she were awake, she might be in pain, though. We needed her more lucid than the painkillers would allow.”

				“Does she have to be naked, you sicko?”

				“Yes, apparently.” He looked toward his wife uncomfortably. “I’m told clothing interferes with her shamanic connection to the land. Trust me, my wife wouldn’t be okay stripping her for its own sake.”

				“What do you need the connection for? The ‘anchor’?” Autumn asked.

				“Because with that connection, we can create a strong planar pull on the land of Inaria,” Gwendolyn said, leaning forward. “Using her as an anchor, I’m able to draw my world closer to yours.”

				“The occlusions?”

				“That’s what the Wardens call them, yes,” Gwendolyn said, nodding. “If you’re trying to stop us, it’s too late. The planar convergence is growing. It’s larger than Georgia now. Undoing its effects will be impossible, even for the Wardens.”

				“Why?” I asked. “What could you possibly gain from this?”

				“I was a queen in Inaria before I was pulled through a small convergence—” she started.

				“And we offered to send you home!” Autumn said.

				“And give up this?” Gwendolyn said, motioning to the room around her. “This world has wonders even the greatest mages on Inaria could only dream of. Energy, like magic, but that everybody can use! Inexpensive power that comes out of the walls, from poles that web across the planet. Knowledge of nature and physics we won’t have for hundreds of years. No.” She smiled. “I want my world and yours.”

			

			
				“The giant occlusion,” Autumn said. “You’re pulling your kingdom through.”

				“I’m pulling my world through. A full blending.”

				“A collision, you mean,” spat Autumn. “It won’t work. The worlds will get too close and bounce off each other.”

				“I’ve taken care of that problem,” Gwendolyn said. “Lilah is the key. Her emissarial connection to Inaria means, in some way, Inaria’s already in our world. We just need to bring the rest of it.”

				“That’s insane,” I said. “It’s chaos out there. Villages appearing in the woods. Houses in parking lots. Dragons in the air fighting with each other. The police shooting at ogres.”

				“We know,” Gwendolyn said, motioning to the TV. I glanced at it. A reporter was standing in the middle of a medieval village, putting her microphone in the face of a very confused bearded man.

				“Hundreds of people are going to die, though!” I said. “Killed by monsters! Or if this goes nationwide? It could be even worse! If something kills the power grid, there could be riots and looting! Tens of thousands killed! Starvation and dehydration! You can’t just… smash two worlds together and have it be okay!”

				“Not short term, no,” Carter said, grimacing. “But look at the bigger picture. These people have harnessed a force we’re not even aware of. How much more can human technology advance with the assistance of magic? What knowledge could we gain? What computers could we build? What medicine could we create?” Carter frowned. “The transition period is going to be… painful, I guess you could say. But for the advancement of mankind? It will be worth it. This is our next step, as a race.”

				“And for my world, too,” Gwendolyn said. Then she motioned to the machine. “Look! A spell of this magnitude wouldn’t be possible without the assistance of your world’s technology.”

			

			
				“It’s not worth the lives,” I said.

				“Argument is pointless. It’s too late to stop now,” Gwendolyn said.

				“Maybe you’d care to join us?” Carter said, motioning to a seat next to him. “This is as historic as it is inevitable. I know how much Lilah means to you. Perhaps you’d be interested in seeing her legacy unfold?”

				“Nope,” I said. I looked at Autumn.

				She shouted indistinctly and raised her gun. Immediately, the bodyguard fired at her. Her head was batted to the side and a large dent appeared in her helmet, but it was unpunctured. It might have been magic, like the trench coat. In contrast, when Autumn fired, her stun weapon was perfectly effective despite the bodyguard’s bullet-proof vest, hitting the bodyguard in the chest and dropping him.

				“That was a mistake,” Gwendolyn said. 

				Carter stood and flipped the conference table completely upside down. It landed with a loud thump on the wood-paneled floor. In the middle, on the bottom, was a rune circle, which Gwendolyn immediately put her hands on the edge of. She started rattling off an incantation at an auctioneer’s pace, the strange language lilting and trilling. Autumn fired another blast from the stun rifle, hitting Gwendolyn in the head. She fell on her side, but the rune circle was already thrumming and sparking with power.

				Carter swallowed and sat down, putting his hands on his head in surrender. “That only stuns, right?” he asked.

				“Yeah,” I said.

				“Good,” he said with genuine relief. “I was worried.”

				Even though Carter’s posture was submissive, Autumn pointed the rifle at him. “What’s that?” Autumn demanded as the rune circle’s glow got steadily brighter. “What did she do?” 

			

			
				“She summoned our emergency bodyguard,” Carter said. “We prepared for a possibility like this, you know.”

				With a sickening squelching sound, a crack opened in reality above the circle. Through it, tentacled appendages reached out, and they pried it wider. Then, a thing came through.

				It was impossible to completely describe, because it was seemingly impossible to comprehend. It was sort of like when you’re first exposed to an optical illusion, like the drawing of the two square pillars that turn into three round pillars. Your brain tries and struggles to make sense of it, and it takes a moment or two before you realize what you’re seeing and it clicks. The thing was like that, but constantly changing, a mass of eyes, wings, mouths, tentacles, and bulbous protrusions. Every time I felt like I was about to finally understand what I was seeing, it would move, or shift, or even change form slightly, setting my brain back to square one. It took less than five seconds for me to start getting a headache. I wanted to look away, but hardly dared to. It wasn’t the sort of thing that seemed safe to ignore.

				“A horror,” Autumn said as the crack in reality closed shut. Her voice was frail. “From Lovecraft.”

				“You okay?” I asked Autumn.

				“You killed my parents you fucking monster!” she shouted, and fired at the horror. As the blasts from the stun rifle approached it, I lost track of them. It was as if the closer they got to the horror, the less that the normal rules of time and space applied.

				The thing rushed toward Autumn, who dropped the rifle so it hung by her side and drew her sword instead. She hacked at tentacles as they came toward her. One was severed and fell on the ground, dripping black blood. The thing shrieked and withdrew.

				It could be hurt, at least.

			

			
				I wanted to help, but didn’t know how. Even if I shifted, my claws would be useless. I’d need to reach out and touch the thing to hurt it, and that seemed unsafe. I raised the pistol and fired at the thing repeatedly. I couldn’t make enough sense of the creature to see its wounds, but I must have hurt it, because black blood splattered on the ground. I emptied the clip into it. The thing started to come toward me, and Autumn glided through the air to interpose herself between me and it, swinging her sword defensively.

				I had to do something else. But what? Rescue Lilah, to stop the spell?

				I ran toward her to try to pull her down, but was thwarted as a blue glowing field appeared around her when I reached out. It felt hard, cold, and tingly when my hand reached it; a magical force field of some kind. No good.

				Maybe I could break the machine? I ran over to the machine and looked at the console. It was asking for a password. I took a breath, shifted, and then smashed the console as hard as I could with my lion enhanced strength. Sparks flew. Something cracked. It was probably my hand, given how painfully it started to throb.

				“That’ll make it difficult to turn off,” said Carter. “In fact, I’m not sure how I’d do that at this point.” I glanced back at him. While Autumn was distracted by the horror, he had retrieved his stunned wife, pulled her toward the wall, and laid her in a more comfortable position on the floor, removing his coat for her to use as a pillow. He was now looking at me with interest. I didn’t blame him. Seeing me fumble around was probably far more comfortable than watching Autumn fight the eldritch horror.

				“I can always pull the plug on it!” I said, rushing around behind the machine.

				It didn’t connect to the wall.

			

			
				“Actually, that machine is the power supply,” Carter said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “The ritual takes more energy than we could draw from the grid at once, so we’re powering it with a palladium-matrix hydrogen fuel cell. It’s its own plug.”

				Hydrogen fuel cell? Would it explode? I pulled out the gun, but then remembered it was out of bullets.

				Forget the machine. What else could I do?

				I looked back at Gwendolyn lying next to Carter. I dashed toward her and slid into a kneel next to her. I shoved Carter roughly away from her, grabbed her, and put my extended claws to her throat. “Call off the monster and let Lilah go,” I said, “or I’ll kill her.”

				I had never killed anybody, nor had I ever even wanted to. I was completely emotionally unprepared to make good on my threat, unlike Carter, who reached over onto the floor next to him, retrieved his stunned bodyguard’s pistol, and fired a bullet into my shoulder. I shouted and dropped Gwendolyn’s stunned form, grabbing my wound. It didn’t seem nearly as bad as Lilah’s wound did. It didn’t hurt as much as I expected either. It stung like a horribly bad doctor’s needle, but most of all, it felt cold. I felt blood coming from the wound, a frightening amount.

				“Don’t,” Carter said simply, his voice stone. He kept the gun raised. All superiority and kindness was gone from him. I looked at Gwendolyn. Even as helpless as she was, we both knew there was no way I could use her as leverage.

				“Gavin!” Autumn shouted. Her voice sounded out of breath. “Whatever you’re doing, do it now! I can’t fight this thing forever!” I looked over. The horror had her backed into a corner. Several severed tentacles lay on the ground, but now each of Autumn’s strikes seemed to somehow miss, reality warping and twisting so the sword never seemed to reach the horror.

			

			
				I tried to keep from panicking. I needed a clear head. What else? What else could I do?

				“You’ve lost, Gavin!” Carter said, his voice mocking. Condescending. “You can’t stop the spell. If Gwendolyn recovers, and you surrender, I’ll talk her into calling it off. I don’t want more death here than necessary. But if you don’t, the elder thing will kill the Warden. Then it will attack you, because you shot at it.”

				“Gwendolyn will be out for hours, unless we use that stun rifle to un-stun her,” I said.

				“And the Warden’s got the stun rifle, and it’s probably too late to talk sense into her,” Carter said, looking toward Autumn. “A pity.” He watched the battle, for a moment, then looked back at the TV screen. I turned to look. It showed a dragon chasing after an airliner that had just taken off from Hartsfield Jackson International Airport. Things were getting bad.

				I took off my shirt and wrapped it around my shoulder as best I could one-handed. The pain was growing. My whole left arm felt cold. I looked around the room as I bound myself. There had to be something! What else did I have?

				Nothing. I was just a kid with cat ears, a tail, and some box cutters on my fingers. Being a shaman was doing basically no good for me.

				Or was I thinking of it wrong?

				Was there something I could commune with? I looked around, trying to find something that might have a spirit and be able to turn the tide of the battle. The machine? Computers had spirits, but only because people didn’t understand them; I assumed anything built by Carter would be clean. The summoning circle? Probably not, for the same reason; Gwendolyn knew how it worked. The TV? What good would that even do?

			

			
				I scanned around the room. Finally, I got an idea. A long shot. A really long shot. But something.

				I sat down on the overturned table, resting my back against one of its legs. The table obviously was used as a conference table. The place we were fighting in was even called the “old meeting room.” There must have been dozens of business meetings that took place at this table, right? 

				I let my hand fall to the table’s underside, touching it, then shut my eyes, trying to go to that dark spot where I could commune. I quickly tried to stuff distractions into the mental box. The wound on my shoulder. The dragons outside. Autumn’s battle with the horror. The fact that Lilah was nude and helpless in front of a literal tentacle monster. All in the box. I tried to commune, not with the table itself but with what the table represented.

				Nothing. I felt like I was doing it right, but it was just dark. Like I was in a room waiting for somebody, but had the hunch I was being stood up. Nobody was coming.

				Unacceptable. I knew there was a spirit here, somewhere. On the wings of my imagination, I dove down into the blackness. I wasn’t trying to talk with the table. It was deeper than that.

				Memories of the dinner with Carter floated back to me. “Gavin,” he had said. “Once you put enough effort into founding a company, it starts to take on a life of its own. I piloted this company for over a decade. Now it’s time to turn her over to a competent CEO…”

				I needed to talk to the spirit of Brighton Computing itself.

				As I descended, I finally started to feel something. It was deep. Powerful. Vast. Quiet.

				“Brighton Computing!” I imagined myself shouting into the void. “I need your help!”

				Silence.

			

			
				No. I refused.

				“Speak!” I said. “I know you’re here! I can feel you!” I tried to come up with an image of what the company would look like personified, but couldn’t. I imagined myself looking around. Maybe that would help. It didn’t. “Talk to me!”

				“Why? You’re an enemy to me, and to Carter.” The voice was elderly, but authoritative. The voice of a shrewd old man, distinguished and powerful.

				“What makes you say that?” I asked.

				“You’re fighting us right now.”

				Lilah had told me, days before, to bargain with the vending machine using what it wanted. What did the company want?

				I had a hunch. “I’m fighting Gwendolyn and her spells, not you or Carter,” I pleaded. “I’m not your enemy. In fact, I’m here to help you both.”

				“I wasn’t born yesterday,” the company said. “You can’t expect me to believe that.”

				“You miss Carter, don’t you?” I said. “He stepped down as CEO. Abandoned you. The new CEO. Is he as good?”

				No response.

				“Answer me!” I demanded.

				“No,” the company said. “Brandon is an excellent businessman, but he lacks the fire Mr. Brighton had.”

				“I can give Carter back to you.”

				I felt a change in the company’s state. It went from cold and indifferent to interested, like a man with his back to you that finally turned to face you. “How would that be?” the company said. “All Carter cares about now is Gwendolyn and his pet project.”

				“Gavin!” Autumn yelled as the battle raged behind me. “Are you okay? What are you—”

			

			
				“SHUT UP!” I shouted. Autumn went quiet.

				I took a deep breath and tried to reconnect to the spirit of the company.

				“The girl fighting the horror in this room? She wants to send Gwendolyn back home. If she wins, Gwendolyn is gone. And this project? It’s over if they don’t have Gwendolyn’s magic powers.”

				“If you win,” it said.

				“Yes,” I said. “If we win, all the things keeping Carter away from you will be removed. You’ll have him back again.”

				“That’s just strong supposition.”

				“But you want it, don’t you?”

				I heard the crashing of glass. The shout of a voice I didn’t recognize. Guards? I couldn’t open my eyes. I was close to convincing the company to help. I knew it.

				“You want it! I know you do! I can feel it! Help me. Help us win. Take Carter back.”

				Suddenly, I heard Carter’s phone ring. He answered it, made some terse remarks, and hung up quickly. I was too deep in the blackness to pay attention to the words.

				“Was that you?” I asked the company. “What are you doing?”

				“I’m distracting him for you. I blew a power transformer in the Malasian manufacturing plant. That was Mr. Merdeka calling on Carter’s secure line. Right now I’m fraying a cable in the server center to take down the company’s website. Next, I’m planning on letting the rusty panel in the distribution center’s ductwork fall apart, to let that squirrel into the AC system. I’ll cause crisis after crisis to keep him busy while you do whatever it is you need to do.”

				I felt lightheaded. The blood loss was getting to me. “That’s not what I need from you!” I said.

				“What is?” it asked.

			

			
				“That machine in the corner!” I said. “Did you make it? Is that something you did?”

				“Parts of it, yes,” it said.

				“Do you still have any influence over it? I need it to break! Can you do that?”

				“NO!” the company shouted in a booming voice. Even within my own head, I quailed from the power of it. “I do not make defective products! Brighton Computing means quality and dependability. I guarantee it!” The cheesy corporate slogan was stated in such a violent and hostile manner that it seemed almost like a war cry.

				I tried to stand up to the company. “Of course. That’s just how Carter ran things, right? He was an excellent businessman.” I said. “But this new CEO. Brandon? Things aren’t going as well under him, are they? In fact, if the quality of your products drops too much, the board of directors might have second thoughts about him. Right?”

				There was a pause as the company considered it.

				Then, without warning, there was an explosion behind me, so powerful I was pushed forward, face first, into the ground.

				“No!” I heard Carter shout. I opened my eyes. He had stood up, and was now looking behind me with absolute shock. I turned. The machine was a burning mass of wreckage. The explosion had blown a hole in the wall; I could feel a draft from outside. The room was a disaster; wreckage from the machine left detritus everywhere, some of it on fire.

				I heard a thump to my side and turned to see Lilah kneeling on the ground, freed from the spell. Carter sat, openmouthed, registering the new development. 

				He started to raise his bodyguard’s gun toward Lilah, but Lilah was too fast. By the time he’d lifted the gun, Lilah had already pounced on Gwendolyn. She grabbed Gwendolyn with her good arm, pulled Gweldonlyn in front of herself, and put her claws on Gwendolyn’s throat.

			

			
				“Drop the gun,” Lilah commanded. I saw a drop of blood on Gwendolyn’s throat where Lilah’s index finger was. “I’ve killed my foes before, and I’ll do it again.”

				Carter dropped the gun immediately and raised his hands. I hauled myself over to retrieve it, still holding my shoulder.

				Lilah looked toward where Autumn and the elder thing were, and my gaze followed. Autumn wasn’t alone anymore; her aunt had come in at some point while I was communing. Autumn was backed into a corner, defending herself. Any time a tentacle or a mouth would get close she would hack at it, but she wasn’t able to strike at its body; she was defending herself only. Her aunt was trying to slash at the horror, but it seemed perfectly capable of fighting foes in multiple directions at once, so long as they were within reach of its tentacles.

				“Lilah! That’s Autumn! We’ve got to help her!” I raised the bodyguard’s gun, nervous. Last time I’d shot at the thing it’d done basically no good, and I was worried about hitting Autumn.

				Lilah sighed. “I knew she was the assassin,” Lilah said. “I just knew it! I noticed when we talked at lunch that the soap smell matched! But lots of people had that soap, so I couldn’t be sure, and I didn’t want to mess up your chances for a relationship by throwing suspicion on her unless I was completely positive—”

				“Lilah!” I snapped. “What do we do about that… thing?”

				“Why should we help?” Lilah said, sneering and gesturing with her heard toward her wounded shoulder.

				“Because she literally came to rescue you. She’s not been trying to kill you. This whole time. I know it’s hard to believe, but they’re on our side now. Suddenly.” The battle wasn’t going well.  As I watched, the horror swallowed the severance sword Autumn’s aunt was using. Her aunt pulled out her revolvers. She moved to the side, so that a near miss wouldn’t hit Autumn, and fired at the horror repeatedly. More black blood dripped from its central body, but the thing didn’t seem to slow its assault on Autumn at all. “Come on, Lilah!” I said. “Trust me!”

			

			
				Lilah rolled her eyes and looked down at the rune circle. “We’ve got to break the table,” Lilah said after a moment. “That’s a summoning circle, not a travel circle. Break it and it’ll send that thing back to where it came from.”

				“Got it,” I said. What was the best way to break it? I looked around and noticed a long piece of wreckage from the machine in the corner. I grabbed it, lifted the table, and shoved the piece of wreckage underneath.

				“Lilah! Stand on that side!” I said. Lilah nodded and moved to the far end of the table, pulling Gwendolyn along with her good arm. The end closest to me stuck up in the air like a teeter-totter.

				And I jumped on it as hard as I could.

				With a giant crack, the table splintered down the middle, breaking the rune circle.

				The horror disappeared in a flash of light. The severance sword it had eaten clattered to the ground. Autumn’s aunt grabbed the fallen sword and swung it around toward Carter. When she saw Carter’s surrendered pose, she slowly rose from her combat stance. Autumn dropped her sword, grabbed the stun rifle from where it was hanging at her side, and fired a blast into Carter’s chest. Then she let go of the rifle and slumped forward, resting her hands on her knees and panting heavily as the rifle swung slightly at her side.

				And then everything was silent.

				I fell to a kneel, panting.

			

			
				Lilah was free. The horror was gone. Gwendolyn and Carter were both motionless on the ground. Even the TV was silent, having been broken during the fight. The fires were dying out.

				And then, suddenly, Lilah pounced on me, pinning me to the floor, kissing me, her tail twining around mine, the nipples of her exposed breasts tickling my naked chest. She wrapped her good arm around me, cradling my head in place so she could kiss me, over and over.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40:

				I unshifted, barely staying conscious as the blood loss, fatigue, and relief worked together to try to pull me under.

				“You came back, Gavin,” she said between kisses. “You came to rescue me. You saved me.” She kept kissing me, showering me with almost violent affection. I wrapped my good arm around her, stroking her back as she pressed herself into me. I felt a wet spot on my cheek as one of her tears fell onto me.

				It’s over, I thought to myself as my head became light. I started to let unconsciousness take me as Lilah knelt over me.

				And then, with the sound of the stun rifle firing, Lilah went limp on top of me.

				Pulling myself back to consciousness, I gently pushed her aside, and found Autumn standing a few feet away, pointing the rifle at her.

				“And that’s enough of that,” she said, lowering the rifle.

				“Autumn!” I said, appalled. I heaved myself to a kneel. My vision swam and went black at the edges. I had a hard time keeping my balance, and my shoulder pounded painfully.

				“That was the deal,” she said. “We’d rescue the Emissary, but only to send her home. We’re done here. Time to stun her to keep her from running off.” Autumn offered her free hand to me to help me stand, and I took it and rose to my feet. “Besides. You don’t want this catgirl slobbering all over you anyway. You warned her you were taken. She should know.”

			

			
				“No,” I heard a shaky voice say from behind me. I turned. Lilah was slowly climbing to her knees, her arms and legs trembling as she tried to work them. “He’s mine,” her voice warbled. “I claim him. I found him first.”

				“I guess I shouldn’t have expected a single shot to take down an Emissary completely,” Autumn said, raising the stun rifle again.

				“No!” I said, stumbling to get in the way of the rifle. I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder where I got shot. I clutched my wound, fighting off another wave of dizziness.  “Don’t shoot! She’s helpless!”

				“It’s harmless! You’ve been hit with it yourself, and you’re just fine! It’s not like it’s killing her.”

				“He was in a relationship with me first,” Lilah said. Each word sounded like a struggle. “Before you even went on the date. We loved each other. He’s mine.”

				“Shut up!” Autumn shouted. She tried to step around me to shoot Lilah. I stepped in the way again. “Gavin! This isn’t true, is it? You told me you were free!”

				“It’s…” I hesitated, looking back at Lilah. She looked back, pleading in her eyes. I eyed Autumn’s sword, slick with black blood. I glanced at Autumn’s aunt, who stood with her arms crossed. Was standing up to Autumn safe?

				“It’s different,” I finally said. I turned to face Autumn, then stood as straight as I could. “Lilah and I did have a relationship. Not a romantic one. But we cared about each other. We’d spend hours together with each other. We’d do things for each other. Make sacrifices for each other. We loved each other, just… as friends, not as boyfriend-girlfriend. We never gave ourselves the label or said we were exclusive, but by the time I said I’d be your boyfriend, Lilah and I were far closer than you and I were. Even now.”

			

			
				“But you told me!” Autumn said. There were tears in her eyes. “I was your girlfriend! We made that decision together! Gavin, I needed you! And you were lying this whole time?”

				“There’s a difference between lying and just not knowing what you want,” I said. “And I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out.”

				“Gavin! I couldn’t have done this without you!” Autumn said, voice quavering. “It’s the strength of our relationship that made this work! Remember? In the woods?”

				I suddenly realized I knew what Autumn wanted. And I knew what Autumn needed.

				I swallowed and steeled myself. “Ms. McKenzie?” I said, addressing Autumn’s aunt. “I feel I should tell you. Right before we assaulted Carter’s compound, Autumn cried.”

				“What are you doing?” Autumn hissed.

				“Is that so?” her aunt said from the corner. Her arms were folded. Her mask obscured her facial expression.

				“Yeah,” I confirmed. “She cried a lot. She leaned on my shoulder and sobbed. She said she was afraid she couldn’t handle this. She seemed really insecure.”

				“Gavin, shut up!” Autumn shouted. “Are you trying to piss me off or something?”

				“I’m not surprised,” Autumn’s aunt said.

				“Oh, here comes the lecture,” Autumn said.

				“After all, if I were in her place, I’d feel insecure too.”

				Autumn’s face switched from anger to confusion in an instant. She looked back at her aunt.

				Her aunt took off her mask. Beneath it was a face full of love and concern. The face of a mother. Or a grandmother. “I was even insecure right before I came. I was afraid I was about to lose my Autumn, who was brave and desperate enough to take on Carter’s compound all by herself. Most likely, my Autumn would be killed or captured. And… I wasn’t sure if I could handle that. What had I done that made her feel like she needed to prove herself like that?” Autumn’s aunt slowly started to approach her.

			

			
				Autumn lowered the rifle and tenatively appraoched her aunt. Carefully, tenderly, they embraced. I heard a muffled sob escape from Autumn’s throat. Then she clung tightly to her aunt and started to cry.

				Her aunt ran her fingers through Autumn’s curly hair, smiling fondly. I waited for a moment for Autumn to calm down, but instead of her sobs subsiding like they did with me, Autumn’s sobs grew in strength and frequency until she was bawling. I got the feeling that there were years worth of tears all trying to escape at once.

				I approached from behind and put my good hand on Autumn’s shoulder. “Autumn, I don’t think you wanted a boyfriend. Not really. You needed somebody to use as an emotional support. Somebody to share your fears and insecurities with. But… there are people in your life who can do that a lot better than I can.”

				“Gavin…” Autumn said, turning to look at me from within her aunt’s embrace.

				“I’m sorry, Autumn. But I think I’ve learned that it takes more than a label and a kiss to make a real relationship. I’m sorry.”

				“Gavin,” she repeated, slowly raising the gun. “I understand. But there’s going to be time enough to build that relationship later. Lilah doesn’t get you. I hope… I hope that one day we can have the sort of deep relationship that you and Lilah had.” Autumn pulled away from her aunt, taking a couple of steps toward Lilah. I drew back toward Lilah, defensively. “But she’s not an option for you,” Autumn continued, “because we need to send her home.”

				“My home is at Gavin’s house,” Lilah said, her shaky voice at odds with the confidence in her tone.

			

			
				“Save me the pithy emotional crap, Emissary,” Autumn said. “You know full well what I mean.”

				“I do,” Lilah said. She smiled. “And I’m telling the truth. When I was in the ritual… the convergence got larger and larger. And when it was large enough, I found my lake. And… and I put it in Gavin’s backyard.” She tried to giggle slightly, but it turned into a hoarse cough.

				Autumn lowered her gun. “Wait, what?”

				“Gavin and I are neighbors now,” Lilah said.

				“Autumn,” her aunt called. She looked back. “We’ve lost here, in more ways than one. You need to let him go. He’s spoken for.” I could see empathy in her aunt’s eyes. Real pain.

				Autumn turned back to face her aunt. Then, she dropped the gun, trudged back toward her aunt, and buried herself in her embrace,  crying once more.

				I felt a tug on my pant leg. I turned and saw Lilah on the ground. She had crawled a half-dozen laborious feet toward me to get my attention. With a quivering finger, she beckoned me down toward her.

				I knelt, held her with my good arm, and kissed her deeply. 

			

			
				



			

	


Epilogue:

				“Excuse me,” I said to the people seated in row 22. “I’ve got the window seat.”

				The two other people stood, letting me squeeze by. One was a middle-aged man and the other was a young-looking elven girl who hadn’t quite grown into her ears yet. I sat down and slid my briefcase under the seat in front of me.

				“You look official,” said the man in the seat next to me. “Are you a reporter?”

				“No,” I said, looking down at my photo journalist’s vest. “I just take a lot of pictures.” It still felt weird. It was the uniform of the dream job I never knew I wanted. Part of me still felt like it was all just a ploy to keep from having to go to trade school.

				“So what brings you to Inaria?” he asked.

				“Research,” I said, vaguely, buckling my seat belt. “You?”

				“Me too, actually!” he said. “I’m from MIT. We’ve got an exchange program going on right now, working with the Inarian mages.” He seemed excited. “This is my third trip. There’s still a lot we don’t know, but I feel like it’s only a matter of time until we finally have a viable Copenhagen/Manaweave unification model.”

				“That sounds exciting. Also really complicated.”

				“Yeah,” the man said. “I won’t bore you with the equations, but suffice it to say when the convergence happened, it called into question some of our most basic assumptions regarding the field of quantum dynamics. It’s been a nightmare to sort through, but we’ve started finding ways to artificially reproduce what the mages can do with their rune circles.”

			

			
				“That’s fantastic,” I said. “Think you’re going to be able to find a way to make mages out of people who weren’t born with the Gift?”

				“That’s decades away, I think. Yeah, the manaweave responds to a certain protein in the bloodstream, but it also consumes that protein. Unless you’ve got the genes to produce it on a continual basis, any ‘mana injection’ we produce would last, at most, for a spell or two. And genetic engineering is a long way out. Besides, we’re only half sure we understand it anyway. There’s still a lot that doesn’t fit.”

				“Like what?” I asked.

				“Well, take Inaria itself, for instance. A whole continent, a third the size of Australia? That just appears out of nowhere, south of Bermuda?” The man shook his head. “Geologists are examining it. It’s like it’s always been there. As though there’s been a continental plate there the whole time. But why would it? The convergence must have been doing more than just pulling matter from Yuji. It was like there was some intelligence or force trying to make it fit.”

				“Is that so?” I asked, wondering if Lilah had anything to do with it. Would she know how to make a continental plate look like it had always been there? Would she have needed to know the specifics, or was “put Inaria here” enough for the spell to do the rest?

				“Yeah.” The man nodded. “A couple scientists got permission to talk to Gwendolyn and Carter at their prison cells. We tried to ask about it, but Carter doesn’t know enough and Gwendolyn just laughs  at us. She’s trying to use any info we want as a barganing chip for her freedom. And that’s not happening, of course. All we know is that only one of the continents in her world got sucked through. Something went wrong with the ritual before the spell finished. Thank goodness.”

				I smiled, but stayed silent.

			

			
				“So how about yourself?” the man asked. “Where are you headed?”

				“I’m going to the Nation of United Emissaries.”

				“Ooh,” he said, cringing. “I hate to tell you, but they don’t let people onto their land.”

				“I’m actually an exception,” I said. “They’ll let me in.”

				“Whoa, really?” the man said. “How’d you pull that off?”

				“I saved an Emissary’s life once,” I said.

				“That’d do it.” He looked jealous. “So? What do you get to do down there?”

				“I’m a xeno-taxonomist,” I said. “There are a lot of new species down in Inaria that don’t have good documentation, even from the Inarians themselves. I go down to take pictures, make notes, and, if I get permission, come back with samples.”

				“That’s amazing,” the man said. “Do you work with National Geographic?”

				“They’ve offered,” I said. “But I’m going to use this to finish up my master’s degree first.”

				“Good plan,” he said. “There’s a lot of money in a good education.”

				To be fair, there was probably better money in being an electrician, but I didn’t love it like I loved collecting information on monsters.

				My phone buzzed. I looked at it. Lilah had texted me. “We miss you already!” it said. It came attached with a picture of our infant daughter. Lilah had posed her with her hand over her head, like she was waving.

				I was surprised when Lilah said she wanted kids. She told me that she had always assumed growing up that she’d have them, because her world didn’t have much of anything in the way of birth control. In fact, that was why she seemed so scared of having sex when we first met. She was thrilled when she learned we could have sex without having kids, but she still eventually decided she wanted a child or two anyway. She said she’d envisioned having children when she was older for so long that it had turned into part of her vision of what marriage was like. She was relieved we could choose to stop when we felt like it, though.

			

			
				It was kind of sad to me that our daughter was born normal. Lilah explained to me that the children of Emissaries were no more likely to be Emissaries themselves than any other Inarians, but I was still kind of hoping that we’d get lucky and she’d be like her mother.

				“Cute kid,” the man said, leaning over and smiling. He glanced at my left hand. “You’re married?”

				“Yep,” I said, closing out of the text. Lilah’s photo appeared; I’d set that picture I’d taken of her on her very first day on Earth as my phone’s background. She looked excited and nervous, not to mention completely adorable in that massive T-shirt. It felt like such a long time ago.

				“Hey, does your wife approve of you having a sexy cat Emissary as your phone background?”

				“Yeah, she doesn’t mind,” I said, grinning.

				The plane’s engines started up, and the automated announcements started playing as the airline attendants began working the aisles, checking people’s seatbelts and tray tables. I noticed the man clinging to his armrests.

				“Are you okay?”

				“Yeah,” he said. “I’m just an anxious flyer. It’s a silly fear, I know, but I keep wondering if we’ll be the one flight in ten thousand or whatever that ends up crashing, especially given that Inaria’s smack dab in the Bermuda triangle.”

				“Tell him not to worry,” the plane said from beneath me. “I’ve been flying reliably for years, and I’ve actually been used to train a half-dozen pilots switching to commercial aircraft from smaller aircraft. And the ground crew in Boston is excellent. They’ve done everything they need to ensure I’m safe to fly.”

			

			
				“I think we’ll be fine,” I said to the man as we started to taxi away. I settled into my seat. “Trust me.”
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