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 Chapter 1: Welcome to the Asylum You’re Supposed to Run 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The chances of this NOT being a trap are as good as your chances of making the football team.” 
 
    “I’d rather bathe a tiger than join our college’s football team. Not that I see a difference between the two options.” 
 
    “You WOULD say that, you weenie. But I bet the option you’re taking is just as bad.” 
 
    His best frenemy’s words rang dimly in Sam’s mind, bouncing off the new blank spaces in his brain as he stared at the spectacle in the centre of the living room. 
 
    “I mean, a whole summer of rent for free, when there are lots of people who could pay for the place? And he’s in this much of a hurry to get you settled in – probably because his last babysitter skipped town or something? 
 
    “I’m telling you, it doesn’t matter how ‘friendly and beautiful’ the landlord says she is. If you’re getting free rent just to babysit her, this girl is gonna be bonkers.” 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    At the time, Sam’s reply had seemed perfectly sane. A reasonable assessment by a person who knew what he was getting into. 
 
    Now, it was just another echo in the cacophony that was swirling through his head: a chorus that consisted mostly of inane questions, obvious statements, and random vowel noises. 
 
    To his relief, his new roommate seemed not to have noticed him, which left him free to gawk at her in missing-minded shock. She was sitting with her back to him in the middle of the floor, entirely preoccupied with her current attempt at... yoga... or something.... 
 
    Naked. 
 
    She was completely, absolutely naked, and surrounded by chewed-up bottle caps and tinfoil balls. 
 
    In a spectacular display of flexibility, her long, slender leg was pointed straight toward the sky, as if reminding her audience that it was probably time to start praying for his sanity. Her head was bowed almost completely out of view, and one hand draped itself across her hip while her remaining two limbs were clumsily braced on the floor beneath her. 
 
    Despite the existing absurdity of her contortion, she appeared to be trying to bend her head even closer to her thighs, as if by some feat of pure will she could get her nose beneath her waist. 
 
    Or maybe it wasn’t her waist she was aiming for. 
 
    “Not to worry.” 
 
    The man beside him suddenly spoke, reminding Sam of his presence for the first time since they’d entered the house. Mr. Michi’s elderly face crinkled in a smile, and his weathered hand gently stroked the tattered material lining the door. “She may be hard on the weather stripping, but she will be very nice to you. As you can see, she will wash herself. And she is toilet trained.” 
 
    “That’s... great.” Now, at last, his brain reactivated enough to inform him that he should probably not be staring at his naked female roommate. Not that any of the usual rules seemed to apply to this situation, especially in light of the awkward fact that... “She has a tail.” 
 
    “Yes, and cat ears, too – you will see when she lifts her head. Very pretty, once you are used to it.” 
 
    “Cat ears. As in, actually attached to her-” 
 
    “Yes, they are attached. Do not try to pull them off. She will claw.” 
 
    “OK.” His voice was numb and distant, like it was coming from some faraway corner of his mind that had a lot to do with autopilot and absolutely nothing to do with coherent, conscious thought. “So, um... should I come back when she’s dressed?” 
 
    “Dressed? Oh, no. She hates clothes. Whenever I put them on her, she will not move until I take them off. Sometimes she bites at them, but she forgets how to walk. Except for when she runs – she is a bit strange that way. Don’t worry. She doesn’t mind if you see her like this.” 
 
    “O...K... um... does she speak English?” 
 
    “A little bit. She doesn’t always listen, though.” He gave the dazed college student a conspiratory glance and leaned close, as if they were discussing a secret that they knew better than anyone else. “You know how cats can be.” 
 
    “Cats... right...” 
 
    Now, at last, a shadow was falling across the landlord’s face. “You said you knew about cats, Sam.” 
 
    “I do, um... I just... don’t usually expect them to be shaped like... that.” 
 
    “Ah, yes...” A hint of discomfort crept into the older man’s voice. “I’m sorry I didn’t have time to properly introduce the two of you before now. I normally give my tenants much more time to adjust, but the last one left so suddenly, and just as I’m in the middle of preparing for a presentation, too.” 
 
    Mr. Michi shook his head, a twist of weary frustration fleeting across his weathered face. “I’ve been scrambling to keep the launch running, to take care of Nyla, and to screen tenants, all at the same time. Fortunately, I’ve had a great deal of practice at the latter.” 
 
    That’s not encouraging, Sam silently commented, but decided to keep that thought from showing on his face as the Japanese businessman continued. 
 
    “Fortunately, one of your professors is a friend of mine, and he told me you were very responsible, conscientious, and respectful of women’s boundaries. He assured me that I could trust you with Nyla, and I trust his judgment. Hopefully the adjustment period will not be too difficult for you; if you run into any problems, you have my phone number-” 
 
    A soft chime drew Michi’s attention to his pocket, and he briefly closed his eyes. “Speaking of which, that is probably my event manager. Give me a moment, please.” He slid the device from his pocket, and glanced at it. “Sure enough. I have to go – it was very nice meeting you, Sam. Enjoy your first day with Nyla, and I will call you tonight. OK?” 
 
    “OK...” 
 
    In some distant corner of his mind, Sam was aware that the door was sliding closed. It would be easy enough to escape from, but somehow the sound of it clicking shut felt like a signal that he’d just been locked in an asylum and was expected to run the place. 
 
    The wet sounds of feline grooming finally dragged his attention back to his new roommate, and a slow, uncertain breath crept into his lungs like a nervous animal retreating into its burrow. 
 
    “...Hi.” 
 
    The word left his mouth before he could quell the social reflex, and panic instantly slugged him in the chest, as if his heart had decided it was tired of living in a body with an idiot and was trying to punch an escape route through his ribs. 
 
    No! What am I thinking?! ‘Hi’?! You say that as if you WANT to draw her attention to your- oh, no... 
 
    He’d drawn her attention to himself. 
 
    That full yellow mane twitched upward, and a brown, triangular ear flicked as it came into view. The woman’s neck twisted farther than he would have thought possible, and as her face swivelled into view, Sam found himself staring numbly into a pair of vacant jungle-green eyes. 
 
    For a moment, the two of them stared at each other, the human with his jaw slack, and the catgirl with her small pink tongue still sticking out. She seemed to have forgotten it was there, and her face remained perfectly still while her ears swung around to target the newcomer. 
 
    “You don’t smell like food.” 
 
    The matter-of-fact comment brought Sam out of his stupor with a startled blink, and for a moment his mind raced with panicked speculations. 
 
    What if I DID smell like food? If I spilled pizza on myself, or sweated, or something... 
 
    “You don’t eat people, right?” 
 
    I did NOT just ask her that. 
 
    In response to his outlandish question, her right ear simply flicked twice. “You don’t smell like food.” 
 
    A few contemplative sniffs wrinkled her nose, then both of those furry brown triangles flattened against her hair. “You stink.” 
 
    Good. 
 
    That was probably not the appropriate mental response to being informed that he stank, but at least it probably meant that he wasn’t on the menu. Could I take her? Pound for pound, cats do tend to be more dangerous in an unarmed fight, but she doesn’t seem to have claws... 
 
    “You should lick yourself.” 
 
    Once again, her voice jolted him back to reality, this time sending a trickle of disgust crawling across his skin. “What?” 
 
    “You stink. You should lick yourself. I’m not going to lick you. I don’t know you.” 
 
    “Oh.” I guess that makes sense, coming from a cat. “Um... I don’t... wash myself the way you do. I use water.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened in a way he found disturbingly ominous. “Falling water?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Why do I feel like I made a mistake by telling her that? 
 
    “I’ll watch!” 
 
    “...What?!”  
 
    “You using the water. I like falling water. I like to watch it.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The offended sharpness of his voice caused her head to duck away from him, her eyes widening and her ears flattening with alarm. In the back of his mind, he made note of the strategy in case of a hungry catgirl attack, then he forced his mind onto more immediate and less disturbing concerns. 
 
    “Anyway, um... do you eat the same things humans eat?” 
 
    “Eat? Yes. What are we having?” 
 
    “Uh... chicken. You like chicken, right? WOAH!” 
 
    She’d begun to turn fully toward him, her eyes bright and ears perked forward, but the startled cry that broke from him at the blatant display of frontal nudity made her jerk back. 
 
    OK, Sam, stop yelling at her. I know your mom taught you not to look at naked girls, but it’s not like she doesn’t consent or anything. Not that I’m sure I consent... 
 
    And not that I’m sure that that matters. It’s her house, and I’ll probably have to get used to it. 
 
    Wrestling his reflexes into submission, he began to turn his averted eyes toward her naked form. 
 
    Then nearly two decades of social conditioning caught him by the throat, and he jerked his face away. 
 
    No. This isn’t right. I’m not even sure if she’s human. I’m not even sure if it MATTERS if she isn’t human. 
 
    “I need to find you some clothes.” 
 
    “Clothes?” The wary edge in her voice wasn’t promising, but Sam made himself press on. 
 
    “Yes. Clothes. I’m a guy, you’re a girl, so you shouldn’t just be... wandering around naked like that.” 
 
    Her ears and eyebrows angled in a unified frown. “I don’t like your floppy cages.” 
 
    “I’ll find something loose, OK? Something not... cage-like. As soon as I finish unpacking my boxes.” 
 
    The threat of clothing was instantly forgotten, and Nyla’s whole body perked. “Boxes?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re sitting just out...” Oh, crap, look at those eyes. I’d forgotten how cats are about boxes. “...side.” 
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    “There are so many boxes!” 
 
    Shuffling carefully through the mess he’d made of the kitchen and entrance, Sam attempted to shoot a glance in Nyla’s direction. The task was made impossible by the stack of boxes that filled his straining arms, and his reply was muffled by the cardboard that was mashed against his face. 
 
    “Yeah, that happens when people move in. Um...” A scuffing noise reached his ears, redirecting his train of thought, and he paused in midstep. When sound got louder he began to turn around, whereupon his armload eagerly snagged upon the handle of the door that guarded the basement.  
 
    Wiggling anxiously in an attempt to escape from the clingy door handle, he made another futile effort to find his roommate with his eyes. “What are you doing?” he called, silently praying that the answer wouldn’t force him to drop his burden and rush into an attempt at damage control. 
 
    At the sound of his worried voice, the sliding hiss of bare skin against cardboard stopped. “It’s mine.” 
 
    “What is?” he asked, continuing his attempts to wiggle free. 
 
    “The box. I marked it. It’s mine.” 
 
    Wiggle, wiggle, wiggle, no. “No it isn’t.” 
 
    “It is. I’ve stared at all of them and sniffed them all, and now that I know they won’t eat me, I’m making all of them mine.” 
 
    Well... As long as it’s rubbing, not peeing... “Fine. Just don’t do anything to them.” 
 
    Shfff... shffff... 
 
    A quick mental catalogue reassured him that none of his belongings were so fragile that a thorough box-rubbing would be a threat to their structural integrity, and he finally squirmed his way free of the door and set a foot on the basement stairs. 
 
    Creak. 
 
    “Are you on the stairs?” Nyla’s voice was quick and eager, excitement brightening every syllable in a way that seemed far more ominous than an innocent question should. 
 
    Nervousness gripped Sam’s chest, and he began to descend the staircase as quickly as he dared. “Yeah, I am. Why?” 
 
    “I’ll race you!” 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    Too late – the sound of her headlong charge was already bearing down on him, and Sam suddenly discovered that going down stairs with an armload could be done faster than he’d ever thought possible. 
 
    He was two steps away from safety when a frenzied blur rushed past his legs, clipping his thigh and nearly robbing him of his footing. Stumbling down the last two stairs, he lurched box-first into the opposite wall, and as Nyla slid to a halt and beamed at him, he hastily suppressed the temptation to wipe the smile off her face with an airborne box. 
 
    “Nyla! Are you TRYING to kill me?” 
 
    “What? No. I just want to race. Now go up the stairs! Come on!” 
 
    Great, now I’ll have to dodge her the next time I... wait... 
 
    Liiiight bulllb. “OK. I’m going up the stairs.” He set down the boxes and turned toward the steps, lifting one foot as if preparing to ascend. “This is me, going up the stairs.” 
 
    “YEEEAH!” 
 
    In a rush of skin and fur, Nyla bolted past him, tearing across the first half of her racetrack before pausing at the halfway point. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Sam obligingly lunged toward her, charging convincingly up the first four stairs, and the catgirl burst into flight, leaping through the doorway and vanishing around the corner in a blur of kinked tail and scrambling limbs. 
 
    With a triumphant smirk, the boy twirled in a smug about-face, then hastily hauled the boxes full of clothing to the laundry machines. At least she probably won’t shed on my clothes, unlike smaller, safer cats. Thank God for small favours. 
 
    “Where’d you go? Sam?” 
 
    The distant, anxious voice drew his eyes to the staircase, and his eyebrows climbed in incredulous surprise. She’s lost track of me already? 
 
    Good. As quietly as possible, he began to open a box. The flaps of cardboard scratched against each other and he froze, listening for signs that his continued presence in the basement had been noticed, but Nyla remained mercifully oblivious to his whereabouts. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    With quick, soft movements, he began to hastily transfer his clothing into the washing machine. A long white T-shirt he’d inherited from an older, taller cousin slid into his hands, and he paused halfway through the process of feeding it into the machine. 
 
    Hm... I wonder if I could get this onto her. 
 
    The shirt fell in a heap on the floor, and he quickly stuffed the rest of his clothing into the washer and shut the door. Note to self, add soap and set it running later. In the meantime, finish unpacking, and – God help me – dress the catgirl. 
 
    I wonder which I should do first. 
 
    The sound of a face rubbing on a box drifted down the staircase, and his mouth flattened. I guess I should finish unpacking, and figure out where I put my laundry soap. There doesn’t seem to be any here. I guess there was no need for it. 
 
    His hand closed around the T-shirt and he bounded up the stairs, doing his best to keep his movements quiet. He poked his head into the kitchen – so far, so good – then reached down and picked up a box. 
 
    Galump-galump-galump- 
 
    He had just enough time to widen his eyes before the backs of his knees went out from under him, and a wave of toiletries poured across his face as his back hit the floor. 
 
    “I won!” 
 
    An act of will prevented him from grinding his teeth, and Sam’s palms slammed firmly onto the floor as he shoved himself upright, sending a small waterfall of bathroom essentials tumbling off his chest. Change of plans. Dress the catgirl, then unpack. Hopefully Mr. Michi was telling the truth when he said she wouldn’t move. 
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    “I can’t stand up!” 
 
    A roll of combined exasperation and amusement swung Sam’s eyes toward the ceiling, and he wasn’t sure whether to facepalm or laugh as his companion lolled pitifully on her back, languishing in exaggerated anguish amid the open boxes. 
 
    Part of me wants to crack up, and part of me is scared that this might count as animal abuse. Or person abuse. Or both. 
 
    On the other hand, as long as my T-shirt is magically severing the link between her brain and her body, her persistent leg-rubbing habit won’t be a threat to our lives, limbs and household cleanliness. 
 
    In a war between morals and comedy, practicality wins. 
 
    His eyes flicked toward the mess that was still strewn across the kitchen, and a flicker of satisfaction and hope ran through his chest. It was the same feeling he got when he finally figured out how to drain the health bar of a particularly difficult boss, only this time the boss was draped on the floor in front of him, looking disproportionately traumatized by the presence of his largest T-shirt on her capsized body. 
 
    The sight made him feel a bit guilty, but he decided to dismiss the feeling. It’s not like she’s going to be scarred for life. When I’m done carrying boxes and she won’t be a danger to both of us, then I’ll let her out. 
 
    “I’M TRAPPED!” 
 
    Unless, of course, the police come and do it for me. 
 
    She was beginning to bite at her shoulders now, making sporadic attempts to flail her limbs as if the presence of his shirt had erased her entire arsenal of motor skills. 
 
    “Help! It’s got me! There’s something pressing against me and I can’t feel the world and I can’t get my balance and I CAN’T MOVE!” 
 
    I guess I shouldn’t just stand here staring at her. I’ll get unpacked fast, and then she can be naked in the rest of the house while I lock myself in my room. 
 
    Man, if mom knew I’m living in a house with a female nudist... 
 
    The inside of my room looks really good right now. 
 
    Pushing the images of his mother’s scandalized expression out of his mind, he turned away, picked up a box, and began to weave his way through the cardboard obstacle course that was the kitchen floor. Behind him, Nyla continued to wail, and he silently prayed that the neighbours were sufficiently used to her eccentricities that they wouldn’t call the police. 
 
    “IT’S CHASING ME!” 
 
    As the scream followed him into the doorway of his new bedroom, Sam frowned. Chasing her? But for it to chase her, she would have to be- 
 
    A horrible wail rose through the air, all but drowning out the sound of clumsy footsteps scrambling across the floor. Sam froze, caught between the urge to turn and look and the instinct to get out of the way, and his body had just enough time to attempt to combine the two before a heavy projectile careened into the backs of his knees. 
 
    A tide of clothing, books and stationery poured onto his head as his legs flew out from under him, and in the corner of his eye he saw Nyla bolt into his room as if her tail had been set alight. 
 
    “It’s still got me!” she cried, and Sam pried his torso off the floor and fixed her with a dazed, dumbstruck stare. 
 
    She’d managed to hook the edge of the T-shirt on the bedpost, and was scrambling backward like a wild animal trying to get out of a trap. Bucking and jerking with the desperation of a jack-in-the-box gone mad, she let out a cry of frustration, and the bed creaked in painful harmony with her as a final series of violent tugs left the clothing draped on the post. 
 
    Freed from the horror of her cloth prison, she shot a flat-eared, wild-eyed stare at the human responsible for her misery, splaying her tense limbs beneath her in feral readiness. 
 
    Then her eyes bugged out even further and she suddenly fled the room, leaving an angry exclamation trailing in her wake as she vanished through the doorway. 
 
    “You dressed me! I hate you! I’ll never go near you agaaaiin!” 
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    “What are you doing? Is that a box? What are you taking out of the box? Is it safe?” 
 
    Glancing up from the collection of comics, novels and textbooks that nestled inside the cardboard cube, Sam raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought you hated me and never planned to go near me again.” 
 
    “I did? When did that happen? I don’t remember that.” Bright, inquisitive eyes flicked eagerly across the treasure trove of new sights and smells, and Nyla’s whole body tensed with every item that came to light. 
 
    “That’s not mine. I don’t know what that is. It doesn’t smell like me. It... oh... that’s interesting.” 
 
    A mixture of impatience and concern flickered through Sam’s chest as the catgirl grabbed his hand in both of hers, bringing his comic book closer to her face. 
 
    “It’s a comic,” he pointed out warily, wondering what had drawn her attention so strongly to this particular book. “Do you even read?” 
 
    “Read? Yes. There are so many stories here!” Her nose crinkled with open fascination. “There are so many stories on this book! A person who had this book also had a dog. It was a smelly dog. But that was long ago. The dog isn’t here now. That’s good. Then there was another human tom. He mated with this book.” 
 
    “Mated?” A staticky screech of horrified denial went screaming through Sam’s brain, as if his mind’s sense of self-preservation was trying to prevent him from processing her words. “Wha- HOLY SH- He WHAT on this book?” 
 
    “He mated with it. Can’t you smell it?” 
 
    The Wonder Woman comic went flying, and Sam stared at his hands in fixed horror while Nyla followed the book. “I think the dog might have peed on it, too. No... that was this thing over here. The dog peed on that.” 
 
    Sam groaned, surveying the entirety of his earthly possessions in one despairing glance and wondering how many of them he would ever dare to lay his hands on again. 
 
    Off to the side, Nyla seemed to have gotten over her initial fear, and was mashing her face against the side of a box with slow, affectionate intensity. “I like this box. It’s mine now.” 
 
    She paused, raised her head high enough to peer over the edge, then glanced at Sam. “You need to empty it.” 
 
    “I’m getting around to it,” he assured her, slathering his hands with the hand sanitizer he always kept in his pocket, then continuing to unpack the box of books at a measured, methodical pace. 
 
    “It has to be empty now,” she insisted, and he kept his eyes on his task as he responded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to sit in it.” 
 
    I should have seen that coming, he reflected, lifting his eyes to look at her. Seeing that she had his attention, she glanced from him to the object of her desire and back, her right ear flicking as if attempting to point toward it. “It’s a box,” she reminded him needlessly. “I have to sit in it.” 
 
    I’ve always wanted to ask a cat... “Why?” 
 
    “It’s a hidey hole. I can be hidden and ambush things. And it will press against me and feel safe.” 
 
    “I thought you hated that,” he pointed out, his gaze straying to the shirt that still dangled from the bedpost. 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    Cats. 
 
    In the face of his silence, her simple mind defaulted to its previous track, and Nyla quickly remounted her soapbox and resumed extolling the virtues of sitting in boxes. “Sitting in it lets me chew on it. I can take it over. I can own the whole box and it will be mine. It amplifies my cuteness and my power to make humans do what I want.” 
 
    I KNEW they were doing it on purpose! 
 
    “It doesn’t smell right yet. There are so many reasons. I have to be in it. It has to smell like me. It has to be mine.” 
 
    “That’s a convincing list of reasons. Let me finish excavating this box, and you can sit in it, OK?” Sam offered, returning his attention to his task and wondering if he could finish it before her patience ran out. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    The sudden presence of a body right in front of him made Sam jerk backward, an undignified yelp escaping his mouth as Nyla sprang onto the box he’d been trying to empty. Oblivious to the dismay she was causing her roommate, the catgirl shuffled her feet a few times, then slowly and awkwardly wiggled her way into a crouch. 
 
    The sound of shifting paper dragged a cringe across Sam’s face, but to his deep relief, he didn’t hear anything rip. 
 
    “Are you happy now?” he asked, silently wondering if Mr. Michi would object to him securing the catgirl in a straitjacket. 
 
    In response, the humanoid feline beamed with contentment, her tail lifting to wrap itself neatly around her feet. “Yes, I am. I’m much happier now that I’m here.” 
 
    Patience, Sam, deep breaths... “Fine. Fine, just... sit there and... be happy. And don’t wreck anything. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Her attention was instantly diverted from the box, and her vivid stare followed him far too intently as he moved toward the door. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Somewhere you can’t follow me.” 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    For a few blissful seconds, he thought she couldn’t follow him. 
 
    Then the scratching on the door began. 
 
    “Let me iiiiiin!” 
 
    Sam closed his eyes tightly, wondering if there was any way to scare her off without moving from his spot. “I’m on the toilet. Go away.” 
 
    “I need to watch!” 
 
    Ew, no. “No you don’t.” 
 
    The scratching noise intensified, and the tips of Sam’s fingers pressed exasperated dents into his temple. 
 
    At least one guy I know would LOVE to have a pretty girl begging to see him naked. But he isn’t exactly a role model. And I’m not even sure that this pretty girl is human. 
 
    “I can smell you! You’re marking your territory on my territory! I can’t see what’s happening. You can’t close a door on me! It’s my house! I need to be able to get to all of it. I need to see what’s happening!” 
 
    A moan rose in his chest, and he made no effort to hold it back. “I’m pooping. I’m sitting on the toilet with my pants down. There’s nothing to see!” Well, there IS something, but nothing I want you looking at. 
 
    “But I can’t know unless I see it!” 
 
    “Then I guess you’ll never know.” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    With an impact that shook the mirror on the wall, the door suddenly burst open, and Sam hastily leaned forward to protect his crotch as Nyla hurried into the room. “There you are!” 
 
    “Yes!” he snapped, alarm and anger sharpening his voice as his pulse sped up. “Here I am! And here you shouldn’t be! Get out!” 
 
    The catgirl responded by moving a few steps away from the door she was supposed to be retreating through. “Are you busy?” 
 
    “Yes! Pooping!” 
 
    “Does that need your hands?” 
 
    “What?” Why does she want to know? “No.” 
 
    “Pet me.” 
 
    When her dumbstruck roommate failed to instantly comply, Nyla trotted closer to him on all fours, then thrust the top of her head toward him. “Pet me.” 
 
    A deep breath filtered into Sam’s lungs, then paused there as he silently gathered his patience. “If I pet you, will you go away and let me poop?” Not that there’s much of that left to do, after the entrance she just made. 
 
    “No, I want to watch. Can I see you flush?” 
 
    “Fine. Fine. Just get out of the room while I wipe, and I’ll let you see me flush. You can even flush it yourself if you want to. Just go and let me get dressed, and DON’T CLIMB ONTO MY LAP!” 
 
    Too late – she already was. In a desperate attempt to deter her, Sam doubled over, causing her to paw frantically at his head as he forced her off his legs. Undaunted, she instantly sprang onto his back, pressing his chest against his thighs as she settled into place. 
 
    The catgirl’s tail lightly swatted Sam’s head as it moved to wrap around her feet, as if chiding him for his attempt to resist her campaign of humiliation, then her satisfied voice drifted down from her lofty perch. “I like it here.” 
 
    A wave of defeat washed over the boy, and his face flopped limply into his knees. “Kill me.” 
 
    “What? No, I just want to sit here. Besides, you need to make me lunch.” 
 
    “Nnnngh. Later.” 
 
    “No. Now.” 
 
    “I can’t. You’re sitting on me.” He tried to rise from his squashed position, only to have her prove his point by planting her hands on the wall and pushing him back down. 
 
    “Don’t move so much. I’m sitting on you.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    Think, think, what makes a catgirl move? 
 
    I suppose I could try the toilet. 
 
    His hand strained up and backward, groping for the handle. It took him a good fifteen seconds to get the right angle, but he finally managed to apply his wrist to the small lever, and the sound of swirling water was accompanied by a silent prayer. 
 
    “It’s flushing!” With a joyful cry, Nyla vacated his back, and a grateful oof fell from Sam’s lungs as her weight vanished. 
 
    Then she tried to stick her face between the toilet and his butt, and several colliding impulses culminated in him throwing himself off the seat, hastily covering his crotch, and reaching cautiously past those strange brown ears in a quest for the toilet paper. To his relief, the miniature whirlpool held her attention long enough for him to clean himself, then he tossed the wads of paper into the bowl and quickly flushed again. 
 
    “More water!” Her head began to twitch in circles, watching with rapt fascination as the liquid disappeared. 
 
    I wonder if I could film the toilet flushing, and then put it on loop all day long. As he scrubbed a handful of suds from his palms, Sam contemplated the idea. It was probably worth a shot, though he’d need to dig out his laptop first. 
 
    “It stopped.” Sadness flowed through the catgirl’s voice like water through a toilet bowl, and Sam glanced at her. 
 
    “So flush it again.” I am SO glad Mr. Michi pays for the water. What is he, anyway? Her zookeeper? The crazy cat man, taken up to eleven? Heaven forbid, her father? 
 
    “I’m hungry.” 
 
    Right. She wanted lunch. 
 
    “OK. Just try to stay out of my way while I make it, OK?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He buried his hands in the towel, trying not to contemplate what his roommate might have smeared on it in the not-so-distant past. “So that I don’t-” wait, she might LIKE it if I spilled it on the floor- “take too long.” 
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    “Saa-a-am, it’s taking forever! 
 
    A deep, tense breath rushed into his chest, lingering there for a slow count of ten before falling toward the half-buttered piece of bread. 
 
    “It would be going faster,” he pointed out, trying and failing to keep the irritated edge out of his voice, “if you would quit – UWOAH!” 
 
    His legs went out from under him, and he narrowly grabbed the counter in time to avoid falling. The knife went clattering across the granite surface, spraying butter as it went, and he glared at the mess for a moment before returning his attention to his roommate. 
 
    “...rubbing my legs,” he finished sourly, standing up and bracing himself as the catgirl pressed her shoulder against the backs of his thighs again. 
 
    “OK then. I’ll watch you make the food.” Without giving him time to respond, Nyla reared up, leaning on his shoulder blades and making standing upright a great deal more difficult as she peered over his shoulder. 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    The deliberately loud, sharp shout startled her off of his back, buying him a three-second reprieve. 
 
    Then she launched herself onto the counter, settled into a crouch, and stared at the plate with rapt attention. “I’ll watch from over here.” 
 
    The voice of Shrek sounded in Sam’s head, and the boy screwed his eyes shut as his mental whimper echoed the ogre’s weary plea. For five minutes, could you NOT be yourself? 
 
    That didn’t seem likely to happen, so instead Sam drew a deep breath, and decided to fall back on his most successful catgirl deterrent so far. “GET DOWN!” 
 
    The feline tensed, shrank back and widened her eyes, but this time his stern tone failed to scare her into compliance. “Why?” 
 
    Oh, no. She’s building an immunity. “Because your feet don’t belong on the counter. Down!” 
 
    “I don’t want to get down.” 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    She continued to stare at him. 
 
    He stared back, the gears in his head churning urgently. 
 
    Then a moment of inspiration struck, and he gleefully turned on the tap, splashed water in her direction, and ended up inwardly kicking himself as a wave of liquid landed on the bread. 
 
    To his relief, the affront caused Nyla to scramble off the counter, and Sam made a mental note to invest in a spray bottle the next time he was out of the house. He took a moment to watch his roommate disappear from the room, then set the soggy bread aside, grabbed a dry slice and a new plate, and started over. I’ll use the wet bread for her sandwich. Justice. 
 
    ...Right. I need a new knife. He cast a sidelong glance at the countertop, just now noticing the footprints on one end. I don’t think I trust anything that’s been directly on this counter. 
 
    Tossing the first knife into the sink, Sam took a step backward in the direction of the cutlery drawer, and his heart slammed into his ribs as something squirmed beneath his foot. 
 
    “WHOOOOAH!” 
 
    For the far-too-manyth time that day, his legs were no longer under him, and his flailing hands narrowly managed to grip the counter as the obstacle he’d stepped on burst into flight. Wailing as if she was being killed, Nyla raced out of the kitchen, and Sam scrambled to his feet. 
 
    “Seriously?!” he called after her. “Were you just lying in the middle of the floor?!” 
 
    “You stepped on meeee!” 
 
    “No crap! You snuck up and parked yourself right behind me!” 
 
    Maybe if I step on her every time, she’ll start avoiding my feet. 
 
    A nagging voice in the back of his head reminded him that his mother had raised him better than to deliberately step on people. But as he jerked the drawer open and retrieved a new knife, he couldn’t help but think an exception could be made for girls who turned themselves into stealth speed bumps directly behind his feet. 
 
    To his relief and mild surprise, he managed to complete the two sandwiches without further limb-threatening incidents. Nyla attempted to watch him three more times, but a menacing stomp on the floor drove her back from his line of vision each time, and a naive corner of his mind began to hope that he’d found a permanent solution. 
 
    Now I just hope that she’ll actually come when I WANT her to come. 
 
    “OK, they’re ready.” 
 
    ...Aaaaand, silence. Of course. 
 
    His mind strayed back to the cats of his youth – furry, blessedly small creatures, incapable of offering serious resistance to even a young human. And here I thought having a tiger would be fun. As it turns out, a cat who’s ALMOST as big as I am is bad enough. 
 
    OK, let’s see... dogs come when called, cats come when interested, so to make her interested... He began to lightly clink the plates against each other. “Food!” 
 
    “Food!” With a joyful cry, Nyla bounded into view, a stream of entirely pointless noise pouring from her mouth. “Food! Food! Food! It’s ready! Why is it up there? Why are you holding it? It should be down here! It should already be here! What are you doing?!” 
 
    In answer to that last question, he was facing the sudden quandary of where to put the food. “Do you eat at the table or on the floor?” 
 
    “The floor! Put it on the floor! On the floor! Now!” 
 
    “Fine.” He reached down to set the plate on the floor, and as soon as it reached waist height Nyla rubbed her head against it, her display of affection nearly knocking the vessel out of his hand. “Hey! Do you want me to put it down or not?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Right now!” 
 
    Darting like a snake, he managed to convey the plate to the ground without encountering her skull, and he watched with curiosity turning quickly to horror as she lowered her face toward the sandwich... and then clamped her teeth onto it, dragged it off her plate, and scampered away to the carpet, flinging butter-covered chicken chunks every step of the way. 
 
    “NYLA!” 
 
    Ignoring him, she dropped the sandwich onto the carpet, then began to eat it directly off the floor, growling as she did. “It’s mine,” she grumbled around a mouthful. “It’s mine, I’m eating it, stay away.” 
 
    “Gggghkkk...” His breath froze in his chest, narrowly halting a series of words he’d been taught better than to use. “Fine. Fine! Just make sure you lick up the rest of the pieces afterwards.” 
 
    With that, Sam turned away in a huff, clunked his plate firmly onto the table, and plopped onto his chair, watching Nyla closely to see if she would actually clean up her mess. 
 
    To his relief, she did eat the scattered chicken chunks. Most of them. After stopping to thoroughly lick herself. 
 
    When she left smears of butter all over the floor and bread crumbs in the carpet, he wasn’t even surprised. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2: Creatures of Agility and Grace, Indeed 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Finally.” 
 
    With a satisfied huff, Sam pushed the drawer closed, concealing his newly-washed clothes from the prying eyes of a roommate who wanted to lie on them. His belongings were almost all put away, the boxes were arranged in the basement where Nyla could sit in them all she wanted, and all he had left to do was find a place for the couple of books that hadn’t fit in his nightstand. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    Already trained to be instantly suspicious of any unknown noise, Sam whirled around, hurriedly searching the room with his eyes. Within seconds, his stare landed on the bed, and became pinned by the ridiculous sight that draped itself in front of it. 
 
    “Seriously?!” 
 
    With a serene smile, Nyla wiggled into a more comfortable position – which, for her, meant making sure that her body covered every single book on the bed. “I love your books.” 
 
    “I can tell. You’re wrecking them.” 
 
    “It’s OK.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Bewildered exasperation channelled itself into a sweep of his hand toward the unoccupied section of the dark blue blanket. “Look, you have the rest of the bed to lie on. Do you HAVE to lie on the books?” 
 
    “There’s no other good place to lie down.” 
 
    “Really? The rest of the bed was fine until the books were there.” 
 
    “But the rest of it doesn’t have anything on it.” 
 
    Sam’s hand rose to chest height in the beginning of a facepalm, then he restrained himself. “OK. Tell you what. I’ll move the books, and then the bed will be fine again. Could you lift your hips a bit?” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    He took a step forward, praying that she’d move before he had to push the bounds of propriety even further than Nyla already had. 
 
    She kept staring, in a way that made it clear that if he wanted to save his books, he’d just have to get it over with. 
 
    Pushing past his qualms, he reached for the book directly under her hip and gave it a tug. To his dismay, Nyla didn’t move; she just continued to watch him blankly while he awkwardly lifted her torso with one hand, pulled the paperbacks out from under her with the other, and set them on the dresser. 
 
    Of course, the moment the last one was gone, she immediately hopped off the bed. 
 
    For a few seconds, she crouched on the floor, staring forlornly up at the books that had been so callously taken from her. 
 
    Then, with a single powerful spring, she jumped onto the dresser and joined them. 
 
    I need a spray bottle. Sam rushed to rescue his books again, snatching them off the dresser just before his roommate’s reclining torso could settle onto them. Nyla’s eyes followed the departing paperbacks in a way that made her intentions clear, and in a last-ditch effort to protect his reading materials, Sam resigned himself to a minor flaw in his perfectly organized room and slipped them into the drawer with his sweaters. 
 
    Deprived of her reason to meander the room, Nyla sank into a relaxed lounging position, surveying the area like a serene nudist ruler over a tiny kingdom. 
 
    “I can look at the whole room now.” 
 
    A smirk of wry amusement pulled at Sam’s face as he pushed the drawer closed. “See all evil, hear all evil, be all evil, huh?” 
 
    She responded with a dreamy smile. “Yes. I can see everything.” 
 
    “Good for you. Well, you stay there and see everything; I’m gonna see what’s on TV.” 
 
    “You’ll be where I can see you, right?” 
 
    He glanced toward the door, noticing a distinct lack of armchairs that were visible from that vantage point. “Nope. If you want to keep seeing me, you’ll have to find a book or high place in the living room.” 
 
    A frown pressed down on her face and tone. “But I’m comfortable here,” she protested. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    With a glance around to make sure the room was cat-proofed, Sam concluded that his belongings were as safe as they were going to get with the security measures he had available, then stepped out of the room. Maybe the TV will distract her. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    Or just draw her attention. 
 
    He ignored her, grabbing the remote with a flick of his wrist and starting to scroll through the channels. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to watch; all he knew was that after a year of college and a morning of dealing with a mad catwoman, he was ready to take a break and enjoy some good old passive entertainment. 
 
    “Sam!” 
 
    I wish I had a remote control for her. I’d probably better choose a show that doesn’t need too much emotional involvement or ability to hear dialogue. 
 
    Ah, perfect – a comedy show. Some firemen were trying to save a cat from its precarious refuge atop a telephone pole, and the young man watched, impressed, as the creature decided to forgo the rescue and launch itself headlong off its perch. 
 
    The feline practically glided to the ground, limbs splayed and tail flailing, then it struck the grass, staggered forward, and broke into a run. 
 
    I wonder if Nyla could do that. 
 
    “SAAAM!” 
 
    Her cry caused him to miss a bit of the show’s narration, and he cast a brief glare toward the bedroom. “Not right now.” 
 
    “I’m trapped!” 
 
    You’re kidding. 
 
    The replay began to flow across the screen, a graceful and daring escape from a height that would easily halt a human, and he rolled his eyes. “You’re a cat. You can just jump down.” Heck, it’s a dresser. I could jump down from there. 
 
    “No, I can’t! Come help!” 
 
    The firemen were talking now, explaining how the animal had refused to climb into their arms, and Sam began to consider the logistics of Nyla’s request. “What do you want me to do? Lift you off of the dresser?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I want! Come help!” 
 
    By now, he was severely tempted to ignore her, but he was getting the impression that any attempt to watch TV while she was trapped was going to be futile. “Just jump onto the bed,” he urged her, silently begging her not to force him to try to grapple a naked human feline at head-height, and her reply dragged a cringe across his face. 
 
    “I can’t!” 
 
    With a groan of resignation and dread, he heaved himself out of the armchair, watching the TV with his ears as he returned to the bedroom. 
 
    “So,” the reporter was asking, “do you think you’ll even bother trying to rescue the next cat?” 
 
    The firefighter chuckled. “I might have to, but I’d rather not.” 
 
    “All right.” Turning his attention reluctantly away from the TV, Sam looked his latest challenge in the eye, then extended his arms. “Climb down.” 
 
    “Noooo!” 
 
    “You can do it.” How, I’m not sure; this is kind of an awkward angle, and she’s almost as heavy as I am, but... cats are supposed to be agile, aren’t they? 
 
    In response to his encouragement, she scrunched herself against the wall. “No!” 
 
    “All right, then.” 
 
    He turned and began to walk away, and was two steps outside the door when the plaintive wail followed him. “Sa-a-a-a-am!” 
 
    About-face. “Yeah? Are you gonna let me help you?” 
 
    “Get me down!” 
 
    “All right then, again.” He offered his arms again. “Climb down.” 
 
    “Nooo!” 
 
    “All right then the third. Stay here. Quietly.” 
 
    As he returned to the living room, a flicker of misgiving swam through his gut at the thought of leaving her alone in his room with all of his stuff. Of all the rooms she could have gotten trapped in... 
 
    But the alternative was to physically manhandle her off of the dresser, and he had no idea how that would pan out. He’d probably end up getting bitten or mauled or kicked in the face – he might even lose an eye. 
 
    Nope. She can just sit there and cry until she’s ready to navigate a five-foot drop. 
 
    A huff of air jolted from his chest as he plopped into the chair, then he groped for the remote and turned up the volume in an attempt to drown out The Roommate From Hell. 
 
    It half worked, even though her wailing continued for no less than twenty minutes before it finally fell silent. By then, he’d managed to tune her out so thoroughly that it was a full five minutes before he noticed the sudden calm, and the first thought that crossed his mind was to wonder whether she’d given up, or hyperventilated and passed out. 
 
    WHOMP! 
 
    A violent, padded impact made him jump in his seat, knocking the remote to the floor and accidentally turning the TV off in the middle of an enthusiastic teenager’s doomed attempt at parkour. A quick, sharp series of tormented bedspring squeaks followed the blow, and he glanced over his shoulder to see Nyla trot cheerfully out of his room. 
 
    “Oh! Hi!” she chirped, lifting her tail happily to its full height. 
 
    He responded to the gesture with a laid-back wave. “Hey. You finally made it, huh?” 
 
    “Made it? From where?” 
 
    “The dresser. You were trapped, remember?” 
 
    “I was trapped? ...Oh. I forgot that.” 
 
    With that, silence returned to the room, punctuated only by the sound of a palm connecting with a forehead. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    Crunch. 
 
    As yet another tinfoil ball died beneath his feet, Sam barely glanced at it before kicking it off to the side. The first two times he’d stepped on them, he’d carefully returned them to their original shape, but then he’d watched Nyla chew one of them flat and promptly stopped caring. 
 
    The skittering shape drew the catgirl’s attention, and he watched with mild amusement as she batted it across the room, lunged into a frenzied pursuit, and careened face-first into a chair. 
 
    Just like my grandma’s cat. Creatures of agility and grace, indeed. 
 
    Shaking off the collision, Nyla hastily began to groom herself, as if her presence in that particular spot was entirely deliberate and in no way connected to a recent faceplant. 
 
    Sam took a moment to smirk at her vanity, then he turned toward the window, taking in the view of the peaceful cul-de-sac, the dead mouse on the outer windowsill, the odd cloud of marks on the glass a foot above the mouse... 
 
    Are those nose prints? 
 
    He leaned forward to get a better look, squinting for a futile moment before abandoning his attempt at laziness and walking over to crouch beside the window. His hand lifted to brush the pale smear on the otherwise clear glass, and a moment later a slim shoulder pushed the boy into a sudden, startled tilt. 
 
    “Hey! Careful!” His hand dropped quickly, and he shifted into a sitting position so she couldn’t tip him over again. Nyla, meanwhile, sat next to the window, then pressed the tip of her nose against the glass. 
 
    Oh, no. This is going to be a chronic housekeeping flaw, isn’t it? “Why do you do that?” 
 
    She glanced at him. “The window has hit me before. I want to know where it is. Besides, I can see the birds better this way. Like that one! There! Bird! Hi, bird! Bird! Bird!” 
 
    A small smirk crossed Sam’s face as the robin blithely ignored her. “I don’t think it can hear you.” 
 
    “Bird! Bird! Come here, bird. I’m a lady bird. I sound like her, see? Bird? Bird? Bird! I sound like you. Come look for me. I’m a bird but I can’t get to you!” 
 
    Eagerness shone in her eyes and she leaned back from the window, pawing the glass as if she could dig her way through. “Come find me, bird. Come, bird. Come!” 
 
    “You do realize it can’t get to you, right?” 
 
    “I have to go to it!” Her fingers scraped the window with new urgency. “Let me out!” 
 
    “Uh...” Sam’s eyes returned to the yard, and indecision froze the words in his mouth. 
 
    Am I allowed to let her out? What do I say to this? 
 
    A visual sweep of the neighbourhood made his initial answer clear. “Not in the front yard. There are all sorts of people who could see you running around naked, and for all I know, you’d run away. Um... give me a moment to look at the back yard.” 
 
    Moving quickly to deny her the chance to get ahead of him and wind around his legs, Sam strode down the hallway that led to the back door, listening to the patter of hands and feet as his roommate followed him. “Door, Sam? We’re going to the door? Go to the door and let me out!” 
 
    “Door, yes. Let you out, maybe. Let’s see what we have to work with.” Bracing his feet wide apart to prevent her eager rubbing from pushing his legs out from under him, he peered through the small square window in the back door and scanned the yard. 
 
    To his relief, it was surrounded by high, thick hedges whose only gap was a solid wooden gate, as if chosen or designed to prevent a catgirl from escaping or being observed. Her unquestioning expectation that she could go outside made him suspect that she’d been allowed to in the past, and even if his landlord wasn’t in the habit of letting her outside, he didn’t see how it could hurt in a yard like this. 
 
    Turning to Nyla, he delivered his verdict. “OK. But if you get your...” Feet? Paws? “...self dirty, you can’t come in until you’re clean.” 
 
    Predictably, she ignored him. “I have to get to the birds!” 
 
    “Very well. Knock yourself out.” 
 
    As he turned the handle and swung the door open, he found himself wondering why she didn’t just let herself out of the house. Could she learn by watching me? I’d better not let her see me open the door too often, he reflected as he watched her lunge toward the open air... only to stop short, her head scrunching into her neck as if she’d collided with a wall. 
 
    She began to creep backward, staring warily at the yard, and Sam frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Her unnecessary retreat completed, Nyla returned to the doorway, then tilted back again, and the boy peered around the door, wondering what unspeakable horror his companion had discovered. 
 
    Nothing. Just a normal backyard, with grass, a hedge, and an assortment of birds that were still ignoring the intruder. 
 
    “Hold on.” Nyla crept into the space between the door and the frame, then parked herself there. “I need to smell it first.” 
 
    Sam’s eyes rolled in a dramatic arc, and he swung the door gently, bumping her foot. She twitched away from the contact, but stayed rooted in place. “Not yet. I’m still sniffing.” 
 
    “Nyla, there’s nothing out there. I can see the whole yard.” 
 
    “There could be something in the hedge. Or in the sky. I have to smell it first.” 
 
    He gave a gesture of frustration, even though her back was turned and she couldn’t see him. “There’s nothing there. Besides, you’re bigger than anything that’s li-” No, don’t say likely- “could possibly pounce at you in this yard.” 
 
    “But I’m not done smelling it.” 
 
    Sam glanced toward the living room, then his eyes returned to the back of Nyla’s head. “You know, I DO have other things I want to do. And I can’t just leave the door open; the bugs will come in.” 
 
    “But I’m not sure I want to go out yet.” 
 
    Wow. You ARE just like my grandma’s cat. Well, there is ONE thing that always worked... 
 
    He extended his foot, and gingerly nudged her backside. Her tail instantly shot between her legs and she skittered outside, hunching her neck into her shoulders as she went. 
 
    Her footsteps scuffed the thin layer of dust that lay on the small wooden porch, and the corners of Sam’s mouth turned down. I hope she doesn’t try to track that inside. I’d better sweep it off while she’s on the grass. At least she’ll probably wipe it off her feet while she’s running around before- aaaand, now she’s rolling in it. 
 
    Yet again, his upbringing compelled him to avert his eyes, careful not to watch as Nyla capsized onto her back and writhed across the porch. “A-ah, this feels good,” she sighed blissfully. “Like being petted all over.” 
 
    Don’t think about it, don’t think about it... 
 
    Too late. He was thinking about it. 
 
    No. Just no. It would probably be bestiality. 
 
    “Hey! This doesn’t smell like me!” Flailing her way onto all fours, Nyla crawled a few feet, then flopped over again, rubbing herself into the ground with renewed vigour. “Stupid neighbour cat, making my yard smell like him – I’ll show him! This is mine!” 
 
    Dust danced through the air around her, and Sam closed the door. Maybe she’ll roll on the grass. Or lick it all off. And hopefully not pick up ants. 
 
    “Hey! Why did you close the door?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want bugs, and you just went out, and I’m not letting you back in while you’re dirty. Go clean off that dust.” 
 
    “But I need to come in!” she cried, scratching anxiously at the wooden barrier. 
 
    “No, you don’t. You only want in because I closed the door.” 
 
    “I don’t like not being able to go where I want anytime I want.” 
 
    “No one does. But that’s what you get for rolling in the dirt. I’ve already done enough cleaning up after you today. Clean yourself up, then we’ll talk.” 
 
    “But I want to come in NOW!” 
 
    “Later.” A sudden, happy thought occurred to him, and he couldn’t help but grin as he added, “Tell you what. You take this time to wash yourself, I’ll take this time to go to the bathroom in peace, and when you’re clean and I’ve pooped without an audience, then you can come in.” 
 
    Her voice rose to a pitch normally reserved for banshees that had been set on fire. “WAAAAIT! You can’t poop without me! I need to watch!” 
 
    “Nope.” With a satisfied, triumphant flick of his wrist, he locked the deadbolt, then all but pirouetted 270 degrees, sauntered into the bathroom, dropped his pants, and sat. 
 
    “SAAAAAM!” 
 
    Tap-tap-tap. 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    “Sam, Sam, Sam...” 
 
    Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap... 
 
    With a groan, Sam doubled over, then raised his head forlornly to look at the window behind him. Sure enough, there was Nyla, using the too-low pane of glass as a treadmill for her hands while wailing for his attention. 
 
    “I can’t smell you! Let me in!” 
 
    “Go away!” He waved an arm in an awkward shooing motion, and was entirely unsurprised when it had no effect. “I’ll let you in when I’m done, but in the meantime, leave me alone!” 
 
    “It’ll be too late!” 
 
    “It’ll be fine! There will be other times when I poop, and I still won’t let you in then. In the meantime, let me take a crap in peace; I can’t do it with you doing that.” 
 
    “You’re marking my territory! I have to smell it! Let me iiiiin!” 
 
    This is it. This is how I die. Death by constipation due to spending a summer stuck inside a crazy catgirl’s... 
 
    No. 
 
    Halfway through its short lifespan, his groan of despair and frustration turned into a growl of resolve. “It’s my territory too, until the end of the summer. In fact, I have all summer to poop. Howl all you want, catgirl. I’ll outlast you.” 
 
    That was officially the weirdest threat I’ve ever made. 
 
    I wonder which will give out first: her voice, her interest in my poop, or the circulation in the backs of my thighs. 
 
    The wailing continued and Sam closed his eyes, wondering if he could sink into some sort of deep meditative state and tune her out long enough for his rear to unclench. It took at least ten minutes for him to achieve that blissful state of altered consciousness... and as soon as he did, he was jolted out of it by the realization that the source of his success was Nyla’s sudden absence. 
 
    She gave up. I outlasted her. HAH! 
 
    ...I just bragged to myself that I sat on a toilet long enough for a cat to lose interest. 
 
    This bodes well for the rest of my life. 
 
    But at least now I can poop. 
 
    This, of course, took an additional ten minutes, because he kept expecting Nyla to appear at the window again. To his relief, the catgirl seemed to have forgotten about him, leaving him free to finish his business without further interruption, and by the time he stood up to wash his hands a twinge of curiosity was rising to the fore. 
 
    I wonder what distracted her. 
 
    I hope she’s still in the yard. 
 
    A jolt of sick horror punched him in the gut, causing him to press the pump on the soap dispenser too hard and splatter pink goo across the sink, and he hurried to the window. PLEASE tell me she’s still there. I am NOT gonna be the guy who let his special-needs roommate run away on my very first day on the job. 
 
    To his infinite relief, Nyla was still in the yard, hunched on all fours with her face buried in the grass. It took a bit of straining, but Sam managed to make his hands reach the sink while keeping the human feline in his line of vision, and a frown crossed his face as he rinsed off the last of the soap. 
 
    What exactly is she?... No. No, no. Oh, no no no! 
 
    She was eating it. 
 
    I KNOW what happens when a cat eats grass. I hope it’s not too late to stop her from making completely unnecessary puke. 
 
    His hands barrelled their way through the towel, lingering just long enough that he wouldn’t drip on the floor, then he raced to the back door as fast as his reluctance to collide with the walls would allow. 
 
    Wait... As he approached the back exit, a sudden realization slowed his movements. There’s nothing saying she has to come in right away. How long does it take for grass to come back up? I could just barricade the door and wait until she pukes. 
 
    Yeah. I think I’ll do that. 
 
    Relief drained the urgency from his steps and he walked up to the door at a more reasonable pace, peering through the small window and hoping to see his roommate already throwing up. 
 
    No such luck; she’d abandoned her defenceless green prey in favour of something more challenging. About twenty feet away from her, a robin was studying the ground, and the catgirl stared intently at it as her slow, deliberate movements brought her gradually closer to her target. 
 
    The bird glanced at her, and Sam found himself as entranced by the scene as Nyla was by her quarry. There was something fascinating about one creature hunting another; maybe it was the exotic otherness of behaviour so entirely unlike his own, or perhaps it spoke to something more primal, the part of him that was meant to capture prey the same way she was now. 
 
    As the robin’s eyes landed on her, the catgirl’s painstaking movements came to a stop, only to resume each time the bird glanced away, and freeze with impressive swiftness whenever it looked at her again. 
 
    The tip of her tail twitched slightly, and the boy found himself holding his breath. The rational and compassionate side of him urged her not to hurt the innocent creature or leave its remains for him to clean up, while a more visceral part of him silently cheered for the success of her hunt. 
 
    After seven careful minutes, she got within fifteen feet of her would-be victim, and Sam could almost feel the anticipation vibrating through every fibre of her being. 
 
    A second later, his fascination turned to amusement as the robin proceeded to negate her work, hopping twelve feet in a hundredth of the time it had taken for her to move five. To his surprise, Nyla didn’t seem bothered by this; she was as bent on her task as she had been a moment ago, and her rapt expression showed none of the frustration that had flashed through Sam’s mind. 
 
    Well, at least she’s entertained. 
 
    Part of him wanted to watch the hunt to its completion, but the rest was getting bored. Watching Nyla stalk prey was like watching paint dry, with the hope of an exhilarating payoff that would be swiftly followed by an annoying cleanup job. 
 
    Maybe if I’m lucky, she’ll stalk it until it’s time to throw up, get the throwing up over with, and THEN ask to come in. 
 
    If I’m lucky... haha... ahahahahaha... 
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    “Let me iiiiin!” 
 
    It’s a good thing I’m getting used to this, given that it seems like I have no choice. 
 
    Lounging against the hallway wall, Sam stared down at his roommate with languid firmness. “First you tell me whether or not you’ve thrown up.” 
 
    “I didn’t throw up.” 
 
    “Are you going to?” 
 
    “Let me in!” 
 
    As her fingernails scraped against the door, Sam briefly closed his eyes, rallying his patience. “Are... you... going... to... puke?” 
 
    “No.” Nyla reared up to peer through the window, her large eyes alight with eager sincerity. “I won’t throw up. Let me in.” 
 
    Sam took a moment to weigh his options, balancing the inconvenience of grassy vomit against the moral and social implications of locking his charge out of her own house. 
 
    In response to the delay, Nyla’s scratching intensified, and the boy concluded that he was probably approaching some unwritten limit to the amount of time he could trap his wailing roommate in her own backyard. “OK. But you’d better not barf on the carpet.” 
 
    Of course, she ignored the warning in favour of fixating on the only thought in her brain. “Open the door!” 
 
    As the barrier cautiously swung open, Nyla froze, staring up at her human companion with sudden wariness. 
 
    Returning her stare, Sam frowned in confusion, wondering what he could possibly have done to inspire such alarm. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    She shrank back a few inches. “Are you going to check my feet?” 
 
    His frown deepened. “Why? Have you stepped in something?” 
 
    “No.” With sudden haste, she darted headlong into the house, and her newly suspicious roommate carefully studied the floor where she’d entered. To his relief, his efforts in sweeping the porch seemed to have paid off; there was no sign of dirt or prints on the brown linoleum. 
 
    Thank God and foresight for small favours, and for foreshadowing about door-dashing that came BEFORE she got herself muddy. 
 
    Behind him, Nyla’s eager voice rang from somewhere in the kitchen. “Sam, food! Food!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, it’s suppertime.” And instead of a cute human girl, my awesome meatloaf-cooking skills are being wasted on a person-animal-thing who’ll probably just spit it out on the carpet. 
 
    “I want supper to be now,” she insisted, and he shook his head despite the knowledge that she couldn’t see him. 
 
    “Supper will be when supper’s finished baking.” 
 
    I wonder if baking actually matters to her. Can she eat raw meat? 
 
    There’s a LOT that Mr. Michi didn’t tell me. I know he’s in the middle of preparing for an event, but still... 
 
    He decided to take the trip down the hallway slowly, partly because he was tired, and partly just to spite his loudly demanding roommate. By the time he finally reached the kitchen, Nyla was squatting in the middle of the floor and wailing for food, and the timer on the oven warned of a twenty-five-minute purgatory before the meatloaf was done. 
 
    “It’ll be about half an hour. Do you have any concept of time?” 
 
    “I want it to be now.” 
 
    I thought as much. “Well, it isn’t going to be. Do you have any snacks?” 
 
    “Snacks!” 
 
    “That sounds like a yes. I hope. Where are they?” 
 
    “In the snack place.” 
 
    His eyes swept the wide assortment of potential ‘snack place’s in the kitchen, and his lips flattened. Very helpful. “Where is the snack place?” 
 
    The catgirl’s face turned toward the cupboard above the fridge, and Sam gave an approving lift of his eyebrows. Sensible place, he noted. If I push a chair there and retrieve them, will she learn from that and make a mess? 
 
    I’d rather not risk it. “Hey, Nyla, why don’t you go check on the birds while I get your snacks?” 
 
    To his complete lack of surprise, she responded by dropping into a crouch, as if deliberately rooting herself to the spot. “I want to watch you get the snacks.” 
 
    Visions of scattered crumbs danced through his head, and the corners of his mouth dropped anxiously. “I’d rather you didn’t.” 
 
    “That’s OK. I can watch. 
 
    So this is what talking to a brick wall feels like. “I’m not going to do it with you watching.” 
 
    Man, I make it sound like I’m taking a crap. Not that she can let me do THAT without watching, either. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You might learn from it.” 
 
    “Learn what? Wait...” 
 
    Sam reflexively paused, waiting as instructed despite the fact that his mouth was already open. Nyla twitched, a worried frown crossing her face, and after a few seconds Sam closed his mouth and mirrored her expression. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “I need to find the carpet.” 
 
    “Good. You do that.” In his relief at finally having a chance to retrieve the snacks unobserved, he briefly forgot the significance of that particular type of floor covering. “While you find the carpet, I’ll-” 
 
    “Gh-k... gh-k... gh-k-g-k-g-k...” 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    Halfway through the process of picking up a chair, Sam dropped it as if it had turned into puke and made a desperate rush for the living room, listening in horror as the gagging sounds became deeper and wetter. “Don’t!” 
 
    “Gh-HAAAAK!” 
 
    As Sam raced toward the scene of the Return of the Grass, the frightened catgirl instinctively fled from the charging human, spewing liquid as she went for maximum distribution. Sam dove at her, missing by inches, and Nyla quickly jumped onto the sofa to finish emptying her stomach. 
 
    A howling groan broke from the boy’s exasperated throat, and when the noise failed to provoke another puke-spreading retreat, he wasn’t sure whether to be relieved at the lack of additional mess, or annoyed that his ire went entirely ignored. 
 
    Falling back on the time-honoured safety net of simple pragmatism, he propped his prone body up on his elbows, then turned a glare toward Nyla and his thoughts toward the most immediately important topic at hand. “Are you going to clean that up?” 
 
    She licked her lips rapidly for a few seconds, removing the last of the vomit from her face, then turned her wide-eyed stare toward him. “Clean?” 
 
    “Yes. Clean. As in remove the puke from where you just put it.” 
 
    “There’s no food in the puke.” 
 
    “Please tell me that’s a yes.” 
 
    Her stare was filled with genuine confusion. “Why would I lick it up? There’s no food in it.” 
 
    “I thought as much.” He slowly pushed himself to his feet, letting out a long, deep sigh as he stood. “You realize what this means?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It means I need to clean up puke instead of getting you a snack.” 
 
    Dismay raked across her face, eliciting exactly zero sympathy from her weary companion. “No! Snack first, then clean it up!” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “To start with, you said you weren’t going to throw up, and you lied.” 
 
    “Lie? What’s a lie?” 
 
    Angry frustration rose in his chest, and the words spilled out before he could stop them. “It’s a really annoying thing that dumb animals manage not to understand even as they’re doing it.” OK, that was mean, but... she deserved it. 
 
    ... 
 
    I still feel kind of bad about it. 
 
    Oblivious to her roommate’s clash of emotions and justice, Nyla tilted her head to the side. “Animal? Like a bird?” 
 
    At least she doesn’t seem bothered. 
 
    “Yeah. Like a bird. And maybe like you. I’m still figuring that out. Are you a human or a cat?” 
 
    “I’m hungry.” 
 
    A sharp impact rang through the house as Sam’s head collided with the nearest wall. I think I’m going to end up killing myself. Except that killing myself over cat puke and feline stupidity would be a REALLY dumb thing to have on my headstone. 
 
    Welp... I guess I may as well get it over with. The puke, not the suicide. 
 
    That second part comes later. 
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    “You’re kidding me.” Sam’s voice was flat, and Nyla returned his stare with an expression that mirrored his tone. 
 
    “No I’m not.” 
 
    But if I repeat myself, maybe the answer will change? “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “I’m full.” 
 
    “You took two bites!” he exclaimed, throwing a gesture of exasperation toward the mostly-full bowl, and the catgirl glanced at it before returning her stare to him. 
 
    “I don’t want to eat any more right now.” 
 
    “But you BEGGED me for supper CONSTANTLY for the last half hour!” 
 
    “But I’ve eaten.” 
 
    “Two bites!” 
 
    I’ll kill her. I swear, I will kill this cat... woman... thing, and then I can spend the next few summers renting a jail cell, and there’s no WAY my cellmate will be as bad as her. 
 
    Unless he’s... well... 
 
    Of course, for all I know, she goes into heat, Heaven help me, so she might be just as bad... 
 
    “How about this? I’ll bury it.” 
 
    Her voice dragged him from his thoughts, and he frowned down at her as she rose from a crouch to a crawling position. “What?” 
 
    “See? Watch.” Her fingernails scraped the floor in a rhythmic scooping motion, as if invisible dirt was being piled atop the plate of meatloaf. “There. I buried it.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “No, see?” Her eyes rose from their task to meet his, wide and bright and innocent. “I buried it. So now I can come back to it later.” 
 
    How do you even mistake that for being a thing that’s true? “Nyla, look at it. There’s nothing on it. You didn’t bury it.” 
 
    “But I did. I made the burying movement.” 
 
    “But there’s-” Too late; she was already slipping out of sight, and he decided this was one of those times when he needed to pick his battles. “Fine. Fine. I’ll ‘bury’ it in the fridge myself and you can have cold meatloaf later.” 
 
    Her pointy cat ears circled the table, followed by her tail. “You don’t need to bury it. I already did.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I...” Sudden confusion silenced him in mid-sentence. “Well... I probably have to keep it from going bad, but it occurs to me that I have no idea how your digestive system works. Can you eat spoiled meat?” 
 
    And if I poison her, will Mr. Michi kill me or thank me? 
 
    “I buried it. It’ll be fine.” Her face popped up beside his plate, peering at it intently. “What are you having?” 
 
    “The same thing you were having. And you can’t have it.” He pushed his meal away from her, just in case. “You’re full, remember?” 
 
    Her eyes glittered with fascination and hope as his point went flying over her head. “But maybe your food is better.” 
 
    “It’s the same. Look.” He reached with his foot and scooted her abandoned plate closer to her. “See? The same.” 
 
    “Oh! New food!” Her eyes and voice brightened with delight, and she promptly planted her face in the meat and began to practically inhale it. 
 
    “Yes.” Her reasoning defied logic, but he decided to just go with it. “It changed positions, and therefore it’s new food.” 
 
    To his relief, she kept eating for almost two minutes, allowing him to chew through a few more bites while she swallowed mouthful after mouthful whole. 
 
    Then she lost interest halfway through her helping, and returned her attention to him. “Is your food better than mine?” 
 
    His eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “Not this again. Nyla... hey, watch! New food!” 
 
    He moved her plate to the opposite side of the table, and that drew her focus long enough for him to eat two more bites before she got tired of sniffing at her supper and returned to his. 
 
    “I want to try some of yours.” 
 
    “You can’t. Who knows what you’ve done with that face.” Another point against having any kind of intimate contact with her: she’s probably had dead birds in that mouth. 
 
    Dead birds, and maybe poop, depending on how she cleans herself after pooping... 
 
    Wow. Cats are disgusting. 
 
    “HEY!” A thrust of her face snapped him sharply out of his musings, and he snatched his plate away from her gaping maw. “Stay away from that!” 
 
    “Mine!” Her hand flashed out, and Sam watched in shock, anger and dismay as his plate arced gracefully through the air and landed – food side down, of course – on the less than sanitary floor. 
 
    For a moment, Sam just sat there, trying to make himself accept the fact that this minor tragedy had occurred. 
 
    Then it sank in and he rounded on Nyla, his first two words rising to an angry bark as she ducked below the table. “Dammit! Nyla! Ghhhhhhhk... fine. Fine! Go and eat that, then.” 
 
    Maybe if I’m lucky, she’ll lick it thoroughly enough that I won’t have to wipe the floor, he thought sourly, clinging to that one fragment of hope as he watched her crawl to his fallen meal and probe it with her nose. 
 
    “I don’t want it.” 
 
    “...What.” 
 
    “I don’t want food anymore.” 
 
    Unbelievable. Un... frickin’... “Why not?!” 
 
    “I just don’t.” 
 
    “GUAAAAH!” 
 
    The guttural roar sent a flinch through the catgirl’s whole body, causing her to flatten herself against the ground and stare at him in terror. 
 
    With a sharp, ominous lunge, Sam pushed himself to his feet, looming over the humanoid feline like a stormcloud of food-deprived wrath. Duly alarmed, Nyla put her ears back and fled into the living room, leaving Sam to clomp angrily over to his food, scoop as much of it as hadn’t touched the floor onto his plate, and shovel a wrathful bite into his mouth. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m saying this, but screw the five-second rule. I’m hungry, I worked hard on this, and I’m NOT letting her ruin it for me. I’m going to sit down, enjoy my supper, and pretend that Nyla and germs don’t exist. 
 
    His rear slammed firmly into his chair, and his vow lasted for all of the ten seconds it took for his eyes to stray to the floor. 
 
    I wonder how long it’ll take for that mess to dry and become harder to clean up. 
 
    ...I wonder if I can clean it up before my supper goes cold or Nyla steals it. 
 
    ...And I KNOW that I won’t be able to enjoy my food until it’s cleaned up. 
 
    Screw it. 
 
    He shoved a bite into his mouth, then strode toward the sink with quick, tense steps, feeling the day’s pent-up frustration building in his legs as he moved. I really want to kick something, but I think I’d better settle for taking out my pissed-off energy on this mess. I don’t need a busted cupboard door on top of everything else. 
 
    It took an act of will to control the amount of force he put into turning on the tap and swiping the cloth through the falling water, and he still managed to splash a few drops on the counter despite his attempt at restraint. 
 
    Unable to resist the impulse, Sam quickly wiped the drops away despite the likelihood that evaporation would have handled that problem for him. Then he scooped another oversized bite of meatloaf into his mouth, dropped to his knees, and began to mop the greasy mess off the linoleum. 
 
    At least she missed the carpet this time. Thank God for... wait... 
 
    Why is she prowling like that? 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked warily around his mouthful, groping for meatloaf crumbs with the cloth while keeping an accusing eye on the catgirl who had just slunk back into the kitchen. 
 
    “Nothing,” Nyla assured him, in a tone that he couldn’t help but find slightly unconvincing. “I’m just looking for a smell.” 
 
    Should I be worried about this? 
 
    I probably should be. 
 
    I’ll have to watch her carefully, and hope that makes a difference. 
 
    “OK,” he acquiesced warily, “as long as you smell but don’t touch. Or if you do touch something, try not to spread it across the whole vicinity. I’m already in the middle of cleaning up the last... why are you opening that cupboard? There’s nothing in there but garbage, so what exactly are... ARE YOU SERIOUS?!” 
 
    His voice rose to an incredulous roar, and the startled catgirl sprang away from the garbage can, a bloodstained Styrofoam beef package bouncing and dangling from her victorious teeth as she retreated. The human bolted to his feet, and Nyla took that as her cue to race toward the carpet, tracing a trail of crimson drops toward the easily stained material. 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    Abandoning the grease-stained cloth, Sam sailed across the kitchen in a spectacular horizontal leap. The sound of his takeoff made Nyla flatten her watchful ears, but it was already too late for her to evade him, and the air jolted from Sam’s lungs as he collided with the catgirl in a tackle worthy of the football teams he’d always ignored. 
 
    The impact bowled Nyla over just before she could cross the edge of the linoleum, and Sam scrambled to hold her in place with one hand while trying to confiscate the dripping Styrofoam tray with the other. 
 
    “Give that back!” he yelled, and Nyla’s feet skittered awkwardly as she struggled to complete her journey to the carpet. 
 
    “No!” she protested, the word warped by the tray in her mouth. “It’s mine! I want to lick it!” 
 
    “You already HAD supper – as much as you could be bothered to eat! And then you knocked MINE down! And then you wouldn’t even eat THAT! And you are NOT dragging that bloody package all over the bloody house and leaving bloody marks everywhere FOR ME TO BLOODY CLEAN UP!” 
 
    “I want to chew on this!” 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    With a mighty effort fuelled by a strength that he hadn’t known he could muster, Sam snatched the tray with one hand and his roommate with the other, then hauled the flailing feline to the back door. “Go outside and lick your Styrofoam, then.” 
 
    “But I haven’t smelled it y-” 
 
    With a straining heave, he shoved her headlong through the exit, blood-stained ground beef tray and all. 
 
    Then he slammed the door shut, whirled around, and stormed into the kitchen to clean up Nyla’s latest mess, stew in his incredulous rage, and eat his now-lukewarm meatloaf in something resembling peace. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3: Nothing Is Sacred, Or Cat-Proof 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not peeing. Go away.” 
 
    As the steaming-hot water pounded his skin, Sam wondered if it had been a mistake to let Nyla in before showering. On the one hand, leaving her outside would have restricted her interruption of this once-peaceful activity to audio only, as opposed to a foreboding presence hovering just outside the shower curtain. 
 
    On the other hand, this was her house, and her wailing at the bathroom window had started to bother the neighbours. If somebody had to interrupt his shower, better the catgirl than the police. 
 
    A squirt of shampoo splattered across his palm, and as he worked it through his short brown hair, the scent drew a fresh wave of anxious chatter. 
 
    “There’s something wrong! I can smell it!” 
 
    “It’s just water and shampoo, Nyla. Please calm down and let me shower in peace.” 
 
    “I have to see it!” A hand batted at the shower curtain, and Sam attempted to deter it with a light swat. 
 
    “No, you don’t. Stop messing with the curtain before you pull it open.” 
 
    I wonder if I should even care if she sees me naked. I’m still not sure whether to consider her a human or an animal. 
 
    On the other hand, I know what cats do with dangly things... 
 
    The crying on the other side of the curtain grew in volume and distress. “There’s water! This is bad!” 
 
    “I’m fine. You’re fine. There’s nothing wrong except the catgirl wailing about water. Please just go talk to the birds or something.” 
 
    For a moment, a blessed, uneasy silence descended on the steam-soaked room, long enough for Sam’s shoulders to think about relaxing. 
 
    Then a pale, horrified face appeared in front of him, and Sam yelped and clutched at the shower rod to avoid falling over. 
 
    “YOU’RE WET!” 
 
    “Yeah,” he returned, his heart pounding and his voice lurching up an octave as he recovered from the near-fall. “And you’re about to be if you don’t get your head out of here.” 
 
    She began to glance around in frantic panic. “Oh, no. Oh, no. You’re wet! You’re dripping!” Her eyes snapped up to meet his. “Are you OK? Should I save you? It’s water! I can’t save you! Get out!” 
 
    He was still angry. He should be angry; she was staring at him in the shower after he told her to go away. He wanted to be angry. 
 
    But... 
 
    But her eyes were so round and scared, and her entire face was alight with concern for him. She was intensely worried about his well-being, and despite his best intentions of staying indignant at her blatant disregard for his privacy, he found himself softening. 
 
    “I’m OK. I promise. I don’t need to get out.” He stared directly into her eyes as he spoke, trying to soothe her fear with his own steady calm. Despite the animalistic confusion that lingered in her face, her anxious gaze seemed almost human, and for a moment he could nearly forget the triangular feline ears that lay flat against her head. 
 
    Or maybe the ears just didn’t matter. Maybe this was one of those moments in which species and intellect lost their importance, and human and animal found a common bond of mutual care and concern. 
 
    I suddenly remember why people love cats. 
 
    “I’ll save you!” 
 
    Her wail pierced his peaceful reverie, and with that valiant, high-pitched battle cry ringing through the bathroom’s perfect acoustics, the panicked catgirl threw herself forward, floundering and flailing across the water-slicked smoothness of the bathtub’s edge. 
 
    Desperate to regain her balance, she seized the shower curtain with both hands, ripping the rod from its moorings with a screech of tortured metal. 
 
    And then, in a headlong rush of glorious failure, she plunged face-first into Sam’s knees, bringing two people, a curtain and a shower rod crashing down in a soggy tangle of limbs, screams, displaced water, and high-flying soap. 
 
    ...And now I forget. 
 
    The words throbbed through his head in time with the pounding of his heart, and Sam groaned as he lifted his aching forehead away from the tap. Nyla, meanwhile, thrashed beneath him, desperate to escape the water that was bouncing off the curtain and soaking her hair, and her companion was only too happy to haul her out of the bathroom and set her wet, floundering body loose on the rest of the house. 
 
    He could clean up the water later. Or, even better, let evaporation take care of it. 
 
    In the meantime, maybe, if he was really, really lucky, he could reattach the shower rod and complete his self-cleaning in something resembling peace. 
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    “Are you obsessed with my naked body or something?” 
 
    I know guys who would kill to be able to say that to a woman and mean it, but this is ridiculous. 
 
    Nyla’s head cocked to the side, her angled ears adding a lopsided appearance to her inquisitive, casual stare. “No. I just want to watch you.” 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t,” he protested, digging a pair of pyjama pants out of the drawer and weighing the pros and cons of physically hauling her out of his room. “Or at least wait until I’m dressed.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re wearing a cloth cage or not. I just like to watch people.” 
 
    “Well, I care, so go away. ...And don’t look at me like that.”  
 
    To his deep consternation, her eyes had suddenly grown wide and focused, her pupils dilating as her rapt attention fixed itself on the very last place he wanted it.“You’ve got something there.” 
 
    “Yeah, guys tend to,” he replied nervously, hastily slipping his feet into the pants. “Please stop staring at it like it’s a bird.” 
 
    “It’s dangly.” 
 
    “They usually are when confronted by a- hey, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Dangly...” 
 
    Her body sank into a tense, ready crouch, and a screaming wave of adrenaline exploded through Sam’s entire frame. 
 
    “No – no!” Mounting horror widened his eyes, and his hands rose. “NO!” 
 
    Too late – she was already flying at him like a demon fired from a cannon. 
 
    With a yelp of fear, he tried to escape onto his bed, only to discover that running and jumping don’t work very well when one’s pants are around one’s ankles. The result was a spectacular bug-eyed faceplant, his upper half flopping gracelessly onto the mattress while his legs were left dangling over the edge, his rear end jutting out like a beacon of defeat. 
 
    Nyla, meanwhile, went flying past him, her failed attack ending in an awkward half-somersault and a collision with the wall. 
 
    For a moment, she lay where she had fallen, her upper back bearing her weight while her legs remained splayed across the vertical surface that had ruined her roll. 
 
    Then she twisted onto her feet and fled the the scene of her embarrassment, leaving Sam to slowly push himself upright. The boy watched her retreat with his ears until it faded into silence, then he raised a weary hand to rub the sides of his forehead. 
 
    I hope the neighbours don’t call the police. 
 
    I hope I don’t end up wishing the neighbours would call the police. 
 
    I hope I don’t end up on the run from the police. 
 
    His eyes lifted to a nearby piece of furniture, and he gave a resigned, hopeful sigh. 
 
    And I hope this dresser is heavy enough to barricade the door. 
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    The dresser wasn’t heavy enough. 
 
    As his fingers methodically tapped the keys, pressing doggedly toward the completion of a project that wouldn’t be due until the first day of the fall semester, Sam felt his face sinking further and further into a flat, disgruntled scowl. 
 
    He’d thought he was good at concentrating. But his reaction to Nyla’s persistent fingernails on the armrest said otherwise. 
 
    “Pay attention to me.” 
 
    Because I’m obviously not in the middle of something. “No.” 
 
    “But look at my hair.” The catgirl nudged her head against his arm, causing him to hit the wrong key. “Look at my soft, lovely hair. You want to touch it. Hard. Right here.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t.” 
 
    “But I’m lonely and itchy!” 
 
    She brushed her mane against his elbow again, but this time he was ready and avoided pressing any keys until she was done. “Here,” she insisted. “That spot. Scratch it.” 
 
    A restrained sigh of frustration pressed against the insides of his narrow chest, and he briefly debated whether to acquiesce in hopes of placating her, or to ignore her and avoid teaching her to bother him when he wanted to be left alone. 
 
    The latter seemed more likely to pay off in the long run, but as her head disrupted his typing a third time, his will to continue the social skirmish began to crumble. 
 
    I’m too tired to fight her on this. I can work on training her later; for now, I just want to finish the word count I promised myself and move on with my life. 
 
    His fingernails descended to carefully scratch the specified spot on her head, and Nyla leaned against his fingers and smiled. “Do that more. Now here. And here.” 
 
    For a few seconds, the activity bought a welcome reprieve. Nyla’s nagging voice dissolved into a quiet, breathy purr, and typing with one hand turned out to be easier than typing with a catgirl pestering him. If he turned up the volume on his music and wedged his headphones further into his ears, most of his body and mind could almost pretend that she wasn’t there. 
 
    After half a minute of scratching, Nyla’s head sank out from under his fingers, leaving them to twitch in empty air for a moment before returning to the keyboard. His typing speed instantly doubled, and a relieved smile slowly washed across Sam’s face. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t so bad. Who knew it would be that easy to get an insistent catgirl off my- “AAAAAAH!” 
 
    A sudden darkness flew across his vision as something lunged between him and the computer screen, bowling his left arm out of the path on its way onto his lap. The impact rocked the chair to the perilous edge of its centre of balance, and Sam’s yell of alarm completely failed to register in the culprit’s mind. 
 
    “Pay more attention to me.” 
 
    His hand closed desperately around the edge of the heavy desk, and his heart decided that enough was enough and tried to kick its way out of his chest. A cold sweat broke across his back as they lingered on the brink of a sideways crash, and a frantic tug of his arm narrowly saved them from capsizing in a tangle of limbs again. 
 
    For a few stunned, adrenaline-soaked seconds, Sam simply sat there, breathing hard and trying to calm himself before attempting to speak or act. 
 
    Then Nyla, whose feline sense of balance had left her surprisingly unperturbed by the near miss, shoved her head beneath his hand again. “That belongs on my head. You should be using it to pet me.” 
 
    Breathe... breathe... don’t think, don’t talk, definitely don’t move, just breathe... 
 
    Despite his quest for self-control, the temptation to grab her offered head and use it to throw her off his lap nearly persuaded him to act on it. 
 
    Then a devious idea derailed that dark train of thought, a memory of a time when his mother had outsmarted a similarly attention-hungry cat. 
 
    “KITTY!” His voice rose to an appalling squeal, and Nyla’s eyes bugged with alarm as he flung both arms around her, squashed her to his chest, and started vigorously ruffling her hair. “Aw, you want affection, kitty? You want me to rub your head and mess up your hair and baby talk in your ear and squish you and hug you and- AWK!” 
 
    Overwhelmed by the horror of affection surpassing her own, Nyla flung herself headlong off of Sam’s lap, clotheslining herself on his headphones and ripping them out of his ears. His fingertips snapped up to cradle the affected areas while Nyla shook her head vigorously, leaped onto his bed, and started madly licking herself. 
 
    Ripping his attention away from his aching head, Sam shot a dark glare toward his furiously self-cleaning roommate. “Did you have to?” 
 
    “I did,” she sulked, assailing her shoulder with her tongue between words. “You ruffled me up and ruined my hair and covered me in human stink and made me itch.” 
 
    “Good,” he returned, surprised by the hardness of his own voice as he retrieved his headphones from the floor. “Behave yourself, or I’ll do it again.” 
 
    She put her ears back and glared at him. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll dare,” he warned, a slow, evil smile spreading across his face. “I’ll give you so much affection that you’ll hide in the basement and lick yourself and maybe even leave me in peace for all of ten minutes.” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “KITTY!” 
 
    With that terrible war cry ringing in his throat, he lunged out of his chair, sending Nyla scrambling off the bed, across the downed dresser, and into the basement in a flurry of half-panicked limbs. 
 
    Well. That ought to buy me a few minutes of peace. I guess I’d better use that time to... wait... 
 
    Quiet music gently nudged his train of thought off its track, and he glanced down at the cell phone that was slowly vibrating its way toward the edge of the desk. Huh. Mom was right. I really shouldn’t have used my favourite song as my ringtone. 
 
    If I use it that way for too long, I might just end up hating it. 
 
    Pushing his annoyance to the side, he intercepted the cheerfully singing device before it could make the world’s happiest suicide dive, then flipped it open. “Hello? This is Sam.” 
 
    “Ah, Sam. This is Mr. Michi. How are you doing?” 
 
    A brief twitch of anger tightened his grip on the phone, and Sam took a moment to steady his voice into a veneer of courteous calm. “Still alive, despite my new roommate’s best efforts.” 
 
    “Oh.” The elderly man’s voice fell. “I take it it was a difficult first day?” 
 
    “Let’s just say, there are some things I REALLY wish I’d known a few weeks ago.” 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    Well. That was informative. 
 
    The cell phone lay quietly on the nightstand, its suicidal vibrate function silenced along with its newly changed ringtone. Peaceful darkness cloaked the air, and as he drew the blankets closer to his chin, Sam closed his eyes and mentally reviewed his cache of newfound knowledge. 
 
    I think I’ll remember all of it. If not, I’ve got it written down. Hopefully we covered all the stuff I’ll need to know, and Nyla won’t raise any urgent questions before reasonable phone call hours. 
 
    As if summoned by his mental mention of her, a distant thunder of footsteps came rolling down the hall, rapidly approaching from the back of the house before fading away toward the living room. 
 
    I hope that isn’t going to be an ongoing thing. Rolling over with a sleepy moan, Sam pried one eye open and peered groggily into the blackness. “Hey, Nyla?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “The house wasn’t designed by NASCAR. Do you think you could keep the indoor drag racing down to a dull roar?” 
 
    “Drag racing? I’m not racing. There’s nobody to race. I just want to run around.” 
 
    Another set of hasty footsteps rumbled down the hall, all too audible through the slightly open door, and Sam rolled out of bed with a groan. This’ll get me even more awake than I already was, but if I lay the dresser down at the right angle... 
 
    The cumbersome piece of furniture was already overturned from Nyla’s last fiasco, and with a few minutes of grunting, growling and straining, Sam managed to wedge it between the door and the desk. There was still a bit of leeway for it to swing open, but a brief experiment with his own head reassured him that the gap wouldn’t accommodate a skull. 
 
    It won’t stop NASCAR Cat from making noise, but at least she won’t do anything else to me in my sleep. 
 
    With a yawn, he surveyed his handiwork one final time, then turned and shuffled back to bed, flopping onto the mattress with a deep, contented sigh. This sure feels good. If I have to be in a house with a mad catwoman, at least I have a really comfortable bed. 
 
    With those happy thoughts lingering in his mind, he pulled the covers up to his ears, then sank into a haze of quiet contentment for all of seven point five minutes. 
 
    Then an anguished wail seeped through the door, and Sam buried his face in his pillow to muffle a groan. 
 
    “Saaam!” 
 
    Maybe if I pretend to be asleep, she’ll forget I’m here. 
 
    “Saaaam!” 
 
    You have not reached the live-action decoy of Sam; please don’t leave a message... 
 
    “This is terrible! Sam!” 
 
    What’s terrible? Has she set the house on fire? 
 
    “What?” The moment the sound left his mouth, he cringed. I shouldn’t have let her know I’m awake. 
 
    But then, it could be fire. 
 
    “The door is closed! Sam, Sam, the door is closed and I’m all alone!” 
 
    A slow groan escaped his chest, forced out by a growing weight of worry and despair. She isn’t going to let me sleep, is she? She’ll just wear me down until my mind stops functioning, with my body soon to follow...  
 
    “You’re fine,” he insisted, his voice half a statement and half a plea. “I thought cats were supposed to be loners.” 
 
    “I’m not fine. It’s closed, and you’re there, and I can’t watch you, and I’m all alone!” 
 
    “Watch me? What are you, that vampire from Twilight? I don’t want you to watch me sleep. Or climb on me. Or do whatever it is that you do to your victims at night.” 
 
    Horrible possibilities started to flood through his mind, and he narrowly blocked them out in time to avoid breaking into a cold sweat. Why DID her last roommate leave so suddenly? Did they really just ‘leave’? Or is this one of those things where they file a missing person’s report once they’ve shampooed the blood out of the carpet? 
 
    No, that can’t be it. She wasn’t a good enough fighter to keep me from dressing her; she probably couldn’t kill and eat me even if she tried. 
 
    Unless she was REALLY motivated. 
 
    What if she refuses dinner too many times and gets hungry? 
 
    Outside the door, the anxious wails of “Let me in!” continued, and Sam decided to suspend his misgivings until he could get more data. 
 
    “Why? What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I want to sleep with you.” 
 
    “Sleep with me, as in...?” A small percent of his body expressed its readiness to rise to the occasion, while the rest silently screamed with half-panicked refusal. 
 
    Oh, no. Please no. Don’t tell me the catgirl has a crush on me. On top of being a pain in the butt with a REALLY unsexy personality, she might be mostly animal, and some female cats attack during sex, and WHAT IF I GIVE HER KITTENS?! 
 
    The mental image of him trying to explain that outcome to his landlord – or, even worse, his mother – crushed the flicker of arousal like an elephant’s backside descending on a candle, and Sam instinctively folded into a foetal position to make sure that nothing could possibly approach that part of his anatomy. 
 
    The sound of fingernails against wood made his body curl tighter, and Sam squeezed his eyes closed, flinching into an even smaller ball as the door slammed open. 
 
    Please hold, please hold... 
 
    To his infinite relief, the barricade held. 
 
    To his equally vast frustration, so did Nyla’s persistence. “I can’t get through! Let me in!” 
 
    Sam forced his voice to remain steady, while trying to ease his pounding heart into something resembling calm. “You haven’t answered my question. What do you mean by sleep with me?” 
 
    “I mean sleep. On the bed. I’m cold.” 
 
    Really. “No crap, Sherlock. That’s what happens when you refuse to wear clothes.” 
 
    “Please let me in.” 
 
    A deep, defeated sigh drained slowly from his lungs, and his eyes squeezed closed in resignation. “If I let you in, will you lie on the bed quietly and not wake me up?” 
 
    “I just want to lie on the bed and watch you fall asleep and then sleep.” 
 
    This is probably a bad idea, but I’m way too tired to fight her on it. “Fine. But if you make a lot of noise or move too much, I’m putting you out of the room. Got it?” 
 
    “OK. Just let me in.” 
 
    Why do I get the feeling that she either didn’t hear a word I just said, or just didn’t even factor it into her reply? 
 
    Uneasy dread stirred in his gut as he hauled himself out of bed, groaning as he undid his recent labour by moving the dresser. It didn’t help that Nyla was so desperate to get in that she kept trying to force the door open, making any form of movement involving any item pinned against said door five times more difficult than it had to be. 
 
    The instant the opening became big enough, she squeezed through the barely adequate gap with a force that looked like it should have smeared bruises across her face and shoulders. Unaffected by the experience, she sprang onto the bed with an urgent, scrambling lunge, extended her lithe body in a long, luxurious stretch... and then spread herself across as much of the mattress as her long limbs could cover. 
 
    For a few pained, defeated seconds, Sam could only stare at the catgirl who had taken over his bed. I forgot to tell her not to do that. I forgot to put it in the conditions. 
 
    Maybe she won’t remember that. 
 
    A moment later, his self-help books’ admonitions to be firmer about standing up for himself poked at the back of his mind. Right... it’s my bed. Even though I just moved here and it doesn’t feel like it yet, it’s still my bed. Even if I didn’t include a preemptive clause in our verbal agreement, she can’t claim the whole thing. 
 
    I just hope she doesn’t put up too much of a fight. 
 
    I suppose if worst comes to worst, I could always steal her bed... though in that case, she’d probably just follow me. 
 
    Well, here goes nothing... “Nyla, you need to leave some room for me.” 
 
    Her ear twitched toward him slightly, but the rest of her didn’t move. “I did leave room. Just lie on the rest of the bed or on top of me.” 
 
    By now, he had all but given up on not accidentally looking at her, but the idea of lying on top of her naked body or using her as a pillow still seemed like too big a stretch. “No. You need to move over to one side of the bed.” 
 
    Of course, she didn’t move an inch, nor give any indication that she was going to under her own power. I guess I’ll have to do it for her. 
 
    Emboldened by her failure to kill and eat him so far, he walked up to her feet, lifted them, then walked around to the foot of the bed, rotating her body ninety degrees so that she was stretched across the bed lengthwise. This had the unfortunate side effect of pulling his bedding completely out of place, but at least now he was able to claim one half of the mattress. 
 
    “All right. Now lift your butt so I can get my blankets out from under you.” 
 
    “I’m comfy here.” 
 
    “KITTY!” 
 
    Another bout of vigorous head-rubbing ensued, during which Nyla disappointingly refrained from outright fleeing the bed, and tried instead to simply invert herself out of existence. When she proved incapable of retracting her skull completely into her body, she began to swat at his hand, until finally she made too vigorous a movement and toppled herself past her centre of balance. 
 
    Flailing for a handhold that didn’t exist, the catgirl tumbled off the bed, whereupon she hastily began to groom herself as if she meant to be on the floor, and the act of self-cleaning could wash away the memory of her embarrassment. 
 
    With a triumphant smirk, Sam settled onto the centre of the bed, quickly arranging the blankets the way he wanted them before Nyla could pin them down again. The foresight proved unnecessary; the catgirl had apparently lost interest in the majority of his bed, having discovered a sudden preference for the space beside his head. 
 
    Turning his eyes away from the naked form that loomed over his face, Sam redirected his attention from her body to a far more important matter: “Are you going to lie there quietly and let me sleep?” 
 
    As the words came out of his mouth, the boy felt a twinge of pride at the way they sounded. Strong and firm, with a hint of warning in his tone. He’d learned how to deter this madwoman, he finally had a bit of leverage, and it was almost enough to make him feel like he was in control of his life again. 
 
    Oblivious to his silent triumph, Nyla wiggled her way into place, wedged her back against his pillow, and nestled her head atop her own knee. “I’m going to sleep.” 
 
    “Good. If you wake up before I do, please do it quietly. Or I’ll ruffle you up again.” 
 
    “Don’t ruffle me. I’m going to sleep.” 
 
    “OK.” His eyes slipped closed, and a small well of pride lingered in his chest as a smile drifted across his face. I can get this. I’ll figure out which buttons to push, bring her craziness down to a survivable dull roar, and have the WEIRDEST stories to tell when the next semester begins. 
 
    If I can get through this, I can do anything. I am an official certifiable adult. I am unstoppable. 
 
    ...And now she’s licking herself. 
 
    The pillow twitched in a rhythmic rocking motion as the catgirl dragged her tongue across her thigh, her graceful back swaying with the movement and definitely violating his ‘lie there quietly’ rule. Sam’s eyes rolled in quiet frustration, and his voice was a groggy, irate moan. 
 
    “If you’re going to move, get off the bed.” 
 
    “Hwaghk.” 
 
    A deep, wet gagging noise heaved its way up from the soggy depths of her throat, instantly conjuring the mental image of a pig hocking a loogie. With the fresh supply of saliva she’d summoned, the licking sounds took on a slightly damper quality, and Sam squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    “And if you’re going to make that noise while you draw on your well of infinite slobber, definitely get off the bed, and also kindly leave the room.” 
 
    “Blut I’m clomfortable hlere,” she protested, the words distorted by her insistence on continuing to lick herself while she spoke. 
 
    “Nnnngh...” 
 
    Any other time, her lick-talking would be kind of funny, but when I’m this tired... Screw it. This is SO not worth it. “Fine. I’ll go sleep in your room, then.” 
 
    The licking instantly stopped. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    I was afraid of that. “No.” 
 
    “But you’re the only person in the house. I have to stay near you.” 
 
    Her clinginess drew a frown across Sam’s face, annoyance giving way to confusion. “Where do you sleep when there’s no one around?” 
 
    “Anywhere. Because then there’s no one to watch. Besides...” 
 
    With a luxurious stretch, she keeled over, draping herself across his thighs. “You’re warm.” 
 
    As his roommate settled into place, Sam closed his eyes. I wonder if she’ll hold still long enough for me to fall asleep like this. 
 
    And if I’d wake up with both of my legs necrotic from a lack of circulation. 
 
    And if she’d go away if I peed on her right now. And if I could pee hard enough to get through the blanket and wet anyone besides myself. 
 
    On the other hand, then I’d have to do more laundry... 
 
    I’ll take my chances with my legs. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4: My Life as a Catgirl’s External Brain 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had him. The demon had him, and he was going to die. 
 
    It was on top of his legs now, pinning, squeezing, holding him down. He twisted, panic pounding through his chest as he struggled to break free, but his leaden arms were pressed into the ground by an invisible force. 
 
    He couldn’t give up. His legs were already dying, and when the creature’s luminous fangs reached his throat, he rest of him would follow. 
 
    At last, his valiant, violent squirming forced the beast to release him, and for a thrilling moment it pawed the ground as if preparing to charge. Sam braced himself, summoning a sword, and the monster began to lean toward him... 
 
    ...Only to tilt into a slow sideways crash, a rumbling groan escaping its depths as its warm, defeated bulk flopped gracelessly onto his torso. Triumph broke across his chest like a wave rearing skyward, and he opened his mouth in a victorious cry of- 
 
    “Mblthbthpffft!” 
 
    Night surged into his vision like a much less triumphant tide, and his attempts to bat the intrusion away from his head were thwarted by his blanket. Fur swept across his face, lingering almost deliberately on his spluttering mouth, and Sam squashed his features into a tight-lipped grimace as he turning his head away. 
 
    Clarity finally seeped into his mind, followed closely by the red glow of the digital clock and the appalling realization that it was 4:22 in the morning. A low groan escaped his chest, and one of his barely-mobile arms prodded at the weight that lay atop his torso. 
 
    “Nyla, get that tail out of my face, or I’m going to bite it.” Actually, I don’t want to bite it, but – aw, heck, I’ve already got so much fur in my mouth that biting her wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    “Oh, good, you’re up!” Undeterred by his threat, she eagerly turned to face him, her dangling hair replacing her tail on his cheek. “It’s breakfast time.” 
 
    Please don’t tell me she’s used to getting fed this early in the morning. “No, it’s not. It’s ‘the two of us go to sleep on separate beds’ time.” 
 
    “But you’re warm.” 
 
    I need that squirt bottle. 
 
    I wonder if spitting would work. Too bad I spit like a- 
 
    His train of thought derailed abruptly, and he inwardly groaned. Scrub that. I know at least two girls who spit better than me. 
 
    One of them is two months old. 
 
    Screw my life. 
 
    “Nyla, I know you want food and a warm body to pester and out and in and to watch me pee and all kinds of stuff, but right now, I really need to sleep. Wait three more hours, and then I’ll get you some food.” 
 
    Three. Hours. I wonder if either of those words mean anything to her. 
 
    “But I want food now.” 
 
    I thought as much. “If I get you some sn- NO!” A horrible realization crashed through his mind, stopping his potentially disastrous statement in mid-sentence. “No, I am not training you to wake me up for snacks in the middle of the night. I’m not feeding you right now. Also, due to a violation of the ‘lie there quietly’ rule, get off of my bed or I’ll throw you off.” 
 
    “But you’re warm.” 
 
    “BWAAAAH!” 
 
    A sudden roar burst from his throat, and the startled feline rewarded his effort by jerking away from him and tumbling off the bed. Further noise made her shrink against the floor, and a sharp lunge into a sitting position finally convinced her that his bedroom wasn’t her favourite place in the world after all. 
 
    As her retreating footsteps clumped down the hall, Sam settled back against the mattress, staring at the night-shrouded ceiling with a mixture of dread, resignation and hope. 
 
    This is way worse than I thought it would be, but maybe, if I find the right buttons, I can still handle this. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    And to think, some people do this for a living. They practice for years to hone their craft. 
 
    And then I did it overnight. 
 
    Suck it, contortionists. 
 
    Objectively, he knew that the pretzel into which he had formed himself wasn’t actually that impressive. Just awkward, vaguely painful, and hard to extract himself from. 
 
    But when one wakes up twisted around a naked catgirl who has taken over the centre of the bed and is breathing directly into one’s face, objectivity doesn’t tend to be one’s best attribute for the first few half-asleep seconds. 
 
    Twisting and flopping in a quest to escape from his roommate’s nose-rotting morning breath, Sam wormed his way out from under her, stretched like a post across the edge of the mattress, and turned his face away from her toxic exhalations. Within seconds, the soggy sounds of saliva-based grooming resumed, and Sam squinted at the clock. 7:02. I supposed I could get up and feed her now, but... 
 
    Screw it. I said something along the lines of 7:30, and I’m going to sleep until 7:30. Or at least lie here and try to sleep. 
 
    With a twist of his legs and hips, he ejected Nyla from the bed, repeating the process two more times before she finally gave up on jumping back onto him. As her footsteps retreated from the room, he emptied his lungs in a slow exhalation, and settled deeper into his pillow. 
 
    I wonder how long she’s going to leave me alone. 
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    7:15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “SAM!” 
 
    “I’m dead.” 
 
    “Hello? Hello? Is anybody there? Sam? Sam? Sam?” 
 
    The boy let out a deep, exasperated groan, then rolled onto his face and pressed his pillow over his ears. “Fine, I’m not dead. I’m here. Quit yelling.” 
 
    “Sam? Sam? I heard you. Where are you? Sam?” 
 
    Are you kidding me? “I’m exactly where I was when you left.” 
 
    “I don’t remember where that is!” 
 
    Wow. A cat, a human, and Dory from Finding Nemo, all in one. 
 
    “The bedroom,” he reminded her, his voice turning muffled as his face sank defeatedly into the mattress. 
 
    “Where is that?” 
 
    You’re kidding. “You’re supposed to be a skillful predator, aren’t you? Follow my scent.” Just keep looking, just keep looking, just keep looking, looking, looking... 
 
    “It’s everywhere!” 
 
    “Follow my voice, then.” How did cats survive before domestication? And how do they ever catch anything? 
 
    Maybe the birds let themselves be caught just to shut them up. Sure, they die a bloody, painful death, but it’s worth it. 
 
    The sound of trotting footsteps tumbled across his ears, and Sam watched as his roommate squeezed through the still-small gap and clambered over his dresser on all fours. At the sight of him, her ears perked up, and she eagerly pattered over to the nearest side of the bed before coming to a sudden, disconcerted halt. “This isn’t good.” 
 
    He watched her with languid resignation, vaguely noting that making eye contact at a ninety-degree angle, when the other person’s eyes were the only visible part of their face, was a mildly strange sensation. “What’s not good? And when I find out, am I going to roll my eyes?” 
 
    “I want to lie down beside you.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s not good. But knowing you, you’ll do it anyway, so you might as well get it over with.” 
 
    “But I want to lie down by your right side.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I’m on the left side. This isn’t good.” 
 
    “So walk around to the right side.” Hi, I’m Sam. What do I do? Well, I function as an external brain for a deranged speech-capable cat. 
 
    “OK.” Oblivious to his silent sarcasm, the catgirl ducked out of sight, and Sam closed his eyes. 
 
    I wish this could be an “I’m sinking down into blissful oblivion” type of eye-closing, but I’m bracing myself so hard... 
 
    His tension was rewarded by an obnoxious clattering as his water bottle and clock went flying off the nightstand, and he lifted an eyelid just enough to watch balefully as Nyla padded toward him. 
 
    “DON’T.” 
 
    She did. Instead of walking around the bed like a reasonable person, she crawled right over him, planting her weight on his torso several times in the process, then mashed her back against his with a blissful sigh. “I love you, Sam.” 
 
    I should probably, maybe be flattered, but... “Ow. My ribs hate you. Why didn’t you just come up from the other side instead of stepping on me? That hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t like to jump up from the right side. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just don’t.” She began to writhe luxuriously, her voice stretching into a blissful sigh. “Aahh, you’re so warm! I bet your breath is even warmer.” 
 
    “What? No. No! Nyla, don’t you dare lie down on my fa-mmmf!” 
 
    A moment later, a startled catgirl went flying off the bed, and Sam spent a moment rubbing his nose and suppressing his frustrated rage. 
 
    OK. I give up. Time to get up and feed the demon, and tonight, the door stays closed! 
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    By now, he could practically feel it coming. It was like a primal instinct that had been buried all his life, but was quick to emerge as soon as it had a single day of training. 
 
    She’s going to start bothering me... now. 
 
    Sure enough, exactly on his mark, two rapt green eyes and triangular ears appeared just above the upper edge of his textbook. 
 
    “You’re ignoring me.” 
 
    He didn’t bother to look up. “Yup.” 
 
    Her head bobbed and cocked from side to side, as if trying to evaluate the competition for her companion’s attention. “What are you ignoring me for?” 
 
    “A book.” 
 
    “Ignore the book instead.” 
 
    He lifted the volume higher, blocking the catgirl from his line of sight. “No. I’m busy ignoring you.” 
 
    “That makes me want you to touch me.” 
 
    That bit of weirdness was enough to make him lower the book, all the better to stare at the source of the nonsensical statement. “What, because I’m not paying attention to you, you’re interested? What are you, a PUA textbook?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The thing about wanting me to touch you because I’m ignoring you. Is this a girl thing, a Nyla thing, or a cat thing?” 
 
    “I’m confused.” 
 
    “Never mind.” Note to self: do not attempt to have a psychological discussion about species and gender issues with a cat. 
 
    I’m gonna assume it’s a cat thing. 
 
    Oblivious to his musing, Nyla batted delicately at his hand. “Pay attention to me.” 
 
    She has the same respect for boundaries as Anton’s favourite PUA textbooks. 
 
    He lifted the book a bit higher, hoping she’d forget that his face was there if she couldn’t see it. “I’m guessing there’s no point in having a talk about respecting personal choices and boundaries with a cat.” 
 
    “Boundaries? There are no boundaries. Your lap is right there, and nobody but me has marked their territory on it.” 
 
    Note to self: don’t attempt to have a talk about much of anything with a cat. 
 
    Maybe there’s a better way to dissuade her. “Here, let’s try a simpler topic. Do you want to go outside?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Of course not. You’re a cat. You wouldn’t know even if you were already halfway outside. 
 
    “I want to sit in your lap,” Nyla insisted, and Sam crossed his legs, attempting to minimize the available lap space. 
 
    “I don’t want you to. Besides, my book’s in the way.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s a problem.” Sad consternation flowed through her tone, and though the book still blocked her from his view, he heard her turn away. “That’s OK. I wasn’t planning to jump up. I just want to wash myself anyway. I wasn’t trying to do anything.” 
 
    “That’s good.” I don’t believe her, but... smile and read, just smile and- “Hey!” 
 
    His book was suddenly airborne, and Sam swung his hands up to protect his face as the oversized feline came barging onto his lap, flinging the textbook aside with a decisive swat and a cheerful trill of “Look! It’s gone!” 
 
    A moment later, she hit the floor, propelled from his legs in an instinctive attempt to protect his thighs and a nearby high-priority area from being stomped on. 
 
    “Oh look!” His voice was far more chipper than he’d expected. “You’re gone!” 
 
    My reflexes are improving. I actually stopped being mad and started being a smart aleck a lot sooner that time. 
 
    Who knows... if this summer forces me to improve my humour skills, I might actually get a girlfriend this fall. Or at least, make a girl laugh in a way that isn’t kind of awkward and pitying. 
 
    His eyes flicked toward Nyla, who was grooming herself dismissively as if attempting to pretend that her failed invasion had never happened, and he decided to leave her with her pretenses. His new line of thought had opened up some intriguing possibilities, and a small smile started to spread across his face. 
 
    Girls like guys with pets, right? 
 
    Even if they’re giant, annoying, psychotic pets. 
 
    Pets who look like naked women... 
 
    And with that, the hope that had risen in his mind deflated like a balloon in the claws of a playful catgirl. I’m going to stay single my whole life, and then become the crazy cat man. I just know it. 
 
    Maybe I’ll marry the crazy cat lady and move in with her, and we can have a nice little army of nice little cats who are nice and little. 
 
    In the meantime, I have stuff to study, so I guess I’d better get to that. Granted, I won’t need this stuff until the next semester starts, but there’s no harm in getting a head start. 
 
    If I’m going to be the crazy cat man, at least I’ll be a well-educated one. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5: Attack of the Lap Zombies 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you, the bed still exists!” 
 
    “But I don’t WANT to be on the bed!” 
 
    “There’s a couch!” 
 
    “I don’t care!” 
 
    “There’s the floor!” 
 
    “The floor isn’t warm!” 
 
    Gritting his teeth in frustration, Sam looked the relentless catgirl in the eye and growled, “My laptop won’t be either, if I put it in the freezer. If I chill it for a few minutes before using it again, then will you stop trying to lie on it?” 
 
    In response to his dire, desperate threat, Nyla glared up at Sam, her ears pinned against her hair as she hunched her head into her neck. Her shoulders leaned toward him angrily, her posture radiating wary belligerence, and the human deliberately mirrored her pose as he met her eyes. 
 
    “I’m going to lie on that,” she insisted, her voice low and dangerous, and Sam narrowed his stare. 
 
    “No, you aren’t. And you aren’t going to make it ‘gone’ either. You’re going to walk away now, or when I go to my new job tomorrow, I’ll pick up a spray bottle on the way back and soak you with it when I get home.” 
 
    “I don’t know what ‘tomorrow’ is. And I don’t care. I am going to lie on that laptop.” 
 
    As the realization slowly sank in, Sam’s fingers tightened on his computer, and the corners of his mouth drifted down. It looks like I’ll just have to accept it. She’s going to keep trying, and there’s no point in driving myself nuts by wishing she’d stop. 
 
    With a deep, quiet sigh and slow, controlled movements, Sam lifted his feet off the floor, braced them against Nyla’s shoulders, and extended his legs to full length. The catgirl backed away from him, complaining all the way, then Sam resumed his former position, bracing his laptop on one thigh while keeping the other leg ready to fend off another invasion. 
 
    And with that, he went right on typing, keeping his eyes on the screen and his opponent in the corner of his vision as he spoke. “Go ahead and try.” 
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    Move over, Mr. Miyagi. There’s a catgirl in town. 
 
    The fingers on his left hand danced across the keys, pausing just long enough to avoid making a typo while his right hand plastered itself across Nyla’s head. She’d left him alone for a good two hours while she took a nap, but now she was rested and ready to fight, and her entire existence seemed to have been distilled down to the single purpose of claiming her place on his laptop. 
 
    The interruption to her latest pounce landed her on her rear, and his name broke sharply from her mouth in a combination of whine and growl. His left hand continued to type, while the entire right side of his body braced itself for combat. 
 
    I love peripheral vision. That magical ability to finish off an essay while making sure the asylum’s other inmate doesn’t... wander off and... what is that? 
 
    Oh, crap. 
 
    As it turned out, trying to climb him like a haystack was not the most disruptive thing his companion could have done. Instead, she was now creeping toward a small, quick shape on the ground, and the sight sent tension skittering through Sam’s clenched shoulder blades. 
 
    Great. A spider. I hope it isn’t too venomous. 
 
    Sam leaned toward the tiny creature, squinting and silently thanking God, his genes, and good eye care for his excellent eyesight. The animal came into focus, and Sam’s fingers raced across the keyboard, hoping he could identify the intruder before Nyla finished staring at it and forced him to saver her from her own predatory instincts. 
 
    Let’s see, brown spider with stripes on its back... no, that’s not it, neither is that, and that’s not... oh! There it is. 
 
    OK, funnel weaver. Not generally dangerous, though different people react to it in different ways... 
 
    ...Aaand, apparently Nyla reacts by delicately batting at it. Well. Now I feel sorry for it. 
 
    But not sorry enough. 
 
    Lacking the motivation to move from his perch and save the already-damaged spider, Sam settled back to watch the show, pecking out a word here and there while quick, clumsy, tentative jabs of Nyla’s fingers terrorized her prey. 
 
    At least she’s not panicking, running away from it, and screaming at me to capture it. I wonder what she’ll do with it when she- OH, OH, oh crap, EW... 
 
    With her teeth gnashing and her tongue flailing in and out of her mouth, the catgirl wrestled her tiny foe, the hyperbolic gyrations of her face depicting an epic and desperate battle inside her thrashing jaws. Now and then, Sam caught the dark, mangled shape of the unfortunate spider clinging to her tongue, but before he could fully bring his brain to accept what it was witnessing, she managed to corner the arachnid and force it down her throat. 
 
    ...Well. I didn’t see that coming. 
 
    Now I REALLY hope she’s not allergic. 
 
    He sighed. I guess the last, let’s see, two hundred words of my summer essay will have to wait. Time to try to Google what happens when a cat-human hybrid eats a funnel weaver spider. 
 
    May God have mercy on my brain. 
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    As it turned out, Nyla wasn’t dying. 
 
    Not that she was about to admit that to anyone, least of all Sam. 
 
    “I’m thirsty!” 
 
    “Your bowl is right there,” he pointed out, aiming a finger in a futile attempt to distract her from rubbing his legs while he tried to walk through the kitchen. 
 
    She cast a split-second glance toward the bowl, then returned her plaintive gaze to him. “I don’t like to drink out of that.” 
 
    “That kind of defeats the purpose of its existence,” Sam pointed out. “But I guess I can get you something else. Do you want a cup?” 
 
    “A cup?” Eager joy lit up her vivid green eyes. “Oh, yes! I love knocking cups over! The water’s so pretty as it falls to the floor.” 
 
    “A bottle, then?” 
 
    “But what about my cup?” 
 
    “No. I’ll get you something you actually want to drink out of. What else do you drink from around here?” 
 
    Her wide, bright eyes settled on the area just above the sink. “The tap.” 
 
    Is she saying she doesn’t like filtered water or something? A frown slowly spread across Sam’s face; he didn’t remember Mr. Michi saying anything specific about the treatment of her drinks. “You mean you want me to pour some tap water into your bowl?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    For an instant, comfortable confusion struggled for a hold, fighting to survive against a sudden wave of gross realization. 
 
    Then the revelation successfully barged through his mental wall of denial, and Sam’s face froze. “You lick the tap?” 
 
    You eat the spider, and then you lick the tap... 
 
    “Yes. While it’s running. And sometimes after, when there’s still some water hanging there.” 
 
    “Ohhh.” His voice was half an acknowledgement of her statement, and half a disgusted moan. I wish I’d known that earlier. 
 
    “Sam? What are you doing? Oh, the tap! I’ll lick it now!” 
 
    As the water tumbled over his hands, the boy fended her off with his foot. “No, I don’t think so. I’m washing the tap off with soap, and then I’m finding a way to keep you from ever licking it again.” 
 
    Horror splashed across her face. “Why?!” 
 
    “Because I don’t want your spider-floor-cat germs all over the tap and everything I wash with it!” I have no idea how many of the germs actually survive, or how dangerous they are, but... spider-mouth... 
 
    “Here. Watch,” he continued, retrieving a bowl from the cupboard and twisting the faucet handle. “I’m filling a fresh, clean bowl with water from the tap. It’s tap water. The same water you’d get from licking the tap.” 
 
    “But it’s not moving.” 
 
    “Then stir it around with your tongue and make it move. Or I could ask Mr. Michi to get you a fountain. But you are not. Licking. The. Tap.” 
 
    The water neared the upper edge of the bowl, and Sam turned the faucet off with a decisive flick of his wrist. “Here. Smell it. It’s tap water.” 
 
    Crouching on all fours, Nyla extended her neck to sniff at it, and Sam lowered it slowly toward the floor, making sure to keep the liquid’s origin at the top of his roommate’s mind. “See? Tap water. Nice, fresh, still-slightly-moving tap water.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sam.” Beaming happily, Nyla followed the bowl with her nose until it was at head level. 
 
    Then, with a joyful, contented smile, she stuck her face forward, rubbed the vessel affectionately with her cheek, and spilled it all over herself. 
 
    The gentle touch of flowing water sent panic screaming across her face, and her limbs slid wildly across the newly-soaked floor as she tried to burst into flight. After a few frantic seconds of friction-free floundering, she regained her purchase and vanished around the corner, leaving Sam to stare after her with an empty bowl dangling in his hand and a burst of incredulous laughter rising in his chest. 
 
    I guess she doesn’t like moving water that much after all. At least this bodes well for the spray bottle. 
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    Sam had never thought he could enjoy a job as much as he did this one. Sure, it was just restocking items and assisting customers on the floor of a hardware store, and despite his ability to memorize the location of everything a client could need, hammers and screws weren’t exactly his passion. 
 
    But there were no catgirls there, and that made all the difference. 
 
    Despite the lack of Nyla’s physical presence, the clingy feline couldn’t seem to leave Sam’s mind alone for even an hour, and he found his thoughts straying to her as he topped off a tray’s dwindling supply of Phillips screws. 
 
    I wonder what she does all day, alone in that house, when she doesn’t have me to terrorize. 
 
    I hope she’s not mangling my stuff. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    The boy’s head popped up, his cinnamon-brown gaze searching for a moment before it settled on a tall, skinny young man with floppy black hair. “Yeah?” he called, and the lanky youth waved from his spot behind the cash register. 
 
    “Phone call for you.” 
 
    It’s the neighbours or the police, and she’s definitely mangling my stuff. 
 
    Mr. Michi had assured him that she’d be fine by herself while he was at work. Cats, he’d claimed during last night’s phone call, were independent creatures – not that Nyla was a glowing example of that trait. 
 
    But just because Nyla was fine didn’t mean that her near vicinity was. 
 
    Calm down. Don’t get worried just yet. It could be mom, checking to see how my first day of work is going. Not that abandoning my customers to have a lengthy phone conversation would improve my first day of work, but I’m sure she already knows that and wouldn’t keep me talking for long. 
 
    The handset slid into his palm, and a glance at the vicinity reassured him that none of their customers were currently looking lost. It looks like I can afford to pay attention to the phone, at least for a little while. “Hello? This is Sam.” 
 
    “Ah, Sam, how are you doing?” 
 
    The smiling, aged voice of his landlord drifted from the speaker, and Sam suppressed the sudden urge to burst out laughing. Well, aside from being trapped in a house with a madwoman... 
 
    “Not too bad. I can’t talk long, though; I’m at work. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I was telling my sister about you, and she says she’d love to meet you. After work, of course. Cant have you abandoning your customers.” 
 
    “No, we can’t have that.” His voice smiled with polite warmth, but inwardly he couldn’t help but ask, Then why are you calling me here and now? 
 
    A young couple was starting to look uneasy as they stared down a formidable selection of screws, and Sam’s feet began to twitch as he kept an eye on them. I’m not really interested in meeting his sister, but do I get to say that to my landlord? 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the old man assured him, “my sister is very nice. And not a cat lady, not like Nyla. She has offered to cook you and Nyla one of her excellent meals.” 
 
    I wonder what his definition of ‘nice’ is. I mean, his definition of ‘special needs’ is a human animal, so is his definition of an excellent meal cat food? 
 
    But then, at least I won’t have to cook it myself. 
 
    And I probably won’t have to force Nyla to eat it. 
 
    I’m sold. 
 
    “Sure. What’s the address, and what time should I be there?” 
 
    “It’s just three doors down from you, on the north side of the street. Leave the house, turn west, pass two houses, and then it’s the next house. The one with the flamingo and the birdbath. Now, Nyla might be reluctant to follow you, so just shake the bag of treats I left in the cupboard above the refrigerator, and she should come.” 
 
    “OK. What time?” I already asked that, but... patience, Sam. He’s old, he’s busy, and his memory might be going. 
 
    “Six-thirty. Is that all right for you?” 
 
    “It’s fine. Um, I’ve got to go; I’ve got a customer waiting for me.” 
 
    “Of course. I will see you at six-thirty.” 
 
    “OK, thanks. See you then.” 
 
    As the line went dead, his coworker offered him a sympathetic smile and extended a hand to retrieve the phone. “Lonely relatives?” 
 
    Visions of his upcoming walk with Nyla flashed through Sam’s head, and his returning smile was a mixture of gratitude for the well-deserved sympathy, and ruefulness at his own answer. “I wish it was only that.” 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “Oh. You’re back. Did you bring any interesting smells?” 
 
    As Nyla padded up to him on all fours, blocking him from progressing further than the doormat, Sam shrugged his backpack onto the floor. “Let’s see. We have Fragrance of Metallic Items on my hands, Essence of Car Exhaust on my backpack, and Eau De Overly Affectionate Grandpa Type wrapped around my torso. What’ll it be today?” 
 
    “I’ll smell all of them. Hold still, Sam. I want to smell all of them.” 
 
    “Actually, I have something better for you to smell.” 
 
    “This first,” she declared, probing at his knee with her nose, and he decided it was time to use his trump card. 
 
    “But we need to go for supper.” 
 
    “Supper?” Her emerald eyes sparked with interest and her ears perked forward, her exploration of his olfactory library instantly forgotten. “Yes, right now. You need to make supper now.” 
 
    “Actually, your-” Landlord? Owner? Heaven forbid, father? “-landlord’s sister is going to make supper for us.” 
 
    “Landlord? What’s that?” 
 
    “You know, the old man who brought me here. What do you call him?” 
 
    “Satoru.” 
 
    Is that his first name? Come to think of it, I never asked – I was busy being Mr. Call-Everyone-By-Their-Last-Names McFormal. 
 
    “More importantly,” the single-minded feline pressed, snapping him free of his thoughts, “we’re going to get food?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Out of the house?” 
 
    “Yes. Can I walk you over to his sister’s house like a pair of civilized people, or are you going to flip out and make me chase you down the street?” 
 
    “Sister’s house. That’s where I get treats when I go out of the yard.” 
 
    “Yes. We’re going to go get treats.” Thank God, I think she’s already been there. Maybe she’ll go without a fight, without a leash, without coaxing or cajoling or- 
 
    “I need to take a bath first.” 
 
    Or stopping to try to bury her face in her own crotch. 
 
    Speaking of that rather private area... “You need to put some clothes on first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re going out in public, and you can’t just crawl across the neighbourhood naked.” 
 
    Predictably, her ears and face dropped into a position of flat refusal. “I don’t like your floppy cages. I can’t feel the way the world works and then I fall down.” 
 
    “Ummm...” For crap’s sake, why didn’t I ask Mr. Michi about this? I mean, I know it was because I was in a hurry to get back to my customers, but whyyy? 
 
    “How about this?” he suggested. “You put some clothes on and I’ll carry you.” Which would be easier if I wasn’t built like a moderately sturdy stick. I need to start lifting weights. 
 
    Well, no time like the present. 
 
    Unfortunately, Nyla’s answer offered little hope for his new fitness plan. “I don’t want to wear any clothes,” she informed him firmly. “Let’s just go outside.” 
 
    I guess there’s no point in arguing about it. I might as well just grab the shirt and get this over with. “Give me a minute. I need to get something.” 
 
    “Do it quickly. I want food.” 
 
    As he turned and walked toward his room, the corners of Sam’s mouth turned down, pinned by the weight of his mental monologue. 
 
    I wonder if this legally counts as some sort of reverse sexual assault. 
 
    I can see the headlines now. Rogue pervert forces a woman to put her clothes on. Law enforcement baffled. 
 
    College boy implied to be gay by homophobic frenemy classmate for not wanting to go walking down the street with a mad nudist where the neighbours and Google Earth might see him. 
 
    College boy offers to switch lives with said frenemy. 
 
    Frenemy agrees, and soon regrets his decision. 
 
    His eyes strayed to the clock on the nightstand, and he sighed. College boy realizes it’s time to stop stalling by writing imaginary headlines, and get the catgirl dressed. 
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    “Ah, Sam, I’m glad you could make it!” Satoru Michi’s face shone as he quickly pulled the door open, and his smile widened as he turned toward his feline charge. “And you even managed to dress Nyla.” 
 
    Accomplishment of the year, Sam reflected wryly, taking a stumbling step forward while deep gasps dragged themselves from his open, panting mouth to his overtaxed lungs. His arms trembled beneath the weight of the splayed, horrified figure in their awkward grasp, and his legs silently screamed at him to stop walking and just sit down. 
 
    Nyla, meanwhile, appeared to have developed a case of pre-death rigor mortis, with one leg stretched straight out, another cocked upward at a forty-five-degree angle, and her arms sticking directly ahead of her as if the trauma of her current predicament could be physically held at bay. 
 
    “Yeah,” the boy grunted, trying to find an angle at which he could fit his frozen burden through the door. “And I think she’s forgotten how to use her body.” 
 
    “It’s all right. She always forgets when she has clothes. And she makes the funniest faces – just look at that stare!” 
 
    Sure enough, as he inched his way into the house, Sam couldn’t help but smirk at the expression that was plastered across his companion’s flexible face. Her mouth was flattened and stretched down in a clownishly exaggerated line, and her eyes bugged out as if they were trying to escape from her head. Her tail twitched spasmodically, and it was only when the clink of dishes and the smell of food drew her attention that her paralysis began to wear off. 
 
    The sudden fit of squirming nearly forced Sam to drop her on her side, but he narrowly succeeded in lowering her safely to the cool tile floor. Her body instantly went limp, and her eyes shone with an eagerness that contrasted comically with her limbs’ half-hearted attempt to move by paddling awkwardly against the floor. 
 
    Her tail flicked and quivered urgently, and her wide, haunted stare suddenly turned to fix itself on Sam, pinning him beneath its harsh accusation. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see. I dressed you in one of my old T-shirts and a pair of sweatpants, got kicked three times, and then tied a short rope around your waist to keep you from pulling the T-shirt off and running away down the street. Does that about cover it?” 
 
    “I can’t understand my body anymore and everything is ruined. I can’t get to the food and I’m starving to death.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You probably weigh as much as I do. I don’t know how Mr. Michi got you here all the other times.” 
 
    The confusion that had been nagging at his mind through the entire journey demanded an answer, and Sam turned toward his landlord, allowing his exasperated bewilderment to show in his eyes. “How DO you usually get her here?” 
 
    The old man gave a matter-of-fact smile. “Through the back alley. And much less nicely dressed.” 
 
    For a moment, Sam could only stare at him. I wonder if would be wrong to violently facepalm in this situation. 
 
    WHAP! 
 
    I don’t care. I just did. 
 
    To his relief, Mr. Michi didn’t seem bothered by his wordless melodrama. Instead, the elderly gentleman laughed softly as he placed a weathered hand on Sam’s slumped shoulder. “It’s all right. By the time the summer is over, you’ll know all of Nyla’s tricks.” 
 
    “I’ll be the smartest kid in school,” Sam muttered, slowly dragging his hand off his face. 
 
    In response to the theatrical show of distress, the old man gave a soft, reassuring chuckle, gently patting Sam’s shoulder and guiding him toward the small bench that sat near the door. “Come, take your shoes off and go wash up. I’ll take care of Nyla while you have a break. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” The boy lifted his head, a wan smile gracing his lips. As he settled stiffly onto the bench and reached down to remove his footwear, he cast a quick glance toward his languishing roommate, then returned his eyes to his landlord. “Did you ever live with her and take care of her yourself?” 
 
    Satoru nodded as he slowly bent down to free Nyla from her ‘floppy cage’. “Oh, yes. For years. She lives longer than small, furry cats, but she never seems to grow up or become more human-like. She always has the mind of a young cat. And look at me...” He chuckled. “I’m old. I need a young, strong person like you to help take care of her. I cannot wrestle her to wash her feet or dress her up like you can, and as I’m sure you can imagine, her habit of racing around the house has gotten very dangerous for me. The last time she knocked me over, I had to go the hospital.” 
 
    Sam flinched at the thought – he didn’t like to imagine what a catgirl collision could do to a senior citizen’s skeleton. 
 
    Prying his face out of the sympathetically pained expression, he nodded, then pulled his shoes off and carefully set them to the side as the catgirl scrambled out of the foyer. “Yeah, I can understand that. She’s a handful. I’ll admit, I had some misgivings at first...” and jokingly contemplated murder-suicide... “but I’m starting to get used to her.” 
 
    “Ah, good. I knew you would. She was difficult for me, too, at first; it seems there is a good reason why owning cats the size of humans is usually illegal.” 
 
    Oh, good, so it isn’t just that I suck. Sam smiled at his landlord, then glanced toward Nyla as she eagerly clambered onto what was clearly a favourite chair. As the feline’s lithe body sprawled blissfully across the lightly clawed furniture, Mr. Michi returned his twinkling eyes to Sam. “But you know what, Sam?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The boys who manage to take care of Nyla usually come out of it as men. A challenge like her makes your mind and body strong, and it makes you learn some valuable traits. Besides, after putting clothing on Nyla, the school bully does not look so scary now, does he?” 
 
    Images flashed through Sam’s mind, and he couldn’t help but chuckle. “You know, I’ve heard that if you mess with a sheep-shearer, you’ll come out of it second best. But try putting clothing onto a cat, and the shearer has nothing on you.” 
 
    Splash. 
 
    The liquid sound washed over his mirth, bringing his laughter to a sudden, uneasy pause, and the two men cast a suspicious glance toward Nyla. To Sam’s exasperation, the catgirl was standing beside their host’s aquarium, one hand braced against its upper edge while the other darted into the water in pursuit of an agitated tetra. The frightened fish flashed out of sight, and its tormentor patted at the grimacing tiki head into which it had vanished. 
 
    “No!” Michi’s tone was sharp and stern, and Nyla’s head jerked down toward her shoulders as she glanced at him. 
 
    For a moment, the two of them glared at each other, their gazes locked in a battle of wills: his, level and burning with a silent warning, and hers, sullen and belligerent. 
 
    “Nyla, you know better,” the old man said firmly. “Leave the fish alone.” 
 
    “I want it,” she sulked. “It’s mine. This is my hunt. Go away.” 
 
    “You will be fed in a few minutes. You do not need that fish.” 
 
    “I want to catch it. I don’t get to catch your food.” 
 
    Attempting to be helpful, Sam stepped forward. “If he says it’s all right, you can go outside and catch something after supper.” 
 
    “There is no after supper.” 
 
    Beside him, Michi shook his head. “It’s no use, Sam. Nyla has no understanding of time. She lives in the present; for her, there is no later. Only now.” 
 
    “I see. So, what’s the best way to stop her now?” 
 
    With the spell of her caretaker’s stare broken, the feline went back to stalking her prey with her hand, and a small, amused smirk lifted the elderly gentleman’s features. With a smooth motion, he slid the closet door open with one hand, and with the other, he withdrew a full spray bottle. “Nyla.” 
 
    The catgirl glanced at him again, then put her ears flat. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Ksst ksst!” The sound broke sharply from between Satoru’s teeth, and Nyla fled as if he’d actually opened fire. Watching her go, the landlord grinned, then handed the bottle to Sam. “Here. A housewarming gift I brought for you. There should have been one in the cupboard in your house, but she probably batted it behind the refrigerator the first chance she got.” 
 
    “That sounds like her. So, speaking of batting things around, should I wash her hands before we eat? I mean, she just dunked one of them in a fish tank.” 
 
    This time, the burst of laughter came from the kitchen. Overhearing his sister’s mirth, the old man glanced toward the source of the sound, then returned his gaze to Sam, fighting back an amused, incredulous smirk. 
 
    “Good luck.” 
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    “Dammit, Nyla, hold STILL! This would’ve been over by now if you didn’t fight so hard!” 
 
    “I don’t want to be wet!” 
 
    “You had no problem dunking your hand in the fish tank! How is this any different?” 
 
    “This is your idea, not mine! And there are no fish in here!” 
 
    Outside the washroom, laughter floated through the house, and Sam let out a low growl as he glared at the closed bathroom door. Nyla immediately took advantage of his distraction, bucking and thrashing with wild abandon until she tore free of his grasp. 
 
    Then, to his horrified frustration, she promptly dropped onto all fours, flattening her dripping hands on the ground for maximum germ acquisition. 
 
    “Nyla! I just washed those!” 
 
    “No you didn’t. You got them wet. Now I need to wash the water off.” Her hand went straight from the floor to her mouth, and Sam watched, appalled, as she began to lick herself. 
 
    A clean cat is covered in cat spit... how did I forget that that still applies here? 
 
    The more feminine of the two laughs was suppressed by an act of audibly straining will, then Mayu Michi’s amused voice floated through the door. “Have you given up yet, Sam?” 
 
    The way she phrased it made him want to keep trying. A very loud part of his brain insisted that there was simply no way he was going to admit defeat now. 
 
    A quieter, more rational part reminded him that Nyla habitually walked on all fours, she was licking herself right now, and there was probably no way he could get her from the bathroom to the table and all the way through supper with her personal hygiene intact. 
 
    It had all been useless from the start, and he might as well just cut his losses and hope that if he and the catgirl touched the same food, his immune system would be up to the challenge. 
 
    “Fine,” he called back, his voice falling to a low, resigned moan as he set a hand on the doorknob. 
 
    The instant the door began to swing outward, Nyla blasted through it, nearly dragging Sam off his feet with the exuberance of her escape. Refusing to allow that final indignity, he doggedly kept his grip on the handle, then used it to drag himself upright, his eyes lingering on the ground as he let out a soft, defeated sigh. 
 
    He would face his landlord’s and host’s amusement in a moment. For now, all he wanted to do was close his eyes, listen to Nyla’s freshly-washed hands pattering across the kitchen floor, and pray for the strength to get through the summer with his own hands still clean. 
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    “That thing isn’t coming onto my lawn, is it?” 
 
    As Nyla froze in the middle of the back alley, nude, tense, and full of everybody’s supper but her own, Sam glanced at the gap between houses that had drawn her eye. For a moment, he wasn’t sure what had attracted her wary ire, but then a large, unfamiliar vehicle caught his stare, and he glanced down at her. 
 
    “You mean the moving van?” 
 
    “It’s big. It’s noisy. It’s spitting out new humans and scratching posts.” Nyla glared at the sofa that was being unloaded, then dropped into a low crawl and began slinking toward the safety of her own yard. “I don’t want it here.” 
 
    Sam shrugged, adjusting his grip on the outfit that Nyla had refused to let him put back onto her. “It’s just new neighbours. Don’t worry; if they pay too much attention to you, we’ll just invite them over for dinner, and then they’ll never bother you again.” 
 
    Her sulking body dipped even lower. “I don’t want to share my dinner with them.” 
 
    A smirk tugged at the corner of Sam’s mouth. “That’s right – you just want everybody else to share their dinner with you.” 
 
    “Other people’s food smells better.” 
 
    “Our meals were identical.” 
 
    “Yours was definitely better.” 
 
    “Well, then. We’ll invite them to dinner, I’ll give them the better food, and you’ll try to steal it from them. Then they won’t like you, and they’ll go away.” 
 
    Her ears flattened sullenly against her head. “If they step on my yard, I’ll hiss at them. And I’ll chase them away. Unless they’re more aggressive than me. Then I’ll come get you.” 
 
    A questioning climbed Sam’s forehead. “I’m not sure whether that’s a flattering vote of confidence, or a declaration of willingness to throw me to the wolves.” 
 
    Nyla’s face went blank, and Sam made a mental note to use human metaphors the next time he wanted to confuse her. I wonder if she even knows what wolves are. 
 
    The gate swung open in his hand, and of course, Nyla had to stop halfway through it to probe her yard with her nose. A nudge of Sam’s foot against her backside produced an unhappy chirp, and she obstinately held her ground for two more nudges before scuttling onto her home territory. “You idiot!” she protested. “There could have been something dangerous in here!” 
 
    “We could both see that there isn’t. Besides, if there IS something in here that’s more aggressive than you, you can just come and get me, since I’m right here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be here if something dangerous is here,” she muttered sourly, and Sam sighed. 
 
    “And let me guess. There could be something dangerous in the house as well.” 
 
    “You never know what’s behind a door until you’ve smelled all of it.” 
 
    “Then let’s get you started so we can go inside.” 
 
    “Yes.” The catgirl began to slink across the yard, casting the occasional wary glance toward the source of the ongoing noise. “Inside is good. There are no metal monsters spitting out strangers and scratching posts there. And there’s food.” 
 
    “You just ate.” 
 
    “But my snacks are in there. I love my snacks. I always have room in my stomach for them.” 
 
    “So basically you’re a four-year-old child.” Come to think of it, I think cats were supposed to be about as intelligent as human toddlers. That reminds me of a game I used to play when adults came through doors... 
 
    His hand closed around the door handle, and as he pulled the door open, Sam grinned playfully and jerked his head toward the entrance. “Ready to check for boogiemen?” 
 
    “Boogiemen? No. Predators. Prey. Things I want to sneak up on or run away from.” 
 
    She slid her head through the door, angling it this way and that as she carefully scented the air. “I don’t think anything’s been in here,” she commented, oblivious to the movement as Sam extended a hand toward her lower back. “But I have to sniff for a little longer to be-” 
 
    “BWAH!” 
 
    The sudden roar and the fingers on her back sent Nyla flying into the house, her tail swelling to vast proportions as her limbs scrambled wildly beneath her. As she neared the end of the hall, irate realization pulled her to a halt, and her voice rose to a strident wail as she turned to glare at her antagonist.“Sam! You scared me!” 
 
    The boy opened his eyes as wide as he could, holding out his empty hand in an exaggeratedly earnest attempt to placate her. “It was an utter accident, I swear! In fact, it wasn’t even me. It was the yard monster you didn’t have time to smell.” 
 
    For a moment, she hunkered closer to the floor, shooting sullen hatred at him with her eyes. 
 
    Then, in an apparent decision to counter insincerity with blatant crudeness, she proceeded to plant herself directly in the middle of the hall, stick a leg in the air, and attempt to lick her own crotch. 
 
    At the sight of this unexpected spectacle, Sam tried to turn away so fast that he nearly hit himself on the door. With his gaze thus safely averted from that still-forbidden part of his roommate’s anatomy, he made a tentative effort to edge past the flagrant feline without looking at her, only to realize that there wasn’t enough room. 
 
    “Um... Nyla? Could you possibly see your way clear to do that somewhere else?” 
 
    The catgirl promptly closed her eyes, all the better to block out her roommate’s request and his very existence. “No. I’m ignoring you. Look at me and see how much I’m ignoring you.” 
 
    His lips flattened into a thin, displeased line. “Yes, I can see that you’re ignoring me. I also saw things I really don’t want to see.” 
 
    Seriously, I didn’t know a girl with that body shape could BE this unsexy. 
 
    As if in agreement with his mental comment, Nyla made a deep, wet gagging sound as she brought up more saliva, then began to lick the back of her hand and smear spit all over her forehead. “I don’t care,” she replied, her light, dismissive tone filled with prim flippancy. “I’m cleaning myself now.” 
 
    Not right here and now you aren’t. Sam’s hand fished through the bundle he was carrying, and a flicker of hopeful triumph flared through him as his fingers closed around his salvation. With a fierce flourish, he spun to fully face his roommate, keeping his eyes at the level of Nyla’s head as he brandished his prize in her face. 
 
    “You want to be even cleaner?” 
 
    At the sight of the spray bottle, Nyla’s eyes narrowed angrily, squinting as if in preparation to block a water blast with her eyelids. She shrank away from the dreaded source of harmless room-temperature water, fixing her antagonist with a look of wary, sullen betrayal, and Sam smiled. 
 
    “That’s right. Keep backing away and let me pass, or I’ll clean you with this spray bottle.” 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “That’s fine. You’ll probably have forgotten all about this within ten minutes.” 
 
    She retreated a few more inches, her entire body hunching into a knot of sulking ire. “I don’t know what minutes are, and I don’t care. Get that thing out of my face.” 
 
    By now, she’d given him enough room that he could edge past her, and Sam smirked triumphantly as he circumvented the irritated feline. “Fine.” 
 
    For once, that word wasn’t an expression of morose resignation or exasperated defeat. This time, it was a willing concession from a victorious conqueror. “You clean yourself where you won’t block any narrow pathways, and I’ll refrain from cleaning you.” 
 
    For a long moment, Nyla glared at him. 
 
    Then she slunk out of sight, and a few seconds later the sound of gathering saliva returned, leaving Sam to shake his head and wonder how anyone could be afraid of water when their primary method of washing themselves was an ongoing waterfall of spit. 
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    “I warned you.” 
 
    The epic battle had resumed, with Sam stubbornly attempting to use his laptop, and Nyla making an equally persistent effort to steal the machine’s position on his lap. He’d just finished spraying her in the face for the third time, and he was starting to worry that she might be building an immunity to the horrors of airborne water. 
 
    “I want to be on your lap,” she insisted, watching him warily but refusing to flee from the bottle as he brandished it. “It’s warm. The flashy box has made it warm, and now it’s my turn.” 
 
    “It’s not your turn,” he returned, “and it never will be. If you want to be warm, then go away, because the more you try to climb me like a haystack the more I’m going to spray you with this cold water.” 
 
    If she’d glared at him on the first day the way she was now, Sam would have feared for his life. As it was, he’d long since concluded that she was far too picky to try to ingest a fully-grown human, and her combat style was clumsy at best and entirely ineffective at worst. 
 
    It was his laptop he was worried about. If she tried to swat it or jump on it and he didn’t deflect her in time, the damage could be catastrophic. 
 
    The catgirl’s head sank out of his line of sight, and he leaned over to watch warily as she slunk behind the chair. OK... is this good or bad? Is she giving up, or gearing up for an ambush? 
 
    A protective hand alighted on the upper tip of his computer, ready to close it quickly should the catgirl require his technology to assume a crash position. Maybe I should work in my bedroom and close the door. That way, at least if she starts chewing her way in zombie-style, I’ll have a bit of warning before she reaches my lap. 
 
    Wow. Is that what they’d write if they made a novel of my life? Attack of the Lap Zombies? 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    In the time it had taken him to come up with a book title for his weird mess of a life, Nyla was trying to scramble up again, one hand swatting at his keyboard while the other clawed his blue jeans in search of a hold. The laptop slammed shut on her fingers, drawing a sharp chirp of pain and inducing a scurrying retreat, and Sam made sure to spray her as many times as his fingers’ maximum rate of fire would allow before she got out of range. 
 
    With a wary eye on the now frantically self-cleaning catgirl, Sam carefully lifted his laptop screen, fearful of what he might see. Please tell me I didn’t just crack it, please... 
 
    Oh, good. 
 
    Oh, crap! “Nyla!” 
 
    She flinched and stared at him. “What?!” 
 
    “You just deleted an entire page of work!” 
 
    His statement was greeted by a blank stare, and a wave of deep exasperation rolled up from the depths of his gut. She has no idea what pages are. Or deletion. Or work. 
 
    Scrub that. I’m not sure there’s a sane idea at all among all those spiders in her head. 
 
    For a moment, frustrated anger boiled in his chest. 
 
    Then realization struck, followed by a fresh wave of exasperation, this time aimed toward himself. 
 
    Two keystrokes later, the deleted writing reappeared, and victory welled up in Sam’s chest and overflowed onto his smirking, triumphant face. “Control-Z, furball. Nice try.” 
 
    Her rapid grooming came to a halt, and Nyla fixed him with a sullen, resolute glare. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t care. I will find a way onto your lap.” 
 
    Scratch the zombies. She’s a monologuing supervillain now. Today the lap, tomorrow the counters. 
 
    “Good luck.” His hand flicked to the side, retrieving the spray bottle from the coffee table, and Nyla flinched away from the rainbow of water that arced toward her. 
 
    Before the boy could decide whether to follow up with a second volley, a piercing chime reverberated through the house, its ear-stabbing volume crushing Nyla’s face and body into a second flinch and causing Sam to bend nearly double in a full-body cringe. 
 
    “Who the heck installed that?!” he exclaimed quietly, shocked and appalled by the realization that somewhere out there, a sapient human being had actually mistaken the doorbell’s deafening tone for a good idea. If the people in Japan didn’t hear that, it’s probably because the previous uses of that doorbell left the lot of them deaf. 
 
    A moment later, he was struck by the horrible realization that if he didn’t get his backside out of the chair now, that doorbell was probably going to ring again, and his joking speculations of hearing loss would probably become real. 
 
    “I’m coming!” he wailed, snapping the laptop shut with desperate haste, tossing it onto the chair as he bolted to his feet, and making a frantic lunge for the door as if it would spring forth and devour him if he didn’t incapacitate it first. 
 
    His hand struck the handle with wild abandon, and as the door flew sharply open, the wide, frightened eyes of a shocked old woman stared into his. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry!” she stammered, taking a quick, panicked step back. “I didn’t meant to- I mean, if I’m interrupting-” 
 
    Note to self: don’t fling the door open and stare through it like a fear-crazed madman at people who don’t know you. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he hastened to reassure her, raising his hands in a placating gesture. “I just didn’t want you to ring the doorbell again. It sounds like an air raid siren having a honeymoon with a Storm whistle and using my eardrum as a bed.” 
 
    Her face froze, and most of his brain followed suit. Oh no. I did NOT just use my uncle’s favourite metaphor template in a conversation with a lady I just met. 
 
    After flinging the door open and staring at her like a fear-crazed madman. 
 
    OK, Damage Control Centre, give me something good... 
 
    “Um... so anyway...” Well, that’s a great start. She’s still staring like a deer in headlights at... the area behind me? 
 
    “What is she doing?” 
 
    OH NO. 
 
    He’d thought she was horrified by his behaviour. But if there was one thing he’d learned while living in this house, it was that no matter how badly he was screwing up, whatever Nyla was doing behind him was definitely worse. 
 
    I don’t want to turn around, but I have to... and now I am... here it goes, I’m turning around, I’m turning a- GWAAAAH! 
 
    She was sitting on his laptop. 
 
    The heat-hungry catgirl was sitting on his laptop, with her leg raised like a fist of victory, the front of her body bare and proud for all the world to see, and with all the strength in her shameless form, she was trying to lick her own crotch. 
 
    WHY, GOD, WHY? WHY did You invent animals that clean their own privates with their tongues?! 
 
    “Iaaaah...” 
 
    A vaguely vowel-like sound of uncertainty rose from the old woman’s throat, and Nyla’s head instantly popped up, her green eyes wide with interest and the small, pink tip of her tongue still sticking out. “Oh good. New people. They’ll keep you distracted while I sit on your warm machine.” 
 
    The air fell from Sam’s lungs in an exasperated sigh. I already know what the answer will be, but... “Get down.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I should be a prophet when I grow up. 
 
    “She uh... is that a headband?” 
 
    Distracted from his delusions of prophecy, Sam’s eyes flicked over to his visitor, then back to the catgirl’s furry triangular ears. “You mean the cat ears?” 
 
    Should I lie? Should I put her world at ease, at least a little bit? 
 
    “...No. The ears are real, as is her tail. So is the fact that she’s currently trying to clean herself cat-style while sitting on my laptop. Welcome to my life.” 
 
    “Ehhh...” 
 
    “Anyway, is there something I can do to help you?” 
 
    On the downside, she was still staring at Nyla with the same look of baffled anxiety she’d been wearing since he first opened the door. 
 
    On the upside, the expression was starting to be funny, and Sam found himself reflecting that life was much more amusing when he decided to just enjoy people’s reactions instead of trying to ensure that those reactions were positive. 
 
    God help me. I’m turning into a troll. 
 
    “I ah... ah...” 
 
    In the background, Nyla made a few soft scuffling sounds, and a backward glance told Sam that she was settling into a more comfortable position atop his computer. Flinching a bit, praying for the survival of his precious machine, and feeling uneasily grateful that he’d at least had the foresight to close it, he turned back toward his visitor. “Yes?” 
 
    “I just... wanted to borrow... a cup of sugar. For our housewarming cake.” 
 
    “Borrow.” I know what she means, but the mistranslation is funnier. “Well, I can’t lend you the sugar, because by the time you’re finished with it I don’t think I’ll want it back, but you can take it and keep it if you want.” 
 
    Now, at last, a bit of humour found its way into the newcomer’s rattled mind and meandered onto her face. A smile tugged the edges of her mouth, and her soft, uncertain chuckle allowed Sam’s shoulders to finally relax with the knowledge that the worst of the encounter was over. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I’d appreciate it. If you could just put it in a container, I’ll bring the container back – without what’s left of the sugar. Or I could fill it with new sugar once I’ve had time to go to the store.” 
 
    “That would be good,” Sam grinned. “Do you want to wait out here, or come inside and meet the crazy cat person?” 
 
    “Cat? That’s me? Are you calling me?” Curiosity was starting to overpower Nyla’s attachment to the laptop’s warmth, and she raised her head, her nose working visibly. “Does the new person have treats?” 
 
    “No, I’m g-” No, don’t say I’m giving her treats. “She doesn’t have any treats for you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” the visitor put in, raising her hands quickly. “See? My hands are empty.” 
 
    “I should probably check it, though. Are there food carriers in that dress?” 
 
    Sam’s eyes flicked over the dress’s sky-blue folds, following the graceful curves of the green daisy stems that decorated its skirt. There were a couple of thigh-level pockets on the front of the garment, but they both appeared to be flush with the material underneath. Empty. 
 
    Not that he expected Nyla to believe that until she sniffed. 
 
    She was stalking toward the old woman already, and Sam stepped forward decisively to block her progress. “Nyla, no.” 
 
    The catgirl sank into the familiar posture of defiance, with her body low, ears flat, and eyes glaring. She thrust her head forward, trying to circumvent the obstacle, but Sam stayed firmly positioned between the two females. 
 
    “Go away,” Nyla growled sullenly, trying to peer between his legs. “I want to see if she has any treats or interesting smells.” 
 
    “Um... is she about to pounce?” 
 
    At the sound of his guest’s nervous voice, Sam cast a reassuring glance over his shoulder. “I was afraid of that too, when I first met her, but she’s actually pretty harmless. She’ll probably just sniff you for a while and give up. If you’d rather she didn’t, you can close the door and I’ll bring you the sugar outside.” 
 
    “Ah...” Those wide, anxious eyes flicked from the boy to the catgirl and back a few times, then met his stare with a quick, tense nod. “Yes, I- thank you. I’ll see you in a minute.” 
 
    With that, the door closed sharply and Sam turned away, striding toward the kitchen while watching his roommate with his ears. She didn’t seem to know how to manipulate the doorknob so far, but given how inconvenient it would be if she did it right now, he wouldn’t put it past her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6: Enter the Dragon-Rat-Thing 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The new neighbours brought a loud thing. I don’t like it.” 
 
    It was rare that Sam wholeheartedly agreed with his roommate on anything. But as the newly arrived Chihuahua continued to announce its presence at the top of its lungs, the incessant noise invading the house despite the tightly-closed windows, he couldn’t help but wonder how illegal it would be to feed the creature to Nyla. 
 
    If she ate the whole thing, we might get away with it, the evil side of his mind noted hopefully, and the pragmatic side responded by shaking its nonexistent head. 
 
    Since when has Nyla ever eaten a whole anything? She’d eat about half of it, and how would I explain a half-eaten Chihuahua to the sweet old lady who just moved in? 
 
    Then again, it would be Nyla who was blamed, not me. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Come to think of it, I have no idea what the police would do about a catgirl eating a family pet. Do they even HAVE laws to cover that kind of thing? 
 
    Would it be murder on her part? Animal abuse by her or animal neglect by me? 
 
    Would they put her to sleep? No, she’s too sapient and unique for that... part of me almost wants to let her eat the Chihuahua just to find out. 
 
    But the part that wanted to spend his summer and life in relative peace was louder, almost loud enough to drown out the territorial yammering of the high-pitched monstrosity outside. 
 
    “I want to see it closer.” 
 
    Nyla’s voice drew Sam’s attention from his thoughts to her tensely crouching form, and he forced himself to shake his head. 
 
    “That’s probably an incredibly tempting bad idea.” I really want to see what will happen. 
 
    Nyla wiggled a few inches closer to the window. “I don’t care what kind of idea it is. It’s mine, so I want to do it.” 
 
    Wow. That has got to be one of the most catlike things she’s ever said. 
 
    The feline’s fingers clawed fruitlessly at the window, then she sat on all fours and spent six seconds staring at her new rival before resuming her attempt to dig her way to freedom. “Let me out.” 
 
    “You mean out front?” Oh, no. On second thought, the last thing I need is to be seen hauling a screaming naked woman off of a half-eaten dog. “Heck no.” 
 
    “Yes. I need to go do something about the small noisy thing.” 
 
    “I need you not to.” Maybe if I turned the garden hose on it... 
 
    “SAM!” The catgirl was getting agitated, and the boy watched, fascinated, as her hair rose in tandem with the fur on her tail. “It’s on my lawn!” 
 
    Sam cast a sidelong glance toward the window, and the corners of his mouth turned down as the yammering grew louder. It seemed that the Chihuahua had noticed its half-feline rival, and was determined to win some new territory through sheer volume alone. 
 
    She’s right about one thing. That dog needs to go.  “Here, tell you what. I’ll chase the Chihuahua off our lawn, and you can stay inside.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Her eyes were fixed on her hated foe, and a warped sing-song growl rose warbling from her throat. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s good,” Sam commented as he moved toward the door. “Make more noise. I don’t think there was enough of it before.” 
 
    “M-LAOW, alaow-alaow-alaow-alaow!” 
 
    An attempt to stifle his laughter between tightly-closed lips turned it into a short, and Sam took a moment to be grateful that no one could have heard it before swinging the door open, leaving Nyla to continue yodelling with her face against the window. 
 
    He should have known that she wouldn’t stay there. 
 
    The instant the door was open wide enough to accommodate her, the catgirl blasted into Sam’s legs, bowling her roommate onto his rear in her haste to enter the battlezone. The movement drew the Chihuahua’s eye, and without hesitation it bayed a shrill war cry and charged toward its foe, screaming threats as it came. 
 
    As the tiny missile of obnoxious rage tore toward her, Nyla slid to a scrambling halt, a wave of sudden terror drowning her indignation and leaving stiff, frozen tension in its wake. 
 
    “BACK AWAAAY!” 
 
    He’d thought her hair was big before. But now it rose to a ridiculous volume, and her tail expanded desperately as if a small increase in girth could intimidate a creature that already didn’t care that she was twenty times its size. 
 
    “Stay back!” 
 
    OK... I didn’t see that coming. I honestly thought she would mistake it for a mouse and eat it. 
 
    “Saaaaaaaam!” 
 
    The feline’s voice rose to a whining wail, and Sam walked a few paces around her to get a better view of the conflict. The Chihuahua had yet to attack her, but its tiny, quivering body had dipped into a predatory crouch, and it was yammering as if it could vanquish its foe by sheer force of loudness alone. 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, stifling the temptation to punt the canine noise fountain across the street for the good of the world as a whole. 
 
    The catgirl’s eyes bugged out, and her entire body leaned away from the dog even as her feet remained planted. “What is it?! It’s too small to be that pushy! It must be venomous! It’s going to kill me! Make it go away!” 
 
    “Why? So I can get envenomated?” 
 
    “Make it go!” 
 
    A soft sigh fell from Sam’s chest, followed quickly by a mild smirk and a roll of his eyes toward the clear blue heavens. Here I go, the knight in shining summer clothes, off to vanquish the rodent that thinks it’s a dragon... 
 
    His hands clapped sharply in front of the dog’s face and it instantly skittered backward, falling silent for the duration of a five-foot retreat before resuming its barking at full volume. 
 
    “Go!” Fully aware that the dog didn’t understand English, he attempted to communicate with his tone, making it strong, sharp and stern as he stepped toward the animal. “Go!” 
 
    He clapped a few more times, and the Chihuahua backpedalled so fast that it tripped over its own hind legs and fell over backward. “Shoo! Go home!” 
 
    He’d half expected Nyla to join his show of bravado, but a glance over his shoulder told him that the catgirl seemed as spooked by his behaviour as her diminutive foe was. 
 
    Huh. So apparently by the power of clapping and talking loudly, I’m the alpha male. Woohoo. Go me. 
 
    As the vanquished invader scrambled upright and fled the yard, Sam’s eyes followed it until it vanished into the safety of its own territory. I hope that’s the biggest dog they have, and they don’t have a German Shepherd or a Great Dane or something. At least, not one as badly behaved as the Chihuahua. 
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    They have a Great Dane. 
 
    A skittish, paranoid Great Dane that just got chased onto my front yard by its rat-shaped dragon of a housemate. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The Chihuahua had halted on the brink of his yard, apparently remembering its terrifying showdown from the day before. Its larger counterpart, meanwhile, was backed up against the house, dancing and barking in terrified rage while Nyla went insane. 
 
    “It’s on my yard! My yard! My grass! Aaaalaow-alaow-alaow-alaow!” 
 
    “Allow? I should allow it?” Sam grinned, pointing the last of his ketchup-smeared fries at the door while Nyla clawed uselessly at the solid slab of wood. 
 
    “I can’t allow it! Let me out!” 
 
    “So it can threaten to poison you again?” 
 
    “I need to make it run away!” she wailed, abandoning the door to rush toward the window. 
 
    “And if it decides to eat you instead?” he pointed out, popping the fry into his mouth for emphasis. I don’t think I could take on a Great Dane if it really wanted a snack. 
 
    “I’m FREEEE!” 
 
    That window wasn’t closed! The words blasted through his mind along with yelp of OH CRAP!, and Sam rushed toward the door, not even bothering to put on his shoes in his haste to save his roommate. 
 
    Oh, crap, oh, crap – that already freaked out dog is going to panic and eat the catgirl I’m sworn to protect in some sort of terror-induced self-defensive munchie attack, and I’ll have to clean it up... 
 
    “Get off of my laaawwwn!” 
 
    Even as Sam blasted through the door and staggered onto the walkway, the Great Dane wheeled away from its terrified fixation on the Chihuahua, spinning to face the human-sized feline who was edging angrily toward it. 
 
    As the showdown came fully into view, Sam pulled to a halt, staring at Nyla in startled confusion as she crept closer to her target. 
 
    She’s puffing up her tail again, but... she doesn’t look scared. She looks PISSED. 
 
    A second later, he decided that ‘pissed’ was an understatement. Every inch of her bristling body was radiating rage, and her slow approach was not tentative, but resolute and filled with ominous intent. 
 
    This doesn’t make sense. 
 
    Sam glanced toward the Chihuahua, bewilderment tugging his tense brow into a baffled frown. She was terrified of the tiny rat-dog. Why doesn’t the dog the size of a small truck bother her? 
 
    Should I still interfere? I probably should, but... she seems to have this under control, and stupidly enough... I really want to see what’s going to happen. 
 
    “You’re too big!” The catgirl’s voice rose to a shriek, and Sam watched in fascination as she continued to edge sideways toward the panicked dog. “I know why you’re invading my territory! You’re not venomous! You’re big! Well, I can fluff up my fur and be big, too! And I’m more aggressive than you, so LEEEAAVE!” 
 
    The Chihuahua had fallen silent, staring in stunned nervousness at the screaming feline spectacle. The Great Dane, meanwhile, started inching away from her, its eyes wide as if swelling to accommodate the surplus of terror in its brain. 
 
    For a moment, the two creatures continued their slow advance and retreat, edging toward and away from each other as they approached the border of the property. 
 
    Then Nyla lunged, and her towering enemy fled with a yelp, tearing toward the edge of the yard farthest from the Chihuahua as fast as its long legs would move. 
 
    Never one to miss an opportunity to establish dominance, the Chihuahua screamed a battle cry and flew in the larger dog’s wake, baying excitedly as if it alone was responsible for the giant’s retreat. Nyla, meanwhile, pulled to a halt, continuing to bristle and growl as she glared at her fleeing foes. 
 
    As the two dogs vanished into the neighbour’s yard, Sam couldn’t help but break into a grin, watching as Nyla stalked up to the edge of her territory and declared her triumph with an explosive victory hiss. 
 
    A hiss that was just loud enough to draw the wrong attention to herself. 
 
    Seconds after the catgirl’s announcement of success, Sam’s smile dissolved into hysterical laughter as the Chihuahua came charging back, screaming its outrage at the existence of a life form other than itself. Her brashness instantly transformed into terror, and Nyla recoiled so fast that she tripped on herself in her haste to get away. 
 
    Legs scrambling for purchase on the grass, she raced to the house and leaped for a window, vigorously planting her face on the glass as her terrified brain discarded the memory of which window was actually open. 
 
    The instant she returned to the ground, the Chihuahua clamped its tiny teeth onto her tail. A painful yowl broke from Nyla’s throat, and a startled swing of the long appendage sent the small dog flipping through the air, twisting and yapping all the way as it arced toward the clear blue sky and into the birdbath. 
 
    Desperate to avoid a second attack, Nyla launched herself at the house again, kicking the last shreds of her dignity away in a flurry of awkward scrambling as she hauled herself through the window with the grace of an overturned frog. 
 
    “SAAA-A-AM!” The miserable wail warbled through the air, and Nyla’s bristling mane reappeared through the opening as she stared bug-eyed at the creature that had driven her from her own yard. “Make it go away!” 
 
    In response to her desperate plea, Sam gave an air-deprived wheeze, then doubled over in a fresh gale of breathless laughter. 
 
    Flailing as awkwardly as its unfortunate prey, the tiny dog scrambled out of the birdbath, flinging water in every direction as it tumbled to the ground. The landing knocked its spindly legs out from under it, and its barking was briefly replaced by a grunt as its face hit in the ground in mid-howl. 
 
    Then it lurched upright, screamed at Nyla’s petrified face for all of thirteen seconds, and then noticed the still-cackling Sam. 
 
    It froze. 
 
    Sam tried to take a breath, only to find that he was still laughing too hard. 
 
    The Chihuahua gave a few uncertain barks, as if trying to use the only problem-solving strategy it knew, but unsure of whether the method would do something good or cause the human to devour it. 
 
    Driven by curiosity, Sam took a stumbling step toward the canine, all but paralyzed with laughter but wanting to see how it would react if he came a few inches too close. 
 
    The Chihuahua started inching backward, its already high-pitched barks rising to a squeak, and its diminutive body began to quiver as it nervously glanced behind itself to assess its escape route. 
 
    Then Sam lunged and it burst into flight, screaming earnest and impotent threats all the way home. As it fled, Nyla leaned out over the window frame but didn’t dare jump, and the boy was left standing in the middle of his conquered patch of grass, the top of a food chain that consisted of a rabbit dressed in Great Dane fur, a cat in the shape of a human, and a dragon wannabe in the skin of a Chihuahua. 
 
    I’m king of the world... and I can’t breathe... 
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    A few doors down from the fray, Mayu Michi watched as her brother’s young tenant folded onto the ground, paralyzed with laughter that she could hear all the way from her front porch. From the yard kitty-corner to her own, a tiny dog screamed its dominance over its own patch of grass, earnestly pretending to itself that its retreat was simply a selection of which land to annex, and the boy paid it no heed as he curled up on his side. 
 
    Mayu’s shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair swished around her face as she shook her head, a soft, amused smile quirking the corners of her lips. 
 
    Young people. They certainly made life more interesting when they were around. 
 
    I should invite him over again. Once he’s able to stand up. 
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    It was over. The intrusion on the peace and integrity of her territory had been vanquished, and it was time to make her victory known. 
 
    The small dog’s barking rang distantly in her ears as Nyla slipped out of the window, creeping past the fallen Sam and watching him warily as he continued to make that strange human noise that she’d never had a reason to imitate. 
 
    Humans. They did such strange things for no good reason, and sometimes one could only do one’s best to ignore them, or to make them see reason as the situation required. 
 
    Fortunately, there was no need to persuade her human of anything right now. This was something she could do on her own, as long as he stayed out of her way. 
 
    This is a good spot. I will make my announcement on this spot. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” 
 
    How unwelcome. Not only was Sam interacting with her at an obviously inappropriate time, but apparently he was stupider than she’d thought. She was squatting on the walkway, clenching her rear end. The turd was already halfway out. How many things COULD she be doing in this situation? 
 
    “I’m marking this place as mine.” 
 
    “By pooping on the walkway?!” he demanded, his incredulous tone implying that he was actually somehow unaware that he was stating the obvious. 
 
    “Yes. They all have to know. I chased off the big dog, and that means I’m the biggest. This place is mine and I live here, so they all have to know.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    “No. It’s perfectly normal. This is my place. So I tell them so. And you should keep pooping in the toilet and swirling it away so you don’t pretend my house is yours.” 
 
    He was trying not to look at her, which was as it should be. Pooping was still a private thing, a vulnerable position not to be taken in a more dominant creature’s line of sight. But she could afford to be a bit indiscreet, because she was big. 
 
    Satisfaction swept over her as she completed the task, and for once she didn’t bother trying to flush or bury her leavings before walking away. It didn’t need to be concealed. It was her announcement, and it needed to be seen. 
 
    “I’m going to get rid of that, you know.” 
 
    The human’s statement doused her moment of triumph like a jet of water from a spray bottle, and Nyla glared at him. 
 
    “Don’t touch it.” 
 
    His voice and face remained obstinately firm. “It can’t stay there.” 
 
    “It has to.” Obviously. 
 
    “It won’t.” 
 
    She bristled, trying to make herself big again and remind him who was in charge. “Yes, it will.” 
 
    The stubbornness in his face faded, but the amusement that replaced it was less than reassuring. “I think you’ll want me to get rid of it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Look.” 
 
    Sam raised a finger, and Nyla stared at him, perplexed. Humans did that sometimes, and she didn’t understand what they were trying to convey by lifting their appendages. 
 
    In response to her unresponsiveness, the human rolled his eyes in a way that was probably also meant to indicate something, then grabbed her head and firmly but carefully turned it in the direction in which he’d been pointing. 
 
    Annoyed by his pushy behaviour, she wrenched her face away from him, shook it vigorously... and then stared in frozen horror at the appalling spectacle in front of her. 
 
    The small, obnoxious dog was back. It was standing beside her announcement with a leg in the air. 
 
    And it... was... peeing on it. 
 
    “SAAAAAAM!” 
 
    Her horrified wail was supposed to make her bodyguard spring into action to stop this dire crime. Instead, he started making that noise again, bending and putting his hands on his knees when he should have been chasing the dog. 
 
    The invader, meanwhile, completed its task, then fled the yard and stood barking on the edge of the grass. Nyla crept toward her sign in horror, staring at the hideous yellow puddle that violated her proud brown mound. 
 
    It did NOT just do that. 
 
    She sniffed the sickly golden pool, and its sharp, vile stench hit her like an invisible blow to her sensitive nose. Her entire body recoiled from the liquid abomination in a swift and violent retreat, her mouth opening and her tongue sticking out in utter disgust, and the noises Sam was making got even louder. 
 
    Humans. They had no concept at all of what was important. But at least he was going to clean it up, and she would leave him to it. The sanctity of her territory had been violated, she wasn’t sure if she could safely claim it now, and all she wanted at this point was to go inside and sulk. 
 
    At least this time she remembered which window was open. Her dignity wasn’t entirely gone. And at least she wasn’t the poor, strange idiot who was now lying on the grass, making weird noises about the fact that he needed to clean up her turd. 
 
    Humans. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “OK, Nyla, the turd is gone. And the pee is almost gone.” Sam couldn’t keep the laughter out of his voice as the catgirl stared at him blankly. I wonder what she’s going to do when she realizes that her enemy’s signpost was harder to clean out than her own. I can’t wait to see the look on her face. 
 
    “What pee?” 
 
    Aaand, apparently I WILL have to wait. 
 
    “The pee that the Chihuahua left. You know, the neighbours’ loud thing.” 
 
    “Oh. That.” She turned away from him with dignified detachment. “That was before now. Right now I’m in the house and I can’t hear the dog or smell the pee. So things are all right.” 
 
    That was a disappointingly bland reaction, but... “Well, at least you’ll be happy until you go outside and smell the pee.” 
 
    “I’m happy right now.” 
 
    Right – no concept of past or future. I wonder to what degree cats are even capable of that. 
 
    I imagine there will be moments when I envy her. 
 
    “I like you.” 
 
    Her musing voice broke through his thoughts, and he stared at her. “What?” 
 
    “I like you. You feed me and protect my territory.” 
 
    The catgirl slid off the couch, then padded toward him on all fours. As she drew near, a flicker of instinct warned him to back off, but a countering wave of fascinated curiosity rooted him in place. 
 
    What’s she about to do? 
 
    The answer came swiftly as she reared upright, settling her weight on her lower limbs and resting her hands on his shoulders. For a moment, the sunlit evening seemed to stand still as her large green eyes stared into his, bright and mesmerizing as they glittered with rapt emerald light. 
 
    Despite its physical contact being limited to G-rated body parts, something about the pose felt more intimate than anything he’d shared with a female in his entire post-pubescent life, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about it. 
 
    “Um... Nyla... I’m... glad you like me and all, but-” 
 
    Her forehead suddenly slammed into his, and he flinched back as she rubbed her cheek across his suddenly-tight jawline. “Ow! Nyla! What?!” 
 
    “I like you.” She rubbed her other cheek across the opposite side of his jaw, the corner of her mouth catching his own as she mashed their faces together. 
 
    “Yeah, I got that much, but why the billy goat routine?” 
 
    “You have to smell like me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because-” another attempted face-rub, and he only mostly dodged it- “I’ve decided that you’re mine.” 
 
    This, he decided, is probably the worst context in which a pretty girl could possibly decide I was hers. 
 
    No. I shouldn’t say that. Nyla and fate might take it as a challenge. 
 
    “What, so this is your version of a dog tag?” 
 
    “It tells people that you’re mine.” 
 
    “I don’t think most people will notice.” Even as the words left his mouth, his mind strayed to her last attempt to mark her territory, and it occurred to him that this wasn’t the worst way in which she could indicate her claim. Maybe I shouldn’t discourage this. At least she isn’t pooping on me. 
 
    For better or worse, the catgirl didn’t seem to have noticed his comment. Instead, she was sniffing the edge of his mouth, and something about the gesture made the hair on his neck stand on end. 
 
    “Ummm, Nyla, what-” 
 
    “You’re dirty.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Her tongue scraped across the corner of his lips, and the startled boy wrenched away so hard that he stumbled onto his rear. Undaunted by his attempt to escape, Nyla piled onto him face-first, wrapping her arms and legs around him and pinning his limbs to his sides. 
 
    “Hold still. You’re dirty, and I need to clean you.” 
 
    “What do you-” Halfway through the sentence he clamped his lips shut, trying to keep her tongue outside his mouth as she diligently worked at whatever she’d found on his cheek. A whiff of ketchup touched his nose, and he squeezed his eyes shut. The fries. I must still have ketchup on my face from the fries. 
 
    Her tongue was tugging his hair now, and he tried to shake it away. “Look, I appreciate the offer-” Well, I don’t, but it doesn’t hurt to say it- “but I can bathe myself. You know, in the shower.” 
 
    “You mean the falling water place?” If anything, that only made her pin him more firmly. “You shouldn’t go in there. It’s wet and uncomfortable and makes your fur messy. If you go there, you’ll just need me to lick the water off anyway.” 
 
    To lick the water... right... a clean cat is covered in cat spit. 
 
    Ew. 
 
    His pushing and thrashing gained urgency, and by the time he finally disentangled himself from his overzealous roommate, he felt like he really needed some time in the falling water place. “Nyla, that’s gross. You’re covered in saliva, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course. That’s how I clean myself.” 
 
    “And how long has it been since you took a bath? You know, in water?” 
 
    “I don’t go in the falling water place.” 
 
    “You mean, ever?” How is her hair not a mess of grease? What exactly does she do to it? Or is that just another way in which she isn’t human? 
 
    “Never. I just don’t. Except when somebody forces me to, and then I have to lick myself all over again.” 
 
    He eyed her dubiously, rubbing his sleeve where her arm had been and feeling a small flicker of relief when he didn’t detect any residue. Well, maybe it’s not so bad... at least, not bad enough to be worth wrestling a naked, enraged catgirl through the process of taking a bath. I know at least one guy who would LOVE the opportunity, but... 
 
    OK. A tiny, stupid corner of his brain suggested that he, too, might enjoy bathing Nyla. 
 
    The more logical majority promptly predicted that he’d be mauled black and blue, and might then have to explain to his boss, his mother or the police how he’d come to share a colour scheme with a poison dart frog. 
 
    “OK then. I guess we can just leave each other to our own grooming methods. You don’t lick me, I don’t bathe you. Just don’t get covered in mud or something.” 
 
    “There is no mud. I can’t get covered.” 
 
    “Well, someday there might be. And when that day comes – not that I think you have a concept of future days coming, or that you’ll even remember that we had this conversation – at least I can say I warned you. If you get covered in mud, I’ll be reluctantly forced to bathe you.” 
 
    “No mud, no baths.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7: Inflicting Personal Hygiene on a Murder Ballerina 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mud. 
 
    There were exactly zero cells in Sam’s brain that had not seen this coming. All he’d done was open the front door a crack, to see if the temperature was mild enough to make his urge to take a post-rain-shower walk worth pursuing, and the catgirl had blasted the door wide open and gone flying outside. 
 
    That part, he had not seen coming. The fact that his resulting search for her had borne no fruit had also been a terrifying surprise. And when she’d started trying to claw the door down only seconds before he would have called the police, it was as much of a shock as a relief. 
 
    But the fact that she was splattered from hands to chest with wet, gritty brown did not surprise him at all. 
 
    “Let me iiiiin!” 
 
    She was trying to tunnel through the door now, and Sam decided to ignore the zombie-style break-in attempt while he pulled on a sweater over his T-shirt. He suspected that the sleeves would probably get soaked, but better they be covered in water than in the blood that Nyla would probably draw if he left his skin uncovered. 
 
    “SAAAM!” 
 
    A particularly strident scream drew his eyes to the door, and as he started swapping his thin sweatpants for a more durable pair of jeans, he shook his head as if the howling catgirl could actually see him. “I’ll let you in when I’m ready to bathe you.” 
 
    “Nooooo! I’ll wash myself when I’m inside.” 
 
    “Yeah, after you track mud all over the house,” he returned, zipping the jeans shut on the way to the bathroom, then plugging the bathtub and turning on the water. 
 
    It seemed like a strange violation of the item’s intended purpose, but he decided to move the welcome mat out of the soon-to-be battlefield before letting Nyla in. The linoleum would be easier to clean, and he doubted he could contain the skirmish on the mat itself anyway. 
 
    “Sa-a-a-a-am!” 
 
    “Give me a minute!” 
 
    More scratching sounds raked across his ears as he returned to the bathroom, and the boy flinched. She was probably covering the door in mud, and drawing the attention of the entire neighbourhood. 
 
    “SAAAAM!” 
 
    He hadn’t known she could get that loud. 
 
    The bathtub looked full enough, so he turned off the water with a grim wrist-flick and drew a deep breath. I won’t bother with the soap. I’ll just launder the towels afterwards. That sounds easier than getting shampoo on and off of a frantic human cat. 
 
    OK. Here goes. 
 
    His hand closed around the door handle, and as Nyla’s scratching gained urgency, he briefly squeezed his eyes closed. 
 
    I feel like a survivor in a zombie apocalypse, about to open the door and face down the horde. Except that I don’t have a shotgun.  
 
    I really don’t want to do this. 
 
    But if I don’t, she’ll claw the door down, and I’ll have broken my word about taking care of her, and I’ll probably get kicked out, and the neighbours will call the police about the naked madwoman slowly clawing the front door into pieces... 
 
    So I’m doing it... this is me doing it... I’m doing it for real this time... 
 
    Here goes... 
 
    The instant the door opened a crack, Nyla blasted through it like a battering ram fired from a rocket launcher. Sam immediately flung himself after her, narrowly catching both of her ankles and dragging her back toward him as her muddy hands scrambled against the floor. 
 
    Nyla immediately rolled onto her back, curling her fingers into menacing claws, and Sam hastened to adjust his compromised grip on her ankles to get a better hold. 
 
    “You’re covered in mud,” he informed her sternly. “Do you remember what I said about being covered in mud?” 
 
    “You never said anything! I don’t care what you said! Don’t touch me when I don’t want to be touched! Let me go!” 
 
    Her words sent a flurry of his mother’s admonitions swirling through his head, and he faltered for a moment before shaking them away. It’s not like I’m sexually violating her. I’m just forcing her to take a bath in a totally platonic way. 
 
    I still feel like a creeper right now. 
 
    But I can’t just let her coat the house in mud. 
 
    He gave a sharp tug and she slid toward him, thrashing and struggling the whole way. Careful not to step in her muddy handprints, Sam hastily corralled her into his arms, grateful that the threat implied by her claw-hands seemed to be largely empty blustering. 
 
    Then, with an awkward, staggering heave, he hauled her up into his arms and stumbled toward the bathroom. 
 
    Nyla’s limbs instantly splayed, catching on every piece of clothing, wall and cupboard door she could get her hands and feet onto. Sam’s hopes of containing the grimy mess to the entry and his outfit were instantly thwarted, and irritation flared through his mind as he scrambled to contain the flailing mud paintbrushes that were his roommate’s extremities. 
 
    “Nyla! Cut it out! You’re getting mud everywhere!” 
 
    “Put me down!” 
 
    “The sooner you stop fighting and let me clean you, the sooner I can put you down.” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “No!” A creative series of twists and grabs managed to dislodge the feline from the cupboard door handles, and Sam all but ran toward the bathroom in an effort to keep his passenger from grabbing anything else. Robbed of her handholds and alarmed by the sudden increase in speed, Nyla instantly compensated by wrapping her arms around him and latching her claws onto his shoulderblades, digging in with enough force to make him very glad that he’d had the foresight to put on an extra layer. 
 
    At least she’s just putting her hands on me instead of dragging them across the entire hallway wall. 
 
    He was tempted to gloat over her failure to harm him or smear the walls, but his arms were already starting to tire, and he began to wonder if the benefits of weight training would outweigh the dangers of tiring himself out that way while sharing a house with Nyla. 
 
    Of course, Nyla herself will probably be training enough; maybe I should just start carrying her around. 
 
    Even as he finished the mental comment, another violent twist of Nyla’s body reminded him of the need to keep his full attention on his muddy roommate, and with a final groan of effort he bent over the half-filled bathtub and awkwardly dumped her into it. 
 
    The thud that resounded through the room as she landed made him feel guilty for all of half a second. 
 
    Then she launched into a nuclear catsplosion that instantly turned his regret into a mixture of panic and fury. 
 
    “Dammit, Nyla!” Waves of water soared from the bathtub in every direction, and Sam had to practically lie on the catgirl to keep her in the tub. “Quit flailing around! If you just lie still, this will be over in half a minute!” 
 
    “I’m in water!” Her voice rose to a panicked shriek, and more liquid flew as she lost her footing, flipped onto her back, and started to kick. “I’m wet!” 
 
    “No crap! You were wet when you walked in mud, too, so how is this any worse?” 
 
    “I didn’t decide to go in here! There’s too much water! This isn’t my idea! I need to get out and lick myself!” 
 
    “Later!” He groped for the washcloth he’d left nearby, only to find that Nyla had managed to fling it clean across the room in her mad scrambling. A groaning howl of frustration broke from his throat, and his mind raced in search of a way to clean her off without having to actually rub her naked body with his bare hands. 
 
    Granted, the prospect was almost tempting. But he was already in violation of almost everything he’d ever been taught about how to behave with women, and that would cross way too big a line. 
 
    She’s mentally a cat, part of his mind tried to reason. It isn’t like you’re actually groping a nude human woman without her consent. I mean, she’s nude, and a woman, and not consenting, but she’s not quite human, right? ...I think? 
 
    But this is probably a violation of some sort of hybrid rights type thing... 
 
    On the other hand, she’s very muddy, it isn’t coming off with just water and her flailing, and it’s her own fault for throwing the washcloth. 
 
    “Let me goooo!” 
 
    A few more seconds of frantic glancing around produced no solution, and finally he turned to his roommate, his eyes and voice brimming with desperation. “Look, you don’t want me to rub you down, right?” 
 
    “I want to be out of the water!” 
 
    “OK. Tell you what. If you rub the mud off of yourself, I’ll let you out of the water.” Please go for it, please go for it... 
 
    “Just let me out now so I can lick myself!” 
 
    In one ear, out the other. “You’ll track mud and water everywhere first.” 
 
    Maybe if I just use the towel, all the remaining mud will come off with the water that’s already on her. Yeah, that should work... 
 
    Taking a hand off his roommate to reach for the towel was a dangerous gamble, and the first several attempts almost resulted in a successful escape. On the sixth try, he finally gave up on holding her arm, and instead tangled his fingers in her hair in a way that made the pain of trying to flee the bathtub worse than the horror of sitting in water. 
 
    “Oww!” 
 
    “You know, Nyla,” he gritted out through clenched teeth as the tips of his fingers hooked the edge of the towel, “if you didn’t tug against my hand, your hair wouldn’t get pulled.” 
 
    “It’s your fault!” 
 
    “Just hold still.” 
 
    The fabric rectangle finally slid free of the rack, and for a fleeting second Sam’s spirits rose. 
 
    Then a sharp knock struck the door, and the words that followed it dropped his stomach into the ground beneath his knees. 
 
    “This is the police! Open up!” 
 
    Oh shiiiiii...take mushrooms. 
 
    “Come in!” he yelled, frantically debating whether or not to flee the bathroom and try to pretend that he hadn’t just been attempting to force a female to take a bath. The small ocean’s worth of water that had soaked into his outfit made that course of action impossible, and he knew that even if he ran to his room and stripped himself naked now, it was only a matter of time before either they found the soggy clothing or Nyla ratted him out. 
 
    No, at least if he stayed here, he might be able to keep his roommate from soaking the rest of the house. “It’s unlocked, and I can’t come to the door. Just come in.” 
 
    The sound of the doorknob turning made him flinch, and his entire body tensed as footsteps came pounding down the hall. When two tall, muscular men burst into the bathroom and pulled to a halt, staring at the waterlogged spectacle that greeted their eyes, all Sam could do was flinch and keep Nyla from fleeing the room in panic. 
 
    “SAM! There’s a stranger here now! Let me leave!” 
 
    A protest and explanation seemed to be in order, so he turned to glare at the catgirl. “If you’d let me wash the mud off you, or washed it off yourself instead of trying to smear it all over the house, this whole thing would have taken half a minute, and there wouldn’t be strangers in the room.” 
 
    “I was going to wipe it off on the carpet!” 
 
    “That’s pretty much what I thought.” 
 
    You see? Do you see what I have to put up with? Sam’s pleading stare turned to the officers, urging them to understand the hopelessness of his dilemma. 
 
    It seemed to be only half working. The redhead on the left was visibly confused, torn between ordering Sam to end an episode of ambiguous domestic violence and simply walking away to escape the weirdness of a human with cat appendages. 
 
    But the black-haired man beside him looked almost... amused. Sympathetic. And, most reassuringly... calm. 
 
    As if he’d seen this kind of lunacy before, and was stepping back onto familiar terrain. 
 
    “Nyla.” 
 
    At the sound of his roommate’s name from the stranger’s lips, Sam glanced quickly from the officer to the girl. Nyla, meanwhile, stared at the other man bug-eyed, clearly still too upset by the presence of water and people to acknowledge her own name. 
 
    Undeterred, the policeman stepped forward. “What did I tell you about mud?” 
 
    “I don’t remember, and I don’t care! I want to go and lick myself.” 
 
    “Then let’s get this over with so you can.” With a single smooth motion, he scooped up the washcloth and tossed it onto Sam’s lap. Then he strode to the side of the bathtub, bent down, and easily pinned Nyla’s arms to her sides before giving Sam a nod and a small, knowing smile. 
 
    “Latest sucker for free rent, huh?” 
 
    Oh, thank God, I’m not the only one! 
 
    A grin broke across Sam’s face as he nodded, revelling in the wave of relief that flooded through his chest, and it was only when the other man flicked his eyes toward the washcloth that he remembered to use it. 
 
    Redhead was still standing off to the side in a state of mute bewilderment, but with Nyla incapacitated and the black-haired officer clearly on his side, at least the process of turning an ambulatory mud puddle back into a catgirl no longer seemed so daunting. 
 
    “Careful,” Jack warned him. “She kicks.” 
 
    Sure enough, as Sam hastily wiped a cloth-full of goo off of Nyla’s bare chest, his eyes closed in an attempt to preserve what little propriety there still was to be saved, the policeman barely turned the catgirl away from him in time to protect him from a sudden, sharp attack. 
 
    Having failed to strike her target, Nyla clamped her toes onto the edge of the bathtub, then thrust as hard as she could in an effort to dislodge herself from everything that kept her in contact with the water. The policeman maintained his hold expertly, swiping her feet out from under her and depositing her back in the bathwater, and Sam used the moment she spent off-balance to grab both of her ankles in one hand. 
 
    “Thanks,” he commented, rubbing the mud from his roommate’s legs as fast as he could, and wondering where she’d managed to find such a sticky combination of water and dirt. “This is so much better than the sexual assault charges I was afraid this was going to stick me with.” 
 
    The other man chuckled, ignoring Nyla as she began to howl in an apparent attempt to replace reason with volume. “Oh, trust me – been there, done that. It almost cost me my chance to get on the force, until she threw up in the chief’s shoe.” 
 
    “That got the charges dropped?” 
 
    “Well... that was after she ate the plant in his office. One of them, anyway – the other, she just spread across the room in the process of pooping in it. And then she peed on his desk. And generally convinced him that she wasn’t mentally competent enough to bathe herself. Careful about that, by the way. When it comes to serving up cold vengeance over personal hygiene, she can get pretty creative.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads-up.” For a stupid half-second, he was tempted to imply that there was nothing Nyla could ‘serve up’ that she hadn’t already. 
 
    At the end of that half-second, the part of his brain that had offered the suggestion was derisively slapped into silence by the parts that understood reality, pattern recognition, and the possibility of jinxing the entirety of his near future. “Any specifics on what I should expect?” 
 
    The other man tilted his head toward the ceiling, contemplating the possibilities for Nyla’s revenge while Sam continued to tempt it by rubbing mud off of her elbow. She took a swing at him, her fingers hooked into claws, but Sam had anticipated the attack and he managed to catch her wrist. All the better to clean your arm with, my dear. 
 
    The resulting series of violent tugs rocked the entire trio, and the policeman steadily held his ground while he delivered his prediction. “Puke. Turds. Miscellaneous bodily leavings where they don’t belong. Damage to plants and other personal belongings. Mostly stuff like that.” 
 
    “In other words, nothing’s going to change.” 
 
    The officer laughed, and Sam reached for the towel he’d left sitting nearby. “OK, I think she’s done except for the drying.” 
 
    “I’m already done! I’ll dry myself! Let me go!” 
 
    Ignoring her howls, Sam rolled up one sleeve, unplugged the tub, then began to rub the slightly muddy water off of Nyla as fast as her thrashing body would allow. Liquid sloshed across the lower edge of the towel as she furiously kicked at it, but a last frantic blur of grabbing, dodging, and practically dancing on his knees finally brought Sam to the victorious moment of wiping the last bit of contamination off his roommate’s foot. 
 
    “Look out,” his unlikely assistant warned, and Sam scrambled out of the way as Nyla exploded out of the policeman’s leanly muscled arms. Her limbs splayed in every direction as she hit a wet spot of her own making, and the two men couldn’t help but laugh as she flew into a spinning, graceless wipeout before regaining her purchase and fleeing down the hall. 
 
    Across the room, Redhead finally broke his silence, glancing nervously at Nyla’s retreating tail before turning his eyes to the cat-washers. “So, uh... Jack...” 
 
    “Yeah?” The catgirl’s former roommate lifted his eyes to his teammate as he rose to his feet. A grin broke across his face, and the other man’s gaze dropped. “You thought I made the whole thing up, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You talked about a human-cat hybrid who lived in a house that was mysteriously vacant when we went to pay a visit.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I guess when you piss off as many people as Nyla does, it’s only a matter of time before you have to find a new neighbourhood.” 
 
    Great. Sam inwardly cringed, a hint of the expression trickling onto his face. “So in other words, I’d better keep her from getting us kicked out of town before the school year begins,” he noted, uneasily reflecting that Nyla had already had too many options for messing up his life before this latest possibility reared its head. 
 
    “No, not out of town,” Jack tried to reassure him. “Just out of the neighbourhood.” 
 
    “How reassuringly reassuring.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Michi wouldn’t switch houses until after you’d moved out, anyway. At least, that’s what he did with me. Made plans while I was still there, held out until I left, then packed up and moved within a week. I guess he’d already found a buyer long before I even knew he planned to move.” 
 
    “So he’s probably had a lot of experience with this. I wonder how many times she’s made him move her.” And how he ended up with this weird responsibility to begin with. 
 
    Jack let out a soft chuff. “Probably too many times for Nyla to count. Not that I think she can count very high. I mean, she probably could, but good luck getting her to care enough to try.” 
 
    “Did you ever try to?” Sam asked, using the towel to wipe off the floor and bathtub before coating his hands in a generous layer of soap. 
 
    “Yeah, once,” Jack answered, raising his voice a bit to compete with the tap as his young rescuee washed his hands. “She was watching birds through the window, and I asked her if she knew how many there were. She said there were enough that one of them was almost sure to notice her, so it wasn’t worth going after them.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows. “That sounds more practical than I’d expect from her.” With a few flicks of his wrist, he turned off the faucet and shook the water from his hands, careful not to get a single drop on his freshly towelled floor. “It figures that Nyla’s one moment of clarity would have to do with-” 
 
    Splash. 
 
    The noise instantly gripped his attention, and Sam wheeled around to face the door, his tense ears searching for a repeat of the sound. 
 
    Slosh. 
 
    No. No way. No fricking WAY. This is NOT happening. 
 
    Two slow steps, then he built up speed like a train surging forward, rushing toward the kitchen as the ominous noise made a third appearance. 
 
    Swosh. 
 
    “NYLA!” 
 
    He was almost startled by the sound that exploded from his own mouth. High and strangled, pierced by horrified exasperation, it sent a jerking spasm through the catgirl’s entire body, causing her to scramble away from the puddle that surrounded her water bowl. 
 
    “Sam!” she complained. “You scared me!” 
 
    “What are you doing?!” 
 
    “You bathed me.” 
 
    “So you’re splashing the water out of your bowl?” 
 
    “I’m mad.” 
 
    “I noticed, but...” It was just so stupid that he was having a hard time processing it. “You just put up a loud, thrashing fight against being cleaned with water, and now you’re touching water on purpose. To splash it on the floor.” 
 
    Her ears, face and voice flattened sullenly. “You need to be punished.” 
 
    “So you won’t touch water to make both our lives easier, but you will do it to punish me for preventing you from spreading mud all over the house.” 
 
    “I would have cleaned the mud off myself.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When I was ready. After I rubbed some of it off on the carpet and couch.” 
 
    An exasperated moan broke loudly from Sam’s throat, and from the hall leading to the bathroom, he could hear Jack laughing at this latest piece of lunacy on the part of their shared tormentor. 
 
    She did this to him, too. She definitely did, and now that it isn’t him who has to live with her, it’s funny. 
 
    “Is she splashing the water out of her bowl?” 
 
    I knew it! “Yeah.” 
 
    “The spray bottle will only add to the surplus of water, but it might make you feel better.” 
 
    He didn’t even need to mull the decision over. Yes. Adding to the surplus of water sounded perfect right about now. 
 
    An ominous darkness filled his expression as he slowly stepped forward, feeling the power of his anger build inside his looming form. Sensing the shift in his demeanour, Nyla shrank away from the bowl and glanced around for an escape route, only to realize that he was directly between her and the exit. 
 
    Her lithe body huddled against the cupboard, and her hair began to rise as Sam bent down and picked up her water bowl. 
 
    Then, with an unceremonious flick of his wrist, he emptied the vessel over her head, watching with smug satisfaction as the liquid cascaded over her well-deserving scalp. 
 
    “SA-A-AM!” 
 
    “There,” he said, ignoring the cry and the spray as she frantically tried to shake the cold water out of her hair. “You’re as wet as you clearly wanted to be when I was towelling you off, the water is on the floor, and you can consider both of us punished. Go and lick yourself.” 
 
    With that, he stepped to the side, watching as his roommate raced into the living room and obligingly began to lick herself furiously. 
 
    A soft thud caught his ear, followed by a faint choking sound, and Sam turned to see Jack slumped against the wall, crimson-faced and clutching his gut as his mouth gaped with silent laughter. He’d clearly run out of breath, but his body still insisted on continuing to laugh, and Sam had just begun to wonder if he was going to pass out when he finally managed to wrench an inhalation from the grip of his mirth-racked chest. 
 
    “Enjoying yourself?” 
 
    Unable to speak, the policeman gave a limp, breathless nod, then he closed his eyes and tilted his head back against the wall, continuing to gasp with unbridled amusement. A second set of choking noises drew Sam’s attention, and he turned to watch incredulously as Nyla began to gag, reverse-licking the air in an urgent attempt to expel the long tangle of hair she’d managed to accidentally half-swallow. 
 
    Part of the boy wanted to feel smug, silently gloating at the sight of his misbehaved nemesis’ insistence on saliva-based grooming backfiring on her. 
 
    A larger part was concerned for her survival, and he took a step toward her, trying to analyze the situation with his eyes but unable to draw a solid conclusion on whether or not his roommate was dying. 
 
    “Um... Nyla? Are you OK?” 
 
    “BRAOWK!” 
 
    “HOLY...” 
 
    As Sam gaped at the spectacle in front of him, a strange wheezing sound pierced the air behind him, signalling the moment when Jack nearly climbed out of the pit of laughter that had consumed his self-control, only to lose his grip and go plunging back into hysteria. 
 
    Nyla, meanwhile, continued to cough and twitch, until a final quivering spasm racked her form and a slimy log of golden hair slopped onto the carpet. 
 
    A hoarse, howling moan broke from Sam’s throat, and the catgirl instantly fled to the bathroom from which she’d so recently escaped. Jack slowly tilted onto the floor, red with breathless, gasping laughter, and even Redhead had started to guffaw, his eyebrows still raised in bewildered incredulity even as his teammate’s amusement spread to him. 
 
    A sigh leaked slowly from Sam’s chest, and somehow the knowledge that he probably shouldn’t get sarcastic with a pair of police officers, one of whom had helped him just a few minute ago, was starting to feel less relevant by the second. “I’m so glad we could entertain you,” he muttered, turning back toward the kitchen and resigning himself to spending the next few minutes in the company of paper towels, a rag, and a bottle of carpet cleaner. 
 
    Mud, then a water bowl, then a hairball... what else could she possibly- 
 
    No. I won’t say it. 
 
    DING, DONG, RING, DONG... RING, DONG, DING DONG! 
 
    Even though I didn’t ask, I guess I’m about to find out. 
 
    All three men flinched, and Sam was the first to pry his eyes open and his teeth away from each other, forcing a facade of uninjured calm as he rushed toward the door. “I’m coming!” he called. “Please don’t use that thing a-” 
 
    DING, DONG, RING, DONG... 
 
    Abandoning his attempts not to grimace, Sam threw the door open, silently promising himself that he’d uninstall the doorbell at the earliest opportunity. 
 
    A moment later, that vow was forgotten as he found himself staring into the furious eyes of a tear-stained old woman. 
 
    “Uh... ma’am?” Uh-oh. New neighbour’s pissed. I wonder if this is about her dogs. “Is something-” 
 
    “LOOK AT THIS!” Her voice rose to a harpy-like shriek as she brandished a small, furry object in his face, dangling it from what was left of its short, stubby tail. “DO YOU SEE WHAT THIS IS?!” 
 
    “It’s, uh...” A very bad sign for Nyla’s continued existence in this neighbourhood. “A chewed-up hamster butt?” 
 
    Rage flew across the old woman’s face, and her large, slow windup gave Sam enough time to duck the severed hamster half as it sailed the length of the kitchen and landed in Nyla’s punishment puddle. 
 
    “Exactly!” the elderly intruder yelled. “It used to be my baby, and then I stepped outside and found your mutant monstrosity eating his head!” 
 
    Oh God. Somehow, this final piece of lunacy seemed to push the situation across an invisible line, frustration and tragedy leering drunkenly into the realm of dark, absurd comedy. Emotions collided in Sam’s chest, fear and anger and the insane urge to laugh, and he struggled to keep a poker face while meeting his visitor’s eyes. 
 
    God, please, do NOT let me burst out laughing in front of this woman. I’d rather pee myself. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m very sorry; it-” 
 
    “Do you know what else she was doing with it?” 
 
    “Do I want to know?” 
 
    “She was dancing with it! Tossing my murdered baby into the air and then flouncing around it and tossing her head like a... like a... a sick, demented murder ballerina!” 
 
    That did it. Behind him, Jack dissolved again, Redhead slumped against the counter, and Sam didn’t quite catch the jolting guffaw whose forward edges exploded from between his tightly-pressed lips. 
 
    “ARE YOU LAUGHING AT ME?!” 
 
    “No- no, I’m not, it’s just-” 
 
    “Sam...” Jack’s voice was a feeble wheeze, overwhelmed by helpless laughter almost before it could complete the single word. Sam’s head swivelled to check on him, but before his stare could settle on the officer, it was seized in the merciless grip of a horrifying spectacle: 
 
    Nyla had emerged from the bathroom, and having found an offering beside her water bowl, she had dragged her kill to the carpet, and was vigorously finishing the job of eating the hamster. 
 
    Something halfway between a squawk and a screech exploded from the old lady’s throat, and Nyla startled violently, her eyes huge and her ears flattening against her ducking head. Then the bereaved woman lunged, and the catgirl’s feet scrambled wildly beneath her as she burst into flight, leaving the mutilated hamster butt to roll to a halt beside Jack. 
 
    For a moment, Sam was afraid that the mourner would persist in her pursuit, and he would have to break up a horrible catfight between an enraged old woman and a half-feline mutant. But to his relief, his visitor either gave up the hunt easily, or had never been targeting Nyla to begin with. 
 
    Instead, she stumbled to a halt beside the dead rodent and the gradually sobering policeman, slumped slowly to her knees, cradled the bundle of fur, spit and blood in both hands, and burst into tears. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    Her shoulders were shaking, and she didn’t even seem to care that cradling the corpse against her chest was getting her shirt all bloody. She really loved that hamster. Oh, no. 
 
    “Uh, ma’am, I’m... I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, do you-” Want me to get you a new hamster, want me to make Nyla apologize, want me to lock Nyla up forever... what do I say that won’t make this worse? 
 
    “Do you plan to eat that?” 
 
    OH NO. 
 
    The grey-haired head snapped up to fix a malevolent stare on Nyla’s large green eyes, and for a moment, the catgirl stared back, a look of innocent question lingering on her face even as her ears fell backward. 
 
    Then the woman lunged with startling speed, her fingers closing around Nyla’s tail even as the feline turned to run. Nyla instantly spun to take a wild swing at her, batting at her antagonist’s hair with her hand thankfully flat. 
 
    Fearing that the warning swat might devolve into bona fide clawing any second, Sam rushed to intervene, matched stride for stride by Jack, whose laughter had entirely run its course and turned into alarm as the two females locked into a full-blown grapple. 
 
    “I’ve got Nyla,” the officer declared in the quick, firm voice of a commander on the battlefield, and while the larger man went for the more physically powerful opponent, Sam was left with the awkward task of wrangling an enraged senior citizen off of a frantic half-feline mutant. 
 
    This is officially the strangest thing I’ve ever done. Now, if I can just get a grip on her thrashing body without touching her breasts... 
 
    With the dread possibility of the reaction to such an affront shadowing his mind, Sam took a brief moment to consider his approach. While he hesitated, Jack hooked his forearms beneath Nyla’s armpits, then clamped his hands behind her head, eliciting a loud, angry yowl as he hauled her away from her foe. 
 
    Well. That’ll work. 
 
    It helped that his target’s arms were outstretched, reaching for Nyla even as Jack tried in vain to increase the distance between them. With awkward, clambering movements, he hooked his limbs around hers the same way the policeman had, and was about to complete the hold when Jack’s urgent shout of “Careful of her joints!” froze him in place. 
 
    Oh, great. So I can’t haul her by her arms. Which basically leaves her stomach and chest. 
 
    Half a second after he thought that, Nyla took the hazardous job off his hands by dealing with her antagonist’s chest herself – with a foot. 
 
    The impact of toes against sternum caused Sam to flinch even harder than the target of Nyla’s flailing attack, and both humans went stumbling backward. Fortunately, the glancing blow had landed above the sagging, sensitive mounds, and its recipient seemed more angry than hurt as she scrambled free from Sam’s compromised grasp. 
 
    “That’s it!” she announced, rage tearing through her voice. “I’m calling animal control!” 
 
    “Good luck,” Jack managed through gritted teeth as he struggled to keep Nyla contained. “She’s already a litigational legend there – I’m not sure a dead hamster is going to convince them to touch this mess again.” 
 
    “Well, you’re a policeman, aren’t you? Do your job and arrest her!” 
 
    “Gh- I’ll have to go through-” A quick swipe of Jack’s foot took Nyla’s legs out from under her, bringing them both to their knees. Seeming to lose interest in both of her opponents, the catgirl started trying to scramble away, and upon seeing that she was attempting to escape in the direction of her bedroom, Jack decided to just let her go. 
 
    With that aspect of the crisis behind him, he pushed himself to his feet, breathing hard and bracing his hands on his knees on the way up. Then his tired stare met the accuser’s, and he concluded, “proper procedures.” 
 
    “Why? She’s obviously guilty! You saw her eating my hamster with your own eyes!” 
 
    “Yes, after you threw it next to her water bowl. I can’t arrest her based on that – I need more information.” 
 
    Oh great. Sam’s eyes and mouth squeezed tightly shut, and he raised his face briefly toward the ceiling. Now my special needs roommate might end up in jail. 
 
    I wonder what the bail on hamster-eating costs. 
 
    “Fine,” the seething visitor retorted. “But after I’ve answered your questions, you’d better arrest her!” 
 
    “If she’s found guilty of a crime, yes.” 
 
    To Sam’s relief, Jack’s professional tone carried a note of weary tolerance that seemed to suggest that he was just going through the motions, and wasn’t actually planning to make an arrest. 
 
    Gesturing for his teammate – who, Sam noticed with some annoyance, had failed to participate in the fight in any way – Jack waited for the red-haired man to pull out a notepad, then began asking questions. 
 
    “Where did the attack on the hamster take place?” 
 
    “On my front yard.” 
 
    “Do you have a fence around your yard, to keep your pets in and wildlife, deranged people, or anything in between out?” 
 
    “No, but I shouldn’t have to!” 
 
    “Your dogs chased Nyla onto my yard,” Sam interjected, then immediately kicked himself as an enraged glare turned toward him. Right. Defuse the rage-bomb first, THEN present evidence. 
 
    “Did they eat her?” the woman snarled, and Sam shook his head. 
 
    “The Chihuahua seemed to be considering it, but I chased it off.” 
 
    “You chased my baby into the street?!” 
 
    Never mind defusing the rage bomb. Now he was starting to get angry himself. “It had to cross the street in order to get here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sam.” Jack’s tone didn’t sound like thanks. It sounded more like a barely-restrained please stop making this worse. “Would you mind checking on Nyla while I talk to your guest?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    You know it’s bad when dealing with your bath-hating, hamster-hungry, crazy mutant roommate seems easier than dealing with the new neighbour. 
 
    As he trudged down the hallway, Sam restrained the urge to sigh and shake his head. He knew he should probably be more sympathetic to this woman; after all, she’d just lost a beloved pet. 
 
    But he didn’t appreciate being blamed when Nyla hunted the neighbour’s animals the same way they hunted her. He didn’t appreciate having half-eaten hamsters thrown at his head. 
 
    And he REALLY didn’t appreciate the smears of rodent blood he was going to have to clean up later. 
 
    On the upside, the distraction provided by his felicidal neighbour seemed to have caused Nyla to forget the indignity he’d just put her through, thus forestalling her petty judgment until the next bath. 
 
    Once that hopeful thought entered his head, he continued to believe it for exactly six seconds. 
 
    Then he saw what had happened to the bathroom, and his brain didn’t even try to stop the noise that rose in his throat. 
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    “UAAAWK!” 
 
    A moment ago, Jack had been trying to explain to the irate visitor that if she brought charges against Sam for allowing Nyla to roam free, she might have to face penalties for permitting her dogs to do the same. 
 
    Now, he found himself wondering if it was even safe for Nyla to roam her own house. 
 
    With a hasty “excuse me”, he jogged down the hallway, searching for the source of Sam’s vocal distress and wondering how long it would take him to find the problem, and how bad it was going to be. 
 
    When the affected area came into view, he wasn’t sure which problem to focus on first. 
 
    A lake of gold was slowly spreading across the floor beside the toilet. A semi-solid heap of puked-up hamster bits stared back at him from the edge of the carpet, one inch away from the easily-cleaned tile, and the toilet paper lay in a coiled mess, its edges stained by urine. 
 
    And even as Jack came to a halt, Nyla clenched her fingers into the shower curtain like claws, and with a straining, dramatic heave, she tore the rod from its mooring and slammed it to the floor of the bathtub. 
 
    “Nyla!” Jack’s sharp voice made the catgirl flinch, and with quick, skulking movements she slipped into a corner, pressed her nose into the wall, and sat with her back to the men. 
 
    “I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Well, who did?!” Sam exploded, his wild gaze traversing the room in a flurry of exasperated rage. 
 
    “I don’t care. I didn’t.” 
 
    Drawing on his experience with his former roommate’s limited intellect, Jack tried a different approach. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “I was mad. I needed to punish you.” 
 
    A long sigh poured slowly from the officer’s lungs. “I wish there was some way to scold you for this that you would understand.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be scolded,” the catgirl sulked. “I’m the one punishing you.” 
 
    His eyes flashing, Sam took a step forward, and Jack’s hand closed around his arm. “Not now, soldier. She won’t understand anyway. Time to de-escalate this arms race.” 
 
    This time it was Sam’s turn to sigh, but to Jack’s relief, the younger man decided to defer to his greater experience. Stepping forward, the policeman gestured for Nyla to follow him, even as his partner’s harried voice reached his ears. 
 
    “No, ma’am, I’m not sure whether she counts as a human or an animal. Until today, I wasn’t even convinced that she existed.” 
 
    “Well, whatever she is, she’s a murderer, and I want her charged!” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m not sure the penalty for a cat eating a hamster is even worth hiring a lawyer for. Why was the hamster even outside?” 
 
    His partner’s bedside manner squeezed Jack’s face into a cringe, and he projected his voice down the hall as he called over his shoulder. “Thank you, Neal. I’ll deal with this when I’m done with Nyla.” 
 
    “Jack, this lady wants answers right away.” Neal’s protest rose above the snarling voice that demanded to know when it became a crime for one’s family to wander on their own property, and Jack quietly groaned. 
 
    I swear, some people’s ideas of what ‘should’ happen are so fixed in their brains that they form a solid wall to keep reality out. 
 
    Of course, when there’s a human-cat-hybrid-thing involved, the definitions of reality do get a little bit stretched. 
 
    One thing at a time. Get the catgirl into the back yard, then deal with the reality-blocker. 
 
    “Ma’am, how about a compromise,” Neal tried, his voice strained by desperation, and Jack gave up on luring Nyla and forcibly hauled her to the back door. Taking the hint, Sam held the door open while Jack shoved the feline outside, then closed it quietly to avoid alerting his still-irate visitor. 
 
    “The only compromise I want,” the old woman snapped, “is to make sure that that monster will never eat another of my babies again!” 
 
    “So if, say, we kept her claws trimmed so she couldn’t claw them?” 
 
    Oh, come on, Neal, she’ll never fall for that. Even at first glance, it’s obvious that Nyla has opposable- 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    What. 
 
    Jack’s face went slack with numb disbelief, and he was surprised to realize that his jaw wasn’t hanging open. 
 
    She fell for that. She actually believes that a lack of fingernails will keep Nyla from killing things. 
 
    “If you promise to keep that thing’s claws trimmed, and you prevent her from roaming the neighbourhood where she could eat other people’s pets, I won’t sue anyone. Yet.” 
 
    All right, so she is smart enough to demand something that might actually work. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. I’ll let Sam know.” 
 
    Off to the side, Sam elected to stay out of sight until the sharp, angry sound of retreating footsteps ended with the slam of a door. Only when the continued rhythm of feet on the walkway signalled that the irate senior citizen was actually leaving did the boy emerge, glancing nervously down the hallway to ensure that it was, in fact, safe. 
 
    “Oh, calm down.” Jack clapped a hand on his shoulder, causing him to twitch. “If you’re almost strong enough to bathe Nyla, I’m sure you can take her.” 
 
    Sam cringed. “Bathe her? Sure. Almost. Trim her nails?” The cringe deepened. “Heaven help me.” 
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    “Are you sure you can’t hold her still?” 
 
    On his way out the door, Jack shook his head. “We won’t always be around here, Sam. You need to learn how to do this on your own. You’re lucky this happened to be a slow day, or we’d have been gone long ago. Don’t worry, though. You just have to outlast her. Just use that hold I showed you, and I’m sure you’ll wear her down eventually.” 
 
    Sam’s face flattened into a half-cringe. “Sure. Yeah. Um...” I guess that isn’t very grateful of me; they DO have better things to do, after all. “Thanks for all the help. And for not arresting me.” 
 
    “No problem.” Jack grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ll be around to ‘inspect’ Nyla now and then. To make sure her claws are trimmed and she hasn’t eaten you.” 
 
    Oh, thanks. I needed to hear that. He’s probably joking, but still... “That isn’t actually likely, is it? The eating, I mean?” 
 
    A mischievous grin spread wolfishly across Jack’s face. “Eating? No. Biting? Possibly. Clawing? Not after you trim her nails – which you need to do anyway, since she definitely won’t do it herself. Don’t worry; she’s relatively gentle with things that aren’t small prey animals, as long as she isn’t feeling playful or angry. See you around, Sam.” 
 
    “See you.” 
 
    As the door closed behind his best hope of overpowering the catgirl, Sam squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    OK. I can do this. I did dress her, after all. Of course, dressing doesn’t involve sharp objects and sensitive fingertips, but I’m sure I can do this. 
 
    Eventually. 
 
    Somehow. 
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    “OWWwwwwww!” 
 
    As he struggled to hold the thrashing catgirl in place, Sam flinched at the sight of the drop of blood that emerged from her fingertip. “Sorry,” he grunted, straining to maintain his grip. “If you stop writhing like an epileptic snake, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Let me gooooo!” 
 
    “I will, as soon as I’m done trimming you.” 
 
    “I want my clawwwws!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, the neighbour lady wants her hamster. Do you see any hamsters here?” 
 
    A spectacular twist of her entire body nearly robbed him of his hold, and all four of his limbs teamed up to pin hers as she yowled, “I don’t remember any hamsters! Let me go!” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry; I’m sure that soon you won’t remember your claws, either. In the meantime, hold still.” 
 
    “I want to leave!” 
 
    “The sooner you hold still, the sooner you can- ghoh!” 
 
    He’d known that cats were agile. But somehow, seeing that acrobatic twist and flip performed by a humanoid body made it all the more impressive. 
 
    It was a pity that he only got to see the first part of it before it slammed him to the ground, leaving him to listen dazedly as Nyla raced to the other end of the bathroom, limping and stumbling to keep her bleeding appendage from touching the ground. 
 
    Great. The boy briefly closed his eyes, imagining the blood trail that his roommate was likely to leave on the carpet. Now there’ll be blood everywhere, and I’ve only done four fingernails out of ten. 
 
    His shoulders tensed, bracing for the sound of the door being pushed open even as he began to lift his head. This is so not worth... wait... 
 
    Ha. 
 
    “Nice try.” As he levered himself up onto his elbows, Sam smirked at the catgirl. “The door opens inward. Your battering ram impression isn’t gonna work this time.” 
 
    Nyla responded by clawing feebly at the door with her newly de-nailed fingertips. “It isn’t making enough noise!” she complained. “I can’t feel it scratch!” 
 
    Score! The word resounded through his mind with the same fervency he imagined some of his classmates might feel when they realized they were about to get laid. No more scratching sounds in the middle of the night! 
 
    That’s it. This is totally worth it. I’m trimming those claws. 
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    That. Was not. Worth it. 
 
    The bathroom looked like the aftermath of some sort of Klingon sex scene. Two people lay draped on the ground, panting with exhaustion, and Sam could only hope that none of the items that had fallen during the struggle had been breakable or valuable. Not likely, in a place like a bathroom, but in a house that wasn’t entirely your own you never knew until you checked. 
 
    Nyla had bled, he had bled, and the minute corner of his mind that had the energy to spare for the thought of things getting ruined hoped that the nail clippers wouldn’t rust in the presence of blood. 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    Nyla’s sullen voice dragged him out of his weary lethargy, and his hand crawled sluggishly across the floor to gather the severed fingernails. “Thanks. I hate you, too.” 
 
    The catgirl’s body began to twist, warping itself into one of the contortions for which her kind was famed, and Sam kept half an eye on her as he dumped the nails in the garbage. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “One of my toenails is still attached a bit. I have to eat it.” 
 
    The possible consequences of that decision stretched Sam’s face into a grimace. “No, don’t. It’s sharp. Just give it here and I’ll throw it out.” 
 
    “No. I’m eating it.” 
 
    “Why?” Surely that can’t be tasty or comfortable. 
 
    “I think there’s something in it I want to eat.” 
 
    “Why, did you step in something you like?” Sam asked, leaning in for a closer look. Nyla’s hand snapped out, swatting at his head in a half-hearted warning swing, and he caught the appendage and used it to pull her off-balance so he could get a better view of her toe. 
 
    “Come on, you can’t just eat something sharp like-” 
 
    The next swing was harder, and the slide of fingertips across his cheek made him glad that he’d had the foresight to file down the points that his inexpert cat-trimming job had left. 
 
    “Go away. I’m eating.” 
 
    Can catgirls safely eat fingernails? “What if it gets caught in your throat?” 
 
    “They never do,” Nyla claimed, awkwardly working herself back into a foot-chewing position. 
 
    “You’ve done this before? 
 
    “Lots of times.” 
 
    A frown shadowed Sam’s eyes as they narrowed in thought, and he struggled to read his roommate’s face for signs of truth or falsehood. 
 
    I wonder if she’s intelligent enough to tell me what I want to hear. 
 
    If she is, she almost never does – at least, not when it comes to stuff that’s happening in the present moment. So she probably isn’t now. 
 
    “OK. But make sure you chew it really well-” not that she really chews- “so it doesn’t get hooked in your throat.” 
 
    “I don’t chew any more than I have to.” 
 
    “Well, you have to.” 
 
    As the girl resumed gnawing on her own toe, Sam watched the movements carefully. Would that take the toenail off, if I hadn’t already mostly cut it off? “Hey, Nyla?” 
 
    Predictably, the feline ignored him. He tried again, this time poking her first. “Nyla?” 
 
    Her shoulders spasmed in a perturbed twitch. “What?” 
 
    “Is that how you normally trim your nails?” 
 
    “I claw things.” 
 
    “So you shave them down by clawing things?” 
 
    “And I keep them sharp.” 
 
    “Comforting. Well, when you’re done, I have to file it so that-” 
 
    Instantly a blast of hot, vile air hissed into his face, and Sam flinched away, scrunching his nose in horrified disgust. “Holy crap, Nyla. Those hisses need a warning label. When was the last time you... good grief. You don’t brush your teeth either, do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Great.” A new weight of ominous dread pressed a sigh from his lungs. “Time to make a phone call.” 
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    “So.” A flick of his wrist accompanied the snap as the cell phone flipped shut, and Sam braced his feet wide beneath him as he stared at Nyla. “Apparently I’ve been neglecting my duty to wage war with you on a daily basis.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I have to brush your teeth.” 
 
    As expected, the statement scrunched Nyla’s head into her neck and flattened her ears against her warily lowering skull. “No.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that. Just make sure you do it with your mouth open so I can get at your teeth.” 
 
    She hunched her shoulders toward him, bristling menacingly. “If you touch my teeth, I’ll use them on you!” 
 
    “Just let me grab the toothbrush first.” 
 
    And with that, she was gone, vanishing into the basement in a flurry of bushed tail and awkwardly flying limbs. Sam didn’t bother getting upset about it; the house wasn’t all that big, and the one nice thing about his feline roommate being the shape of a human was that she couldn’t move all that fast. 
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    When a guy my age thinks about tangling his body around a naked, nubile female, I bet this is NEVER what he has in mind. 
 
    At least this time he only had one target to go for, so he didn’t have to keep switching positions in order to wrangle a powerful, thrashing limb. It also helped that a toothbrush was decidedly less pointy than nail clippers, and less likely to draw blood if its target refused to stay still for more than two point five nanoseconds. 
 
    All the same, wrapping his legs around Nyla’s body and arms left his crotch disturbingly vulnerable, and as he frantically scrubbed her gnashing teeth, he could only hope that she wouldn’t discover his weakness soon enough to exploit it. 
 
    Fortunately, she seemed to be too intent on the task of spitting out the toothbrush to think about launching an effective counterattack. Her tongue repeatedly forced its way out from between her teeth, writhing against the plastic stick like an irritable snake, and her tail slapped the floor and wall in a flurry of impotent rage. 
 
    A deep growl rose from her chest, and Sam cautiously forced his gloved fingers into her mouth, prying it further open to give the toothbrush greater access to her back molars. 
 
    “Thaaaaaannnmmm....” 
 
    The word came out so warped that only the context, and the fact that she’d been repeating it angrily for far too much of the evening, told him that it was his name. He chose to ignore it, focusing his attention on remembering where he’d already brushed, and which teeth still needed attending to. 
 
    Just two molars left. Her teeth clamped down on his fingers, but thankfully the gloves that had accompanied the toothbrush in Nyla’s drawer were thick enough to thwart the catgirl’s fingercidal assault. Gritting his own teeth, Sam forced her mouth open again, caught between guilt at her whimper of distress and frustration at her insistence on turning routine procedures into violent ordeals. 
 
    “Nyla,” he growled, straining the words out between attempts to maintain his hold on the thrashing feline, “do you have any idea how easy this could have been for both of us if you’d just held still?!” 
 
    Still obsessed with her mission of spitting out the toothbrush, his roommate ignored him, leaving them both to struggle in near-silence as he finally scrubbed the last two teeth to a good-enough semblance of clean. 
 
    The instant he loosened his grip, the catgirl bolted out of his arms, shook her head violently, then slunk off to sulk in a corner. “I hate you.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, the feeling’s almost mutual,” Sam grunted as he pushed himself to his feet. “I’m sure you’ll have forgotten it within an hour, and I’ll have gotten over it. In the meantime, I’m gonna go and get some food.” 
 
    The moment the words left his mouth, Nyla’s eyes brightened in a way that made him want to kick himself. I did NOT just say that out loud. 
 
    “Yes! I want some food.” 
 
    I said that out loud. What was I thinking? “You just ate.” 
 
    “No I didn’t.” 
 
    “I saw you eat, as much as you were willing to eat. I saw you walk away from half of it because you were supposedly full. And I fed you right before I brushed your teeth so that you wouldn’t instantly undo all the good we just did.” 
 
    “We didn’t do any good. You invaded my mouth and made me upset.” 
 
    “Whatever. Bottom line is, you ate, and you’ll eat again at breakfast. In the meantime, I haven’t eaten since supper because I was busy cleaning up your mess, so go lie on your bed and digest your bedtime snack while I get one for myself.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” she announced, taking a few steps toward him before pausing as he firmly aimed a finger toward her. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Caught between her desire to follow him and her reluctance to approach the sternly brandished appendage, the catgirl wiggled in place. “I have to watch you make food.” 
 
    “No you don’t.” 
 
    “I have to watch you eat it. And then maybe you’ll give me some.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it.” 
 
    “I’ll stare at you.” 
 
    “That’ll just make you think you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I am hungry.” 
 
    Giving up on a clearly futile attempt to reason with a feline, Sam shrugged, flicked the bathroom door open, and strolled down the hall. “Tell it to a mammal that cares. You got your food, now I’m getting mine.” 
 
    “I’m coming.” 
 
    Of course you are. Sam decided to ignore her as he slid a couple pieces of bread into the toaster, turned the stove’s front burner on, and pulled out the frying pan. It was traditionally the wrong time of day for eggs and toast, but his care-o-meter was bottoming out. If Nyla could make a midday snack out of a hamster, he could make a bedtime snack out of breakfast. 
 
    “The bread is changing smells.” Fascinated by the routine yet exotic phenomenon that was occurring on the countertop, Nyla lifted herself into a human-like standing position, braced her hands on the counter, and leaned her head between the toaster and the underside of the cupboard. For a moment, Sam feared that her hair might fall into the machine and catch fire, but thankfully it caught on her shoulders and stayed out of harm’s way. 
 
    Still, there was an obvious fact that needed to be voiced. “You shouldn’t stick your head in there. The toast is going to pop.” 
 
    “But I want to get more of the bread smell in my nose.” 
 
    “You’ll have more than just the smell in your nose if your nose is still there in about thirty seconds.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    As it turned out, thirty seconds had been too generous an estimate. Before he could warn his roommate about the impending attack, an angry bark burst from the toaster, along with two pieces of scalding-hot toast. 
 
    The noise and the food struck Nyla full in the face, sending the catgirl rearing skull-first into the bottom of the cupboard. The dishes rattled with the force of the impact, and Nyla’s tail tripled in size as she flew headlong out of the room, leaving Sam bent over the counter in a breathless, heaving fit of laughter in her fur-strewn wake. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8: You Can Start a War Over Carrots, Right? 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had no idea that Nyla shooting herself with a toaster would make snack time so peaceful. I must find a way to make this happen more often. 
 
    As he slowly leaned his shoulders back, Sam felt his reclining body sink a few luxurious inches into the overstuffed armchair, and a slow, serene smile flowed across his face as his eyes slipped closed. 
 
    This is how an evening should end. No claws on the door, or dead hamsters on the floor, or angry neighbours ringing eardrum-stabbing doorbells... no catgirls trying to climb onto my lap... 
 
    If I didn’t have to get up and brush my teeth, this would be perfect. 
 
    His head lolled lazily toward the window, and one of his eyes opened slightly to take in the peaceful late-evening view. The light was fading, and a few straggling birds lingered on the lawn, poking for the worms that the early birds had missed. The crazed Chihuahua was nowhere in sight, and the glass around chest-height was dotted with... 
 
    The strange sight dragged his sleepy eye wider, and Sam frowned as he leaned a bit closer. What kind of smudge is that? It looks kind of like Nyla’s nose prints, but it would take an elephant or my aunt to leave a nose print that big. 
 
    An attempt to prop himself up with one tired arm convinced him that the lazy route wasn’t going to get his eyeballs close enough to the partly darkened window, and curiosity forced him to his feet even as his body protested. 
 
    It looks like nose grease, all right, he reflected, a corner of his mind distractedly watching as several birds exploded from the lawn in synchronized panic. But the shape... 
 
    THOK! 
 
    Noise exploded from the window beside him and Sam sprang back with a yelp, stumbling onto his rear end and watching in shock as Nyla tumbled to the ground. The moment her hands touched the carpet, she shook her head violently and ran away as if the collision had never happened, leaving a cheek-sized, cheek-shaped smudge on the thoroughly abused glass. 
 
    “Nyla?” Sam called after her, struggling to comprehend how anything with stronger brain functions than a fly could collide with the same window so many times. “What was that about?” 
 
    “I’m hungry!” she returned, her voice drifting from the general direction of the basement stairs. 
 
    “You headbutt windows when you’re hungry?” 
 
    “I wanted the birds.” 
 
    That ALMOST makes sense, but... “And you thought you could get them by jumping through the solid glass window?” 
 
    “I forgot it was there.” 
 
    “Figures.” His eyes strayed wistfully toward the armchair, drawn by a nearly overwhelming temptation to just sit down and forget everything until the next morning. 
 
    If I sit down now, I will definitely never brush my teeth. 
 
    I should brush my teeth. 
 
    Forcing himself to turn away from the seductive piece of furniture, he took a step toward the hall. “I’m going to go brush my teeth.” 
 
    “And feed me,” Nyla prompted, her head popping around the corner like a sideways Jack in the Box, and Sam shook his head in return. 
 
    “I just fed you. And I brushed your teeth.” 
 
    The triangles atop her head angled inquisitively, like the ear equivalent of a questioning frown. “Brushing my teeth means you won’t feed me?” 
 
    Oh, heck no. Do NOT teach her that. 
 
    “It means your teeth are clean and you’ll still be able to chew food. Brushing your teeth helps you eat. But there is no more food. It’s gone for today. There will be more tomorrow.” Believe me. Please, PLEASE believe in my bullcrap. 
 
    “I’m hungry now.” 
 
    Or ignore it. Whatever. “Tomorrow. For now, you’ve completely worn me out with all your fighting, splashing, puking and hamster-eating, and I’m brushing my teeth and going to bed.” 
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    I hate it when I do this. 
 
    The bed was so warm. The blankets were so soft. 
 
    And Sam was so thirsty. 
 
    I was so close. SO CLOSE to being home free for the night. Now I have to move the barricade and get my water bottle. 
 
    And I think I left the laundry from Nyla’s mud disaster in the wash. 
 
    Common sense said to leave the laundry for tomorrow. Obsessive responsibility pointed out that there was nothing in the wash that couldn’t be tumble-dried, so he might as well take the extra two minutes to go downstairs and toss the soggy armful into the machine. 
 
    I guess I should, he reflected, hauling his reluctant body into an unsteady standing position. I won’t even have to turn the lights on; I can see well enough on the main level, going down the basement stairs should be simple enough, and I’m sure I can find the dryer door and use the light inside the machine. No need to hurt my eyes and lose my night vision. 
 
    It was only when the fifth stair from the bottom writhed beneath his foot that he remembered an important rule of living with cats: losing your night vision is less hazardous to your health than a darkened flight of stairs. 
 
    The ground flew out from under him with a painful yowl, and Sam released a yelp of his own as he pitched forward. Two seconds of frantic stumbling later, he was leaning on the wall at the bottom of the stairs, his hands and wrists stinging slightly from the impact with the vertical surface, while his heart pounded, his knees trembled with relief and alarm, and his voice rose to an angry bark. 
 
    “NYLA! Why were you lying on the stairs?!” 
 
    Strangely unfazed by the encounter, her innocent voice drifted toward him from somewhere in the dark. “I like it there. I can watch the whole world.” 
 
    Sam pushed away from the wall, glancing around at the total blackness that engulfed the underground room. “You mean the whole basement. In which there was absolutely nothing to watch while you were lying there.” 
 
    “There’s something to watch when humans come through.” 
 
    Yeah, but... “When humans come through, you get stepped on.” 
 
    “It’s OK to step on people. They don’t mind.” 
 
    “When you’re a cat the size of a cat, they don’t, but if a human the size of a human steps on you, you’re likely to get hurt.” 
 
    “I will?” 
 
    Wow. “Obviously! Did you somehow not hear your own screech? That sounded like pain to me!” 
 
    “I’m fine now. It doesn’t hurt anymore.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. Let’s keep it that way, by you not standing on the stairs or directly in my path.” 
 
    “Can’t you just watch where you’re going?” 
 
    “Not in the dark.” 
 
    “It isn’t that dark.” 
 
    “It is to me. Speaking of which, where are you? I need to switch the laundry over, and I don’t want to step on you again.” 
 
    “So watch where you’re going.” 
 
    Oh, screw it. Sam began to shuffle carefully toward the laundry machines, inching his way across the completely invisible floor. “I can’t, so you’ll have to. If you’re in my path, please move.” 
 
    Three seconds later his foot ran into Nyla, eliciting a sharp, irritable “Hey!”, and he rolled his eyes and kept moving. 
 
    “I told you I was coming,” he pointed out as the catgirl scuttled away from him. “ And if it isn’t dark to you, you should be able to see – seriously?!” 
 
    Having accidentally kicked his roommate for the second time in ten seconds, Sam slowed his pace, glancing around and struggling to see her in the basement’s impenetrable gloom. “Are you still in my way?” 
 
    “I’m not in your way; you’re moving toward the place where I am!” 
 
    “Good to know.” He kept shuffling. “Please move.” 
 
    “I’m comfortable here.” 
 
    “Not if you’re between me and the laundry machines you aren’t.” 
 
    “HEY!” 
 
    This time, when his foot made contact, Sam made a point of shoving the catgirl out of his path, clearing the way for him to reach the machines without further incident. Nyla chirped angrily as she stumbled clear, and Sam glanced at her as he groped for the dryer door, swung it open, and flooded the basement with translucent golden light. 
 
    “So, how’s your leg?” he asked conversationally, keeping half an eye on the irritable feline as he pulled an armful of laundry out of the washer. 
 
    “I’m not telling you. I hate you.” 
 
    Here we go again. “Don’t worry. You’ll have forgotten about it by morning.” 
 
    It was strange, he reflected as he finished feeding the soggy clothes and towels into the dryer’s shining maw. A few days ago, he’d been worried that her predatory feline instincts might be the end of him. Now, he commented on her animal tendencies as casually as if he’d been living with them his entire life. 
 
    Of course, the last few days had felt like a lifetime, so... close enough. 
 
    The door slammed closed, and Sam watched his roommate with his ears as he turned on the dryer and shuffled back to the stairs. Fortunately, either she had the sense not to deliberately put herself in his path, or she was tired of putting out the effort to stay directly in his way, so it was perfectly smooth sailing until he swung his foot a bit too far and hit his toe on the stair. 
 
    Ow. Great. Good job, Sam... 
 
    OK. Off to bed. Just go to bed, close your eyes, and this night will be over soon enough. 
 
    So, let’s see... As he went through the motions of preparing his fortress, his sleepy but ever-methodical mind checked off the necessary preparations. 
 
    Door closed, check. Barricaded? Check. Pyjamas, laundry, teeth, I’m in bed, I’m under the blankets, check... 
 
    CRAP! 
 
    A spasm of frustration buried his face in the pillow, and for just a few seconds of wild despair, he considered smothering himself. 
 
    After all that effort and fuss... 
 
    I forgot to get my water. 
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    “SAAAAAAAM!” 
 
    The strident scream ripped through the gentle fabric of sleep, sending a blinding flare of sunlight blazing into his eyes as they wrenched themselves open. His fingers tightened on the pillow in panic, and as he struggled to force his lethargic body into motion, Sam hastily began to assess the odds that the house was not on fire. 
 
    “SAAAM!” 
 
    It wasn’t sounding good. 
 
    “What?” His voice rose in alarm, and his eyes slid toward the door that Nyla seemed determined to tear from its hinges. “Nyla? What is it? Is the house on fire? Are YOU on fire?” If one of them’s on fire, I hope it’s her. 
 
    The battered moral centre of his brain promptly scolded him for having such a horrible thought, but the part with a sense of justice insisted that Nyla being on fire would be a well-deserved fate. 
 
    The logical side, meanwhile, pointed out that if she was on fire, it was probably nobody’s fault but her own. 
 
    “SAM, it’s going to go off!” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The clock!” 
 
    “What?!” Half awake and wholly alarmed, he began to urgently glance around for the source of Nyla’s panic. The floundering quest ended with him accidentally dragging said clock off the nightstand with the corner of his blanket, which destroyed any remaining chance of getting back to sleep by forcing him to crawl to the edge of his bed to retrieve the fallen machine. 
 
    Outside the door, the frantic howling continued. “The clock will make noise soon! You have to get up!” 
 
    “What?” His hands closed around the timepiece, and a shockwave of anger exploded through his frazzled, sleep-deprived form. “Nyla! The clock isn’t going off for another two hours!” Two hours of sleep that I could have had, should have had, will definitely regret NOT having had... 
 
    “I know! So you have to get up now!” 
 
    A long, loud moan rose slowly from the depths of his seething chest, and Sam slammed the clock onto the nightstand before rolling over to resume the previous night’s attempt to smother himself with his pillow. Nyla’s words from last evening echoed in his head, and he suspected that his use of them was more heartfelt and vehement than hers would ever be. 
 
    “I hate you.” 
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    “Nyla, how many times can you possibly ask for breakfast before it becomes illegal not to want it once I give it to you?” 
 
    Exasperation ran through Sam’s voice as he stared at the half-eaten leftover ramen that Nyla had begged for incessantly, licked, nibbled, and promptly abandoned. Shreds of it had been flung in a one-foot semicircle around the bowl as she licked her lips while glancing around with her mouth full, and now it was sitting there forlornly like a nest of forsaken worms. 
 
    “I don’t care about illegal. I had two bites. That was enough.” 
 
    As he pulled a block of cheddar from the fridge to make himself a grilled cheese sandwich, Sam shrugged. “Fine. But I don’t want to hear you begging for food before I’ve even left for work.” 
 
    “I don’t want food. I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll put the rest in the fridge for when you’re hungry again.” Then again, maybe I should just leave the bowl on the floor while I’m at work, and see whether she decides to eat it or let it dry onto the bowl. 
 
    His meal-in-progress thudded onto the counter, and Nyla’s ears and voice instantly perked up. “Is that cheese?” 
 
    Here we go. The boy’s face dropped in an exasperated aerial headdesk. “You said you’re not hungry.” 
 
    “But that’s cheese, isn’t it?” 
 
    His mother had taught him not to lie. The gradually developing anti-feline tactician in him said his mother’s teachings didn’t apply in the presence of catgirls. “No.” 
 
    “But I can smell it. It smells like cheese.” 
 
    “It’s Chihuahua pee.” 
 
    “That doesn’t smell like cheese.” 
 
    “That’s right. This doesn’t smell like cheese.” 
 
    “No, the pee doesn’t smell like cheese, but this does.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not cheese.” While his right hand laid the last slice of definitely-not-cheese on his bread, Sam’s left arm shot out to halt Nyla’s advance as she reared upright. His hand plastered itself across her face, holding its attempts to interact with his breakfast at bay, and she instantly began to paw at him. 
 
    “It’s cheese!” 
 
    “You’re not hungry.” 
 
    “I want some!” 
 
    “If I give it to you, will you drag it onto the carpet, spit it out, chew it into slimy pieces, and leave it for me to clean up?” 
 
    “I’ll eat it.” 
 
    “Fine.” With a light shove, he forced her off the counter and into a crouch, then gently tossed an orange-and-white cube toward her face. Maybe I can teach her to catch food in her mouth. Like a farmer squirting milk to his cats, only more processed. 
 
    As the tiny morsel arced slowly toward her, Nyla’s eyes snapped wide with horror. Her ears pinned themselves to her head, and with a hasty scramble of sliding limbs, she raced out of the way. 
 
    As she skittered to a halt at the edge of the carpet, the catgirl took a moment to cast a nervous glance at the now-inert cheese, then turned a sullen, accusatory glare toward Sam. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, and she hunched her head toward her shoulders, her narrowing eyes simmering with resentment. 
 
    “It jumped at me,” she sulked. “You threw it.” 
 
    Well excuse me, princess. “You wanted it.” 
 
    “Not to jump at me.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not jumping now, so you might as well eat it.” Sam turned away from her, then popped his sandwich into the toaster oven. He was still getting used to the settings on it, so as he set the temperature, he made a mental note to keep an eye on his meal lest it turn into charcoal. 
 
    Breathy gnawing noises dragged his attention to the area behind him, and even before he finished turning around, Sam knew he was about to dramatically roll his eyes. 
 
    His reaction to the soggy mess of cheese and saliva did not disappoint, and as Nyla began to re-ingest the mouthful she’d just spat onto the carpet, Sam wondered if it was humanly possibly to dislocate one’s eyeballs through sheer exasperation. “Liar.” 
 
    “I’m eating it.” 
 
    “Well, eat it, then, and don’t spit it onto the carpet again. I just finished double-cleaning it from your messy meal last night.” 
 
    One last wet chewing sound, and a chunky sprinkle of cheese-stained spit slopped onto the carpet as Nyla licked her lips. “I’m done.” 
 
    “...What.” The flat, incredulous sound that dropped from his mouth wasn’t even a question. It was more like an exasperated “You didn’t”, condensed into a single syllable. And then, more coherently, “You said you were eating it.” 
 
    “I was,” she returned with matter-of-fact flippancy. “And now I’m done.” 
 
    “Not while it’s still on the carpet, you’re not.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “If you don’t go back and finish eating it, I’ll never give you cheese again.” 
 
    “I don’t want cheese now. I’m done.” 
 
    And with that, she wandered off, leaving Sam to glance wearily at his slowly-browning sandwich before picking up a cloth. 
 
    Well, I guess “I’ll successfully complete this basic bodily function” is one lie I’ll know better than to ever believe again. 
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    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    The smell of melted dairy and salt permeated the kitchen, and as he drew in a lungful of its savoury aroma, Sam wished that he could have just enjoyed his dinner without the argument that was threatening to ensue. 
 
    A few feet away, Nyla stared up at him from her position beside the fridge, her large green eyes imploring him for access to the chilly cornucopia of forbidden foodstuffs. “But I really want to eat cheese!” 
 
    “No, you want to chew up and spit out cheese. I’m onto you, kitty. Besides, the cheese is already put away; it was out five minutes ago. If you wanted some, you should have asked me then.” 
 
    “I didn’t want it then.” 
 
    “But you do now.” He gestured toward the plate of carrot sticks that sat two feet away from her. “Now that there’s supper that you should be eating instead.” 
 
    “Cheese is better,” she insisted, and he conceded with a tilting nod of his head. 
 
    “No argument there. But since Mr. Michi insists that you’re omnivorous, you need to eat your vegetables, too.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes. Eat your carrots.” I am never having kids. 
 
    Her vivid eyes fixed themselves on him, simmering with resentment. A hand extended toward her plate, dragging a piece of carrot slowly toward her lowering face, and Sam watched with rapt attention, silently praying that his charge would consume the food without resistance. 
 
    Almost there... so close... 
 
    And then she mashed her face into it, rubbing her cheek against the carrot as if it were a long-lost lover. “This makes me feel good.” 
 
    “...What.” 
 
    A broad smile lit her face, and Nyla dragged the carrot stick onto the floor and flopped down on top of it, twisting and writhing like Sam’s theoretical image of an overzealous porn star. “I love this carrot.” 
 
    “Seriously?” It was like watching a train wreck. He knew that he probably shouldn’t be staring at his naked roommate getting off on a vegetable, but the sheer weirdness of the spectacle made it hard to tear his eyes away. “Are you seriously making out with that carrot?” 
 
    “I love this carrot.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed. ...Why?” 
 
    Her voice became drifting, dreamlike, not quite connected to the waking world. “I feel like it’s covered in catnip.” 
 
    “So you’re not making out with it; you’re getting high.” I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse. 
 
    “Wheeee...” 
 
    Despite his misgivings, the catgirl’s floaty, smiling tone almost made him crack a grin, like a flicker of sunlight struggling to break through the clouds of worry that were starting to form in his mind. 
 
    Can there be side effects? Withdrawal symptoms? Horrible decisions made under the influence, not that her decision-making process can really get worse? And, most immediately, will she still want to eat supper when she’s high? 
 
    The soft ‘ding’ of the oven told him it was time to seek an answer to that last question, and with a quick glance at his revelling roommate, he slipped the oven mitts on. 
 
    The cheese-covered pasta rose from the oven in a cloud of salty dairy fragrance, and before he even turned toward her, he could hear Nyla flailing her way to her feet, her carrot-tripping forgotten as she fixated on the coveted smell. 
 
    “There’s cheese?” 
 
    “Yes, now there’s cheese again.” Sam set the simple meal on the hot plate he’d left in the middle of the table, then hastened to dish some into his own bowl in case Nyla got ideas about lapping it straight from the pan. The catgirl, meanwhile, stared intently at the food, ignoring her remaining carrot sticks as she sniffed at the edges of the rising steam. 
 
    “It smells hot.” 
 
    “It is. You should eat your carrot sticks while you’re waiting for it to cool.” 
 
    Naturally, she ignored his suggestion in favour of standing upright to loom over the food. “I don’t want the carrots. I want the cheese.” 
 
    “You’ll get the cheese,” Sam promised, ladling a sloppy, oozing spoonful into her bowl. “But first you have to eat the carrots.” 
 
    “I only want the cheese.” 
 
    I definitely need a vasectomy before I ever sleep with a girl. “Carrots first. Then cheese.” 
 
    “No. Only cheese.” 
 
    Or maybe I’ll just be celibate my whole life. “Catgirl cannot live by cheese, hamsters and breadstuffs alone. She needs vegetables.” 
 
    “No I don’t.” 
 
    I wonder if there’s a way to turn myself gay. “Then you can’t have cheese.” 
 
    Her ears lowered with menacing slowness, and her eyes narrowed in an ominous glare. “Yes I will.” 
 
    Whatever it takes, sorry mom, but... 
 
    Sam pulled the pan closer to his side of the table – all the better to defend it with, my dear. “No, you won’t.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed further, and she coiled to spring. 
 
    I’m NEVER having kids. 
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    3 hours later... 
 
      
 
    “You can go outside after you eat your carrots.” 
 
    The cheesy pasta had gone cold, and Nyla had yet to touch it. Her bowl was sitting in the fridge, congealed into a solid mass of noodles and hardened cheese, and she’d made out with an additional three carrot sticks before Sam had confiscated the entire plate. 
 
    Now, she was crouching in the gap between the kitchen and the living room, giving him a bewildered, irritated look as he delivered his verdict. “There’s no such thing as after anything!” she protested. “I want to go out now!” 
 
    Right. No such thing as the future. How else can I word this? “If you eat the carrots, I will let you out. The back door, not the front.” 
 
    “I don’t want the carrots. I just want to be let out.” 
 
    A deep sigh drained slowly from Sam’s tired lungs, and his shoulders slumped. A dog-girl would do it. Maybe. 
 
    Heck, a dog-girl would probably eat the carrots just because I asked her to. 
 
    On the other hand, a dog-girl would bark and drool and try to dry-hump my leg... but at least she’d eat her carrots. 
 
    Oh, well. Eventually, she’ll get hungry enough to eat them. 
 
    Unfortunately, I’m hungry NOW. 
 
    As the catgirl returned to the door and her incessant clawing resumed, Sam’s gaze strayed to the cupboard where he’d concealed a bag of chips, careful to keep them from crinkling within reach of hungry, inquisitive ears. Temptation growled through his stomach, and he weighed the pros and cons. 
 
    On the one hand, the last thing she needs is distraction and temptation. 
 
    On the other, maybe an immediately visible temptation will encourage her. Not that it did last time, but  hope springs eternal. 
 
    “Hey, Nyla.” 
 
    Her attention returned to him instantly, and hopeful insistence raised her voice to a volume that rivalled the doorbell. “Are you letting me out?” 
 
    “No. But do you want some chips?” 
 
    “Chips?” Eager longing shone in her eyes, her ears perked toward him, and her tail rose eagerly as she power-trotted into view. “Yes, give me chips!” 
 
    “I will... if you eat your carrots.” 
 
    He’d thought she was going to argue with him. Or at least have the decency to look disappointed, or give some indication that she’d heard him. 
 
    Instead, she scurried to the armchair, put her hands on his lap, and began nosing around him. “Where are the chips?” 
 
    “I’ll get them, but I’ll also get the carrots. Every time you eat a carrot, you can have a chip.” 
 
    “Get the chips quickly!” she urged him, leaning even more of her weight on his thighs. 
 
    In one ear, out the other. “You’ll need to get off my lap first.” 
 
    “Are you getting the chips?” 
 
    “Yes. After you get off my lap and out of the way so I can move.” 
 
    Naturally, Nyla took this to mean she should stay exactly where she was. 
 
    Maybe I need to try speaking a language she knows. Let’s see, what do cats associate with food? Something that makes them move. 
 
    Oh, I know. 
 
    “The chips are in the kitchen. I’m going to the kitchen now.” 
 
    “Kitchen!” Sure enough, the word galvanized her into action, and she sprang off his lap and began to lead him toward that all-important room. “You’re going to the kitchen? That means food will be there. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “I bet you are. That’s what happens when you don’t eat.” 
 
    “You’ll get me something to eat, right?” 
 
    “Yup. Carrots.” 
 
    “No! Chips!” 
 
    “Carrots, then chips.” 
 
    “Get the chips quickly, Sam.” 
 
    “I am.” A flick of his wrist tossed the cupboard door open, and even as a flourishing movement extracted the bag, he inwardly cringed. 
 
    Oh, crap. I just showed her which cupboard has the chips. I hate brain farts. 
 
    Oh, well. I can always put them in a different cupboard later. Even if that would mess with my carefully organized system. 
 
    Holding the bag where she could see it, he watched as her round, fascinated eyes followed every minute movement of the dangling snack. “You see that? You like that? You want that?” 
 
    Now her head was also moving, weaving from side to side as if hypnotized, then following his progress as he moved toward the fridge. 
 
    “Well,” he continued, his voice building with the drama of his performance, “you can have it... immediately after... you eat THIS!” 
 
    With a dramatic, flourishing spin, he flung the door open and snatched the carrots from their place, whirling to face Nyla as he held the vegetables in front of the junk food. The catgirl’s plaintive “Noooo!” punctuated his theatrics perfectly, and Sam couldn’t help but grin wolfishly as he settled further into his role. 
 
    “Oh, but you shall!” With slow, ominous flair, he cracked the container’s lid open, then held it toward the catgirl. 
 
    The emerging theatrical side of him hoped that she would flinch away in a suitable show of melodrama, but before she could fulfill that part of her role, her feline need for olfactory verification insisted that she lean forward and smell the offering, in spite of his words and the obvious visual evidence that they were, in fact, carrots. 
 
    With that done, she threw herself wholeheartedly into the part that he’d set out for her, reeling back from the vegetables as if they’d threatened her with violence or psychological warfare. “Sa-a-am! Those aren’t chips!” 
 
    “But of course they aren’t.” He held out the clearly superior snack, letting it crinkle delectably as she carefully leaned toward it. “These are the chips of which you speak. And THESE-” her slow advance toward the sliced potatoes was halted by the forward rush of the carrots- “are the carrots you need to eat before the chips can be yours!” 
 
    Bat. 
 
    As the orange fragments of unwanted food sailed gracefully through the air, Sam couldn’t help but feel that he should have seen this coming. There was no more succinct, to-the-point, and anticlimactic response to a grandiose offer than to swat it across the room. 
 
    And also, Nyla was a cat. 
 
    As the carrot sticks tumbled to a halt, the feline instinctively chased the nearest one until she battered it to an orange-smeared stop. Having secured her prey, she sniffed it for a moment as if she didn’t already know what it was, then callously abandoned it to a fate of lying forlornly at the base of the fridge and came trotting back to Sam. 
 
    “I want the chips now.” 
 
    For a moment, Sam stared at her. 
 
    Nyla stared back, her eyes wide and bright with unquestioning expectancy. 
 
    Then, with slow, deliberate movements, maintaining eye contact the whole time, Sam picked a carrot off the floor and held it up to her face. 
 
    “Eat it.” 
 
    The catgirl leaned backward, her eyes crossing to follow the vegetable as it neared her nose. “No.” 
 
    “Pretend it’s a hamster. Like the last thing you ate off the floor.” 
 
    “It isn’t a hamster. It smells nothing like fresh blood.” 
 
    “I can make you bleed on it.” ...Wow. I can’t believe I just said that out loud. I also can’t believe that a part of me actually MEANT it. 
 
    I’m slowly losing my mind. 
 
    “My blood doesn’t smell like food.” 
 
    I bet the neighbour’s Chihuahua disagrees. He was tempted to make that threat, but decided it would be better to limit his ultimatums to things he would actually carry out. The last thing he needed was to lose credibility in the eyes of a stubborn opponent, even if that opponent would probably forget his mistake before bedtime. 
 
    Instead, he decided to go for something a bit more plausible and troubling. “Fine, then. I’ll eat the chips. All of them. Myself. And you won’t get any.” 
 
    “But Saaaaam!” 
 
    His teeth clamped onto one side of the chip bag while his fingers grasped the other, and with a suitably fierce and dramatic movement, he ripped the bag open. 
 
    That drama was swiftly ruined when the traitorous vessel split down the middle, nearly spilling the chips onto the floor within reach of the person to whom he was trying to deny them. 
 
    Scrambling to avoid this disaster, Sam hastily set the bag on the counter, blocking the chips that tried to spill out with the hand that held the carrot stick. It was only a second after he did that that he realized he’d just wiped germy floor carrot on at least three of the chips, and he no longer wanted to eat them. 
 
    Time for a change of tactics. 
 
    “So, you want the chips badly?” 
 
    “Yes, chips! All the chips! Right now!” 
 
    “Well then, how about this?” He extended his hand toward her, this time holding two chips and a carrot stick in an enticing formation. “A carrot chip sandwich.” 
 
    Her face extended cautiously, her neck straining toward the offering even as her body recoiled. Her mouth opened to try to snip a chip off the top of the stack, but Sam countered the attempt with a snakelike jab of his hand, sending the entire sandwich tumbling into her mouth. 
 
    The speed and precision of the operation sent a warm swell of pride through his chest, and the feeling lingered for all of three seconds. 
 
    Then the carrot fell to the floor amid a mess of soggy chip bits, and the disheartening crunch of the remaining chip matter being eaten carrot-free drained all delusions of victory from his attempt at trick-feeding. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    Briefly disinterested in her roommate’s existence, Nyla failed to finish chewing her food, gagged the half-chewed chip fragments down while her companion watched forlornly, then began to sniff at a carrot stick. 
 
    Could it be? 
 
    In direct contrast to Nyla’s dismissiveness, Sam leaned forward for a better view, watching intently as the catgirl approached the fallen vegetable. Now that she’s had a bit of chip, is she eating the carrots on her own? 
 
    Why is she turning her face like- ...OH FOR- 
 
    “I love carrots.” 
 
    A moan broke from Sam’s throat as the feline mashed the side of her face onto the fragment, then twisted into a slow capsize and began to roll on it. A rapturous smile set her face aglow, and her voice was drifting and dreamlike as she began to rhapsodize. “Carrots make me feel happy.” 
 
    A sharp smack! resounded through the kitchen as Sam’s hand collided with his forehead, and Nyla ignored the exasperated sound as she continued to luxuriate atop her tile and vegetable love nest. 
 
    I give up. 
 
    Too fed up to spare the patience for stealth, Sam snatched the bag of chips off the counter, then stormed into the living room and plopped into the armchair with a force that wrenched a whimper of dismay from the aged, beleaguered springs. If she can eat half a hamster off the floor, she can eat some carrots the same way. 
 
    Maybe if I just leave them out all night, she’ll get hungry enough to eat them overnight, and that’ll sate her enough that she won’t nag me quite as early in the morning. 
 
    Sounds like a plan. 
 
    An impulse to wash his hand before eating flickered through his mind, but by now he was at the point where he just didn’t care. He was hungry, his roommate was a hamster-eating carrot-druggie, and all he wanted was to sit down, quietly eat his chips, stew in frustrated anger, and try to shift his focus to the hope that she’d eventually eat her carrot sticks without further molestation of him. 
 
    “Are those chips?” 
 
    Hope, as it turned out, did not spring eternal. 
 
    “No,” he answered firmly. Her nose would probably tell her the truth, but it couldn’t hurt to try. 
 
    “But they smell like chips.” Her palms pressed against the top of the armrest, and Sam flattened his lips and leaned away from her as she tilted toward the centre of his bubble of personal space. 
 
    “Well, they’re mine.” His left hand took possession of the chips, while his right hand extended to push Nyla off the chair via her face. Before he could have the satisfaction, she flinched away from the approaching wall of flesh and settled to the floor of her own volition, before circling around to approach the treat from the other side of the armchair. 
 
    “I want them.” 
 
    “You can’t have them.” This time, he used his foot to push her away, and watched with a mixture of pleasure and guilt as she flopped onto her side on the carpet. 
 
    A moment later, the guilt vanished entirely as she scrambled to her feet and trot-crawled back toward the chips. “Sam! Give!” 
 
    “No. Eat your carrots first.” I have no idea whether she has the mental capacity to process this ultimatum, but it’s worth a shot. “If you finish eating the carrots before I finish eating the chips, you can have some chips.” 
 
    “I’m ignoring the carrots. All I want is what I want.” 
 
    Why couldn’t she have been a dog-girl? A dog-girl would probably have eaten the carrots just for a pat on the head. 
 
    “Well, I want to eat all the chips myself, and I want you to eat the carrots. Only one of us can get what we want, and it isn’t gonna be you.” 
 
    Bat. 
 
    This time, Sam DID see it coming. The flashing appendage struck nothing, and the raise of his hand was half a dodge and half a fist-pump of triumph as he lifted the chips out of the way of her attempt to swat them loose. 
 
    “Ha! Nice try, but the same trick won’t work... what are you doing?” I don’t like the way she’s ducking down. 
 
    Her eyes fixed on the tops of his thighs, Nyla dropped her upper body a few inches, eased back up, then dropped again like an indecisive bobblehead. “I think I might jump up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your lap.” Her legs bent beneath her as she wiggled her way into an ominous crouch. “I think I want to sit on it.” 
 
    “You can’t,” he protested, lifting his knees in an attempt to turn his lap into an undesirably uneven surface. 
 
    “I might,” she mused, staring up at him with big, bright, and maddeningly undecided eyes as she contemplated the biggest decision of her evening. 
 
    “Are you planning to or not? The suspense is killing me.” 
 
    “I am. ...Wait, wait, no...” Her head ducked, then swivelled to mash her cheek against the armrest. “I need to mark it first.” 
 
    Hopefully by the time she’s done marking, she’ll have forgotten. 
 
    “OK, I’m ready to jump up now.” 
 
    Or not. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Mash... mash... “OK.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I want to. I’m going to. Wait...” 
 
    Robbed of the ability to concentrate on relaxing and enjoying his snack, Sam found himself compelled instead to focus on his roommate as she walked to the other side of the chair, rubbed it, then crouched indecisively on all fours beside it. 
 
    “I’m not sure whether or not I should be on your lap.” 
 
    “I can help you decide.” 
 
    “No...” Her tone was absent, contemplative, and a perfect match for a pair of eyes that stared aimlessly into space. Or at the inert television. Or at the demon of mischief that commanded her life. Or something. “I’ll decide for myself.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up and pick.” Wait. Did I just give her the option to jump onto my lap? 
 
    Oh, heck. I might as well. 
 
    “Here.” Shifting so that his lap was empty, level and accessible, Sam gave the newly-cleared surface a couple inviting pats. “You’re probably going to jump up eventually, so you might as well do it when I know it’s coming.” 
 
    “OK.” She crouched. “Wait...” Her tail twitched a couple times, then she rocked back into a sitting position. “I’m not sure I should.” 
 
    “Then don’t. Just choose.” 
 
    For a long, silent moment she stared at him, options spinning wildly through her two-gear brain. 
 
    Then she lowered her head and squashed her cheek against the chair. “I need to do this first.” 
 
    Maybe THIS time she’ll forget. I hope. 
 
    Wait... 
 
    Are you serious? 
 
    To Sam’s surprise, delight and relief, the face-rubbing ended with her slinking off into the invisible world behind the chair, leaving his startled mind to process this unexpected reprieve. 
 
    Is she actually leaving me alone? 
 
    The responsible corner of his mind pointed out that he should probably try to wipe her face before she got carrot juice on something, but the thoroughly fed up side easily overruled it. He’d had enough of his crazed feline roommate for one day, and all he wanted to do now was sit and eat his... 
 
    Suddenly airborne chips. 
 
    The spasm of his arm that had sent the snack flying gave way to a stunned freeze, and for a moment, all he could do was stare at the startling interruption that had scared him into throwing his food. 
 
    “NYLA!” 
 
    “I love you.” With a happy smile and an eager excess of force, the catgirl rubbed her face against his, smearing carrot juice across the entire width of his cheek. “I want to sit with- CHIPS!” 
 
    Her foot dug into his leg as she flung herself off his lap, and Sam allowed himself half a second to freeze and cringe before lunging after her. “NO! Nyla, no!” he snapped, using his best stern, commanding voice. “You get away from those chips.” 
 
    Halted in the process of rushing a chip, Nyla froze and stared at him, her vivid eyes widening while her torso ducked warily toward the floor. Her head strained toward the forbidden snack even as her body shrank away from Sam, and the boy took a step forward, hoping he could deter her before she rewarded her own misbehaviour. 
 
    A moment later, inspiration struck, and an eager squeal of “KITTY!” impaled the still evening air. The hideous noise, combined with an open-armed charge that implied far too much imminent affection for her tastes, sent the catgirl scurrying into the basement, trampling fragments of highly processed potato into the carpet as she went. 
 
    As her flying footsteps went galumphing out of earshot, they left an uneasy flurry of mixed feelings and questions in their wake. 
 
    In the back of Sam’s mind, there hummed a mingled note of trepidation and relief, the hope that maybe she was finally gone and he could enjoy the rest of the evening in peace, clashing with the fear that she might come back. 
 
    But more importantly and immediately, the five-second rule had been violated, and Sam really wanted those chips. 
 
    Will it kill me? 
 
    Ninety-nine percent of the time, he was much more careful about this. The thought of eating chips off a floor from which a hamster had been eaten – among who knew how many other things – would normally seem too horrifying to contemplate. 
 
    Tonight, he just couldn’t bring himself to care. He was tired. He was hungry. He’d spent all of his emotional energy on running an asylum. 
 
    And at this point, the only things left in his head were a droning hunger alarm, and the titular line from the song “My Give a Damn’s Busted”. 
 
    Screw it. 
 
    Almost unable to believe his own actions, he bent down, grabbed a chip, and stared at it for a final, hesitant moment. 
 
    This chip... this hard-won, nutritionally deficient piece of dubious foodstuff that’s shared a floor with a dead rodent... 
 
    I will take this potato chip... AND EAT IT. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9: A Nice Christmas Dinner of Floor Potatoes and Jerk 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well. How about that. 
 
    The morning sun shone clear and bright, and as its rays filtered through the curtain and painted the backs of his eyelids red, Sam raised an eyebrow in mild surprise. The potato chips didn’t kill me. 
 
    I don’t even feel sick. 
 
    And it’s Saturday. 
 
    That last revelation drew a smile across his face, joy spilling over his features with each new drop of realization. 
 
    And Nyla didn’t wake me up. 
 
    And I actually feel refreshed. 
 
    Could it be Christmas? 
 
    No... 
 
    I have to vacuum today, and I wouldn’t vacuum on Christmas. 
 
    The grin began to fade into resigned neutrality, only to return in full force a second later. 
 
    On the other hand, vacuuming would probably terrify Nyla, so... 
 
    It really IS Christmas. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “SAAAM!” 
 
    The single sharp howl was followed by silent terror, an instinct to avoid a predator’s attention stealing the noise from Nyla’s mouth as she backed away from the inexorable approach of the small, roaring machine. 
 
    Sam, meanwhile, wondered if this constituted a breach of his responsibilities as a decent roommate/babysitter, then remembered the events that had filled the carpet with chip crumbs in the first place, and decided he didn’t care. 
 
    A quick, tentative jab of Nyla’s arm glanced off the vacuum’s forward edge, and Sam shouted to be heard over the noise. “If you don’t like it, go around it. You’re sitting on the mess you made last night.” 
 
    “SA-A-AM!” One last desperate bat and the catgirl was off, fleeing the vacuum as if there was even the slightest chance that a device half her size could defeat her in a fight. 
 
    Her tail disappeared around the corner like a snake tied to a rocket, and just as Sam was beginning to contemplate the inverse relationship between an enemy’s size and its scare factor, the peaceful rattle of chips in the beater bar was violently interrupted by the deafening sonic impact of the doorbell. 
 
    Note to self: smash that thing. 
 
    No... 
 
    Get the landlord’s permission, THEN smash that thing. 
 
    DING, DONG! 
 
    Smash that thing. “Coming!” Later. 
 
    The door swung open in front of him, and a string of expletives ran through the corner of his mind to which he avoided giving voice in the presence of his mother. The widening of his visitor’s eyes multiplied the temptation to make a few choice cuss words audible, but before he could do so, the Grinch pushed past him and into the house, then proceeded to steal Christmas. 
 
    “You got a girlfriend?!” 
 
    The incredulous tone in the newcomer’s voice nearly squashed Sam’s face into a cringe. Please, don’t let this evolve into a conversation about me and women... 
 
    “No. I just happen to have a naked catwoman living in my house.” You’re going to take that as sarcasm, aren’t you? 
 
    “Oh, come on, there’s no need to be sarcastic! Shocked, maybe – I mean, you with a girlfriend? – but sarcastic? Naw.” The intruder’s short brown hair wiggled as he shook his head, then he turned his attention to Nyla, who was peeking at the stranger from around a corner. “Anyway, hi, how ya doin’? The name’s Anton.” 
 
    Sniff. 
 
    The catgirl’s eyes had been perfectly round, but now they narrowed suddenly as their owner’s nosed twitched. Her triangular ears swivelled backward, and now, at last, it occurred to Anton that the person in front of him might not be a human in disguise. 
 
    “Um... cool ear twitch. What is that, remote controlled?” 
 
    “You smell funny.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Nyla took a cautious step into the open, her nose working studiously. “You’ve been in places I haven’t been before. I want to smell you.” 
 
    “Um... OK... Sam?” 
 
    I wonder if this is how Jack feels around me. The seasoned veteran, watching the newbie flounder. “Just let her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but... Sam...” The catgirl’s south end was coming into view, her tail halfway between a cheerful lift and a wary droop, and Anton reflexively shrank away. “Why does she have a tail?” 
 
    “Plastic surgery.” I changed my mind. It’s still Christmas. 
 
    “Oh... OK, that’s... uh, Sam, she’s...” 
 
    “Just let her sniff you,” Sam advised, carefully moulding his temptation to laugh into a look of scholarly wisdom as he offered the instruction. The task was made more difficult as Anton stumbled back against the edge of the still-open door, looking like he was fighting the temptation to flee as Nyla nudged her nose against his crotch. 
 
    “Don’t worry. She won’t bite. I think.” 
 
    Anton’s wide, frantic eyes slid nervously from the approaching catgirl to Sam. “Are you sure it’s just plastic surgery?” 
 
    “Not really. I was actually being sarcastic again.” 
 
    Normally, keeping Anton in his proximity was the last thing on Sam’s priority list. Shortening the bull’s visit to his china shop was usually a much better option. 
 
    But today, it looked like extending his stay was going to be well worth it. Setting his fingers on the handle, Sam softly and firmly closed the door, then gave his long-time frenemy his most innocent smile. “Want a soda?” 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Sam?” 
 
    The voice that drifted from the living room to the kitchen was strained by nervousness, and as he reached to grab a can of soda from the fridge, Sam tried to force the laughter out of his tone before replying. “Yeah?” 
 
    “She’s rolling around on her back. Twisting from side to side. Naked. Are you sure she isn’t your girlfriend?” 
 
    The temptation to laugh was replaced by a frown, and Sam glanced toward the living room. Sure enough, the catgirl was cavorting shamelessly on her back, her tail twitching slightly while her nubile form writhed invitingly. 
 
    Why would that qualify her as my girlfriend? “Yeah, I’m sure. Will I regret saying ‘why do you ask’?” 
 
    “Well, if you wouldn’t mind staying in the kitchen for a few minutes...” 
 
    It had been a long time since Anton had managed to verbally trigger Sam’s gag reflex. Apparently he was taking it up again. “What?” he choked. “Are you serious?!” 
 
    “Are you two together or not?” 
 
    To his dismay, Sam could hear his own voice rising an octave. “No, but she’s a freaking catgirl. Do you have no standards?” 
 
    “Dude, have you looked at this girl? If you aren’t tapping this, my gaydar is through the roof.” 
 
    Of COURSE that would be his assessment. “Right, I forgot which head you tend to think with. She’s a catgirl. Judging by her brainpower, it would probably be bestiality.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, you shouldn’t talk about a gorgeous girl like that in front of her. What do you say, Nyla? Want to come roll around like that in another room?” 
 
    Ew, ew, ew... 
 
    “Pet me.” Another sideways twist, and she shifted toward him slightly. “My tummy. Pet it.” 
 
    Confusion shadowed Anton’s face, then a lackadaisical shrug lifted his broad shoulders. “Your tummy? I can think of a few things I want to pet, but... sure, why not? I can start there.” 
 
    Ew... no. I should stop this. I should stop him from doing this. This is a breach of roommate responsibility on my part, it’s probably illegal, it’s probably rape... 
 
    Unless, of course, that body language means what it usually means when a cat does it... 
 
    “AAAAAAAH!” 
 
    HA! 
 
    “AAAH! Ow! Ow! Sam! A-ow- SHIT! Sam, she’s- ow- she’s eating my arm! SAM!” 
 
    Yes! His trepidation instantly dissolved in a flood of laughter, and Sam hid behind a cupboard and clamped a hand over his mouth to try to conceal the sound. 
 
    “The hell, you crazy bitch, you’re- OW!- she just snapped onto my arm like a Venus flytrap! SHE IS EATING ME, SAM!” 
 
    It’s Christmas. It’s Christmas. It really is frikkin’ Christmas. 
 
    “Sam, what are you doing? She’s latched onto me like a bear trap, and you’re – you’re laughing at me, aren’t you? You KNEW this was going to happen! You asshole!” 
 
    I should reply. I should say or do something, but I can’t breathe... 
 
    “What, do I have to put it in fancy nerd-speak for you? She’s attempting to ingest one of my appendages!” 
 
    You’re making it worse! The hand on his mouth had become superfluous, and Sam sank into a ball on the floor, fighting to inhale while his chest insisted that it could still squeeze out a bit more laughter before he had to breathe in. 
 
    A worrying thud dulled the force of the gale of mirth, and he crawled to the opening between the kitchen and the living room, then hauled himself upright as he glanced around for evidence that Anton had damaged his charge. 
 
    If he had, it was difficult to tell. The two were glaring at each other across a wary five-foot gap, Anton cradling his violated arm while Nyla held her hand in the air, moving it slowly up and down as if gauging her enemy and practising a swat. 
 
    At the sight of his host, the thoroughly defeated young man started edging away from his would-be playmate, keeping a cautious eye on her as he crept into the kitchen. 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” he muttered resentfully, slipping behind the wall and then peering through the opening to where the catgirl remained crouched in the living room. “What was her problem, anyway? It was just supposed to be a few minutes of fun, and she was obviously asking for it!” 
 
    Despite the inherent grossness of the situation, the voiced intention, and the utter lack of standards on the part of his frenemy, Sam couldn’t help but be amused enough to smirk. “She would probably say the same about you,” he pointed out, and Anton cast a rueful glance at his thoroughly bitten, scratched-up arm. 
 
    “Well... if that’s what it’s like to have ‘fun’ with her...” 
 
    The other man’s shoulders slumped in defeat, and even though he KNEW Anton was far too insecure to ever say such a thing – or perhaps because he knew – Sam couldn’t resist finishing the sentence. 
 
    “You’d be better off turning gay.” 
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    “Are you serious?” 
 
    This is just too incongruous. 
 
    “Do I look like I’m joking?” Anton returned, and Sam stared at him in incredulous bewilderment. 
 
    “Bizarrely enough, no.” But the item that dangled from the other man’s hand really did make it bizarre. 
 
    Anton was fond of his image. He postured. He boasted. He was notorious on the campus as the type to “shag and brag”, as he put it – which, unsurprisingly, he didn’t get a chance to as often as he claimed. 
 
    And now he was holding a bag of balloons. Not that Sam had anything against balloons, but Anton being in possession of what was commonly considered a children’s toy seemed like a blatant contradiction of reality. 
 
    With deliberate movements and a grim, sharp flourish, Anton whipped a limp piece of red rubber from the bag, set it to his lips, and began to blow. Sam hastily bit back a joke about Anton blowing things – darned if he was going to let that pervert rub off on him – but he couldn’t help but glance around the living room in search of something sharp enough to pop the swelling crimson orb. 
 
    “You want to pop it in my face, don’t you?” 
 
    A half-second-long internal debate ended with him telling the truth. “It would have been the funnier option, yes.” 
 
    “Compared to me popping it in HER face? I mean, you know that’s the only thing worth doing with a balloon, right?” 
 
    Well. Suddenly the balloon thing makes sense and sounds good. Still... 
 
    “Not too close to her eyes, I hope. I am responsible for her, after all. I know. Such a buzzkill.” 
 
    “You are, you know. You should get that looked at. It might be a treatable condition. Getting buzzed might be a start.” 
 
    “Oh, THAT’S your game. You’re trying to get me drunk.” 
 
    “In your lonely, pathetic gay dreams.” Anton started trying to tie the balloon, only to have it escape and dart around the room, farting wildly as it went. Sam couldn’t help but find it appropriate that something that came out of Anton’s mouth should sound so much like flatulence, and he briefly debated whether it would be possible to get to and from the kitchen in the time it took the other man to retrieve his escaped plaything. 
 
    Probably not – at least, not unnoticed. And he’d already had enough police in his house without getting caught chasing a guy around with a knife. Besides, the element of surprise was the best part; he’d have to find a way to create and use it later, when his scheming wouldn’t be so regrettably obvious. 
 
    “You’re scheming against me again, aren’t you?” 
 
    Speak of the obviousness. “What can I say? You’re just too tempting.” 
 
    “Gaydar’s going off again.” 
 
    “Says the guy who almost resorted to bestiality a few minutes ago.” And who will never, ever, in the course of all eternity, live it down. 
 
    “She’s not actually an animal, is she?” 
 
    “Well, the ears and tail are actually attached, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “So you DID check out the goods.” 
 
    “If physical combat with the aim of putting clothes ONTO a female counts.” 
 
    “Gaydar.” 
 
    “Cat food.” 
 
    “Shit. I’m not gonna live that down.” 
 
    “You catch on quickly.” The sound of footsteps caught his ear, and Sam glanced toward the hallway. “You’d better start blowing again. I think she’s coming.” 
 
    ...I just realized how both of those phrases could be double entendres. And it’s totally his fault. 
 
    “You know, both of those phrases could be-” 
 
    “Shut up. It’s all your fault that I knew that before you said it. Hanging out with you has totally ruined my brain,” Sam complained, watching as Anton hastily started refilling the balloon. 
 
    “I want to be petted again.” A new voice drifted into the midst of the banter, and the two men glanced at Nyla, Anton’s face and voice souring as he replied. 
 
    “Not on your life.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “He means ‘no’,” Sam interjected helpfully. Nyla’s ears angled downward in response, and the young man swiftly drew two conclusions from the look on her face. 
 
    One was that she’d understood him. 
 
    The other was that she didn’t approve of what she’d heard, and thus intended to ignore it. 
 
    “But I want to be petted now.” 
 
    Sure enough. 
 
    “I’ve petted you enough for one day,” Anton returned. “Go ask Sam. He clearly doesn’t get enough. Besides, my hands are busy,” he added, working the neck of the balloon into a knot. 
 
    “But I want you.” 
 
    “Well, how about that,” Sam commented, smirking. “Women really do prefer assholes.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Witty.” 
 
    “Pet me.” 
 
    “No. ...Hey! Get away from me!” 
 
    In a comedic reversal of Anton’s countless invasions of women’s personal space, Nyla continued to approach him inexorably, her wide green eyes fixed on his face even as he began to backpedal. A nervous glance flicked toward Sam as Anton’s back touched the wall, and the catgirl paused in front of him in a way that suggested that the slightest wrong move would cause her to resume her relentless advance. 
 
    “Sam?” Uneasiness ran through the other man’s voice, and Sam struggled not to laugh. “What’s she doing?” 
 
    “Sizing you up as prey.” Probably not, but the look on his face right now is my new favourite thing. 
 
    “Are you serious?!” 
 
    “Yeah. You may want to try appeasing her, and convincing her of your value as something other than food.” 
 
    “So she’s, like, a cat extortionist?” 
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
    “Pet me.” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    “OK...” A nervous hand extended toward Nyla’s head, straining against the fear that she might try to bite it off again. “Um... Sam?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “When was the last time she ate?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Sometimes cats kill for pleasure.” 
 
    “Oh, shit...” 
 
    “Pet me harder.” 
 
    “OK... Sam, how good a fighter is she?” 
 
    A clumsy one at best. “Well, she is a catgirl, and you know that felines are notoriously effective predators when they get serious. So it’s important to keep them happy. I mean, what happened earlier was just playing, so that should give you an idea of what she’s capable of.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, man, are you serious? You can’t be serious. You’re pulling my leg. You’d have left the house or called the police or something if that was true.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Like I said, there are ways to keep her happy and appeased.” He glanced down at Nyla, who was happily rubbing the top of her head against Anton’s nervously twitching fingers, then returned his eyes to his increasingly anxious frenemy. “How about this – I’ll get a s-n-a-c-k and distract her.” 
 
    “Why do you have to spell-” 
 
    “Just trust me on this.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    This day is out-Christmasing Christmas. 
 
    Now, let’s see... I want something that won’t rustle and attract her away from Anton. Hm... those carrots she never bothered to eat should do the trick. 
 
    Before, he had resented the necessity of collecting the carrots off the floor and putting them back in the fridge for Nyla’s later consumption. 
 
    Now, the conveniently pre-gathered vegetables offered the perfect cover for the small paring knife he concealed beneath the container as he strolled back into the living room. “Hey, Nyla, look what I’ve got!” 
 
    The catgirl’s eyes flicked toward the carrots, glittering with interest, then instantly dulled. “I’m not eating them.” 
 
    “Sam, are you serious? Those are carrots, man! No cat is gonna want those!” 
 
    “You see? He understands me.” Nyla pressed her hand harder into Anton’s head, wiggling it back and forth. “You’re not petting me enough.” 
 
    The cornered human’s hand hastily resumed petting the ruffled blonde mane, and Sam fought back a smirk as he sidled up beside Anton, noting with pleasure that the other man’s attention was fixed upon the feline. Perfect. 
 
    He slid the knife out from under the carrots and behind Anton’s back, toward the near-forgotten balloon that was concealed from Nyla’s view. He extended the carrots toward his roommate, and she obligingly leaned forward to sniff... 
 
    POW! 
 
    The knife invaded the rubber sphere, and as the slain toy barked its final cry, its voice was instantly drowned out by a panicked scream from Anton. The startled catgirl tried to flee, but Anton’s jump was faster, and the two of them ended up sprawled on the floor as the airborne human’s shins caught on the feline’s shoulder. 
 
    Nyla instantly started to flail, kicking and batting her way to freedom, and Anton was equally unrestrained, scrambling to get away as fast as his limbs would move. 
 
    “W-what the- y... YOU ASSHOLE!” 
 
    It’s Christmas, it’s Christmas, it’s really frikking Christmas, and Santa brought all the hilarious irony to my house as a present. It’s Christmas, it’s Christmas, it’s... 
 
    Sam’s shaking body slumped against the wall, his lungs struggling for air as his legs nearly gave out beneath him. His face bent toward the floor as he doubled over, and all his brain could manage was a gleeful, repetitive Christmas-themed refrain, looping giddily until a fist slammed him into the carpet and sudden war broke loose. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “It was absolutely worth it.” 
 
    The look on Neal’s face made it clear that he was very much unconvinced. Sam supposed the waste of police resources was more than his skirmish with Anton justified, but when it came to the bloody nose they’d been asking about... 
 
    Yes. Definitely worth it. 
 
    On the couch on Sam’s left, Jack’s lips were pressed into a tight, tolerant smirk – the type that said he was both amused and understanding, but trying hard to conceal the former and keep the latter from getting in the way of his job. 
 
    In front of him, Nyla poked warily at the remains of the balloon, her presence reminding Sam to idly wonder just how many police reports she’d been mentioned in. 
 
    And on the right, Anton stood glaring sullenly at the population of the room as a whole, while Neal pecked notes into his smartphone. 
 
    “Do you usually get into nose-bloodying fights over balloons?” the uniformed redhead asked with his usual frown, and Sam shook his head. 
 
    “It’s usually just a lot of verbal sniping. We haven’t actually punched each other since we were five, but today was special. Nyla, don’t eat that.” 
 
    Nyla, of course, ignored him, her tongue flicking in and out of her mouth and her head thrashing from side to side as she tried to force the balloon down her gullet. Without moving from his spot, Jack casually reached over and confiscated the hazardous toy, then returned his attention to the younger men while Neal continued to probe. 
 
    “And how many ‘special’ days can we expect in the near future?” 
 
    “Ideally, none. But in an ideal world, Nyla and Anton wouldn’t exist.” 
 
    “Hey!” The look on Anton’s face suggested that he was about to restart the fight, but the looks on Jack and Neal’s faces made him think better of it. 
 
    “Does that mean we need to get you a restraining order?” Jack asked, his warning stare turning into the ghost of a smile, and Sam opened his mouth to decline, only to find himself hesitating. 
 
    Do I actually want Anton in my house? 
 
    I mean, our snipe-fests are kind of fun, but... 
 
    I’m bleeding... Nyla almost got molested... The neighbours called the police... 
 
    Does Anton being in my house actually make my life better in any way that could possibly make it worth the trouble? 
 
    That’s... actually probably a ‘no’. 
 
     Part of me can’t believe I’m saying this, but... “That might be a good idea.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Anton’s incredulous expression implied that he was genuinely surprised that someone wouldn’t want him in their house, and Sam found himself wondering if it was actually possible to be that self-oblivious. 
 
    Does he really not know how rude he is? Or maybe he’s really just joking most of the time, and I’m overreacting? Anyway, I know I’m one of the few people who’ll put up with him, so maybe- 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    Startled out of his thoughts, he turned his cinnamon eyes to meet Jack’s. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I think we’re gonna need to have a talk about this.” 
 
    His heart sank from his chest and settled as a leaden weight in his gut. Great. The waste of police resources... definitely not worth it. I’m going to have to apologize, and figure out a way to get the neighbours to stop calling the police on me. “OK.” 
 
    “Not right now; Neal and I have work to do. Anton, I think it’s best that you leave for now. I don’t want to have to come back and deal with you again today, got it?” 
 
    “Sure.” Anton’s tone and face made it clear that he didn’t like surrendering so easily, but... “I think I’ve had enough of dealing with crazy bitches for one day.” 
 
    ...At least he had an excuse. Far be it from Anton to do something he didn’t want to do because he was told to – that was for “bitches and sissies”, according to him. No, he needed it to be his idea, or else... 
 
    Huh. I don’t actually know what Anton would do if he couldn’t find an excuse. Would he refuse to leave until he ended up making his exit on a stretcher? Or does he always find an excuse? 
 
    Probably the latter, judging by how fast he backed down from a catgirl. Man, he is NEVER going to live that down. I’ll make sure of it. 
 
    “All right, then. After you,” Jack offered, gesturing toward the door with one hand while pulling a notebook from his pocket with the other. With grudging movements that he attempted to pass off as casual, Anton shoved his shoes onto his feet, then half-strolled, half-stormed out of the house and down the street. 
 
    While Neal watched the younger man go, Jack glanced at Sam. “Sam?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Oh, crap, about that talk... 
 
    “About that talk... it’s an offer, not an order. I’ve dealt with people like Anton before, and I may be able to help. But it’s up to you. Here.” His pen flicked across the open notebook, then he tore the page out and handed it to Sam. “That’s my cell number. I work from eight to five this week, but you can call me after my shift ends if you decide to take me up on my offer.” 
 
    “OK. Thanks.” Sam’s hand closed carefully and respectfully around the offered paper, then he glanced at the door. “Just... don’t tell Anton about this.” 
 
    “Yeah, handsome guy with a chiselled jaw and manly stubble giving his number out to college kids – people might talk.” 
 
    The two of them exchanged a grin, and even as the door closed behind the policemen, Sam made his decision. 
 
    I’m going to make that call. Even if he can’t fix my bull-in-a-china-shop problem, I could use some sane human male company. 
 
    In a way that has nothing to do with chiselled stubbled 30-something policeman jaws, aside from talking. 
 
    Anton must never know about this. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10: Don’t Make Me Flirt With You 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Anton problem’s worse than I thought.” 
 
    “You mean he’s trying to start the apocalypse?” 
 
    “I mean he tried to follow me here. But that was probably step one.” 
 
    Another bag of chips had been opened, and once again, Nyla’s persistent requests were being denied. She’d refused to eat her carrots all day, interspersed with begging for food all day, and having heard the story behind her new diet, Jack couldn’t help but wonder which side of this stalemate would break first. 
 
    A few feet away, Sam tilted his head back against the armchair and released a burdened sigh. “So, what spell do I use to unsummon this devil?” 
 
    “Well,” Jack mused, a potato chip pausing its journey to his mouth to gesture thoughtfully in midair, “you could always feed him to Nyla.” 
 
    “Yes! Feed!” 
 
    “You want to eat Anton?” Sam asked dubiously, and the catgirl flattened her ears and frowned. 
 
    “He smells funny. I can’t eat that.” 
 
    “Oh, NOW you figure that out.” 
 
    Jack glanced at him, an intrigued eyebrow climbing his forehead. “She tried?” he asked, before popping the chip into his mouth. 
 
    “He gave her a belly rub.” 
 
    The beginnings of a burst of laughter were reduced to a smirk and a half-snort as Jack narrowly avoided spitting out his mouthful, and he spent a few moments fighting for control until he could swallow and laugh properly. “Oh, man. Now I wish someone had called us earlier.” 
 
    “Next time I’ll make sure to bring things to blows before the funny stuff happens.” 
 
    Another spurt of laughter was followed by a soft clearing of the throat, then Jack glanced at the window. He wasn’t sure whether Anton was watching from the darkness or not, but the concept made him feel a strange combination of pity and creeped out. 
 
    “So.” The younger man’s voice reclaimed his attention, and he turned his eyes to Sam. “More seriously, though, you said you had advice about that guy.” 
 
    “I do. Though- whoa!” 
 
    A surprise lunge heaved Nyla’s un-cat-like bulk onto Jack’s lap, and he flinched slightly as she engaged in a painful combination of squirming to get more comfortable and trying to steal his chips. Briefly setting the snack to the side, he gently pushed her off his legs, then retrieved the food before she could circle around him and seize it. “Though, in my experience, it’s better to ask questions first and give advice later. No point in going in blind.” 
 
    “OK... um... ask away.” 
 
    “OK, obvious question first. Why do you put up with him?” 
 
    “I dunno. Masochism?” 
 
    “Funny.” And a classic evasion. Understandable, but not helpful. Or actually that funny, for that matter. “Look. Sam.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I don’t mind hanging out with you just for the sake of it. You’re not a bad guy to hang out with, unlike your stalker, and you’ve got good taste in potato chips. But if you want to get your problem solved, it takes more hard honesty than humorous dodges.” 
 
    The younger man’s eyes fell, leaving a nearly tangible discomfort hovering in the dim evening air, and Jack let him sit in it. 
 
    Sometimes, it took a bit of discomfort before a person would be ready to make a real change. 
 
    At least the boy seemed to be seriously thinking it through. He wasn’t stupid, Jack suspected – probably one of those tidy, smart, straight-arrow types who did well at all things academic and few things social. That was the impression he got, at least, and he found he was seldom wrong. 
 
    “I don’t know how not to, I guess.” 
 
    The strange, yet strangely understandable answer led Jack to search Sam’s face for a sign that eye contact was going to resume, but the boy’s eyes remained downturned, as if searching for the answers to his young, tangled life amid the carpet’s tiny curls. The expression of intense contemplation persisted, and Jack remained silent, giving him time to sort out his thoughts until he began to slowly voice them. 
 
    “I mean... I’ve always tolerated him. There are moments when I enjoy his company, and they kind of make up for the rest, but not quite... well, not really, but...” 
 
    Now they were getting to the real stuff. The strained, uncomfortable silence was a dead giveaway, a sign of a person lingering on the edge of a confession he was ashamed of, but wasn’t sure he wanted to lie to himself about any longer. 
 
    Jack hoped he’d step over the edge by himself, but it was not to be. On the brink of the precipice, Sam fell back, his eyes lifting to meet Jack’s as he offered his excuse. 
 
    “He’s not usually THAT bad, you know? Today was just- well, you know how it is when there’s a catgirl involved. Things always get a little more extreme.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Hope flickered in Sam’s eyes at the hint that his deflection might be allowed to pass, but Jack was quick to squash that hope. “But he’s not usually that good, either, is he?” 
 
    The boy’s gaze traced a flickering, indecisive path back to the carpet. “Well, no, I guess he’s not that great...” 
 
    “Was he ever?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    That answer came faster than Jack had expected. He’d figured the kid would at least need to think it over, but it seemed that the situation was worse than he’d thought. 
 
    Time to get a baseline. “And your other friends?” 
 
    “Um... well...” 
 
    The younger man trailed off, and Jack gave a slow nod. “I take it Stalkerman doesn’t have much competition?” 
 
    Ouch. It seemed he’d hit the nail on the head. Sam’s eyes fell even lower than before, and Jack squeezed the upper half of his chip bag shut, sealing it from the invasion of prying hands before moving it entirely from his field of attention. 
 
    “So, here’s a better question. Do you think spending your social time on this guy is helping you to make friends? I mean, real friends? Of the not-a-reason-to-call-the-police type?” 
 
    “Well... no.” 
 
    Easy question, obvious answer. Time for something harder. “And does hanging around this guy help you believe that you can get non-police-summoning friends? Or are you acting like this is all you deserve until you start to believe it?” 
 
    This was always the part where he reflexively held his breath a bit. The part where he found out whether he was changing a life or wasting his time. 
 
    Some people resented being psychoanalyzed, or any implication that their thought process was less than correct and effective. Others learned from the experience. And sadly, the guy with the wisdom and experience didn’t get to choose which one happened. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    That was a good sign. 
 
    “Shiii... sorry.” 
 
    “It’s OK. Crap, dung or poop by another four-letter name doesn’t bother me. Unless Nyla just finished putting it where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
    That drew a smirk to Sam’s face, along with a brief, half-laughing chuff, and Jack mirrored the smile. 
 
    Since it seemed that the boy was listening, he decided to push ahead. “Look, Sam. I can’t tell you what to do. I mean, I can, but only where the law requires. Other than that, all I can do is give you some food for thought.” 
 
    “Feed me.” The wrong voice answered his offer, and a blond cat-eared head popped up beside his chair, trying to infiltrate his chips. 
 
    Watching, Sam widened his smirk, then added, “Yeah, what she said.” 
 
    Glancing down at the half-feline, Jack raised an eyebrow. “OK. But you’ve got to eat your carrots before you can have some chips.” 
 
    “I’ll never eat the carrots,” she asserted, sinking into a crouch. 
 
    A broad hand cupped atop her head prevented Nyla from jumping onto his lap again, and Jack decided against having a verbal argument with the catgirl, choosing instead to focus his attention on the reason he was there. Unlike Nyla, it seemed that Sam was willing to eat his carrots for his own good. 
 
    “OK. Here’s the quick, crappy truth. People learn to treat you the way you treat yourself. If you subject yourself to bad behaviour, they learn to behave badly with you. If you hang out with crappy people, crappy people learn that you’ll hang out with them even if they suck, and they have no reason to try to be less crappy. Also, it gets crappier.” 
 
    Sam flinched, and Jack let him flinch without trying to soften the blow. Sometimes, he reflected, you just need to have stuff served up to you straight. 
 
    A moment later, he got a round rear end served up to him straight, swaying in his face as if Nyla actually had the intellect to try to use her sexuality to distract him from his chips. 
 
    Thankfully, the waving cat tail – combined with the pain where her foot was encroaching on an area where feet absolutely did not belong – joined forces with sanity and self-control to preclude that tactic’s success, and another push of his hands sent her back to the floor where she belonged. 
 
    Shaking his head and resisting the temptation to fling chips all over Sam’s freshly-vacuumed floor as a diversion for the catgirl, he brought himself back on topic. 
 
    “So, speaking of teaching things that are a bit more teachable than Nyla. You’re also teaching yourself that this is the kind of friends you should have, this is the kind of friends you should put up with, and – if you jump on my lap and stomp on my dick one more time, I will lock you in the bathroom – this is the kind of friends you should expect to have in your life. None of which are lessons you – UAAAGH! – OK, into the bathroom with you, catgirl.” 
 
    In a single stiff, grunting movement, Jack forced himself to his feet, hefting Nyla’s squirming bulk in both arms as he stood. The catgirl responded by flailing awkwardly in a half-hearted quest for freedom, and Jack ignored her struggles and complaints as he strode purposefully down the hall and into the room that would serve as Nyla’s prison until he could get his abused genitals safely out of her house. 
 
    This is one part of living with her that I certainly do not miss. 
 
    A few minutes of scrambling later, the door closed in Nyla’s face, and Jack ignored the plaintive cries that accompanied the scratching as the catgirl begged to be let out. There had been a time when such pleading would have moved his heart, but living with Nyla had a way of creating an immunity. 
 
    Besides, he was busy doing what so many of his gender had been accused of doing, and thinking with his nether regions. His aching, stepped-on nether regions. 
 
    When he returned to the living room, he found Sam smiling up at him, visibly fighting to keep the expression from turning into a full-blown smirk. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So,” the boy noted, his tone speaking of a carefully suppressed temptation to laugh, “what you’re saying by example is, next time I’ve got a ball-busting asshole in my face, I should lock them in the bathroom and get on with my life.” 
 
    “Exactly. Except, not the bathroom. Preferably somewhere out of the house.” 
 
    “I’m TRAAAAAPPED!” 
 
    “Unless they’re too stupid to use a doorknob. In that case, you may want to keep them close enough to babysit. Unless, of course, you choose to wash your hands of the situation and tell Mr. Michi to get a new tenant, which is definitely an option.” 
 
    A small, self-deprecating sigh fell from Sam’s lungs. “Man... I thought Anton was kind of the bottom of the barrel as far as ‘better than nobody’ friends went, but... I dunno, I’m not sure which of them is worse. Nyla’s definitely weirder, but at least in her case it’s an accident.” 
 
    A loud clatter rose from the bathroom, and the two men glanced toward it. “Unless, of course, she’s deliberately swatting stuff off the counter in a moment of peevish rage,” Jack noted, and Sam cringed. 
 
    “It’s a good thing the bathroom accessories are durable.” 
 
    “Yeah, glass wouldn’t last long in this house.” 
 
    A moment of silence fell between then, then a frown slipped across Sam’s face. “Though, speaking of fragile things... when it comes to people like Nyla who can’t take care of themselves, and people like Anton who aren’t exactly great at keeping friends... where do you draw the line between not putting up with crap, and abandoning your responsibilities?” 
 
    “Hm. Good question. Well, in Anton’s case, it’s pretty clear-cut; he CHOOSES to be an ass. I mean, starting a fist-fight over a balloon? That’s pretty out of line, and it’s not like he can’t help it. But as long as he’s got people who’ll put up with his behaviour, he doesn’t have a lot of incentive to change. 
 
    “Now, Nyla on the other hand-” a particularly plaintive wail drew his attention to the bathroom, and he silently hoped that her complaints wouldn’t drive the neighbours to call his coworkers on him- “she can’t exactly help being a catgirl, with all the mental deficiencies that come with that. She NEEDS someone to take care of her. 
 
    “But that’s not to say that someone has to be you. Like I said, you could walk away from this, provided you fulfilled your responsibility to give Mr. Michi enough notice so he could find a replacement. But as long as you’re in an agreement that makes you responsible for her, you have to take care of her.” 
 
    “So, Nyla’s still a grey area, then. But it sounds like you’re pretty convinced that I need to get rid of Anton.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen much evidence to the contrary. But you know him and yourself better than I do. It’s up to you to decide whether or not you want to put up with him, but it should be a decision – not an obligation. As far as I can tell, you don’t owe that guy anything. Do you?” 
 
    “A knuckle sandwich or two.” 
 
    “From today’s fight, or previous ones?” 
 
    “Well, from this fight, and other non-fighting incidents. Punches work as liquid currency, right?” 
 
    For a moment, the living room was filled with companionable laughter, and when it subsided, Jack smiled at Sam’s grinning face. “You know, kid, that sense of humour is what you should be using to make friends. Not your power of tolerating brats.” 
 
    “But my brat toleration power is getting so finely honed! I mean, look at all the level-grinding I’m doing to dump points into it!” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed. Carrots and hamsters and baths, oh my. But you’re not exactly tolerating her, are you? You’re learning to stand up to her crap and keep her in line. And I’m not saying you need to keep other people in line – that’s not your job, unless it literally is – but you’re learning to say ‘no’ and not put up with behaviour that you know isn’t OK.” 
 
    As the policeman spoke, Sam’s grin faded into thoughtful neutrality. Then his eyebrows suddenly rose, as if a thought had sprung unbidden to his mind and sparked a realization. “Oh.” 
 
    “Oh? Come on, share.” 
 
    “Well... a few days ago, Mr. Michi said that ‘the boys who manage to take care of Nyla usually come out of it as men. A challenge like her makes your mind and body strong, and it makes you learn some valuable traits.’ Or something like that. Is this what he was talking about? Learning not to put up with crap, to draw boundaries, and to keep crazy people from driving you crazy?” 
 
    “Well, that and developing the muscle required to bathe a flailing catgirl.” 
 
    A short burst of laughter broke from the boy, and Jack grinned. Good deed for the day, done. Two, actually. I’m ahead of schedule. 
 
    A glance at the clock on the wall drew a sigh from his chest, and he braced one hand on his knee while reaching for his chip bag with the other. “Welp, I’d better get going. Got a morning shift tomorrow, and sleep to make happen before then. Thanks for the chips.” 
 
    “No problem. Call it payment for the advice.” 
 
    “Will do. Should I threaten Anton on my way out, in case he’s planning to show up?” 
 
    “It’ll only make him want to show up more. And convince him that we’re gay lovers or something.” 
 
    “Meh. When someone says something’s true when it isn’t, a sarcastic confession usually defuses things pretty well. Weave a tale of your exploits so insane that it couldn’t possibly be mistaken for reality. If you can’t avoid ‘em, outdo ‘em.” 
 
    “That sounds like it could go horribly wrong, or it could be fun. Or maybe both.” 
 
    “Basically like everything else you’ve experienced this summer.” 
 
    “Well. When you put it that way, I guess I’m already a pro.” 
 
    As he slipped his shoes on, Jack grinned again. “That you are. Take care.” 
 
    “Thanks. You too.” 
 
    As the door closed behind him and a long draft of cold evening air rushed into his lungs, Jack closed his eyes briefly and listened to his surroundings. Somewhere nearby, the sound of breathing went silent, and the policeman smiled. “Need a ride home, son?” 
 
    A few long, tense seconds of direct mutual staring ended with the inadequately-concealed figure emerging from behind a bush, glaring sullenly at the older man. “Done your little flirt party yet?” 
 
    Wow. The attempt was so pathetic that Jack couldn’t help but smile at it. If this kid wants to sass a police officer, he should really get better material. 
 
    “Kid,” he drawled, relaxing his shoulders as he stared the younger person down, “if you’re really that eager to test my security in my sexual orientation, I can play that game. You leave this neighbourhood with no further attempts at trespassing or assault – which is what your shenanigans today amounted to – or understand that I will not only give you a ride home, but I will flirt with you the entire way.” His smile widened, in tandem with the narrowing of his eyes. “All. The way. Home.” 
 
    The boy was starting to squirm now, and Jack couldn’t help but be amused by his fragility. It almost feels like cheating to press this button; it’s just too easy. I could blow him a kiss right now, and he’d probably be looking over his shoulder for a week. 
 
    Wuss. 
 
    “No thanks, f-” A slight hardening of Jack’s eyes halted the slur in Anton’s mouth, and the sullen defiance in the boy’s glare was darkened by grudging defeat. “I was just taking a walk. I live near here, you know.” 
 
    “I figured. It’s convenient, isn’t it? Having a target within walking distance, when your parents don’t trust you with a car?” 
 
    It was a guess, but from the flash of anger that flared across Anton’s face, he could tell it was a good one. “They told you that?” 
 
    “No, you told me. Lucky guess. Anything else you want me to guess about, or is it time for you to complete your walk before I escort you out of the neighbourhood, flirting all the way?” 
 
    “I was already leaving.” 
 
    “I could tell. Bushes make great escape routes.” 
 
    As the shadowy figure trudged into the darkness – a bit faster than was plausible for a casual evening walk – Jack finally released the chuckle that had been lurking in his chest, tossing an over-the-shoulder glance at Sam’s house as he strolled to his car. 
 
    You sure know how to pick ‘em, kid. Which is to say, you don’t. But hopefully, starting today, you’ll begin to learn. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11: When Life Lessons Feel Like Half-Eaten Hamsters 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, shoot, I can’t believe I forgot. 
 
    Halfway through mentally rehearsing his “Anton, get out of my life to make room for better people” speech, a jolting chill exploded down Sam’s spine on the heels of a horrible realization. 
 
    Nyla’s still trapped in the bathroom. 
 
    She’s probably torn the whole room to pieces by now. 
 
    Again. 
 
    A sigh fell heavily through the boy’s narrow body as he made his way down the hall, listening for the sounds of scratching, peeing, puking, toilet paper-unrolling, descending shower curtains, and other assorted distress signals that a bathroom in peril might emit. 
 
    They were... oddly absent. The half-darkness of the hallway was untouched by the sound of wanton demolition, and his brow furrowed under the weight of the frown that crept across his face. Is she already done, and waiting to pounce on me or something? 
 
    Well... here goes... 
 
    The handle turned slowly and quietly in his hand, and the door swung a cautious inch before he leaned his face close enough to peer through it. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Despite the fact that she’d been naked in his presence daily since he moved in, he couldn’t help but reflexively jerk away at the sight of her unclothed form slumped atop the toilet. 
 
    Is she actually using it? I don’t hear anything. 
 
    A few moments of tense, silent waiting passed, then his lungs informed him that holding his breath that long was against the basic rules of survival. Forced to abandon his dedication to silence, he slowly inhaled, then pushed the door open and stared at the catgirl in bewilderment. 
 
    She was asleep. 
 
    The toilet lid was down, but there was no golden puddle at her feet, so clearly she hadn’t been peeing. And even though he knew that cats had a natural propensity for horribly uncomfortable sleeping positions, he couldn’t help but think that passing out with her rear on the toilet and her torso draped over her thighs seemed to be pushing it. 
 
    Could I just let her sleep like that? It would certainly be easier, but... oh, shoot, I still have to brush her teeth. “Nyla?” 
 
    Nothing. Shoot again. Is she dead? 
 
    He took a moment to mentally slap the small corner of his mind that rejoiced at the thought of avoiding the imminent tooth-brushing, then flicked the bathroom light on. “Nyla.” 
 
    To the relief of ninety-eight percent of his brain, the catgirl’s naked body twitched, then bunched up tighter on itself as if squeezing out the moan that rose from her squashed-looking chest. “Noooo, bright.” 
 
    “Yes, bright. You can go back to sleeping in the darkness soon, but first I have to brush your teeth.” 
 
    “Noooooooo!” 
 
    “Yes.” A few smooth, efficient movements produced the needed items from a drawer, then he turned toward her as he started to apply the paste to the brush. “If you want, you can just stay bent over like that and keep your mouth open.” 
 
    “No. Stay out of my mouth.” 
 
    “Fighting me every single time isn’t going to make it stop happening. It just makes it harder for both of us.” 
 
    Did I seriously just say that AGAIN? Like I do pretty much every time I inflict personal hygiene on her? 
 
    I need to get new lines. 
 
    “It’s easy if you don’t do it,” Nyla pointed out, and Sam raised an appreciative eyebrow. 
 
    “Very logical. Unfortunately, not doing it makes your teeth rot. So I’m going to have to do it.” 
 
    “Noooooo!” 
 
    Speaking of needing new lines. Folding his legs beneath him, Sam tried to twist his body into a position from which he could access Nyla’s mouth. The catgirl sullenly turned away from him, darting her head one way then another to avoid the invasion of the encroaching toothbrush. 
 
    Crap, I can’t hold it open at this angle. I wish she’d just... hm, maybe there IS a way to get her to open her mouth. “Hey, Nyla?” 
 
    “Yeah-nha-nha?” 
 
    The response turned into incoherent gnawing noises as she struggled to expel the toothbrush from her mouth, and he wrestled with her long enough to clean the outer left side of her teeth before she spat it out. 
 
    Partly for the sake of repeating a successful tactic, and partly because he was curious, Sam decided to continue the verbal exchange. “Why were you sleeping on the toilet?” 
 
    “Because people are vulnerable when they go to the toilet. They’re easier prey.” 
 
    “You wanted to be easy prey?” 
 
    “No, I wanted to catch prey.” 
 
    “By going to sleep?” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning to sleep. But he took too long.” 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “Jack.” 
 
    “Jack?” Sam’s eyebrow climbed a questioning inch. “You wanted to make prey out of Jack?” 
 
    “I’m mad at him. I wanted to pounce on him.” 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    “But I-” 
 
    The toothbrush went into her mouth again, and to his great pride, Sam managed to clean the rest of her bottom teeth before the invading tool of hygiene was expelled. 
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    “If I do, your teeth will start to rot, and I’ll have to take you to the vet.” 
 
    “You’ll never have to take me to the vet.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m going to brush your teeth.” The toothbrush darted into her mouth again, and in the course of the ensuing scuffle he ended up on his back, scrambling to pin her arms with his legs while his hands contended with her gnashing, muttering jaws. 
 
    “Nyah, nyah, snyam, nyah- Sam!” 
 
    “Nyah, nyah, what?” 
 
    “I don’t wa- nyah, nyah, nyah!” 
 
    I wonder if she’s stupid enough to keep on trying to talk the whole time. This could open up a whole new world of tooth-brushing ease. 
 
    Relative ease. Of the “she’s trying to flail free like a cat made of eels, but at least her mouth is open” kind. 
 
    Let’s give it a shot. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    She was ALMOST that stupid. 
 
    He’d hoped his new strategy would last for the duration of his custody, not just for three-fourths of a tooth-brushing session. But by the time he got to her upper right teeth, said teeth had been clamped firmly shut, and the resulting struggle to pry them open had eventually drawn blood from both of them. 
 
    Note to self: ask Mr. Michi if there’s a way to do this that won’t result in gratuitous biting of fingers and tongues. 
 
    A grunt fell from his lungs as he pushed himself to his feet, sighing with exhaustion. “OK. Time to go to bed.” 
 
    Interrupted in the midst of her latest bout of self-grooming, Nyla paused, contemplated her roommate with her tongue sticking out, then tilted her ears back. “I don’t want to walk to bed.” 
 
    “Well, when you’re ready to walk there, you know the way.” 
 
    “Carry me.” 
 
    “What?” For a moment, Sam stared at her, frozen by surprise. I didn’t see that coming. “A minute ago, you hated me.” 
 
    “Why does it matter what I thought a minute ago? Right now, I want you to carry me.” 
 
    He spent a few more seconds studying her face, trying to understand her sudden change of mood. Then he inwardly shook his head, breaking free from what was probably a pointless train of thought. Pick your battles, Sam. Maybe if I carry her to her bed, she won’t try to join me in mine. 
 
    “Fine. But if you start squirming, I’ll put you down.” 
 
    Another grunt broke from his chest as he hoisted the catgirl into his arms, twisting his face out of the way as her hands scrambled for purchase. “Hey! What did I say about squirming?” 
 
    “I need my hands to be on something.” 
 
    “Fine. Put them on my shoulders, not my face.” 
 
    Predictably, she didn’t listen until he started violating his own instruction, squirming until he manoeuvred her appendage off his face and onto his shoulder. 
 
    Well. That was predictably more unpleasant than it remotely needed to be. Count on Nyla to find a way to be more of a burden... than... 
 
    “Br-rrrr-rrr-rrr-rr.” 
 
    Is that... 
 
    “Rrrrrrr-rrrrrrrrr-rrrrrr...” 
 
    Purring? 
 
    Two steps out of the bathroom, Sam glanced down at his charge, his eyes widening with surprise. 
 
    She was smiling. 
 
    That face, usually bright with curiosity, firm with belligerence, or sullen with unjustified resentment, had adopted a softer, more peaceful expression than anything he’d ever seen on her before: a small, contented smile that seemed to warm every contour of her half-sleeping features. 
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smiling like that. 
 
    Well, maybe I have at some point, but... not generally because of me. 
 
    But then... why should she? 
 
    The realization hit him like a half-eaten hamster to the face, and he paused in the middle of the hallway, with the smiling catgirl still snuggled awkwardly in his arms. 
 
    Why should she purr because of me? I’ve been almost nothing but annoyed and impatient with her ever since I got here. 
 
    I mean, sure, it was mostly because she was super annoying and an incredible drain on my patience, but... does she even know how to be any other way? 
 
    A slow, growing ache in his upper body told him it was time to put the catgirl down, so he resumed his progress toward her bedroom while his mind continued to churn. 
 
    Maybe the way she acts with me is the only way she knows how to act. Maybe I’ve been basically expecting a toddler to act like an adult, or a cat to act human. 
 
    Sure, I’ve got to make sure she meets her basic requirements for survival and hygiene, like eating good food and getting her teeth brushed, but I haven’t exactly been friendly about it. More like stern, resigned and businesslike, or cat-scaringly theatrical. 
 
    And we haven’t exactly had any bonding times between the times when I had to be the bad guy for her own good. Come to think of it, she HAS smiled at me before... and tried to cuddle me... and asked for affection... which I gave her grudgingly, if at all... 
 
    Crap. 
 
    His eyes, which had been watching the path to Nyla’s bedroom, fell first to her bed, then to the catgirl as he slowly and carefully draped her onto the mattress. This hasn’t been easy for me, but it was probably no fun for her, either. We’re both coping with each other in our own ways, and neither of us is doing a very good job. 
 
    And given that I’m the only one with a completely functioning brain... no, I guess I shouldn’t say that. Since I’m the only one with a brain that isn’t limited to feline toddler-like deductions... I guess I’d better be the one to start doing a good job. Or at least, to make as much effort to be friendly with her as she’s already been making with me. 
 
    Wow.  
 
    A second realization hit, and this one felt more like a brick. I thought I was scraping the bottom of the barrel with Anton. But even he put out more effort to be friends than I’ve given to Nyla. 
 
    I’m pretty sure I made some remark about her being the bottom of the “better their friendship than no friendship” barrel, but... does she feel the same way about me? 
 
    Is she just that starved for any kind of affection, that she’ll forgive a round of non-consensual hygiene this quickly just for a short cuddle? 
 
    His hand extended, exploring the near-darkness until it found the base of Nyla’s soft, fur-lined ear. Experimentally, he began to flex his fingers against it, scratching until the purring rose in volume and Nyla pressed her head happily against his hand. A flush of warmth washed through his chest, and an echo of her contented smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Do you like that?” 
 
    She tilted her head slightly, adjusting the angle of the scratch, and he couldn’t help but simultaneously cringe and smirk at the thought that dawned in his mind. 
 
    Leave it to me to be in a naked woman’s bedroom, touching her with my hands, asking if she likes that... and the woman is a catgirl who seems to share my utter lack of interest in the two of us having sex. 
 
    Holy crap. 
 
    I’m turning into the crazy cat lady. 
 
    Heh. 
 
    I guess we’re both kind of unusual, huh Nyla? Or maybe that’s just Anton giving me weird ideas about what’s considered normal. 
 
    Her tail twitched slightly, and he couldn’t quite tell if it was a casual shifting-position tail-twitch, or if she was starting to get annoyed. Cats could be terribly ambiguous sometimes, and he doubted he’d ever get a straight answer to the questions and speculations that were passing through his mind. 
 
    It’s no fun, I bet, being a catgirl in a world full of humans. Humans who don’t understand you or take the time to try, and who think the basic fabric of who and what you are is annoying and weird. 
 
    Does it ever bother you? Or are you lost in your own little cat world, worrying about nothing more than whether your next meal will be carrots, chips, or the neighbour’s half-eaten rodent? 
 
    “Nooo, Sam.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Tummy.” A head-tossing twist of her body pulled her ears away from his fingers, and presented her long, naked torso for his attention. “My tummy instead.” 
 
    “OK.” This whole situation would have such completely different connotations if she wasn’t probably half animal. His hand extended carefully toward her waiting belly, while his cautious stare strayed toward her arms and mouth. “You’re not about to eat my arm, are you?” 
 
    The only response was more torso writhing, and he decided to proceeded with caution. His hand settled on her skin, careful to avoid any areas that would normally be covered by a bikini, and he kept a wary eye on her face, watching for any sign that she was about to transform into a bear trap. 
 
    To his relief, she did no such thing. Instead, she simply flipped over in a shockingly swift, agile movement, pinning his hand beneath her body. Then, in a fare less graceful motion, she craned her head toward him, set her hands on his shoulders, and levered her upper body off the bed. 
 
    Her cheek rubbed the side of his head with fervent affection, and her purr rumbled softly in his ear while her silky hair slid across his skin. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Surprise instantly numbed the sensation of her hands on his shoulders, and the next brush of her cheek against his passed almost unnoticed. 
 
    She loves me? But... I’m not even feeding her right now. And I didn’t just scare away a Chihuahua. Where is all this coming from? 
 
    A random cat mood, perhaps – a fleeting emotion, to be forgotten by the next day as most things seemed to be. 
 
    In some ways, her tendency to lose track of the past amidst her utter immersion in the present was annoyingly inconvenient. And yet, he reflected as she rubbed his face a third time, it was also a good thing. Wrongs were seldom remembered long, and bad moods were easily overwritten. The emotion she felt at any given time was pure and untainted by conflicting memories, and expressed without an agenda for anything beyond the next snack. 
 
    Had he ever taken the time to appreciate that, busy as he was being irked by it? 
 
    Had he truly enjoyed any aspect of Nyla, or were her good points utterly drowned out amidst his focus on getting her to act more human, and his preoccupation with her admittedly glaring and numerous flaws? 
 
    Did any of Nyla’s babysitters enjoy and appreciate her, or did they simply endure her until they were replaced? 
 
    I wonder... Mr. Michi said boys who take care of Nyla tend to finish the job as men. I thought that change was about growing a spine and learning to stand up for myself, but... maybe there’s more to it than that. 
 
    Maybe it’s also about learning compassion, and seeing the good in other people without letting that good make me feel obligated to do what they want. Like taking responsibility for my needs AND my attitude at the same time. 
 
    Wow. I feel really wise and philosophical right now. 
 
    And also kind of warm and fuzzy. She’s never been this friendly with me before – at least, not without turning into a billy goat or climbing me like a haystack. In fact, I think she’s even... ow... OW... NO! 
 
    That’s great. Just perfect. She’s starting to knead. 
 
    OK, time to get some practice in... 
 
    Let’s see, what’s g- OW... what’s good about this? 
 
    Well, there’s a pretty girl here who obviously likes me enough to treat me the way the young of her species, or a species she resembles, treat their mother, which is to say... she’s milking me... 
 
    OK. Reset. Scratch that whole train of thought, the way she’s currently scratching my- AAAAGH! 
 
    Trying that again... 
 
    She likes me, she’s happy with me, she’s expressing open affection, and if I could just – OW, CRAP! – pry her fingers out of my shoulder, thank God I trimmed those nails... if I can just do that, I’m sure I can find some more good in this. In her. 
 
    In what’s looking to be a very long night. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12: Positive Thoughts, and Simple Sentences 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well. That wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be, despite my attempts to not think it was going to be bad. My shoulders are actually still intact. 
 
    And it was kind of cute, the way Nyla nuzzled her head against my cheek with not enough force to leave a bruise. 
 
    And... the way she followed me to my bedroom, and then proceeded to actually sleep motionless enough that I was able to go to sleep in the same room as her. 
 
    And how she did NOT wake me up this morning to get me to feed her, maybe because she woke me up in the middle of the night instead, and I left the carrots in a container for her to FINALLY, reluctantly nibble on before dumping them out on the floor. Good thing I had the foresight to use a plastic container. 
 
    Well. This Sunday is already on a roll for being full of positive things that mostly consist of ways in which things didn’t go as badly as they could have gone. 
 
    Rumble-rumble-rumble-CRASH! 
 
    ...And now it’s over. 
 
    “Nylaaaa...” The groggy half-shout probably only made it halfway down the hall, and he couldn’t tell whether the source of the commotion was within groggy half-shouting range. Maybe if I can lure her over here, I can placate her with petting until she settles down and lets me drift off again. 
 
    Unless, of course, she’s set the house on fire. Maybe I should check. 
 
    ... 
 
    Nah. 
 
    If I smell something burning, THEN I’ll get out of bed. In the meantime, whatever fell doesn’t sound like it broke, and I didn’t leave anything out that even COULD be damaged or set alight by staying on the floor after it was knocked down. The damage is already done. 
 
    But I want to know what the damage is. I don’t think I’ll be able to fall back asleep until I know. 
 
    Not that I’ll be able to sleep again if I get up to investigate, either. 
 
    Bluuuhhhhh... 
 
    Oh. It sounds like I may not have to. Here comes the train wreck, flying off the rails and into my room, choo, choo, b- 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Sure enough, there came Nyla, careening sideways into the doorjamb, only to immediately spring back to her feet and continue her pursuit of an item below his range of vision as if the crash had never happened. 
 
    Well... on the upside, I know where she is. On the downside, where she is is in nerve-wracking proximity to my computer. 
 
    Time to get up. 
 
    With a groan, he pushed the blanket off himself, then swung his feet to the floor and sat up. “Nyla?” 
 
    Predictably, she ignored him, and continued to swat his laptop’s mouse around the room. 
 
    Great. The jokes about rodents, cats and computer accessories are true. 
 
    “Nyla, that’s a not-super-delicate-but-also-not-indestructible piece of equipment that doesn’t belong to you. Also, my touchpad sucks and I’d rather use the mouse. Stop bashing it around.” 
 
    She deigned to give him a cursory glance over her slim shoulder, then returned her attention to her mechanical victim. “It’s mine.” 
 
    “I need it.” Not that you care. 
 
    “I need it more.” 
 
    “It’s mine,” he insisted, and she laid her ears back. 
 
    “No, I have it right now, so it’s mine. I’m chasing it. It’s my prey, and I have to kill it.” 
 
    “It’s already dead.” 
 
    “But if I hit it, I can pretend that it isn’t.” 
 
    The mouse skittered toward his toes, and Sam felt a brief flush of pride as he trapped it between his feet and tossed it into his hands. And that was without adequate time to wake up, mate. 
 
    A moment later, his mental Jack Sparrow impression was interrupted by the burdened oof of his bed as Gizelle – oops, Nyla – came scrambling onto the mattress, still in pursuit of her recently-airborne quarry. He held it out of her reach and she swatted in its general direction, accidentally inflicting a glancing slap on his cheek in the process. 
 
    “I didn’t deserve that,” he pointed out, and she glared at him. 
 
    “I don’t understand deserving, and I don’t care. I want the toy.” 
 
    Right. No brain, no sense of justice... right. Wrong. I mean... I was trying to look at the positive. Even though it is this early on a Sunday. 
 
    Maybe I can start on Monday. 
 
    Or maybe I can distract her. Craning his neck, he glanced at the window, squinting at the light as his eyes began to adjust. It was one of those bipolar days when the sky was neatly bifurcated into sunny cheerfulness and ominous grey, and he couldn’t quite tell at first glance if the storm was coming or going. “Hey, Nyla?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I think it might storm later. Do you want to go out?” 
 
    “Nothing is happening later. Going outside is not happening now.” 
 
    Right. No ‘later’ statements. 
 
    My capacity to convey the concept of scheduling and time management has just been crippled. 
 
    On the other hand, I have been learning to speak cat. 
 
    “OK, how about this? Instead of eating my mouse, you can-” 
 
    “EAT!” 
 
    “Yes, eat. And it’ll be food you might actually like, if you FINALLY ate all your carrots.” 
 
    “Not carrots. Never carrots again.” 
 
    A big part of me’s inclined to agree. 
 
    But... what if she didn’t eat all of them during the night? 
 
    And what if she refuses to eat them until she gets sick or cranky? 
 
    This really isn’t worth it. “Fine. I’ll find some other way to make you eat your vegetables. I know – I’ll make an omelette. And maybe just mash the vegetables in so you can’t eat around them. And ruin the texture and taste of the eggs. Yes. That’s perfect.” Bluh. We are definitely having separate omelettes. 
 
    “I’ll eat whatever I decide to eat. But make it soon! Please? Pleeeease? I love you, Sam. I love you so much that you’ll feed me soon, right?” 
 
    Manipulative, self-centred... 
 
    No. I was going to focus on the positive. Let’s see, positive, positive... Um... she gets snuggly when she’s sucking up? 
 
    I guess that’s a good thing, as long as I protect my crotch. I suppose standing up would help with that. 
 
    “Oh! You’re standing! That means you’ll feed me soon, right?” 
 
    This could be a long learning curve. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    I think I need a break from all this positivity. 
 
    It was wonderful that Nyla had eaten most of her breakfast. Granted, she’d raised her head, glanced away from the food, and licked her lips in a way that made eggs and vegetables fall from her mouth, but at least the mess was restricted to the linoleum. 
 
    And he supposed that, if he actually made the effort to spend some quality time with her, he would find a way to enjoy her company. 
 
    But at the moment, his desire to bond with his roommate was overshadowed by the clouds that were looming over his chance to enjoy the outdoors, and by an equally looming need to get some alone time and mentally detox. 
 
    Maybe we can have some quality bonding time or something after I take a walk. As he peered through the window in an attempt to assess how long he had before it started to rain, a small gathering down the street caught his eye. What’s with all the people in the driveway? 
 
    Oh – it’s a garage sale. Hm. 
 
    Somewhere behind him, Nyla began to bat at the TV remote, and he took a moment to confiscate it before returning his attention to the sale. Maybe they’ll have something there that she can play with. At a price that’s appropriate for a guy who puts up with Nyla to avoid paying rennn... 
 
    Positive thoughts, positive thoughts, POSITIVE THOUGHTS... 
 
    “Hey, Nyla?” 
 
    Her head popped up, and her ears perked toward him as she ignored the perfectly serviceable tinfoil ball that sat beside her feet. “Yeah?” 
 
    “What’s your favourite kind of toy?” 
 
    “Hamsters.” 
 
    Oblivious to the way his face flattered into a closed-mouthed grimace, she added, “Especially the ones that are still moving around and smell like blood.” 
 
    “OK, then... what’s your favourite kind of toy that isn’t alive and moving and suffering and morbid?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Right. Positive thoughts, AND simple sentences. “What’s your favourite toy that isn’t a dying animal?” 
 
    “Whatever I feel like hitting right now.” 
 
    “The tinfoil ball doesn’t count?” 
 
    “I don’t feel like hitting it.” 
 
    “OK. So if I get you something to hit that looks like a dying animal, would you want to play with that?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “If I soaked it in bloo... no, I’m not even offering that.” Soaked the cat toy in blood? This woman is corrupting me. 
 
    “In what?” 
 
    “Catnip.” 
 
    Light exploded in her eyes, and her ears, face and body all lifted in tandem. “I love catnip!” 
 
    “Great. Next time I see some, I’ll get it, if it isn’t too expensive. For now, I’d better get going before the storm breaks, or the neighbours have the sense to pack up their stuff. Are you sure you don’t want to go out in the back yard while I’m gone?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “You definitely don’t want to go out today?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    As the door swung open and the darkening sky spread before him, Sam couldn’t help but grimace again beneath the weight of a dawning premonition. 
 
    The moment the rain starts coming down, she’ll definitely want out. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “SAAAAAAAAAAM!” 
 
    I called it. I totally, absolutely, definitely called it. 
 
    I. 
 
    Am. 
 
    Psychic. 
 
    Or I just know about cats. 
 
    Nyla’s fingers urgently besieged the front door, their well-trimmed tips sliding powerlessly across the smooth surface, and Sam glanced toward her as he put the last of his recently-washed dishes away. “Three words, Nyla. Rain and mud.” 
 
    The attempted scratching grew in urgency. “I don’t care about words, I want out!” 
 
    As he hung the towel up to dry, Sam weighed his options. If I give her what she wants, will I regret it? I don’t think there’s any mud available in the back yard, but if there is, I’m sure she’ll find it. 
 
     I guess it would be simple enough to find out. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To check the back yard and see if there’s mud.” 
 
    “I don’t care if there’s mud.” 
 
    “I do.” It’s too bad she can’t understand the causal link between muddy feet and baths. Or between cooperating and having a short, easy bath instead of a protracted battle bath. 
 
    Or between waging protracted battle bath, and not being allowed to have muddy feet. 
 
    The sound of hurried footsteps followed him to the back door, and he extended an arm to keep Nyla at bay as he tugged his socks off with his toes and stepped outside. The catgirl’s face strained against his palm, and he had to shove her back firmly before he could close the door without turning his exit into a lesson on why heads shouldn’t be placed in the path of swivelling slabs of wood. 
 
    The sound of her forehead meeting the door despite his best efforts made him wonder if he even should have bothered. 
 
    Turning his attention from Nyla to her coveted stomping grounds, he squinted to assess the terrain through the thin veil of water that obscured it. Let’s see... I see grass, a hedge, a fence, a nicely-swept porch whose former layer of dust is NOT turning into mud, go me... a fire pit, but it’s got a lid... OK. 
 
    “Hey, Nyla, good news.” He swung the door open, and before he could deliver his happy report, his roommate was already acting on it. Her powerful legs had been coiled to spring ever since she recovered from her collision, and there was no way she was going to miss her chance to door-dash into sweet, mudless freedom. 
 
    Unless, of course, there was rain outside – a possibility that had apparently failed to occur to her while she sat and listened to the rain. 
 
    The speed with which she tried to stop proved impossible to pull off, and her limbs flew in every direction as she wiped out on the slick, wet porch. For the second time in less than sixty seconds, her face connected with a plane of wood, and her tail doubled in size as her flailing appendages scrambled for purchase. 
 
    After a few seconds of floundering, she managed to get enough of a grip to fling herself inside, leaving Sam to lean against the side of the house, heedless of the moisture that invaded his clothing as his respiratory system was taken hostage by a fit of uncontrolled laughter. 
 
    OK. Spontaneous positive thought number one: this catgirl is hilarious. 
 
    Sure, she’ll probably want back outside within ten minutes, but until then, she’s hilarious. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13: Commander Weaselball, Chief of Security 
 
      
 
      
 
    I take it back. 
 
    “SAAAAAM!” 
 
    Somehow, she’s still hilarious. 
 
    There was something magical, he concluded, about just pausing to enjoy a catgirl’s antics, without the frustration of encountering those antics in the process of trying to do something else. It was like stopping to smell the roses, instead of being annoyed that the roses were in his way. 
 
    Some things will probably always be annoying, but watching her flounder through the never-ending spin cycle of her own ignorance is a whole lot funnier when I’m not trying to concentrate on anything else. 
 
    “Sa-a-am! I want oooouuut!” 
 
    Part of him was tempted to remind her that it was raining. 
 
    The other part remembered how funny it was to watch her run into invisible walls. “Very well.” 
 
    Light broke across her face, and he heaved himself out of the armchair and walked toward the back door, glancing at the windows as he crossed the living room. Sure enough, the rain continued to fall, and he couldn’t believe its steady hiss wasn’t obvious to Nyla’s sharp ears. 
 
    As he reached the end of the hallway, his hand settled on the back door’s knob with slow, dramatic flare, and he watched with amusement as Nyla’s entire body went tense, coiled to make a flying lunge into freedom. 
 
    The slab of wood swung slowly open, and the catgirl bunched herself into an even smaller ball, ready to spring... 
 
    And then the revelation that weather was still a thing struck her in the face, and the shocking offence of the rain’s continued existence caused her to mash her head into her neck as if she’d hit a transparent barrier. Her ears and face flattened, and her head continued to retreat, as if by recoiling violently enough she could invert herself out of existence and perhaps reappear in a universe where rain did not exist. 
 
    “Well?” Sam teased, forcing the words out past the smile that was trying to take over his face. “Aren’t you going out?” 
 
    “Raaaaiiin!” The tremorous whine leaked slowly from her mouth, like air from a balloon whose neck was being stretched. She backed up until her tail touched the wall, then fled down the hall as if she feared that her guardian might poke her rump and usher her outside. “Raaaiiiin!” 
 
    As the laughter that had been working its way upward broke through the surface, Sam wondered how many more times this could happen before it stopped being funny. Hopefully a lot. 
 
    The rustle of a falling object drew his attention to the living room, and when he arrived, he was unsurprised to see Nyla restlessly batting the TV remote, taking out her frustration and pent energy on the hapless little rectangle. 
 
    I wonder if that thing is durable enough to survive being a cat toy. 
 
    Oh, right! The toy! I actually managed to forget it while indulging her rapid weather change fantasy. 
 
    He quickly rescued the remote, dodging a protesting swing of Nyla’s hand as he snatched her plaything away, then retrieved his latest acquisition from the kitchen counter. “Hey, Nyla. Look what I got for you.” 
 
    His hand moved toward her, cradling the toy, and Nyla’s nose rose to sniff at the plastic ball and the small stuffed animal that hung from it by a string. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a weasel ball. I mean, a toy that moves by itself. Watch.” He caught the switch with his nail, then triggered it with a grandiose flourish and a completely superfluous flick of his wrist. The wrist flick caused his fingernail to slip off the switch, instantly destroying his attempt at panache, and his next attempt was slightly more cautious, a bit more annoyed, and considerably more successful. 
 
    The tiny motor inside the ball purred to life, and Nyla’s eyes went huge as he set it down and it began to tumble around. 
 
    “What is that?!” she demanded, tension sharpening her voice as she shrank back. 
 
    “I told you, it’s a-” 
 
    “A machine! You bought it!” Wary suspicion flashed in her eyes as she backed away from the toy, never moving her frantic stare from the perilous offering. “You paid money for it, didn’t you?!” 
 
    “Only a buck fifty. If monetary amounts even mean anything to you. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    Disappointment washed through his chest, and Sam fumbled for a way to salvage the situation. “Oh, come on. Cats love small, moving things. Why don’t you chase it and bat it around? Pretend it’s a blood-splattered hamster or something. But don’t eat it, because you’d probably choke.” 
 
    “It doesn’t smell like food. And it’s a machine. And it’s moving.” Her tail expanded, and she slowly, awkwardly backed up until she was hunched against the wall, staring with fixed, bug-eyed fear at the flopping, tumbling weasel ball. “I hate it.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    Just great. I went and paid money – OK, a small amount of money, but still money – for this thing, and now... 
 
    Nope. 
 
    I am NOT going to get not positive about this. I will find a way to have fun with it. 
 
    The ball slid into his hand, and he switched it off before turning toward Nyla. “What if it wasn’t tumbling like a machine, but moving in more of a straight line? Like the TV remote when you swat it around? Or... like this?” 
 
    A flick of his wrist sent the toy spinning across the floor, bearing relentlessly down on the terrified catgirl. Her appendages flew beneath her in a flurry of frantic retreat, and as she sailed down the hallway and into her room, Sam allowed himself to indulge in a villainous chuckle disguised as a college boy’s gasping, undignified laugh. 
 
    A small amount of money, and it was money well spent. 
 
    Speaking of which, I have a poster to hang up. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    I don’t care what Anton says. 
 
    OK, that was half a lie. He used to care what Anton said, and a small part of him was still irked by the other boy’s stubborn refusal to accept an obvious truth. 
 
    However people compare it to the other Star Trek series, Voyager rocks, and I’d love to be the hero who made sure that Janeway got her coffee. 
 
    No, that’s nothing resembling gay. Shut up, Anton brain clone. You keep using that word, but I don’t think it means what you think it means. 
 
    A sudden whumph startled him out of his thoughts, and his head snapped around to face Nyla as the catgirl’s energetic leap dropped her abruptly onto his mattress. “I want to sniff the thing,” she informed him, jutting her nose forward as she padded toward the wall. 
 
    “What, the poster? It probably smells exactly like the weasel ball you wouldn’t go anywhere near. They came from the same garage sale.” 
 
    “I want to know what it smells like,” she insisted, ignoring his wary, distrustful frown as she pressed forward. 
 
    “It smells like people who don’t know how to check a weather forecast before setting up a garage sale. What more do you need to know?” 
 
    “Let me sniff it.” 
 
    “Fine.” As Nyla leaned toward the poster, her twitching nose drinking in the Tale of the People Who Forgot to Check the Weather Forecast, Sam glanced up at the window. It looks like it’s clearing up a bit. I wonder if she’d go outside now that it’s... NO! 
 
    He glanced down just in time to see the catgirl sink into a crouch, and his arm shot out to prevent the leap, narrowly stopping Nyla from scrambling onto his windowsill and kicking the perfection out of his newly-acquired mint-condition Seven of Nine poster. 
 
    “Don’t even think it!” I definitely need to move that poster. Even though she looks perfect there. “I just bought this poster, and I’m NOT having you destroy it!” 
 
    “I don’t care about the poster.” She crouched again. “I want to be in the windowsill.” 
 
    “Well, I do, so you can’t. Not right now. Actually, not ever. You’re going to wreck the bed, dropping down on it like that. And you’ll scuff up the wall. And wreck the poster. And the last thing I need when I’m trying to sleep is to have to worry about you suddenly descending on me like some sort of sentient evil meteor.” 
 
    “I want to be in the windowsill.” 
 
    Simple sentences, Sam. Simple sentences, and short paragraphs. “No.” 
 
    Crouch. “Yes.” 
 
    “No.” His hand extended to block her again, and she flinched away from it. 
 
    “I’m not listening to you,” she insisted, tilting from side to side in search of a path around his arm. 
 
    He adjusted his position for easier blocking, and felt a nudge against his thigh as his bulging pocket encountered the headboard. Inspiration struck, and he kept one hand directly in Nyla’s path while he worked the other into his pocket. After a moment of struggling with the tightly-wedged treasure, he retrieved his prize, then shot a wolfish grin in his roommate’s direction. “Then will you listen to...” 
 
    An exaggerated flourish and a puff of his chest lent drama to the movement as he brandished the object in her face, watching with tyrannical satisfaction as she slunk away from the abomination’s intolerable proximity. “...Commander Tuvok Weaselball?” 
 
     “Get away from me!” 
 
    “You can’t give orders to the Commander. He outranks you.” 
 
    A slow, wary hiss leaked from her mouth, barely more than a breath and hilariously unconvincing as anything resembling a threat. His experimental attempt to insert Tuvok into her gaping mouth resulted in her flinging herself off the bed in a flailing heap, then her flying appendages launched her from the room with frantic speed as he tossed the plaything after her. 
 
    I love you, Tuvok Weaselball. 
 
    Sam bent to retrieve the toy, grinning all the way, then tossed it up and down a few times, watching appreciatively as the weasel flopped and swayed in mid-air. I don’t care that your last name could be a dirty euphemism, or that you’re a floppy, anatomically-incorrect fake animal attached to a motorized plastic sphere. I deeply, platonically love you. 
 
    Who needs Anton? Not me. Me and Weaselball are gonna have some good times, just hanging out, being bros, thwarting destructive catgirl rampages, protecting Seven of Nine posters... having long talks... eating chips... well, maybe not those last two... hm. 
 
    I wonder if Jack works on Sundays. 
 
    A final contemplative toss ended in Tuvok falling onto the bed as Sam’s eyes strayed to the ceiling. I should call him. Start cultivating some friendships with guys who aren’t balls or asssssss... 
 
    No. I am NOT going to sum up my entire male social circle by listing a pair of anatomical pieces that belong inside boxers. No. Just no. These echoes of Anton’s corruption must be stamped out. 
 
    Retrieving Tuvok, he stationed his new Chief of Security in the windowsill, then closed the bedroom door behind him just in case. Time to call a friend. 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “I must admit, I wasn’t expecting to get a call so soon. You really must have been eager for not-crappy company.” 
 
    Once again, Jack was lounging in the living room, making himself comfortable with a bag of chips in his lap. Again, Nyla was making persistent attempts to steal the snack, and again the older man was fending her off with casual, practiced skill. 
 
    Watching the subdued shenanigans, Sam swallowed a chip of his own and smirked. “Yeah, that is a common side effect of having friends like Nyla and Anton. Speaking of friends – Nyla, do I need to summon Commander Tuvok?” 
 
    The duelling duo glanced at him in unison, one set of eyebrows quirking in confusion while the other rose in fear. 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    “You’re hiring Vulcan security guards now?” 
 
    Sam’s smirk grew, and he stood. “Be right back.” 
 
    Nyla watched warily as he left the room, then apparently forgot his existence and resumed pestering Jack. 
 
    A few seconds later, the bedroom door opened like the gates of Hell, and from the abyss sprang Tuvok Weaselball, tumbling, rolling and humming like the most innocuous demon ever to possess a motorized plastic ball. 
 
    Nyla instantly recoiled, her ears flattening and her tail growing as she retreated from the advancing security chief. The rolling toy bounced off the couch and ricocheted toward her, and the perfect trick shot sent a ray of pride glowing through Sam’s soul like the flare of a transporter beam. 
 
    As the catgirl fled into the kitchen, Jack raised an approving eyebrow. “Nice command staff you have there. Any other crew members I should meet?” 
 
    “Well, Seven of Nine is hanging on my wall, but posters aren’t very sociable. Or catgirl-proof. Hence the closed bedroom door.” 
 
    “Yeah, her social skills were never the best.” 
 
    The fact that Jack knew that sent a flash of joy through Sam’s chest and across his brightening face. “You watched Voyager?” 
 
    The comment about Vulcan security guards should have tipped me off, but... 
 
    “Yeah, I grew up on it.” 
 
    Yes! I knew this was a good idea! We are going to be the very best of not-crappy Trekkie pals. “Who was your favourite character?” 
 
    “SAAAAAAM!” 
 
    As the catgirl’s plaintive wail drifted from the kitchen, Jack grinned. “Apparently your roommate favours Ensign Wildman.” 
 
    Shut up, Anton brain clone; Sam is also a guy’s name! 
 
    Seemingly oblivious to his host’s internal argument, Jack added, “Personally, I thought her daughter was way too cute not to be my favourite. Especially when she started hanging out with Seven.” 
 
    “Subunit of Samantha Wildman, state your intentions.” 
 
    Jack laughed, and Brain Clone Anton fell silent as Sam shared in the merriment. Tuvok continued to roll playfully around the room, fetching up against Jack’s foot, and Nyla watched in wild-eyed terror from a safe distance. 
 
    “Wow.” The tumbling toy drew Jack’s attention, and a flick of his foot sent first Tuvok, then Nyla racing across the room. “She really hates that thing.” 
 
    “Yeah. I was thinking it would keep her happy, occupied, and relatively less obnoxious and destructive while she was imprisoned by her own rain-phobia, but no dice. Some predator she makes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve noticed that her fear seems to be inversely proportionate to the size of her opponent. She has no problem dealing with big dogs, but smaller threats are a no-go.” 
 
    “Unless they’re a hamster.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “So I should have gotten a hamster ball instead. And maybe dipped it in hamster blood.” 
 
    Jack’s mouth twisted with vaguely amused discomfort. “Just make sure the neighbour doesn’t see it.” 
 
    Ugh. “Yeah, the last thing I need is her calling security on my chief security officer.” 
 
    “So maybe you should rub it in catnip instead.” 
 
    Sam reflexively glanced around, even though he knew that the substance wouldn’t be anywhere in plain sight. “Do you suppose Mr. Michi keeps any here? Or would the fact that he paid money for it make her not want it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if he does, but it might not be necessary. Do you have any celery?” 
 
    “Celery?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did your mom teach you to eat your vegetables, or have you been living on TV dinners ever since you left home?” 
 
    “Those aren’t the only two options, you know. There’s also meat.” 
 
    “True. The most important and basic food group next to dessert, and a distant cousin of the substances in some TV dinners.” 
 
    “Exactly.” A moment passed, their eyes met, then Sam’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “But yeah, she does insist that I eat my vegetables. It’s actually part of the reason I’m living here – what I save on rent, I use to buy food that’s actually food.” 
 
    “Wise choice. Do those vegetables include celery?” 
 
    “I think I might have a bit in the fridge. Does celery work like catnip?” 
 
    “Normally, no. But in case you haven’t noticed, Nyla is... special.” 
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    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “She really loves that thing.” 
 
    “I told you she would.” 
 
    The room was practically vibrating with the force of Nyla’s purring, and her hair thrashed through the air as she twisted, tumbled and writhed with the chunk of celery firmly clutched between her curled fingers. Her smiling face glowed with bliss, and she mashed it repeatedly into the bruised vegetable, as if by communing with the plant more fervently she could somehow merge it into her head and be one with it forever. 
 
    As the spectacle slowly lost its novelty, Sam’s eyes strayed to the abandoned weasel ball, then rose to meet Jack’s. “So, if I rubbed Tuvok down with celery...” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “She might like it. Or the motor could scare her off again.” 
 
    “That, or the fact that I paid money for it. Apparently she’s ‘special’ that way, too.” 
 
    The policeman’s lips twitched in a smirk. “Naw, that’s just cats. Buy a toy, and they’ll ignore it. Drop a bottle cap, and they’re all over that thing.” 
 
    “But I paid money for the celery, too.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t bought specifically for her, so it’s OK.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s the trick. So, as long as I bought it but not for her, she’ll play with it?” 
 
    And maybe the inverse is true? Maybe I can convince her that I bought all my stuff for her, and she’ll leave it alone? 
 
    As he considered Sam’s question, Jack’s hand brushed against his pocket. “Well, there is one thing I bought for her that she couldn’t get enough of, and luckily for us, I had the foresight to bring it along. Once she’s finished wrecking the celery, we can try it out. In the meantime, let’s enjoy the peace and quiet while it lasts.” 
 
    “OK, I guess. But now that you’ve got me curious, can you at least show me what this magical money-rules-defying thing is? Is it a magic bottle cap?” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Jack’s face, its edges quirked with roguish mischief. “Not exactly.” 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “You, my friend, are a cat god.” 
 
    A playfully disapproving eyebrow climbed Jack’s forehead as he swayed his wrist with the grace of a seasoned conductor, sending Nyla flailing across the room in pursuit of the elusive laser dot. “That, mere mortal, is blasphemy. I am no more than a man. A man with a mighty weapon with which to strike down infidels like you.” 
 
    The dot raced to alight on Sam’s chest, and the boy’s eyes went round as he dove to evade the catgirl who flew in its wake. 
 
    “I got it! Yes! Ah! It disappeared! It’s on top of my hand! It’s so fast! I want it! It makes no sense! I can’t smell it, but it’s there, so it has to have a taste – I must get it! I must have it! I must put it in my mouth!” 
 
    “Point that thing somewhere else!” Sam protested, scrambling in a futile effort to escape the catgirl-summoning point of light. 
 
    “You can’t tell me what to do. I’m a god, remember?” 
 
    “Would it help if I prayed?” Sam asked, tracing a hasty circle around the policeman while Jack performed an almost acrobatic pirouette to keep the laser dot trained on the younger man. 
 
    “Only if you include wine and burnt offerings,” he instructed, leap-dancing to avoid being bowled off his feet as Nyla tried to plow straight through his legs on her way to Sam. 
 
    “Nice try!” With an unexpectedly impressive flying leap, Sam vaulted over the armchair and hid behind it, rendering himself temporarily immune to the summoning powers of the dreaded laser dot. “But gods don’t almost get knocked over by madwomen. Methinks you are a false messiah, come to lead innocent catgirls down the path to pouncing on the hand that feeds them.” 
 
    “You’re too clever for your own good, mortal,” Jack commented ominously, circling the chair and continuing to bait Nyla with the ever-moving mote of light. “You obviously know too much. I cannot let you live, lest you spread the truth about my devilry. I’ll have to sic my loyal minion on you.” 
 
    “Not if I sic her first!” 
 
    A heroic dash brought Sam to the TV, where he snatched the remote from the sacred altar that was the entertainment centre. The dot alighted on his newly acquired weapon, and as Nyla crouched to pounce again, Sam waggled the device enticingly. “Yes, you see this? It’s the remote control AND the dot! Go get it!” 
 
    The remote left his hand in a graceful arc, sailing dramatically through the air toward its new target. Already wild with excitement, Nyla couldn’t resist the dazzling new temptation, and her feet nearly flew out from under her as she scrambled to change direction, flung herself skyward...  
 
    And plowed straight into Jack, bowling the policeman onto the couch in a flailing heap of wide eyes and uselessly pinwheeling limbs. 
 
    “OW! HEY!” 
 
    Her victim’s pained, startled shout sent Nyla scrambling to get clear, resulting in a moment of regret on Sam’s part that he hadn’t thought of that simple sonic catgirl deterrent sooner. A moment later, the regret was gone, overwritten by pride at having found a much more vengefully effective solution instead. College kid one, policeman no score. 
 
    “You’re tallying points in your head, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Either the answer’s no, or you’re a telepath.” 
 
    A grunting groan jolted free of Jack’s chest as he hauled himself off the couch. “That’s – gh – a well-known trait of blasphemous cat deities. AH!” 
 
    A skittering jump combined with a trip sent the policeman tilting back onto the couch, and with the pounce at her playmate’s feet successfully completed, Nyla spread her limbs wide and stiff and kinked her tail above her back. “Chase me!” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Jack protested, rubbing his bruised leg. “I’m still sore from the last game we just finished playing.” 
 
    “Here.” Retrieving Tuvok from the entertainment centre where they’d left him during the celery experiment, Sam used his best bowling shot to send the weasel ball whirling across the floor. “Let’s see if- OK, it looks like you do like him more when the motor’s turned off. Hm. I guess it doesn’t matter if you wreck the motor, then.” 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    “Which I guess is good, since I don’t think he was built for cats your size.” 
 
    A flurry of furious fisticuffs and a series of superfluous somersaults ended with Tuvok tumbling to a halt at Jack’s feet, which Nyla took as her cue to suddenly lose all interest in the toy. 
 
    The policeman’s toes flicked the ball into motion, but that served only to leave both men watching with amused exasperation as the enticingly moving target went unmolested by a catgirl who was suddenly too dignified to acknowledge its existence. 
 
    “Heh. Throw the ball, throw the cat after it,” Jack commented wryly, again demonstrating suspicious signs of telepathy as he summarized Sam’s theory about what it would take to make the game continue. 
 
    “Or we could use the machine-possessed weasel ball and her moment of distraction to make grilled cheese.” 
 
    “CHEESE!” 
 
    “What do you think? It is about lunch time.” 
 
    Jack nodded thoughtfully. “That’s true. Though I think the ‘distraction’ ship might have sailed.” 
 
    Two seconds after being voiced, the officer’s theory was confirmed by the fervent rubbing of Nyla’s cheek against Sam’s leg. “Hurry with the cheese!” 
 
    Sam shook his head, smiling wryly. “OK, I’ll get you some cheese. Just try not to make me trip and land on the knife and die or anything, OK? If you murder me, you’ll have to do it with a policeman watching you.” 
 
    “I could use my connections to hide the body, and Nyla and I can have all the cheese for ourselves,” Jack pointed out, and Sam’s eyes rolled in a playful arc. 
 
    “Nice to have supportive friends. Just for that, I’ll make your sandwich last.” 
 
    “SA-a-A-a-AM!” 
 
    “Yes, Nyla! Geez! I’ll get you some cheese.” 
 
    “Hurry!” 
 
    In blatant contradiction to his orders not to trip him, she did her level best to remain under his feet for the duration of the journey to the kitchen, and refused to relinquish her attachment to his legs until the sound of Jack activating Tuvok sent her fleeing into the living room. Of course, the sound of Sam opening the fridge brought her scrambling back, skirting the edge of the kitchen and watching the proceedings with a painful mix of longing and fear. 
 
    “Saaaaaam!” 
 
    “Nope. You can wait until I’m done cutting and the knife is put away.” 
 
    “Saaam, I want the cheese noooow! But the machine is threatening me!” 
 
    “Of course he is. Tuvok is an excellent security officer.” 
 
    “Make it die!” 
 
    “I can’t deactivate Tuvok. What does he look like, an EMH?” 
 
    “Saaam, cheeeeeze!” 
 
    As her plaintive wail pierced his ears, Jack gritted his teeth in a half-suppressed flinch. “Wow, that girl can whine. I’d forgotten how good she was at that.” 
 
    “JAAAAACK!” 
 
    “Oh, fine. Here.” The officer scooted the weasel ball closer to Sam, leaving the edge of the kitchen clear of frolicking toy-machines. Then he held his hand toward his young friend, and taking the hint, Sam obligingly provided him with a bite-sized chunk of cheese. 
 
    A flick of Jack’s wrist sent the snack twirling onto the floor, and while Nyla hastily devoured it, Sam preemptively dumped a few more cubes onto the counter to keep both of his companions occupied. 
 
    The second cube landed almost at Nyla’s feet, and she skittered around for a few moments, eagerly searching for it. 
 
    “It’s by your hand,” Jack pointed out, and her head snapped up. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Your hand. Your left hand. No – you moved. Now it’s by your foot. You’re going to step on it.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    This time, the faintest hint of annoyance stained the edges of the policeman’s tone. “It’s on the floor. No, don’t look at me, look down. Yes. There.” 
 
    Zeroing in on the snack, Nyla sniffed at it for a few seconds, removing any doubt that she’d successfully located the cheese. 
 
    Then her eyes rose to meet Jack’s, shining with expectation and hope. “Throw another one!” 
 
    “I will after you eat the first one,” Jack promised in the calm, measured tone of a parent who was explaining something to a child for the dozenth time, and was determined to stay patient. 
 
    “I don’t want that one,” she protested. “The ones on the counter are better. Throw them!” 
 
    “OK.” Jack picked up a chunk, then feigned a throw in the direction of the piece she’d just ignored. The catgirl’s head snapped around wildly, flinging glances in every direction except the correct one, and Jack finally resorted to tapping the floor next to the cheese in order to draw her attention to it. “Here.” 
 
    “Oh! There it is!” 
 
    “And now you’re eating it, even though it’s the same as it was when you rejected it.” 
 
    The girl’s body shuddered and gagged with the strain of swallowing the cube whole, because obviously chewing was overrated. Despite the almost tragic theatrics she displayed in the course of choking down her food, she turned to Jack happily the moment it was gone, eager to repeat the process. “More!” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    This time, the landing strip of choice was the space between her shoulder blades, and Sam paused his sandwich preparation to watch as his roommate began to twitch frantically, her ears angling awkwardly as she attempted to dislodge the source of the strange feeling on her back. 
 
    Her eyes slowly began to bug out, as if haunted by the dawning realization that the cheese on her back was a monster looming over her naked backside. Her head snapped around to bite at her shoulders, her body continued to twitch, and finally her terror of the unseen demon overrode her inhibitions, sending her tearing out of the room with the speed of a catgirl threatened by a weasel ball. 
 
    A slow, wheezing breath dragged its way through Sam’s lungs, and he set the knife down so he could brace both hands on the counter to support his descent into inhalation-defying laughter. Jack watched the fruit of his antagonism with a mischievous grin, then took the knife and started slicing the cheese while his host gasped for air and struggled to speak. 
 
    “Catgirls – wheeeeze – are hilarious.” 
 
    “Yeah, her accidental sense of humour is one of her better qualities. Are you about to die?” 
 
    “No, I – ahahaha – I just – need to-” 
 
    “SAAAAM, there was something on my baaack! Oh – there’s cheese on the floor!” 
 
    A new fit of helpless laughter forced Sam onto the linoleum, and Jack decided to exacerbate it by throwing Nyla another chunk of cheese. Still spooked by her last harrowing encounter, the feline fled from the flying food, compounding Sam’s struggle for air and continuing to make it worse as she skittered to a halt and cautiously snuck up on the offering. 
 
    “There.” Completing the task of dissecting the cheese, Jack glanced down at his gasping, giggling companion. “Now you know how to make Nyla funny at will. Where do you keep the bread?” 
 
    A wheeze and a pointed finger directed Jack to the appropriate cupboard, and Sam rallied his strength enough to haul himself to his feet and open the fridge in search of fruit. He was enjoying this moment where things were funny, and few things made life less funny than a mother who knew that he wasn’t eating his plants. 
 
    Hey, these apples still have stickers. Hm... 
 
    “SAAAAAAAM!” 
 
    His decision to act on his impulse led to a persecuted wail from Nyla, and Jack glanced down to see the catgirl twitching again, this time in response to the apple sticker that was clinging to her back.  
 
    This new set of spasms was carefully restrained, as if she’d already lost enough of her dignity and didn’t intend to sacrifice any more beyond that first upset howl. But the subtle twitches weren’t doing their job, and the jerks became steadily more violent, until her desperation to rid herself of the feeling on her back overrode her determination not to fall for the same trick twice. 
 
    An attempt to flee from herself lasted for all of ten feet, far enough for her to realize that the sticker wasn’t going to fall off the way the cheese had. Urgent licking and biting ensued, her snapping mouth frantically seeking that elusive spot on her back that her tongue and teeth couldn’t reach, and the theatrics finally deteriorated into furious rolling. 
 
    Watching the show from the corner of his eye and gasping for breath, Sam slipped his sandwich and Jack’s into the toaster oven, leaving Nyla’s disassembled and uncooked to avoid the mess of crumbs that would surely result from a catgirl eating toast. 
 
    As the small machine hummed to life, Sam removed the stickers from the second and third apples, saving them for later shenanigans and shaking his head as he started to wash the fruit. “Where did Mr. Michi get this girl?” 
 
    “You haven’t asked him?” 
 
    “I did. He said something enigmatic about his world-wide travels.” 
 
    A small, frustrated fist-pump accompanied Jack’s response. “Darn. I was hoping he was more specific with you than he was with me.” 
 
    A second shake of Sam’s head lent a mournful air to his quest for a tea towel. “I wish. Come to think of it, I also don’t know why there are no scientists wanting to study her.” 
 
    “There were. Scans and samples were taken, tests run, behaviour studied. They know about as much as they can learn from her. And from what Mr. Michi tells me, they’re still stumped.” 
 
    “So nobody knows where she came from or how she turned into... whatever she is.” 
 
    “Not in scientifically specific terms, no. Which I guess is another way of saying stumped.” 
 
    “Touché,” Sam grinned. “On the upside, I guess that leaves us free to speculate wildly, safe from the threat of being scientifically debunked.” 
 
    “Now that’s a huge comfort.” 
 
    “Absolutely. The only thing worse than living with a catgirl is being scientifically debunked while theorizing about catgirls. But now we’re safe, so we can go hog wild.” 
 
    The officer’s eyebrows rose contemplatively, and he voiced what was probably among the first theories that Nyla’s roommates tended to make. “She’s a cat-human hybrid?” 
 
    “Plausibly hog wild.” 
 
    “Sam, you take all the fun out of going hog wild. You must be a riot at parties. But fine, I’ll try to find a level of untamed swine that satisfies your unscientific criteria.” Jack tilted his head toward the ceiling in mock contemplation for three seconds, then returned his eyes to Sam. “OK, got it. She was cursed by a blasphemous cat goddess.” 
 
    “We have those?” 
 
    “Of course not. That would be blasphemy. She was bitten by a radioactive cat.” 
 
    “Not unless those ears and tail are oddly-shaped tumours.” 
 
    “Poisoned with Extract of Cat?” 
 
    “This isn’t Disney, and Yzma is just a story parents use to scare children beyond all reason.” 
 
    “Kryptonite and a random feline?” 
 
    “I don’t believe in kryptonite.” 
 
    “Geez, you’re a tough sell. Possessed by a cat demon?” 
 
    The sound of short fingernails on furniture drew their attention to the living room, and Jack took one sharp, lunging step toward the catgirl. Visibly alarmed and duly guilty, Nyla fled from the scene of her attempted crime, and Sam smirked slightly. “The cat demon thing is actually plausible, all things considered.” 
 
    Jack’s eyebrows climbed his forehead. “You believe in cat demons but not kryptonite?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen kryptonite. But I have seen Nyla.” 
 
    “You make a very convincing point.” 
 
    The smell of melting cheese drew Sam’s attention back to their lunch, and he commented, “Speaking of Nyla, I guess I should give her her sandwich now so she can make her mess, get cleaned up, and hopefully get occupied with doing something else before our sandwiches finish cooking.” 
 
    Jack nodded, his long, casual strides bringing him quickly to Nyla’s plate as he replied, “I’ll get that. You go ahead and flip the sandwiches.” 
 
    “OK. Hey, is there a way to get her to eat without making a mess?” 
 
    “If you figure one out, let me know.” 
 
    “Darn.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14: A Second Mint Would Have Prevented All This 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s mine!” 
 
    Once again, Nyla was in Sam’s lap, attempting to take possession of something that wasn’t hers. Again, he was trying to use reason on a catgirl, and again, it was having as much effect as he’d expected. 
 
    “You had your mint. And swallowed it whole in two seconds.” 
 
    “I want another one.” 
 
    Which is to say, no effect at all. 
 
    “Well, you can’t have mine,” he insisted, “so stop trying to pry my mouthnmph!” 
 
    As Nyla rammed her fingers between Sam’s jaws, fighting to wrest them open in an eager quest to steal his mint, Jack nearly choked on his own candy. “Good choice of dessert, Sam.” 
 
    “You smell like mint too!” 
 
    As the catgirl abandoned her first victim and turned her attention to Jack, Sam cheeked his candy and chuckled. “Good choice of timing, Jack.” 
 
    “Open it!” 
 
    Unwilling to surrender his dignity the way Sam had, Jack postponed his attempts to talk until he’d extended a stiff arm to hold the face invader at bay. “Is this the first time you’ve tried to have mint around her?” 
 
    “Yeah. I take it she’s fond of those?” 
 
    The officer gave a small push, and Nyla tumbled gracelessly onto her rear. “Mint is a general fondness among cats.” 
 
    A sullen slant of her triangular ears signalled defeat, and Nyla slunk into the hallway, vanishing from sight. The retreat sent an uneasy chill crawling down Sam’s spine and into his stomach, and Jack quickly took notice of the frown that shadowed the younger man’s brow. “Mint for your thoughts?” 
 
    “Is she up to something?” 
 
    “Is she ever not?” 
 
    “When she’s sleeping, I guess. But this just doesn’t feel right. I’m worried she’s about to punish me by ruining the bathroom again.” 
 
    “Well, if we hear a noise, we’ll go over there right away. But aside from peeing in it, how much did you leave available for her to do?” 
 
    “Let’s see... the shower curtain is looped over the rod, so she can’t touch that. I hid the toilet paper... most of the stuff in there isn’t breakable... though... shoot.” 
 
    Guessing his train of thought, Jack glanced at the bathroom. “Is your toothpaste mint?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s in a drawer. My toothbrush, though... awk.” 
 
    “Accessible, huh?” 
 
    “And now that I come to think of it, it did look kind of chewed.” 
 
    Jack’s mouth twisted with sympathetic disgust. “Maybe you’d better wash it with soap before the next time you use it.” 
 
    “Yeah. And put it where she can’t get it. Man, cat-proofing a house is-” 
 
    Thump. 
 
    His train of thought instantly diverted, Sam glanced around sharply. “What’s she doing?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Sounds like she knocked something plastic off the counter.” 
 
    That’s probably not a problem, but... Sam knew he should have been relieved, but uneasy wariness lingered in his chest and frowning brow. 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s not so bad,” he tried to convince himself. “I mean, I’m not thrilled about the way it sounds like she’s smacking it around, but it doesn’t sound like anything’s spilling. She’s probably just chasing it around like she does with the TV remote.” 
 
    “Yup. And the best thing about us assuming that is how it will in no way come back to bite us in the backside later.” 
 
    Sam cringed. “I’m gonna go check on her.” 
 
    As he power-walked down the hall, Sam couldn’t help but feel that the human imagination was one of the worst things ever to exist. Not thirty seconds after the noise that had triggered his current state, he was already beginning to spiral into paranoia, scenario after hideous, messy scenario painting themselves across his mind like uncleanable goop on a bathroom floor. 
 
    There’s nothing breakable in there. I left nothing breakable in that bathroom. 
 
    The sudden flare of the bathroom light revealed a squinting, irritated catgirl, blinking rapidly as her eyes adjusted to the blinding illumination. 
 
    Despite her visible distress at the world’s newfound brilliance, she locked eyes with her roommate obstinately, frowning at him for several seconds before developing an intense and studious interest in licking a nonexistent stain off her shoulder. “I’m busy, Sam. Go away.” 
 
    “What did you knock down?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    A quick glance around the bathroom contradicted her assertion; while the floor didn’t seem to have anything on it that shouldn’t be there, his mouthwash was sitting in the sink. On the upside, he doubted a fall of five inches would harm a plastic bottle, and it didn’t appear to be leaking. 
 
    With a last wary glance toward his companion, Sam turned off the light and returned to the living room, unsure of whether he wanted to shake the nagging, dark sensation that something bad was going to happen in the next few minutes. 
 
    Something bad, preventable, and probably downright embarrassing in hindsight. 
 
    I’d love to be able to just ignore this feeling, but if this is my intuition speaking, shutting it up now could end up making me feel stupid later. 
 
    “Did you figure out what fell?” 
 
    The sound of Jack’s voice drew his eyes to the policeman, and Sam shook his head as he plopped into the armchair. “My mouthwash fell into the sink. Nothing’s broken.” 
 
    The officer’s keen eyes flicked across his face. “You look downright overjoyed about that.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m missing something.” 
 
    Rattle. 
 
    “And now she’s making sounds again. When you live with a catgirl, silence is golden, and noise is very suspicious.” 
 
    “Naw.” Now it was Jack’s turn to shake his head. “Sometimes, silence is suspicious, too.” 
 
    “Well THAT’S encouraging.” 
 
    Thocka-thocka-crackle. 
 
    “This is going to drive me crazy.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “What’s the worrrrr...” 
 
    Sam narrowed his eyes, the accusations of a thousand cliché-weary movie characters concentrating themselves into his judging stare. “Were you about to ask what’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    Gloop, gloop, gloop, gloop, gloop... 
 
    “No, but if I was, I think we’d be about to get the answer.” 
 
    Sam’s narrowed gaze went wide, and he bolted from his chair as if it were a rocket launcher. Jack kept pace with his headlong charge, his long strides easily matching the boy’s paranoid scramble, and as the bathroom light flared to life, it took them only an instant to notice the first major problem. 
 
    The mouthwash wasn’t in the sink anymore. 
 
    After one and a half seconds of wildly glancing around, the second problem presented itself: the mouthwash bottle was broken. 
 
    This revelation was simultaneous with the third and most worrying discovery: Nyla was vigorously lapping a growing lake of alcoholic breath freshener off the floor. 
 
    “NYLA!” The word broke from both men’s mouths simultaneously, and Nyla practically levitated straight into the air as they both lunged at her. Her landing was sloppier than usual, and as she veered sideways into the cupboard, a dark wave of horror broke coldly across the length of Sam’s spine. 
 
    She’s drunk. Oh, crap. I just let my mentally underage roommate get drunk. 
 
    Or worse. “Jack, did she just poison herself?” 
 
    The grim, hard line of the policeman’s mouth twisted downward. “Well, the ethanol in the mouthwash shouldn’t do more than get her drunk...” 
 
    “Whew.” 
 
    “...but the methanol could make her go blind.” 
 
    “CRAP!” Sam hastily positioned himself between his tipsy roommate and the remaining mouthwash. “We should take her to a doctor. Or a vet.” 
 
    “Rrrrrrr...” 
 
    “Nyla, quit growling at me and let me stop you from blinding yourself. Whoa- or take a swing at me. You like doing that, don’t you? You like taking a swing at the people who are trying to protect you? Well, try hitting people when you’re blind and can’t see them! Do you want to try that?” 
 
    Her hackles rose, and she swayed in a dizzy combination of preparing for a lunge and struggling to stay upright. “Let me keep drinking my mint!” 
 
    “UGH – is NO mint-flavoured item safe from you?” 
 
    “The mint is mine, let me go to it.” 
 
    Irritation rose in his gut, along with a poorly-timed sense of loss. “No, it was mine. I bought it with my own money, and you spilled it. And now I probably have to pay for a vet or doctor visit, or however that works... which isn’t a great thing to prioritize worrying about right now... more importantly, Jack, which one should we take her to?” 
 
    Anxious thoughtfulness creased the other man’s brow. “Well, her parts are human, so...” 
 
    “Doctor. Right. I don’t have a car.” 
 
    “I do. Let’s go.” 
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    “I’m in a caaaaaaar!” 
 
    As the terrified wail permeated every inch of the small, enclosed space, Sam flattened his face into a tight, pained grimace. “I’m starting to wish we’d called the poison control centre instead of herding her into the car in a panic.” 
 
    Jack gave a minute shake of his head, never taking his stony grey eyes off the road. “Well, we don’t know how much she drank, or how it will affect her, so it’s better safe than sorry. I’d rather she wastes some time in the emergency room, and then leaves in OK health before even needing to see a doctor, than have her have a seizure while she’s still at home.” 
 
    “Alcohol can do that?” 
 
    “I’m iiiiii-” 
 
    “To cats, yes.” 
 
    “Shiii-” 
 
    “-iiiin a CAAAAAAAR!” 
 
    This time, Jack cringed along with his male passenger. “Yeah, you are. Just hang on.” 
 
    “I’m in a car!” 
 
    Sam squinted at his wailing roommate in incredulous exasperation, keeping one eye shut as if his eyelid could block out the noise. “So?” 
 
    “It’s moving! It’s making noise! The world is moving without me moving! I’m in a caaaaar!” 
 
    “Well, keep making high-pitched, superfluous noise – I’m sure that will help!” 
 
    “CAAAAR!” 
 
    Wheeeeeeee... 
 
    “Oooogh. Speaking of noise.” As the siren shrieked its ominous call, Jack bent his head over the steering wheel in visible exasperation. “I wish I was driving my police car.” 
 
    “Wait, is THAT a police car?” Sam asked, alarm rising in his voice as he twisted to look out the back window of Jack’s brown sedan. 
 
    Woooooooo... 
 
    “Yyyyup.” 
 
    “Why?!” 
 
    Wheeeeeeee... 
 
    “Probably your high-strung neighbours again.” 
 
    “Ghhhhh...” 
 
    Woooooooo... 
 
    The car swerved gently toward the curb, and as it came to a halt, Nyla strained toward the window, bug-eyed and swaying. “The moving is starting to stop...” 
 
    “Enjoy it while it lasts,” Jack advised her over his shoulder, rolling down his window with one hand while fishing in his pocket with the other. As a blonde woman in a police uniform strolled up to the driver’s side, he lifted his badge and gave her a wry smile. “Nice middle of the day, huh, Sasha?” 
 
    “Jack.” A small, restrained smile tugged at lips that clearly didn’t want to give in to it. “Am I going to have to arrest you?” 
 
    “Heh, you wish.” 
 
    “It’s stopped...” 
 
    The whimper drew both cops’ attention to the catgirl, who sat rocking, staring and quivering in the back seat as if she trembled on the precipice of her own personal hell. The sight was downright heartbreaking, even for a former victim of her innocently ignorant B.S., and Jack quickly returned his eyes to his coworker. “Remember the ex-roommate I talked about?” 
 
    “The one you reportedly dragged blanket-wrapped and screaming into your car a few minutes ago?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one. Bottom line is, she’s poisoned and drunk.” 
 
    “Heck of a confession.” 
 
    “It would be if I’d done it. She got into Sam’s mouthwash and decided that the fresh minty flavour was worth possibly blinding or killing herself for. Our abduction of her serves the noble purpose of taking her to the emergency room.” 
 
    “Oh... the car isn’t moving... this is OK...” 
 
    Jack cast a pitying glace toward the quivering feline. “Sorry, Nyla, but the car has to move again.” 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    Quickly surveying the catgirl’s flat ears with an impressive amount of calm, Sasha nodded to Jack. “OK. You’d better get going.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be sure to make it up to you by letting you arrest me some other time,” he offered, restarting the engine and throwing Nyla back to the peak of her panic. 
 
    “NOOOO! CAAAAAARRR!” 
 
    The gentle lurch of the vehicle resuming motion drove Nyla into a panicked obsession with escape, and a movement in the corner of his eye warned Sam of her success just in time for her to slip free of her seatbelt and barrel into his lap. 
 
    “SAM!” Jack’s voice rose in panic, and he narrowly kept control of the vehicle as Nyla’s foot collided with his arm. “Pin her or something, would you?!” 
 
    “CAAAR!” 
 
    Eager to comply, Sam restrained two of her limbs with his arms, only to find his attempts to summon his legs into battle thwarted by the dashboard. 
 
    Suddenly cornered into a limb-to-limb fight where he was outnumbered four to two, he strove valiantly to contain the frantically roaming catgirl, shouting reassurances in an un-reassuringly terrified voice until Jack finally gave up, signalling his surrender with an abrupt swerve toward the curb. 
 
    The sudden change of direction wrested Nyla from Sam’s arms and sent her tumbling onto Jack’s lap, leaving Sam sprawled across the parking brake that divided the two front seats. 
 
    “Kid,” Jack grunted, wrapping his arms firmly around the squirming, inebriated feline, “Do you know how to drive?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Drive.” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I don’t do it OFTEN, but-” 
 
    “Can you get us there without embedding my car in a random object or turning somebody into road kill?” 
 
    “Yeah. If I don’t have her in my lap at the time.” I hope. 
 
    “Good. Get into the driver’s seat, and I’ll pin the lush.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    As he circled the car to claim the driver’s seat, Sam was glad that Jack had had the presence of mind to pick an area where nobody seemed to be watching. The last thing they needed was a witness to the spectacle of Jack hauling a nude and flailing Nyla into the back seat of a car while she screamed at him to stop. 
 
    ...And there was a random teenager, coming around the corner and freezing to watch in baffled horror while his grocery bags slid from his unfeeling hands and onto the sidewalk. Sam’s mannerly upbringing promptly kicked in, urging him to go and help the boy reassemble his slowly rolling fruit, but the drunken blathering of his roommate reminded him that more urgent tasks awaited his attention. 
 
    Tasks like using his dangerously rusty driving skills to pilot a totally unfamiliar vehicle to a place he’d only been to twice in his life, while praying that a crazy catgirl didn’t run them off the road. 
 
    We’re all gonna die. 
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    I can’t believe we didn’t all die. As he pulled into the driveway of the emergency room, knuckles white and teeth gritted against the sound of Nyla’s continued cries, Sam took a deep, trembling breath. I am never driving again. 
 
    “Sam, I cannot believe...” 
 
    Yeah, me neither. “That we all didn’t die?” 
 
    “That the thing that just happened is actually a thing that just happened.” 
 
    “What? I drove a car? Without killing us all?” I am way too old for this to still be such an accomplishment. The invasion of flailing catgirl legs into my elbow space notwithstanding. 
 
    “Caaaarrrrr...” 
 
    But at least I’m being less of a weenie about it than her. 
 
    In the back seat, Jack declined to shake his head, choosing instead to stare fixedly ahead of him as he delivered his response. “No. What Nyla did because she was in a car.” 
 
    “Which was...?” Kicked? Screamed? Removed her seatbelt in blatant violation of human traffic laws? 
 
    “She PEED.” 
 
    “...What?!” 
 
    My inner monologue is now speechless. 
 
    “She. Peed. All. Over. My. Lap.” 
 
    Oh, God. Oh, dear Father in Heaven... Please give me the strength to respond to this without laughing. 
 
    “Don’t kill yourself trying to respond to this without laughing. Just help me get the pissy pussycat into the hospital.” 
 
    There is no way you didn’t deliberately engineer that statement to make my mind go somewhere dirty. It’s simply not possible. 
 
    “Now get your mind out of the gutter and grab the blanket,” Jack added, his face and voice perfectly, admirably serious. 
 
    “I KNEW it! You did that on purpose!” 
 
    “Oh gooood, the car’s shtopped...” 
 
    “Wow, it took her this long to figure it out?” Annoyance at the mental sabotage was instantly replaced by concern, and Sam raced to the back passenger door in search of the blanket. “How drunk is she?” 
 
    “From the look on her face and her decreasing levels of coordination, in my expert opinion I’d say she’s pretty darn drunk.” 
 
    “OK then. Let’s go.” 
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    “Well, that was... surprising.” 
 
    In response to Sam’s comment, Jack raised an eyebrow in his direction. “Which part?” 
 
    Sam cast a glance back at the receptionist, trotting to keep pace with his longer-legged companion despite the fact that Jack was burdened by a listlessly squirming Nyla. “The part where they didn’t need her ID.” 
 
    Jack’s smirk was accompanied by a small chuff of amusement. “She’s the world’s only blonde catgirl. Or at least, the only one that we know of. She’s pretty unmistakable.” 
 
    “But doesn’t she need a health card number?” 
 
    “She has one. They have it on file. And I have it memorized.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s not exactly by the book, but when you’ve got a drooling, poisoned catgirl dribbling in the nearly-empty waiting room, and a pee-soaked officer trying to get her admitted, you ease up on the red tape a bit.” 
 
    Sam cringed slightly. “Yeah, I guess you can’t just let someone die in the waiting room because they forgot their paperwork.” 
 
    Jack nodded, pulling Nyla back as she tried to lean out of his arms in order to sniff a child who was leaving with a sucker in his mouth. “That would be pretty illegal, yeah. Not to mention it would lead to even more paperwork. But I will have to go get it while the doctor looks at her. Hope you don’t mind if I use your shower while I’m at it.” 
 
    “Go ahead. And you can borrow some of my clothes if you want, though they’ll probably be too small for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Sam smiled ruefully, feeling his hair flop around his face as he shook his head. “I should be the one thanking you. You’re the one who’s taking time out of your Sunday to help with my babysitting job.” 
 
    “Eh, what are non-crappy friends for?” 
 
    “Heh. Man, that makes me wonder what my crappy friend would have done in a situation like this. I actually kind of wish it had been him in the back seat. Not that he’d have been as helpful as you, but he deserved the cat pee more, and it would have made that part funnier.” 
 
    Jack grinned, his eyes straying to the end of the hall as if watching the mental images unfold. “Well, we’ll just have to get Nyla to pee on him some other time.” 
 
    The nurse who was leading them took a left turn, and the two men followed her into an examination room. Turning to face them, she said, “Doctor Salvis will be with you in a couple minutes. If she starts seizing or displaying signs of respiratory distress, or otherwise seems to be in immediate danger, push this button and we’ll send in a crash team. And roll her into the recovery position so she’s less likely to choke – definitely don’t put her on her back.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Jack gave a small, firm nod. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, I need to-” 
 
    “Shtaaay away from that.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Nyla, who was apparently taking exception to the nurse’s proximity to a thermometer. “Yyyyou stay away from that. I know where that goes.” 
 
    As Jack settled her onto the bed and shot Sam a sympathetic smile, the younger man fought the urge to screw his eyes shut. This is gonna be a LONG afternoon. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15: Two Counts of Romantic Terrorism 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So. Long afternoon, huh?” 
 
    As he dumped another pile of twigs into the fire pit, Sam replied to Jack’s observation with a small, rueful smile. “For some reason, I feel like one of us saying that was kind of inevitable.” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders languidly, the policeman pulled a lighter out of his pocket and set a rolled-up piece of newspaper aflame, then inserted it among the twigs. “Well, when your roommate poisons herself, pees herself, and then stumbles drunkenly around the hospital in an attempt to rub pale hair on every dark-clothed person she comes across, it’s kind of an inevitable assessment.” 
 
    The memory of Nyla’s slow, shambling hair rampage drew a small smile across Sam’s face. “True, but at least she was healthy enough to stumble around. And Mr. Michi said he’d discuss the payment with the hospital...” The smile flattened. “Man, I hope the deductible or co-pay or whatever on her insurance isn’t too big. But at least she didn’t need much treatment, and she seems to be on the mend, judging by her latest exercise in homicide.” 
 
    Jack followed Sam’s glance to Nyla, just in time to see her toss a mouse through the air, pounce on it, and bat it playfully across the yard. It didn’t seem to be trying to get away; apparently she at least had the sense or decency to kill her prey before playing a sadistic game of basketball with it. 
 
    Then it disproved that observation by scurrying a few inches, and dismay etched itself across Sam’s face as she swatted it again. “Do you think we should rescue it?” 
 
    The moment the words were out of his mouth, he saw Jack’s reaction coming. Sure enough, there it was: a gently amused smile, and a questioning lift of one eyebrow. “You want to rescue the vermin from the vermin control system?” 
 
    “Um...” 
 
    “Heh.” The smile grew as Jack briefly ducked his head. “You really are a good kid.” 
 
    “Um, thanks.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t really matter for the mouse. Judging by the way she landed on it, it’s probably pretty badly hurt, and I doubt it could survive now.” 
 
    Pity pulled the corners of Sam’s mouth down, but he forced himself to shrug. “OK. After all the Nyla homicides you’ve probably investigated, I guess you’re the expert, officer.” 
 
    “Darn straight.” 
 
    “Still, there’s no need for it to be alive for this. Maybe I should just-” 
 
    “Tham!” 
 
    “-consider this conversation a moot point.” The muffled sound of his mumbled name was accompanied by quick, trotting footsteps, and Sam turned to see Nyla approaching him with the mouse in her mouth. Her green eyes were bright in the fading twilight as she looked up at him, and for a moment, he wondered if she was trying to offer him a reward for helping to save her life. 
 
    Then she spat the mouse at his shoes, sending him shuffling back a few feet to avoid getting mouse germs on his surely sanitary footwear. “Nyla! Hey! Don’t do that!” 
 
    “Kill it.” 
 
    “...What?” 
 
    “Kill it,” she repeated matter-of-factly, and Sam blinked, taken aback by the request. 
 
    “You want me to?” Well, I was thinking of doing it anyway, but- 
 
    “Yes. Kill it.” 
 
    “Why? Because you overheard our conversation and agreed that we should put the poor thing out of its misery?” 
 
    “No.” The mouse made a feeble attempt to escape, and she pinned it with her palm. The sight was almost enough to make Sam break out in hives; he was already picturing the war that would ensue when he tried to wash the mouse’s germs off her hands. 
 
    “OK, then. Why?” 
 
    “You need to finish it. To learn how to hunt.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A muffled guffaw from Jack drew his baffled stare to the officer, but one look at the hand that was clamped over the older man’s mouth made it clear that no answers were coming from there. 
 
    He probably thought watching Nyla explain it would be funnier. 
 
    A light bat of delicate fingers on his thigh reclaimed Sam’s attention, and the catgirl continued, “You’re a bad hunter. I’ve never seen you kill anything. You need to learn to hunt.” 
 
    Well, at least she cares about me in her own screwed-up way, but... “I don’t need to learn how to hunt, Nyla. I do a job. And earn money. And trade the money for food.” 
 
    “I don’t know what trade is, but I do know that you need to learn how to hunt. Or eventually we’ll run out of food.” 
 
    “No, we won’t. Because I... go to hunt every day during the week. That’s why I’m gone so much of the day. I’m hunting. For food. That’s why there’s food in the refrigerator.” 
 
    “Do you kill it?” 
 
    “No.” Stupid honesty reflex. I should’ve said yes. 
 
    “Then, here.” She scooted the mouse toward him. “Here’s your first lesson. You have to kill the mouse.” 
 
    Pick your battles, Sam. You were going to kill it anyway. “Fine. The fire’s ready for more fuel anyway.” 
 
    Misunderstanding his intentions, Jack hastily extended a protective hand between Sam and the fire pit. “Do NOT throw that mouse in the fire. Burning fur stinks.” 
 
    No crap, Sherlock. 
 
    Making sure to include an appropriate amount of Do you actually think I’m that stupid? in his responding glance, with a generous helping of seriously?!, Sam reached for one of the spare chunks of firewood, slammed it decisively down on the mouse, then set the wood in the fire, being very careful not to touch the mouse germ end. 
 
    Returning his gaze to Nyla, he added, “There. It’s dead. Now eat it or something.” 
 
    For a moment, the catgirl contemplated her pupil’s kill, delicately performing her postmortem exam with a thorough sniffing. 
 
    Then she turned away, her ears perking as if she was deliberately directing her senses away from the object of his request. The mouse was forgotten as her focus was absorbed by the flickering warmth of the fire, and she pointedly ignored his protests as she sashayed over to sit beside the slowly rising blaze. 
 
    “Cats.” The word fell from Sam’s mouth in an exasperated groan as he plopped down heavily in one of the lawn chairs he’d found in the garage. “Sometimes I could swear they deliberately get your attention just so you’ll be aware of how much they’re ignoring you.” 
 
    Amusement tugged at the edge of Jack’s mouth as he glanced from Nyla to Sam. “Heh. You say it like being ignored by Nyla is a bad thing. Just look at how much pouncing, assault, battery, theft, assassination demands, and general harassment is not happening at this exact moment.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Sam grinned. “Quite a busy day for you, busting all these domestic crimes.” 
 
    “Yeah, between the abovementioned, the poisoning, getting pulled over, and the completed homicide – not to mention the destruction of the murder weapon by fire – this is turning out to be one of the most eventful days I’ve had in a while. And this is coming from a policeman.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Or maybe I should be saying sorry. Either way, at least this crazy day is coming to an end... unless, of course, I just jinxed it.” 
 
    Jack’s mouth and eyes squeezed shut, mirroring Sam’s cringe. “You probably did.” 
 
    “OK. In that case, I’ll definitely go with ‘sorry’. On a hopefully unrelated topic, do you smell something really nasty? Like the neighbours are having the worst barbecue ever?” 
 
    The cop’s nose wrinkled, and his eyes opened in a squint of concentration. “Yeah, now that you mention it, it is starting to stink out here. Just when we were settling down to relax next to a nice fire.” 
 
    Nyla’s contented voice slipped into the conversation. “Yes, the fire is very nice. So warm. I love being close to the fire. But maybe it’s too warm, and something is stinky.” 
 
    “Too warm?” Sam frowned. “The fire’s barely started to catch the logs; how could it be- NYLA!” 
 
    The catgirl tensed, her ears flattening and her eyes going wide. “You scared me. The fire’s hot. I think something’s...” 
 
    The acrid smell of burning fur finally drew all eyes to Nyla’s tail, and Sam bolted from his chair as if he’d been flung from a trebuchet. “Your tail!” 
 
    To the horror of Sam and the surprise of absolutely no one, Nyla responded to the cry by exploding into flight, leaving the boy to race desperately after the glowing flare of her tail tip. 
 
    “Nyla! Come back so I can put you out!” Of course, the call went entirely unheeded, and when Sam glanced toward his human companion, he felt a surge of indignation at the realization that Jack was still parked unhelpfully in his lawnchair. 
 
    “Jack! Help me out!” 
 
    The policeman didn’t get up, choosing instead to don a small, infuriatingly sage smile. “Look back at her tail, kid.” 
 
    Annoyance and hope clashed in Sam’s chest, and he returned his full attention to the fleeing shape in his peripheral vision. Smoke continued to rise from the afflicted tail tip, but to the boy’s surprise and relief, the burning, ominous yellow glow had already faded to a trailing grey wisp. 
 
    Understanding dawned, and he suppressed the urge to facepalm as he pulled to a halt. “You knew she was going to put it out before I could catch her.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “That’s what she did the last time she set herself on fire.” 
 
    Sam’s exasperation flattened into a dumbfounded stare. “She’s done this before.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Wow. She really doesn’t learn, does she?” 
 
    Another shrug. “Well, this is coming from a member of a species that gets into expensive smoking, drinking and drug habits that persist for years and sometimes kill us, so I don’t know if we can judge her TOO harshly.” 
 
    “I can. That’s the privilege I get for learning from my mistakes, growing enough as a person to kick crappy friends out of my life, and not repeatedly setting myself on fire.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll give you that. How are things going with Anton, by the way?” 
 
    “So far, nothing but mental echoes of his past complaints about awesome things and blatant misuse of the word ‘gay’.” 
 
    “Heh.” Jack grinned. “Yeah, that guy does seem to be a bit of a homophobe.” 
 
    “A bit? If he met an actual gay person, he’d probably climb up on a chair and scream like a cartoon girl with a mouse.” 
 
    “OK. Now I kind of want to find a gay person just so I could watch that happen. But despite my current regrettable lack of gay friends who could be contracted for mouse-style terrorism, I think there might be a way to use Anton’s phobia to your advantage.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
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    I kind of hope Anton calls me soon so I can try this new trick. 
 
    Which... kind of feels strange, given the amount of stuff I’ve put up with in the past just to keep this guy in my life. 
 
    As Jack’s car pulled out of the driveway, its back seat thoroughly washed and yet still stinking of pee, Sam shook his head. 
 
    It’s all so sudden that I don’t think I’ve completely processed the idea, or convinced myself that it’s a good one. 
 
    Though, I suppose the sheer amount of stuff I put up with, as opposed to being happy about, is probably a sign that this guy needs to go. 
 
    For a moment, a refreshing wave of certainty washed the weight of impending change from Sam’s chest, and his shoulders relaxed. 
 
    Then a new thought dawned, and the weight returned, pressing his face into a worried frown. 
 
    Or is the fact that I’m still trying to convince myself a sign that I’ve just gotten swept up in the hype of newfound assertiveness, and am looking for a chance to use it, even if it’s prematurely and in a way I’m going to regret? 
 
    I’ve never tried ending a friendship before. And we’ve been friends... if you could call it that... so long that I don’t remember what NOT being friends with him is like. 
 
    On the other hand... 
 
    The conversation from earlier that evening pushed the frown back, and as the policeman’s car disappeared around a corner, Sam’s receding scowl left a smile behind. 
 
    Jack’s strategy is going to be hilarious. It’s almost worth the risk, just for the sheer funny factor. 
 
    And if it’s worth risking the friendship over that, and if something like this actually COULD ruin a friendship, then it can’t be that much of a friendship, can it? 
 
    Bluuuuuh. 
 
    Sam’s head strayed to his temple, the mercurial smile fading again into an expression of weary surrender. It’s too late at night to be thinking about this stuff. And probably too late to stop. My mind is gonna be chewing on this until all hours of the morning, and I won’t feel sleepy until it’s time to wake up for work. At which point I’ll be ready to slip into a coma. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    My brain’s as big a jerk as Anton. 
 
    OK. 
 
    Speaking of jerks... 
 
    No. Bad brain. Bad. A sharp shake of his head did nothing to dislodge the mental habit he was trying to break, but it made for a decent placebo. 
 
    Positive thoughts about the roommate who can’t help but be what she is. Which isn’t to say I should blind myself to her faults like I did with Anton – I’m not going down that road again – but I should at least try to see the positive and give her a fair shake. 
 
    Shuffling sluggishly away from the window, Sam checked the front door one last time to make sure that it was locked, then double-checked to see if his water bottle was in fact beside his bed before entering the hall that led to the bathroom and Nyla’s room. 
 
    So, let’s see. Positive thoughts... posit- awwwwww. 
 
    On some level, he was aware that what he’d just stumbled upon was a very shallow positive, one that shouldn’t seem to hold such power to erase every one of his ridiculous roommate’s egregious flaws. 
 
    But the catgirl was cuddling a weasel ball and smiling in her sleep, so his common sense’s argument was invalid. 
 
    That is just so unfairly, unreasonably... that’s a level of cute that you could practically weaponize. Just paint that picture all over your bombs and the bad guys will just stand there and watch them fall until they explode in a shower of rainbows and fluff. 
 
    I can’t even be mad at her for the fact that she’s corrupted my Chief of Security, to the point where he’s abandoned his post to fraternize with the person from whom he’s supposed to be guarding my stuff. 
 
    That is just... too... Geez. I shouldn’t look a gift positive in the mouth, but... why are humans such suckers for cats? 
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    “So, did you ditch the gay policeman yet? Or are you too busy being his bitch to hang out this Saturday?” 
 
    Once upon a time, Sam had had doubts about whether or not it was time to make Anton stop being a part of his life. 
 
    Now, two sentences into a conversation that the inconsiderate manchild had somehow mistaken for a good thing to loudly initiate at Sam’s workplace in the middle of a Wednesday afternoon, that doubt was dying a swift and less than merciful death, and demanding that a relationship die along with it. 
 
    Anton... this will be the end of a terrible friendship. 
 
    “Why? Are you jealous?” 
 
    Jack had claimed that that rather mundane excuse for a precision death strike would throw Anton off balance. 
 
    Apparently Jack had a thing for understatements. 
 
    Anton’s susceptible psyche visibly froze, along with his suddenly slack-jawed face. Somewhere behind his newly-bugged eyes, a search engine flickered to life, frantically seeking the mistake that had given Sam such an impression. 
 
    “Don’t follow up on it or give him anything to work with. That just lets him off the hook. Let him stew in it until he comes up with something on his own.” 
 
    The admonition flickered through Sam’s mind, just in time to keep him from elaborating on his question. So instead, he continued to stare at the other boy, waiting for Anton’s startled brain to start working again. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” 
 
    It was kind of embarrassing to think that that predictably less than witty response might have frazzled him once upon a time. Might have made him wonder if he had done something to give Anton such an impression. 
 
    Today, he was ready to roll with it, starting with a mild shrug. “Sorry if I misread the signs. I mean, you’ve been showing up at my house unannounced, you can’t seem to get the subject of gayness off your mind-” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, dude-” 
 
    “Look, if I misread you, you just need to tell me. But I gotta be honest, I just don’t feel that way about you. In fact, I’ve been thinking about us-” 
 
    “That is EXACTLY the shit I don’t wanna hear.” 
 
    “I know it’s hard for you. I mean, you’re obviously obsessed, but... I never saw you as anything more than a friend, and lately, I’ve been thinking that even that just isn’t working out.” 
 
    “What?” Jolted from his anxiety over the perceived assault on the security of his orientation, Anton stared at Sam with a look of wounded confusion, and Sam steeled himself against his former friend’s pained expression. 
 
    He’s not my responsibility. He’s rude, inconsiderate, creepy, perverted, and a jerk to women, gay people and just about everybody else he comes across, and I can’t – I don’t WANT to – keep him around just because he gives me puppy eyes. 
 
    Or because he probably has no other friends, and I always thought he needed me. 
 
    He has so few friends for a reason. Maybe when he doesn’t have me anymore, he’ll start to ask himself why. 
 
    Deliberately keeping his tone light and casual, Sam continued, “Look, it’s not you, it’s – well, actually it IS you, because you’re kind of a pain in the ass, and I’m tired of dealing with your crap. But the bottom line is, this obsession with me and gayness has gotten out of hand, and I just need to- where are you going?” 
 
    Out of the building, judging by the heavenly sound of the bells on the door jingling an angelic farewell in the wake of Anton’s departure. The less heavenly sound of footsteps alerted him to his manager’s wary approach, but at the moment, he was feeling far too triumphant to be afraid of the probably imminent reprimand. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    Here it came... 
 
    “What was that? Was that one of my customers you just scared off?” 
 
    Anton would probably love for some people to think that, but... “Probably not. His faux-macho attitude doesn’t extend to using hardware.” 
 
    “Then what was it?” 
 
    “That...” He couldn’t help the blissful smile that crossed his face as he spoke. “...was the end of a terrible friendship.” 
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    “...And then the manager told me that she used to work with Anton’s dad, and the guy was apparently JUST like him. We ended up having a laugh over it, and she said if Anton showed up to bug me again, I could throw him out of the store if he became too much trouble.” 
 
    The division of attention that his anecdote had required sent Sam’s virtual racecar careening off the track, and Jack grinned as his own car lapped his downed opponent. “Sounds like your assertiveness lessons are working out. Can I train ‘em, or can I train ‘em?” 
 
    “You can train ‘em, all right.” Sam’s racecar laboured its way back onto the track, and as he realized just how far behind he was, he wondered if it would be unduly ungrateful of him to wish that Jack would crash. 
 
    Given that it was Jack’s Xbox and video game, and he’d just been sharing a story of how Jack’s advice had scared a chronic pain in the backside most of the way out of his life, he decided that getting skunked in a racing game was a small price to pay. 
 
    Still, there was one thing that continued to bother him, no matter how hard he tried to convince himself that it wasn’t his problem. “Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “There is one thing that’s bugging me, and... maybe it’s just my excessive sense of responsibility talking, but... I’m kind of wondering if I overdid it. Or underdid it. Or something.” 
 
    Jack’s eyes flicked sideways to scan his companion’s face, and a corner of Sam’s mind was disappointed when the distraction failed to steer the officer’s car into the ditch. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, the look on Anton’s face when I told him our friendship wasn’t working out... he looked hurt. Like he totally didn’t see it coming, and it hit him hard.” 
 
    “Hm.” The thoughtful, half-grunting hum was accompanied by an unconscious sideways lean as Jack manoeuvred his car around a tight turn. “He didn’t strike me as the type who’s willing to learn, which is why I suggested doing things the way you did, but you know him better than I do. Do you think there’s any chance that he’d be willing to change, if you told him what it would take for your friendship to work out?” 
 
    Sam’s mouth flattened, and he narrowly avoided a reunion with the ditch. “If he could consider the idea of doing something someone else asked of him without his delicate ego shattering completely, maybe. As it is, I can’t really see it happening. He doesn’t like the idea of letting himself get ‘pushed around’.” 
 
    A slight frown crossed Jack’s face, and now, at last, his finely honed driving skills slipped enough to let his car brush against the cliff that rose beside the track. “That sounds like something a bullied kid turned ostensibly adult would say.” 
 
    The frown spread to Sam’s face, deeper and darker than the thoughtful expression that haunted the policeman’s brow. “To be honest, we never really talked about that. He didn’t like to discuss his home life or personal problems, and... I almost never asked. Man. Now I’m wondering if I’m the one who was a terrible friend.” 
 
    As Sam spoke, Jack’s car sped clear of the cliff face, then settled back into the smooth, steady pattern that had enabled him to lap the younger man so many times. “Well, it wasn’t completely your responsibility,” the officer pointed out. “Sure, it might have been better if you’d asked. And who knows, maybe if you’d encouraged him to talk it through, and-or laid out your boundaries clearly, you might have been able to build a healthy friendship out of it. But for now, I think the onus is on him. 
 
    “He knows your friendship is on its last legs, if it’s not already dead. If he values it as much as you seem to think he does, he’ll make at least some kind of attempt to salvage it. 
 
    “If he does, you can tell him why you cut if off – if he actually needs it explained to him – and tell him what needs to change, if you so choose. But if he doesn’t, I don’t think you need to drive yourself crazy over it. If he’s willing to change, great. If he plans to continue being a chronic pain in the rear, well... you already know my opinion on that. What you do with it is up to you.” 
 
    “COME IIIIIINNNN!” 
 
    Speaking of chronic pains. “Nyla? What are you doing?” 
 
    “Come iiiiin!” 
 
    An eager, muffled yowl seeped through the window, and Jack sighed. “Sounds like a horny tom’s in the neighbourhood. Strange, though – she usually wants them to leave.” 
 
    “Mroooowwwrrr...” 
 
    “YES!” 
 
    Nyla’s desperate cry of acquiescence drew a nervous glance from Sam, and his racecar buried itself in the ditch again. “This is starting to be disturbing. I’ve heard that female cats that aren’t fixed sometimes scream for weeks on end; am I about to start wishing she was a tom?” 
 
    Jack cringed. “Oh, no. Oh, heck no. Imagine the spraying.” 
 
    Sam’s face dropped into a grimace, the olfactory echoes of Nyla’s previous incidents trickling through his mind’s nose. “Ghyuh. Yeah. Let’s not have Nyla be a tom.” 
 
    “An excellent suggestion. It appears that the universe approves.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that. Not that not being a tom necessarily stops her from making a mess – I mean, she did pee on the floor – but at least it wasn’t all the way up the wall.” 
 
    Jack’s mouth flattened in an odd combination of a grimace and a smirk. “And don’t forget she peed on me. But still, yeah. Walls can be harder to clean than floors, if they haven’t been painted.” 
 
    “Ghuh. I guess that’s one thing to be glad about, then. I mean, I could have come in here to find a naked guy sitting in my living room.” 
 
    The half-smile grew into a chuckle. “Less pretty, and probably bigger, more muscular, and harder to dress and bathe. Yup. Be glad she’s a girl.” 
 
    Sam grinned, taking advantage of Jack’s moment of distraction to zip past him on the track. “So, now that we’re talking about good things happening to me, is there anything female cats do that could ruin this conversation for me?” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    “I’M IN HEEEEEAAT!!!” 
 
    The piercing scream drew the eyes of both men, and their racecars collided and spun off the track in terrified tandem. 
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    To Sam’s dismay, the policeman matched his nervous tone as the catgirl’s crazed stare fixed itself on them. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Why is she prowling toward us like that?” 
 
    “TOMS!” 
 
    “Uhhh...” 
 
    “TOOOOOOOOOMMMMMSSSS!” 
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    “I wish she was a guy. I don’t care about the spraying, I wish Nyla was a guy!” 
 
    The door behind them jolted, and Jack glanced at Sam. “But then you’d have to haul him off of random women, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    THUD. 
 
    “Let me in!” 
 
    Sam shifted to brace his feet more firmly against the bathtub, pressing his back against the door as hard as the distance between the two objects would allow. “No!” 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! “Let me in! Pleeeease let me iiiin! I know you’re both toms! You have to help me! Now!” 
 
    As the door rattled against its frame, Sam cast a terrified glance at Jack. “How long will she be like this?” 
 
    “I don’t know; she never did this when I was here. If she was an actual cat, it would be seven to ten days.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Every two to three weeks.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” 
 
    “Well, that’s in a pure cat body; since her body looks more human, probably a bit less often...” 
 
    The hammering at the door intensified, both men winced, and Jack’s expression turned almost apologetic. “Sorry, Sam. I’m afraid the only options I know of besides putting up with this are to fix her, or give her kittens.” 
 
    A barrage of horrid mental images crashed through Sam’s mind like a flood of shrapnel-laden sludge, and the boy stared at his companion in open horror. “Fix her?! I can’t just castrate an almost-human being without her consent!” 
 
    “You can’t castrate an almost-human being, period. You need a surgeon for that.” 
 
    “Ugh, thanks for the additional bad mental images! You know what I mean!” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” BOOM! “So then, I guess you’ll just have to-“ 
 
    “No! That would be- I mean, she looks like a human, but she’s mentally a cat, so-” 
 
    “I was about to say hide in the bathroom for the next week or so.” 
 
    “...Oh. OK. I can do that.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sam’s face folded into a cringe. “Anything. Anything is better than those options you mentioned. I’ll become a bathroom hermit until this is over.” 
 
    “Or you could call Mr. Michi.” 
 
    Sam’s face and body froze, embarrassment trickling through his gut at the mention of the obvious option that had eluded his panicked mind. “Oh... Yeah. That... would be a good start.” 
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    “Well, I guess this explains why Mr. Michi sometimes visited and did this. I always thought it was just a little tradition they had.” 
 
    The howling had been replaced by soft purring, at least for the moment, and Nyla’s cheek nuzzled gently against the dusting of dry catnip Sam had sprinkled on the warm electric blanket. Jack’s comment drew the boy’s attention from the task of rhythmically rubbing the catgirl’s lower back, and Sam nodded. 
 
    “Apparently he was supposed to do it yesterday, according to his calendar, but he has a presentation to make on Monday, and it slipped through the cracks in the middle of all the stuff he had to get ready.” 
 
    “Huh.” Jack raised an eyebrow, watching as Nyla shifted her rear toward her roommate in a half-hearted invitation, only to settle back into limp laziness before the movement could be completed. “I guess his business must be picking up.” 
 
    “What business is that?” 
 
    “He’s a professor of zoology. He travels the world, studying rare species, and does presentations for schools, zoos, animal rights organizations, and whoever else wants to know about exotic species and how they shape, depend on and interact with the environment.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s... both cooler and more mundane than I expected.” 
 
    An inquisitive eyebrow climbed Jack’s forehead. “What did you expect?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “For some reason his vague comments about world travel made me think of Indiana Jones.” 
 
    A half-snorting chortle escaped from Jack’s mouth, and the policeman shook his head. “Well, close enough. Some of these species live in pretty inhospitable places. Not that he’s quite as active an extreme explorer as he used to be; apparently he pretty much wrecked a knee discovering six new species in Tsingy.” 
 
    “Tsingy?” 
 
    “A barely-charted place in Madagascar that’s basically composed of giant stone knives that eat flesh, climbing equipment, hopes and dreams with equal ease.” 
 
    “He described it like that?” 
 
    “Mostly. He didn’t mention the hopes and dreams.” 
 
    “Oh. Good.” Sam winced. “With the damage that’s been done to my sense of skepticism this summer, I honestly could have believed that the place actually affected your mind like that. Or maybe just wrecked your knees on purpose out of disembodied stone knife malevolence.” 
 
    “That second part is plausible, to a person of similarly ruined skepticism. Speaking of hopes and dreams, what about yours? Do they heavily involve sex-crazed catgirls, or is there something or someone else you’d rather do with your imminent future?” 
 
    “Not dating a male police officer, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Dead silence dropped like a rock in the wake of that remark, and Sam’s face froze. What the holy flipping... WHAT just came out of my mouth?! 
 
    Jack’s expression, halted awkwardly at the halfway point between a tolerant smirk and a stare of incredulous bewilderment, gradually morphed into a stilted laugh. “Um, Sam... my deft removal of the competition aside, let’s not jump the gun on my long-term intentions here. My training on flirting-based pest control was purely-” 
 
    “A contagious propensity toward weird platonic Freudian outbursts that are halfway between confident joke-flirting and totally awkward fear of being disturbingly misunderstood on account of not having learned to wield the propensities yet.” 
 
    “...a strategy for rendering encounters with annoying people funny. Which actually could have happened here, except for the part where I’m not an annoying person. I mean, if you’d just kept up with the joke flirting and acting like my interest in your hopes and dreams was actually a come-on, it would have been more convincing as a parody and we could have gotten some good banter going.” 
 
    “Then next time I’ll remember to take every bit of interest you show in my psyche as a sign of marital intent.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit. Though, back to my completely non-marital original question, speaking of hopes and dreams, do you think yours will include staying here next summer?” 
 
    “I, uh... huh.” Sam paused, his eyebrows slowly climbing his forehead while his eyes strayed to the ground beside him as if he’d left the answer there. “That... was a conversation-stoppingly good question. You know, I really would have thought that the answer would be an instant, unambiguous ‘NO’. But now that I think about it, I’m actually not that sure. I mean, she can frequently be a pain in the butt, but... I don’t know. 
 
    “Maybe I’m just slipping into my old habit of staying with people who aren’t very good friends, because I feel like if I just did a little better, I could make it work, and sometimes I feel like if I don’t make it work regardless of what they do, then I’m the failure, even if they were the problem, but... 
 
    “I feel like there’s something I still need to do here. Or, something I need to learn, or master... like, maybe I need to learn how to have boundaries around difficult people, while still being nice to people who can’t help but be who they are? Or to learn how to accept difficult people, while holding boundaries with them? 
 
    “I don’t know... what did you learn while you were babysitting her?” 
 
    “Me?” Jack raised his eyebrows. “Well... I learned patience... awesome wrestling moves... catgirl distraction techniques... how to feed recalcitrant catgirls... patience... appreciating catgirls’ eccentricities while keeping them from messing up the house... finding the humour in ridiculous situations... explaining ridiculous situations to the police... patience... catgirl grooming techniques-” 
 
    “You’re NOT grooming me,” Nyla interrupted with a hiss, and Jack glanced at her briefly before continuing. 
 
    “...how to phrase things so catgirls can understand... did I mention the part about patience?” 
 
    Sam grinned. “Probably not frequently enough.” 
 
    “OK. So to start with, I learned patience.” 
 
    “Heh.” Sam’s grin faded to a contented smile as Nyla sighted softly and settled deeper into the blanket. “Those all sound like pretty good things to learn. I’m not quite sure if I’ll stay or not, but... oh, well. The summer’s still young. I’ll see how I feel come fall.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16: Maybe Someday, But Not Yet 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mine! You’re mine! You’re mine-mine!” 
 
    As the chirping turned to frantic racing, Sam leaned back in the armchair, turned his face toward the golden stream of autumn light that poured softly through the window, and smiled. 
 
    There’s nothing like the pitter-patter of little feet, stampeding around the house like a herd of caffeinated wildebeests. 
 
    A blurry red shape buzzed past his toes, and Sam casually lifted his feet out of the way as Nyla came careening in its wake. Fall had brought its usual influx of ladybugs, and their presence had transformed the house into a high-speed obstacle course for his ecstatic half-feline roommate. 
 
    “Hey, Nyla. Nyyyylaaaa, pss-pss-pss-pss-pssss.” 
 
    “Sam!” Distracted from her prey, the catgirl trotted up to him, her tail high and quivering with happiness like a cheerful brown flag. “Yes? Sam? Sam? Sam?” 
 
    “C’mere.” He pointed his fingers toward the floor and made a scratching motion, and Nyla happily inserted her head beneath his hand, smiling and pushing her silky mane into the head rub. 
 
    For a moment, they stayed there in companionable silence, Nyla purring as Sam’s fingers played across her head, and Sam smiling slightly as his eyes strayed slowly from the catgirl to the window. 
 
    In the distance, the flag in front of the college building poked above the rooftops, and the sight sent Sam’s gaze drifting back down to his blissfully unaware roommate. 
 
    “Say, Nyla...” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m gonna be going back to college in about a month. Which is to say, I’ll have the option to stay here, or to go back to the dorms.” 
 
    “Dorms?” 
 
    “I mean I could leave.” 
 
    “And come back and make me supper?” 
 
    “No. I mean...” 
 
    His voice trailed off, his focus on the conversation slipping as he watched her confused, wide-eyed face. 
 
    She really doesn’t have any concept of me leaving for good, does she? 
 
    I wonder if she understood that the others were leaving. And how long it took her to figure out that they were never coming back. 
 
    It’s... kind of a sad thought. I wonder if Mr. Michi spends much time with her when he doesn’t have tenants. Do they even have much of a bond? I mean, he’s visited every couple weeks, and we’ve had supper with his sister a few times, but... wow. I’m surprised I didn’t think of this before, but I wonder if she’s ever even HAD a person to bond with for any length of time. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    His fingers’ rhythmic movements slowed, the disturbing path of his thoughts drawing his mind away from the task of keeping the digits in motion. 
 
    No wonder she was difficult and uncooperative when I first came here. I mean... more so than she is now. I was just the latest in a conga line of impatient, unfriendly strangers. 
 
    A silky pressure against his hand reminded him that he’d stopped petting Nyla, and as he resumed stroking her long gold hair, his fingers halted in the grasp of a half-buried knot. Note to self. Cut this mane to a more catgirl-manageable length. 
 
    His fingers began to work at the knot, careful not to tug at her head as he tried to separate the snarled strands of hair. Dismayed by the sudden lack of petting, she nudged her crown into his hand, disrupting his efforts, and a mixed flush of warmth and annoyance swept through him. 
 
    I’m not sure whether to be frustrated because she is once again thwarting me, or... 
 
    You know what? No. It’s cute. 
 
    I’m not even forcing myself to say that this time. It truly, legitimately IS sweet that she wants affection more than she wants her hair to be straight. 
 
    I wonder if I’d have seen it that way, a few months ago? 
 
    Maybe being with Nyla really is making me a better person, albeit partly because of Jack’s coaching, and partly because of my own decision to change the way I saw and interacted with her. 
 
    Almost unconsciously, he began to stroke her head, smiling as a soft purr rose through the air. Her fingers began to work themselves into the carpet, their recently-trimmed tips curling and flexing in blissful enjoyment, and Sam’s mind slipped back to the recent grooming encounter. 
 
    She’s still a pain in the butt at times, and I’m definitely glad that her nails don’t grow any faster than they do, but... it’s gotten easier. I don’t think either of us ended up bleeding this time, and as long as I talked to her and periodically petted her and treated it like bonding time instead of a chore, she was actually... a novice-level combat threat, instead of a wrestling pro. 
 
    Wow. OK. That was kind of an epic case of damning with faint praise, but it also makes me think that, with time, a lot of these things will keep getting easier. Or I’ll get better at them. Or both. 
 
    He adjusted the angle of his fingers, scratching the base of Nyla’s ear in a way he knew she liked, and was rewarded with the satisfying pressure of her head pushing eagerly into his touch. 
 
    I wonder if anyone else has ever given it that time. Did they all get fed up with her catgirl weirdness in the first summer, and never get to the point where staying started to look like a sane option? 
 
    His eyes strayed once again to the college, then returned to his strange, purring companion. 
 
    Maybe someday I’ll leave. But for the moment, it just doesn’t feel right. I’ve actually come to enjoy these weird human/animal-person bonding times, and I’d feel like I was walking away from something that could turn out to be good. 
 
    I mean, even better than it’s already starting to get. 
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    “I must admit, my young friend, I’m surprised.” 
 
    The evening air was hovering between the golden warmth of afternoon and the pale cold of twilight, and the sky at the horizon was starting to yellow with the slow descent of the sun. The days were getting shorter, Sam noticed, but not so short that he couldn’t indulge his landlord’s request for a visit at the end of a work day. 
 
    Besides, paying a visit to the Michi siblings meant getting a meal that he wouldn’t have to cook himself. 
 
    Mayu’s house sat quiet and placid behind him, and the lawnchair shifted softly against the grass as the boy adjusted his posture. He turned his head to face the elderly man, returning his questioning look with a smile that quickly grew into a grin as a crash and a loud exclamation erupted from the kitchen. 
 
    “Surprised that she didn’t send me screaming into another state within a couple months?” 
 
    The landlord shook his head. “Surprised that you’re volunteering to stay. She’s a challenging girl to look after.” 
 
    The back door burst open, and Nyla came rocketing into the back yard as if chased by the entire population of Hell. Sam glanced at her, reflexively confirming that she wasn’t in the process of causing or suffering from anything drastic, then returned his attention to his human companion. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that. But it’s gotten easier lately. I’m getting the hang of brushing her teeth, and she’s actually kind of getting used to it. And I’m learning how to feed her, what and how much, so she doesn’t just nibble at it and spit it out on the carpet. Stuff like that. You know, you really ought to write a manual so your tenants know how to take care of her right from the start.” 
 
    The businessman responded with a soft, rueful chuckle. “I’m afraid my schedule does not allow for that, my young friend. You’ve seen how many things already slip through the cracks. But if you wish to, by all means – I would happily pay you to write that book.” 
 
    Sam’s eyebrows climbed his forehead, surprise mingling with hopeful anticipation at the thought of the additional income. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes. As you said, it would be most helpful to future roommates – if you do choose to move on at any point. And, if made entertaining enough, perhaps with a selection of good anecdotes, it may even be enjoyed by other audiences. I know a publisher who might be interested.” 
 
    “Heh.” Sam’s grin returned, then widened. “Jack said you had an eye for business.” 
 
    “Of course. If one is going to keep a separate house for a catgirl, and house tenants without charging rent, one must have some way to monetize the arrangement. Banks don’t decline to charge monthly fees just because I do.” 
 
    “How DO you do that, by the way? Do you always get your tenants to write books? Or does your business pay for the mortgage?” 
 
    “I purchase houses at tax deed sales. I can get them for a significant discount, fix them up if necessary, and resell them for a profit. Though in all honesty, the price of paying a full-priced mortgage would still be less than the cost of hiring a full-time babysitter.” 
 
    Sam’s eyebrows quirked upward. “So I’ve been under-charging, huh?” 
 
    A small smile touched the old man’s face. “Let’s just say it’s a mutually beneficial relationship. Much as that book could be.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see it on the bookstore shelves already. Attack of the Lap Zombies: My Summer with a Catgirl.” 
 
    Mr. Michi chuckled softly. “I was thinking of something more concise. Catgirl Roommate, perhaps?” 
 
    Sam stared at him, his face and voice flooded with incredulous reproach. “As opposed to Attack of the Lap Zombies? Are you seriously going to miss an opportunity to call a book that?” 
 
    “I suppose that title does raise curiosity about the story behind it. Though from my experience with Nyla, I think I can guess. After all, I did share a house with her, until my bones got too old to withstand a collision with her.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve wanted to ask about that. Why do you do it? Keep custody of Nyla, I mean. You don’t spend much time with her, and she obviously isn’t cheap to keep around.” 
 
    His companion’s weathered face went still, as if quietly absorbing the question. His aged body sank back in his chair, and his dark gaze strayed toward the slowly dimming sky. “Ah, Sam... I have asked myself that question many times. 
 
    “There are times when I consider letting her go, but where would I send her? She does not belong in a zoo, but neither is she human enough to take care of herself. Most of her guardians give up on her quickly, so I’m not sure foster care would be the best way to go with her. 
 
    “I would like to pass the torch someday – unlike normal cats, she seems to have a human’s lifespan, and will almost certainly outlive me – but not until I find someone who’d be willing to keep her for a long time. I don’t want her to bounce from place to place, with no one to act as a safety net and keep her safe between guardians, or to screen new caretakers when the old one leaves. 
 
    “I am certainly getting too old for this, and I’m already far too busy, but...” A heavy sigh fell from his chest, and his eyes strayed to the catgirl as she lunged at a bird and narrowly missed. “I’m responsible for her. And I can’t fully entrust her to anyone else until I know they’ll be all right together. Both of them.” 
 
    Sam’s eyes, which had lingered on his companion’s face for the duration of his answer, strayed toward Nyla. The catgirl had given up on her avian target and was nosing around the fence, swatting at something small and quick as it darted behind a fencepost. A smile flickered beneath the blanket of solemnity that had fallen over Sam’s mind, only to vanish before it could rise to the surface. 
 
    “I see. That’s... more of a dilemma than I’d realized you had. To be honest, I don’t know if I’m the person you’ve been looking for, at least not yet. Part of me wants to say I am just to be responsible and help out, and I guess because I feel like quitting would be a failure on my part. But at the same time, part of me says no because I’m not sure I can keep this up forever, or that I really want to. 
 
    “Either way, I’m willing to take care of her this winter. If it gets to the point where it’s just too much, I’ll give you a month’s notice. Does that work for you?” 
 
    A broad smile crinkled the skin around the old man’s eyes, and a weathered hand settled warmly on the boy’s shoulder. “That would be wonderful. Thank you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Christmas tree, oh, Christmas tree, your ornaments are history...” 
 
    As the voice on YouTube painted an ominous picture of the holidays from the perspective of a cat, Sam sent his laptop a quick smile before giving the can of cat repellent another shake. Not this year, they aren’t. 
 
    The spray-can released its mist with a satisfying hiss, and a glance over his shoulder reassured him that Nyla was keeping a wary distance from the plastic evergreen. Mr. Michi was right; this stuff does work like a charm. But I can smell why he doesn’t want it all over the house. 
 
    Oh, well; once mom gets here, the smell of the turkey should cover the smell of the tree. I hope. Either that, or we’ll be tasting turkey while smelling bitter apple, and supper will be weird. 
 
    That train of thought carried Sam’s gaze toward the door, and a small, worried frown tightened his brow. 
 
    Speaking of people getting here, I wonder when mom will show up. I know it’s a long drive and all, but I hope she gets here in time to acclimatize to Nyla before everyone else arrives. 
 
    I wonder if she believed all those emails I sent her, or if she’s in for the rude surprise of her life. 
 
    On the other side of the room, Nyla had elected to ignore the violated plastic Christmas tree, and was absorbed in a detailed study of the snowflakes that drifted from the dim grey sky. Her tailtip twitched slightly, as if visions of pouncing danced through her head, and Sam wondered if he ought to brace himself for the sound of her face hitting glass. 
 
    Maybe it’s time to distract her. 
 
    ...Unless she’s already distracted by eating the tinsel off the window sill. 
 
    What was I thinking when I did that? 
 
    He’d been thinking pretty icicles and making use of his mother’s early Christmas gift, but now he was thinking that he should have either swallowed his fear of jumping catgirls and put the tinsel somewhere higher, or just not used it at all. Sure, his mother would have been disappointed by the latter option, but maybe the existence of a nude catgirl in his house would be enough to distract her from that. 
 
    DING, DONG, RING, DONG... RING, DONG, DING DONG! 
 
    The explosion of noise sent Nyla flying out of the living room and down the hallway, leaving the tinsel mercifully forgotten, and Sam painfully pried his face out of its grimace as he half slunk, half trotted toward the door. Welp... I guess I’m about to find out. 
 
    Dang. Never mind warning her about the catgirl; I wish I’d warned her about the- “COMING!”- doorbell, which I hopefully just prevented her from ringing again. 
 
    To his relief, the room stayed silent save for the sound of his own footsteps, until the opening door revealed his mother’s broad smile and even wider arms. Gift bags dangled from each of her wrists, and her curly brown hair swayed and bobbed as she pranced into the house.  
 
    The apprehension that had been coiled in his chest all day loosened a bit, warming in the face of her eager greeting, and Sam stepped back to give her room to come in before leaning into her embrace. Her hair brushed softly against his cheek as she tucked her head against his, then she extended the gift bags toward him. “I’ll be right back. I just need to grab the turkey from the car.” 
 
    “Sure. Thanks. Do I need to get the oven ready?” 
 
    “Oh, no – I had it in the slow cooker on the way here. Thank you so much for recommending that plug-in converter; it’s been a Godsend to be able to keep things plugged in on the road.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Sam grinned. “And thanks for the presents. I’ll put them under the tree for now, next to my present for you.” 
 
    “Wonderful. And what time will the Michis be getting here?” 
 
    “In about fifteen minutes, along with my buddy Jack.” 
 
    There it was: the look he’d expected to see sooner or later. At the sound of the word “buddy”, her smile brightened and froze, a forced glow that was belied by the way the expression strained to stay static. “And, ah... what about...” 
 
    “Anton?” You know you have a track record when your ex-friend can tell from the look on his mother’s face that she’s talking about you. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I knew it. 
 
    His parent’s neutral voice was betrayed by a slight faltering in her smile, the very picture of a woman who was trying her best to be polite and respect her adult son’s decisions, while wholeheartedly dreading their outcome. 
 
    But now, for the first time in years, Sam was able to give her a completely genuine smile as he relayed his Anton-related news. “He won’t be coming. At least, he’s not invited. And if he tries to come anyway, there’ll be a policeman waiting for him.” 
 
    Incredulous relief splashed across her face, melting the frozen discomfort away and sending a wave of pride through Sam. “Ah, that’s wonderful! I...” 
 
    Seeming to realize belatedly that perhaps his friend’s absence might not be good news to her son, she hesitated, her smile faltering. “I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t be treating this like a good thing. I know he was a good friend of yours-” 
 
    “Not really.” Surprise flickered across her face, and Sam shrugged one shoulder. “He was the best I had, for a while. Which wasn’t really saying much. But I grew up, and he didn’t, and... I guess I grew up enough to realize that I knew what I wanted, and it wasn’t him. And maybe it never should have been, but... for the sake of not rambling, the bottom line is, I have better friends now. Like the aforementioned Jack.” 
 
    Her smile grew to a wholehearted grin, and the sight lit a golden warmth in Sam’s chest. I guess you’re never too old to be glad that you made your mother proud. Especially if what you did is something you’re proud of yourself. 
 
    Her gloved hand warmly squeezed his shoulder, then she took a step back. “I’m so happy to hear that, Sam. I look forward to meeting your new friends over dinner. Speaking of which, I’ll go get the food.” 
 
    “OK. See you in a minute.” 
 
    The closing door half-muffled the sound of her quick footsteps as she hastened back to her car, and Sam took the opportunity to sniff both of the presents, silently praying that they didn’t contain anything that might tempt a hungry, inquisitive catgirl. 
 
    To his relief, no scent of food rose from either of the bags, leaving him free to set them down beside the tree and turn his back on them in order to open the door again. This time, the offering very much did smell of food: a rich, warm, savoury scent that seemed to jolt his stomach into wakefulness with the sudden recollection that he’d skipped lunch in order to fit more turkey in. 
 
    “Meat?” 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    In a fortuitous moment of foresight, Sam hastily reached for the crock pot, pulling it gently but quickly from his mother’s slackening fingers. Her mouth opened slightly in silent shock, and Sam suspected that if not for his swift intervention, Nyla would have ended up eating the turkey off the floor before anyone else got to taste it. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    His mother’s shaken, wavering voice made him wish he had a hand free to set on her shoulder, or to guide her away from the stunning sight on which her green-blue eyes had fixed themselves. Behind him, Nyla’s repeated “Meat?” made him wonder if he was about to get rubbed against, and he hastily set the food on the counter before any attempt to knock him over could be made. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    Realizing that he’d left her first questioning call for him unanswered, he tried to meet his mother’s eyes, only to find himself thwarted by her fixation on his roommate. “Yes?” 
 
    “She’s...” 
 
    The woman’s voice trailed off a bit too long, and Sam attempted to grease the wheels of her train of thought. “A catgirl?” 
 
    “She’s...” 
 
    “Real?” 
 
    “No, I- I mean, yes, she’s real, but Sam, she’s...” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Naked!” 
 
    What. “Are you serious?!” 
 
    Now, at last, she looked at him, a flash of anger joining the shock that had previously dominated her face. “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    “No, mom, I’m not, it’s just...” Nyla was trotting toward them now, her quivering tail high with curiosity, and Sam’s baffled bewilderment channelled itself into a half-flailing gesture in the catgirl’s general direction. “She’s a half-human-half-animal hybrid-type thing, and the first thing on your mind is that she’s naked?” 
 
    “Well, Sam, it... it’s just...” 
 
    “Is there meat? I smell meat. Meat? Meat? Meat?” 
 
    “Yes, Nyla, there is meat. And I guess you may as well have yours now, so you’ll nag the rest of us a little bit less during supper.” 
 
    Dismay flashed through his mother’s eyes, her consternation at Nyla’s nudity warring with concern over tradition and etiquette. “Sam, shouldn’t we wait for our guests to get here? I’d hate for the turkey to be cut up and not looking good when they arrive.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, mom. They’ll understand. Nyla needs a bit of babysitting while she eats, and I’ve learned that it’s easier to just let her eat first, so we can have our meal in relative peace. Trust me, we’ll have a much more pleasant meal if we do it this way.” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably, still visibly unconvinced. “Well... all right, dear. You know Nyla and your friends best, so I’ll let you do your thing. Just... take it from an inconspicuous part of the turkey, all right? I want it to still be looking nice when they arrive.” 
 
    The familiarity of the sentiment brought a warm, nostalgic smile to Sam’s face. “Don’t worry, mom. I know how much pride you take in good meal presentation. How about I take the neck and pick the meat off of that for her? The Michis don’t like fighting with bird necks – elderly fingers and all that.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll go get the potatoes.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll wash my hands as soon as I’m done getting Nyla’s supper ready, and help you bring stuff in.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine; by the time you’re done, everything will already... be...” 
 
    Nyla was rubbing around Sam’s legs now, pausing briefly to read the newcomer’s boot smells before returning her attention to the source of all food. “Quick, Sam, put the meat down. I smell it and I want it.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. Uh... Sam?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m starting to think the present I got her might have been a bad idea.” 
 
    “Oh?” Is it a motorized toy? 
 
    Her eyes strayed toward the living room, shadowed by a frown. “Well... I suppose I could go get it and see if she likes it...” 
 
    “Sure. If you do that while I handle the meat, then we’ll both be ready to bring stuff in from the car.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    This should be good. 
 
    Thankfully, much of his task could be done by feel, leaving Sam free to watch as his mother brought Nyla’s gift into the kitchen. It was a predictably cute bag, overflowing with tinsel and covered in smiling white cat faces with Santa hats draped between their ears. The catgirl’s own ears perked eagerly as the tinsel began to fall from the package, but before she could pounce and start devouring it, their guest reached beneath the sparkling mess and took hold of the gift. 
 
    “So, Nyla, ah... I get the feeling you don’t like clothes, but-” 
 
    “Is it food?” 
 
    “Hm?” The human’s hand froze inside the bag, and both mother and roommate cocked their heads in unison. 
 
    Then Nyla squinted, pushing her nose toward the gift. “It doesn’t smell like food. Or catnip. Or mint.” 
 
    “Well... no, it-” 
 
    “Is it a toy?” Her eyes narrowed even further, and her ears tilted back. “You paid money for it, didn’t you?” 
 
    The verbally besieged woman blinked, a blank expression clouding her face, and Sam wasn’t sure whether to explain or to simply watch the fun. Now I know how Jack feels when he watches me. 
 
    “Yyyyyes...” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “But... you haven’t even... looked at it yet.” 
 
    “I want a tin foil ball.” 
 
    “A – why?” 
 
    “To chase around. I don’t want noisy machines. I want tin foil.” 
 
    “Oh. Well... I didn’t bring a tin foil ball, but this isn’t a machine, either.” Slightly encouraged by the non-machine status of her gift, she lifted her hand out of the bag, bringing the present into view. 
 
    Oh, no. Sam’s mental voice wavered on the edge of laughter, and his lips pressed tightly together in an effort to conceal his half-dismayed amusement. You got her a floppy cage. 
 
    To be fair, it was a very cute floppy cage. If Nyla had been the “walk upright like a normal person” type instead of the “crawl everywhere like an animal” type, she would have looked adorable in the blue skirt and sweater, complete with a curled-up white cat shape on the chest and matching smaller feline forms around the skirt’s lower hem. 
 
    As it was, the way her ears tilted back made it clear that she wanted nothing to do with the ill-advised fabric gift. “I don’t want that on me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I hate floppy cages. I can’t move when I’m wearing them, and when I move, they chase me. I-” 
 
    RA-TA-TA! 
 
    The loud, sharp knock startled Nyla out of her protests, and relief slackened Sam’s shoulders at the sound of the familiar rhythm. “That sounds like Jack. Mom, my hands are full of turkey grease-” 
 
    “Turkey!” 
 
    “-so would you mind letting him in?” 
 
    Seemingly glad for the excuse to get away from Nyla and her reaction to the gift,  the disappointed would-be benefactor quickly stood up and moved toward the door. 
 
    As her hand closed around the handle, a flicker of regret and pity passed through Sam’s chest. I should have done a better job of warning her. Or of convincing her that the warnings I gave – which, in retrospect, were ample – were sincere. Or maybe I should have asked her to come earlier so she’d have more time to adjust before the other guests came. 
 
    Oh, well. Hopefully Jack can help her make sense of the weirdness that’s been the last few months of my life. 
 
    As the door opened, the distant sound of barking set Nyla visibly on edge, and Sam smirked a bit at the sound of his roommate’s nemesis. He’d been surprised when his high-strung neighbour continued to stay in their neighbourhood and let her animals roam free, but at least the ever-present threat of a theoretically venomous canine served as a deterrent against Nyla’s door-dashing, on the rare occasions when she actually remembered its existence. 
 
    A gust of cold air entered the house along with Jack, and Sam was glad when the policeman closed the door quickly. “Mrs. Owen, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. And you would be Jack?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Pleased to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to meet you, too. Would you like me to get your coat?” 
 
    “Thank you very much.” Jack shrugged off his thick navy-blue jacket, and Sam’s mother was quick to hang it on the coat tree while the policeman carefully kicked off his boots, making sure not to spread any snow beyond the borders of the mat. 
 
    With the last of the meat pried free from the turkey neck, Sam set the bowl on the floor, and Nyla dive-bombed it with the eager haste of someone who had utterly forgotten that her enemy was barking somewhere outside the house. 
 
    Jack had barely finished vacating the rug when a second knock startled Nyla’s face out of her supper, holding her attention for almost two seconds before she resumed wolfing down the meat. Sam hastily washed his hands, giving Jack a welcoming wave on his way to the door. “Nice to see you, Jack.” 
 
    “Nice to see you too, kid, even if I don’t warrant the same at-the-door welcome the Michis do.” 
 
    “That’s what you get for having bad timing,” Sam teased. “Next time try coming when my hands aren’t covered in grease.” 
 
    “OK, next time I’ll remember to pack my grease detection kit.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Setting his newly not-greasy hand on the doorknob, Sam pulled it open, grinning at the smiling elderly siblings and beckoning them into the house. “Come on in. Supper just arrived, courtesy of my mother. Mom, this is Mr. and Ms. Michi. Mr. and Ms. Michi, this is my mom, or Anna if you want to use her first name.” 
 
    “Anna, dear.” Ms. Michi stepped forward, smiling warmly and taking one of her new acquaintance’s hands in both of her own. “It’s so good to meet you. You’ve raised such a good boy, and he’s become so good at taking care of Nyla. I think she’s even become better behaved while he’s been here.” One wrinkle-wreathed eye squeezed shut in a wink, and she added in a stage whisper, “He’ll make a good father someday.” 
 
    A strange mix of discomfort and pride flowed through Sam’s chest, and he shook aside the silent mental whisper of “If he ever gets a wife”. 
 
    No, Brain Clone Anton. Bad. Go back to your kitchen, and stay out of mine. 
 
    Pulling himself firmly back to reality, Sam helped Ms. Michi out of her coat, and finished hanging it up in time to take the parka his landlord extended toward him. 
 
    The instant the jacket was on the rack, Sam went flying across the kitchen with a bark of “NO!”, causing all four humans to jump and Nyla to spring away from the turkey, almost tripping on her not-quite-finished plate of meat in her haste to flee the kitchen. 
 
    His mother’s half-laughing, half-nervous exclamation of “Sam?” was mixed with wholehearted laughter from Jack, and Sam gave her an apologetic smile combined with a shrug. 
 
    “Sorry, mom. Like I said in the email, she’s basically a giant cat.” 
 
    “I see.” There it was again, the familiar dazed tone of a person trying to process the existence of catgirls for the very first time. “I just... I’m sorry, Sam. I should have taken you more literally, but... kids use the term ‘literally’ all the time, and it often doesn’t literally mean literally. So, when you said she was ‘literally like a giant cat in a human body’, I thought the other college students had ruined your grammar.” 
 
    Sam grinned, feeling a hint of a grimace taint the expression at the memory of some grammatically heinous Facebook posts he’d seen. “Don’t worry, my grammar’s still completely up and running. As least while I’m writing. I’ve been known to let it slip a bit while talking, slacker that I am.” 
 
    To his relief, that brought a smile to Anna’s face. “I’m sure my presence will serve as a reminder to keep your grammar on track. And, failing that, my recent over-use of verbal ellipses should make you feel better about any slips you make.” 
 
    Ah, there it is: her sense of humour is finally recovering from the shock of meeting a deranged human-cat-person. There’s hope for this reunion yet. 
 
    On the edge of his vision, Nyla poked her head into the kitchen, her noise wrinkling in search of meat to steal or beg for. Sam responded by using one finger to poke the turkey bits that were scattered across her bowl back into a single pile, and the catgirl quickly trotted over to it, devouring the remaining poultry with the gusto of a feline whose old food had just been made new by a minor spatial reconfiguration. 
 
    Off to the side, the Michis smiled approvingly at his act of cat-managing prowess, Jack smirked with amusement at Nyla’s culinary delusions, and Anna simply shook her head at the spectacle. 
 
    “It has to be in a pile,” she muttered, an incredulous half-smile crossing her face. “Unbelievable. She really is just like a giant cat.” 
 
      
 
    =^.^= 
 
      
 
    “Pleeeeeeease!” 
 
    As Nyla’s plaintive wail drew the eyes of everyone at the table, Sam reflected that it was a good thing all his guests were familiar with cats. Otherwise, the presence of a whining catgirl coaxing them for seconds could have completely overshadowed his mother’s painstakingly beautiful food presentation before everyone could properly appreciate it. 
 
    As it was, said appreciation had been expressed in spades – especially by Jack, whose schedule and bachelor habits conspired to make such lavish meals a rare luxury. 
 
    Unfortunately, Nyla’s regard for the specialness of the occasion was completely overridden by the presence she sensed in her former roommate’s pants pocket. “Jaaaack, I smell chiiiips!” 
 
    “Hm? Oh!” Startled out of his rapt focus on a turkey wing, the policeman reached into his pocket and extracted the source of the scent. “Sorry. The bag’s empty.” 
 
    “No it’s not! I can smell the taste inside.” 
 
    “Well, I guess there’s a bit of salt in there, but no crumbs or anything. Which I guess makes it a good candidate for catgirl distraction.” 
 
    “By all means,” Sam encouraged him. “Maybe angle it so that she’ll push it toward the meat she’s been ignoring.” 
 
    Jack glanced at the corner of the kitchen, where a small bowl of additional meat had failed to draw Nyla’s attention away from the certainly superior food in which everyone else was indulging. A shrug lifted his shoulder in tandem with the smile that raised the corner of his mouth, and he held the savoury-scented bag in front of Nyla’s face. 
 
    Her ears perked forward, and the catgirl leaned toward the tunnel of tempting salty smell, following it as Jack set it on the ground. To Sam’s proud satisfaction, she fulfilled his prediction by pushing the bag across the floor, eager to insert her head into an opening too small for it, and succeeding only in steering herself toward her waiting dinner. 
 
    With the strident distraction lured away, Sam returned his attention to his mother, whose attempts to coax Nyla’s origin story out of Mr. Michi had been no more successful than anybody else’s. Apparently she was already fully grown by the time he first encountered her, and his own attempts to discover her origins had been as futile as their efforts to get that information from him. 
 
    On the upside, that left the concept of cat demons safe from being scientifically debunked, and as every tenant of Mr. Michi’s knew, the only thing worse than living with a catgirl was being scientifically debunked while theorizing about catgirls. 
 
    Sam’s attempt to listen to his parent’s speculations was abruptly interrupted by a loud, sharp crinkle, and a moment later Nyla claimed his full attention by loudly colliding with a cupboard. 
 
    All heads turned, and a short, incredulous burst of laughter broke from Anna’s open mouth as the catgirl raced across the kitchen in full reverse, trying desperately to escape from the bag that stayed attached to her face no matter how urgently she backed away from it. 
 
    A sharp turn steered the frantic feline into the corner of the room, where she jerked left and right for several panicked seconds in an effort to find a new direction in which to retreat. 
 
    The attempt backed her further into the corner, scrunching her ever more tightly into her self-inflicted trap, and the bombardment of undesired contact finally overloaded her brain. Her limbs snapped out in a stiff spasm, and she tilted over like a Christmas tree with too many cats in it, making no effort whatsoever to break her fall. 
 
    Even as she hit the floor, her arms and legs remained stiffly extended, splayed in a wildly awkward array that couldn’t possibly serve any purpose besides showing just how thoroughly they’d detached themselves from her flash-fried brain. 
 
    “Hey, Nyla?” 
 
    “Saaaaaaaaam.” 
 
    He never ceased to be amazed by the sheer amount of melodrama that could be wrung from a single drawn-out syllable. That one vocalization of his name had contained more exaggerated misery than a dozen pouting toddlers combined, and he was almost tempted to let her keep fighting with the chip bag just so she’d continue her one-cat comedy act. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “The bag has my face and I can’t get it back.” 
 
    “You can still breathe, right?” 
 
    “I can breathe, but it has my faaaace.” 
 
    A soft, chuckling gagging noise drew Sam’s attention to his mother, whose mouthful had been rerouted to her windpipe by an ill-timed burst of laughter. A few moments of carefully controlled choking put the chewed-up turkey back on course, and a hard swallow was followed by an attempt to reach for her glass. 
 
    “Mom, you’re not actually going to take a drink while Nyla’s being funny, are you?” 
 
    Off to the side, a wet barking sound indicated that Mr. Michi had made exactly that mistake, just in time to choke on his eggnog while Nyla attempted to pry the bag off with her twitching toes. 
 
    In a moment of hopeful overconfidence, Anna continued to reach for her water, lifting it with the indecision of a person torn between thirst and the fear of spewing liquid out of her nose. For a second, she raised the glass toward her lips, preparing to brave the danger in hopes that she could swallow before Nyla could make her laugh again... 
 
    Then the catgirl scrambled to her feet and careened into the nearest chair, sending Jack reeling sideways into Sam in a flurry of screams, flying limbs and airborne mashed potatoes. 
 
    The capsized ensemble flailed for a moment, clutching the table and wavering on the brink between successful recovery and food-scattering failure. 
 
    Then Nyla attempted to flee, only to find that her legs were tangled in the chair. Her arms went flying out from under her, and her momentum brought Sam and Jack down with her, leaving all three people and their food sprawled across the linoleum. 
 
    All hope of safely ingesting liquid was lost in a gale of helpless laughter as every human woman present doubled over with mirth, while the males divided their efforts between choking on eggnog and detaching themselves from each other and their furniture. 
 
    “So,” Sam asked, working his leg free from Jack’s chair and wiping potato off his shirt, “are we having fun yet?” 
 
    “Ye-hehehehes,” his mother gasped, barely managing to squeeze the mangled affirmative out between fits of laughter while Jack pried the chip bag off Nyla’s face. The catgirl shook her head violently, then fell into an urgent fit of self-washing, as if sufficiently quick and studious grooming could strip the ordeal from all memory and restore her wounded dignity to its former dubious glory. 
 
    Either that, or her face was covered in chip grease, and she simply liked the taste. 
 
    As the feline concluded her face-washing and retreated into the living room, Sam and Jack set their chairs upright, and Sam took a moment to pick up the scattered potato bits, throw them out and wash his hands before rejoining his still-gasping guests. 
 
    “So,” Mr. Michi managed, “do you still want to stay here until you finish college? Or has Nyla almost convinced you to flee the house yet?” 
 
    “What, and lose the great conversation piece that is a catgirl with a snack bag on her head?” 
 
    Somewhere in the background, a dramatic rustle and crash was followed by the sound of scrambling feet, and even before every head turned toward the opening between the kitchen and the living room, Sam knew what he would see. 
 
    Sure enough, the Christmas tree was on the floor, its newly horizontal branches peeking through the gap like a sheepish gopher. 
 
    Anna’s face disappeared behind her hand, a smile barely visible below the edge of her palm, and Sam simply shook his head, exasperation at the decorative downfall mingling with amusement that threatened to drown it out entirely. 
 
    “I’ll get back to you on that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ...For now. 
 
      
 
    Until my cats do enough weird things to provide material for a sequel. 
 
      
 
    Fuzzy’s working on it. 
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