
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sam Knowlen, dutiful student and son, almost eighteen and searching for his perfect mate, runs afoul of a witch named Leena one night while taking in the nightlife of Tacoma, Washington. Leena, a spiteful individual, mistakes Sam for her familiar, and in a drunken rage, uses her magic to change Sam into a cat. She then vanishes from sight.

	Sam is on his own and has to navigate life as a feline, putting up with being petted by some, kicked around by others, and shunned by his mother. In his travels, he meets Holly, a white rat who also ran afoul of Leena, and together, they try to find Leena and somehow convince her to change them back.

	Along the way, they meet Magros, a sadistic imp who is Leena’s true familiar and who tries to kill them, Angelo, a massive cat-gangster who has his own agenda in mind, and a veterinarian who wants to sell them as potential spies to the army.

	Finding kind as well as cruel people, Sam and Holly eventually find Leena which results in a showdown that only one side can win.
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Chapter One: Becoming

	 

	 

	Tacoma, Washington, present day. June seventh, Saturday, six days into summer vacation. Eight-forty PM.

	 

	The streets were crowded, full of summertime revelers. Although it was noisy and people were packed in the downtown core, and even though it was hot out and cigarette smoke and odors of food and beer filled the air, I was excited simply being there.

	And why not? I’d aced my final tests, no summer school, nothing until September, and I’d finished my first week on the job at All-Brights Ice-Cream Emporium just a half-hour ago. One of the perks of working at an ice-cream shop was getting a few free cones whenever I felt like it.

	Jim Steele, my coworker, had helped me get this job. We went to the same school, took Calculus and Physics together, and he’d spoken to the owner. I had a brief interview, and the result was a three-month contract. Done deal.

	I worked my butt off because I owed him one. Jim was a stand-up guy, so the least that I could do was to make a good impression on our employer and my friend.

	During our first few days on the job, we’d had fun greeting the customers and scarfing down ice-cream when the shop was empty. Today, though, it had been ultra-busy, due to the hot summer weather and everyone just had to get their chocolate-vanilla swirl fix on.

	Everyone—especially the kids. They wanted to not only have samples but also eat everything, and there was the usual assortment of adults who wanted to taste-test all forty-two flavors our shop carried. Oh, and they complained about the prices, too... but they still bought cones and cups for their children who’d been stamping their feet to reclaim their parent’s precious time for themselves.

	And through it all, I had to smile, even when the kids dropped their cones, even when they cried, and, worst of all, even when they messed up the toilet by missing or heaving. Jim and I always did the rock-paper-scissors thing to see who’d brave the spills and smells first.

	I usually lost.

	But now that the job was over, we’d cleaned the equipment, mopped the floor, made sure the electricity was on to keep the ice-cream cold, and the night was mine.

	Just before I left the shop, I asked Jim what he was going to do. “I have a date,” he replied with an ear-splitting grin and a bucketful of enthusiasm. “Fiona Zinner. You know her, man. She’s in our Calculus class. She’s beyond fox status, you know? Hey, I got the key from the owner. I’ll lock up. I’m meeting my girl later on, so don’t worry about things here. Have a good time.”

	Fiona... oh, yeah, I’d seen him talking to her during class breaks. She was attractive enough, tall and slender, with dark hair and a ready smile.

	Odd thing, though. Jim, though nice, wasn’t much better looking than I was. On the short side of five-four, pudgy and with a head full of brown stubble, he didn’t come across as a chick magnet.

	However, one thing he had that I didn’t have was supreme confidence with the ladies. If a girl turned him down, he tried again with another girl. It didn’t matter if they thought he was a jerk—and he wasn’t. He never stalked anyone, and if a girl told him no, that meant no, so he didn’t try again.

	Jim had even managed to score a date with Julie Verna, the head cheerleader, about three months ago, a fact that didn’t sit well with her boyfriend, Bill Timmsen, our school’s star quarterback.

	When Bill cornered Jim after school, his answer was, “Hey, she didn’t tell me. If you can’t hold onto your lady, don’t blame her for choosing someone better.”

	That earned him a beating until I stepped in to break it up along with Julie, who promptly told Bill to get lost and just as promptly told Jim she’d changed her mind. Right... and Jim, in all good humor, black eye or not, shrugged and said, “There’s always someone else.”

	Yes, there was, and now, he was probably making out with his girl while I was on my own. Bright lights, medium-sized city, fun-fun-fun ‘til your daddy takes something-something away. I’d always liked that song, even though I’d never had any expensive toys that could be taken away.

	I had a roof over my head, courtesy of my mother.

	I had a decent education, courtesy of the Tacoma school system.

	I had my health.

	That was about it, but it was enough. Sam Knowlen, age seventeen, about to enter his senior year in September, was on the prowl. Mr. Independent, Mr. Solo, Mister... whatever term I wanted to describe myself.

	Then I laughed, if only silently. My eighteenth birthday would fall on June sixteenth. My watch told me that it was eleven PM, which meant that I had to be heading home soon. I’d soon be considered an adult by the state, but I still had a curfew.

	Honestly speaking, curfews sucked. To my way of thinking, they were for those who had limits, either internally imposed or externally imposed. Curfews were for those who couldn’t police themselves, those who weren’t responsible.

	Call me nothing if not responsible. I was the typical dutiful son, good to my mother and polite to older people. I’d never missed a day of school. Never cut class, either. That earned me the rep of being a brown-noser, someone who sucked up to the teachers—not true—or other leaders in the school—also not true, and someone who wanted to be liked by everyone.

	Oh, wait, that last point wasn’t true, either. I didn’t care if everyone liked me or if anyone liked me. I went my own way most of the time. Jim was a decent friend, and I had a few others. That was enough.

	Scholastically speaking, I achieved solid but not outstanding grades due to studying hard, so I could proudly call myself a slightly above-average student.

	Not that it would help me get into an institute of higher learning. Universities wanted top-notch scholars. I wasn’t one of them. If I didn’t get my butt in gear next term, I’d end up at a community college—if they’d accept me—or doing some menial job at an office somewhere.

	A menial job... an office somewhere... call that average to the extreme. And I was doing an average job to gain additional funds.

	So here I was, Mr. Average, and outside of my summer job, I really didn’t feel like going home, not yet. Home life was dull, and I’d be going home to an empty house anyway.

	My mother worked late as a data software tester for a company in Bremerton, around thirty-five miles away. She often worked until midnight, so I knew she wouldn’t be home.

	As for my father... he wasn’t around. From what my mother had told me, he’d gone on a business trip to New York when I was four and had gotten hung up somewhere along the way.

	He’d never found his way back.

	Years later, my mother had told me about an email she’d gotten from him a few days after his disappearance. It was short and to the point. Got to find my own path. Love to you and Sam.

	I remembered my mother saying after she’d started crying, “Hope you rot.”

	That was it. She filed for divorce, used the email as evidence against her former husband, and after a month, her lawyer said that he’d received a reply from my ex-father. He’d gone to Omaha, Nebraska, and he’d started over with someone new.

	What else was there to say? My mother thanked the lawyer for his diligence, paid him off, and since then, she’d never mentioned her ex-husband’s name, refused my ex-father’s offer of alimony and continued to work hard, and trusted me to take care of the day-to-day happenings around our house.

	I learned from an early age all about vacuuming, washing dishes, sewing, cooking, and making deposits, transfers, and withdrawals at the bank, first in person, and then online. “It’s all part of being independent,” my mother had said one morning at the breakfast table.

	She was on her second helping of scrambled eggs and toast and well on her way to finishing off her third cup of coffee. Although she stood only a couple of inches over five feet, she retained a slender figure into her forties, courtesy of a fast metabolism, boatloads of coffee, and lots of hard work.

	Hard work never killed anyone, so the saying went, but it did cause them to age prematurely. My mother was nice-looking, with a round face, long brown hair, and pleasant features, but even though she was only forty-three, gray streaks had appeared in her hair, and age-slash-stress lines had shown up around the corners of her eyes and the sides of her mouth. Chalk that up to the demands of her job.

	Being a single parent couldn’t have been easy for her, yet she’d never complained about it. She’d never remarried—one bad experience was enough, she’d once told me—and she’d always pushed me to be independent.

	“You’re going to be on your own one day, so you’d better learn to be responsible and take care of yourself.”

	Call that sound advice. I’d listened to her, and from the age of six until now, I’d been ultra-independent. It hadn’t been easy, but I’d always compartmentalized my time, racing home after school to do my homework, fixing up our old house where needed, paying bills through the internet, and so on. I didn’t think about my father that much. Barely remembered him, in fact, and the less I thought about him, the better.

	Still, the question of why I was downtown had to be asked, and the simple answer was that even though I thought of myself as being Mr. Independent, in truth, I was also Mr. Lonely. All the television shows sucked, and I wasn’t into the latest and greatest blockbuster movies.

	Honestly speaking, I just wanted to talk to some of the kids from school. Summertime now, and the living was easy, and with a little extra cash in my pocket, maybe, just maybe, I’d score a date.

	Every guy wanted to find that special someone during their high school years, and I was no different. It hadn’t happened—yet—but the law of averages was on my side. It would happen sooner or later. It had to.

	On the negative side of things, I had to contend with an incredibly big maybe—Tanya Clotter, a girl in homeroom class at school, the girl that every guy wanted and the girl that no guy could ever get.

	I’d liked Tanya from my first year in high school, and apparently, so did everyone else, although she never returned anyone’s advances seriously.

	Tanya wasn’t snobbish or stuck-up. Some of the more jealous types said that she had to be a lesbian, while others said she had a boyfriend who went to another school. It wasn’t impossible that either of those ideas was true.

	My own view was that Tanya simply wasn’t interested in a relationship. She’d told me so a month ago when I’d asked her out. I’d put in my request for a date with her during a break between classes at her locker, giving her my most winning smile.

	It wasn’t like I had much else going for me. At the height of five-seven, most of the other guys towered over me. I had what people called a swimmer’s physique, lean and narrow-hipped, but ironically, I’d never cared for being in the water.

	Facially speaking, I had a roundish face, green eyes, an undersized nose, and a small mouth. In other words, I was average-looking in every way, and what was I doing there and asking the hottest girl in the world out?

	Tanya faced me squarely, and her voice came out low, even... and kind. “Sam, I’m going to give you the same answer that I’ve given everyone else. It’s not that I don’t like you. It’s just that I’m happy with my own company. I hope you can understand that.”

	Coming from someone like Tanya, slender, with a model’s figure, blonde, blue-eyed, and ultra-pretty with an easy smile and flashing white teeth, it wasn’t so hard. She happened to be one of the most popular students in school, got top grades, and she was captain of the debate team. She wore designer brands—her parents were quite wealthy—but she never lorded her status over anyone. In short, she was perfect.

	Except for the dating thing, of course. Once her no-dating policy became more widely known, rumors circulated... but without the nastiness usually attached to those rumors. “She makes you feel like garbage, but in a nice way,” one guy said.

	“Being dumped by her must be a cool experience,” another piped up.

	“You’d have to ask her out first,” a third chimed in to general laughter.

	Still, a guy had to have a dream, and that dream was to find a date for that evening. If not Tanya, then someone else. The area was packed with young couples holding hands and making eyes at each other, groups of overweight adults drinking soft drinks or eating pizza or hamburgers bought from nearby stands and stalls and takeout venues, little kids whining that they were tired or wanted ice-cream—or both—and more.

	Then there was me. With a sigh, I sat on a nearby bench after buying a soft drink from a vending machine and sipping on it half-heartedly. Everyone seemed to be having fun except me. Such was my life as a teen on the edge of eighteen. I was about to give it up and go home when someone said, “Hi, Sam.”

	I looked up to find Tanya standing two feet away. As always, she dressed to slay, with a short pink skirt, a matching pink blouse, and a short jacket, and her hair was swept back in ringlets of gold. In short, she lit up the night, and everyone else gave her the proverbial double take as they passed by. “Uh, hi. I, um, do you want to sit down?”

	Right, the girl of my dreams was standing in front of me like a goddess come to Earth, and that was the only question I could think of? Lame.

	However, Tanya didn’t seem to mind as she favored me with a brilliant smile. “No, I’m going to meet my parents. They went to a movie, so we’ll go home together, but... I was thinking.”

	Thinking... thinking about what? Okay, play along. “About?”

	“About your question, the one you asked me at school a while back. I decided. Are you up for next week, sometime, say... Monday?”

	A date. She was asking me about a date. Oh, that set my heart racing. Just being around her... back off, stay frosty, and don’t appear too eager, but all the same, yes! “I am. Whatever you’d like to do, I, well, anything’s fine.”

	She giggled at that. “All right, that’s nine days from now. We’ll meet at seven.” She pointed at a Daily Life convenience store to our left. “I’ll meet you there, okay? After that, we can, you know, walk around and see the night sights. I like walking, so it’ll be a freestyle kind of date, if that’s okay with you.”

	I stood up then, attempting to act casual, and I leaned on the table, doing my best to appear cool. Wow, a date—just like that. “Sure. Walks are good.”

	Tanya inclined her head. “See you later.”

	And then she was gone, lost in the swirling mass of people. I watched her go. And once she was out of sight, I did a happy dance, bopping and shucking and jiving to a beat that only I could hear. Yes, there’s a God, after all! And since my birthday was in nine days and that was the same day as our date, double yay on me.

	My dance continued, and people stared and who cared? This was my night, I ruled... and then the sound of yelling came from across the street that broke my concentration. It came from a bar, Majo’s Inn.

	Said yelling sound—high and shrill—was followed by another sound, this one being of breaking glass. The door blew off its hinges, and a raven-haired woman emerged from the bar spitting expletives at the top of her lungs.

	She weaved her way unsteadily down the steps through a group of curious onlookers. Like Moses parting the Red Sea, they made way for the crazy lady and stared.

	And while they stared, this woman, perhaps in her mid-to-late-twenties, stopped to return their stares with one of her own. Even from this distance, I saw the color of her eyes, an incandescent green that lit up the night. In comparison, mine were dull algae.

	“Who the hell do you think you are,” she yelled in a slurred tone. “I was searching for my familiar. My familiar, you hear me?”

	Oh, talk about hammered! She bent over, heaved out a brownish projectile stream of booze, and the passersby deftly stepped around her lest they step in what she’d ralphed up. Whoever that person was, she was beyond hammered. There was drunk, staggering drunk, pissy drunk, and fall-on-your-face-vomit-and-don’t-care drunk.

	This woman almost fell into the last category. A man came out of the bar, a very large man, well over six feet with a bald head and a scarred face. He had muscles on top of his muscles, and his voice sounded like it came from the bottom of a garbage can.

	“Hey, skank, you’ve been in here for the past four hours yelling about familiars. You’ve been bothering our customers, and the only reason we let you stay was because you bought over a thousand bucks of our best booze along with champagne. But that fun stops when you threaten other customers, so what the hell is your problem?”

	At the question, she turned around, and he froze in place. Although he was taller than she was by a good eight inches and outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds of steroid-fueled muscle, he cowered. “My problem is you.”

	Her voice wasn’t so slurred now. Perhaps anger had overridden alcohol. “My problem is that you wouldn’t help me. My problem is that I was waiting for my familiar to show and had a few drinks and then you threw me out. That’s my problem.”

	Familiar... what was up with the familiar stuff? Mr. Bouncer offered an apology, but the woman ignored him, turned around, and made her way across the street, weaving her way through traffic.

	Cars stopped, honked, a few drivers screamed at her, and then a cold sensation on my free hand—my left hand—made me realize that I’d spilled my drink all over my hand.

	Hastily, I shook it off, only to be greeted by a sound of disgust. “Do you have to toss that garbage all over me?”

	I looked up. It was the woman. What the...

	She’d been across the street only a few seconds ago, and now she was here. “Sorry,” I replied, trying to sound my most apologetic while pulling a package of tissues from my pocket, plucking one tissue out, and wiping my hand off. I offered her the package. “Do you need these?”

	“Oh, aren’t you Mr. Helpful? No, thank you, I’ll be fine,” she replied in a tone that balanced sarcasm and sullenness. She waved her hand, and a second later, the drops of liquid disappeared as if by magic...

	Magic... oh, man, she’d been talking about a familiar... she was a witch! I’d heard the term before, although I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant. I’d never been interested in magic, and now... this person had appeared, and she was a witch?

	Oh, yes, she was, most definitely. With only a casual movement of her hand, she’d made the stain disappear. It wasn’t an illusion. Darkness or not, the city streetlights were on, and my eyesight was twenty-twenty.

	This woman was incredibly attractive, taller than me by a couple of inches with dark hair that went well past her shoulders, an angular face with high cheekbones, and a silver star the size of a silver dollar on her right cheek.

	At first, I thought it was a tattoo, but it moved across her cheek, shifting, shrinking, and then expanding in size. Call that weird and then some, and... she was asking me if I was okay.

	No, I wasn’t okay. Coming face to face with a person I considered mythical would put fear in the bravest of individuals. I’d never believed in magic, not even the illusionists I’d seen on television. With them, there was always some gimmick that fooled the audience, and that definitely wasn’t magic.

	Here, though, this was power of the most unearthly kind, which scared the living crap out of me, and when asked if I was okay, how was I supposed to answer? Lie, and lie big. “I’m fine, uh, Ms., er, I don’t know your name.”

	She gazed at me through spinning eyes, and then they stopped their twirling motion to peer at me more closely. “It’s Leena. Hey, you’re my familiar. Where’ve you been? I was waiting in that crummy place for over three hours, drinking their crappy booze and listening to people yammering on about their useless lives. You were supposed to make a pick-up and delivery, and I’ll bet you forgot about that, too.”

	Pick-up and delivery? What was she talking about? “Uh, Ms. Leena—”

	“No, it’s just Leena. What’d you say your name was, again?”

	I hadn’t introduced myself, yet. “It’s Sam, but listen, I’m not a familiar. I don’t even know for sure what they are, and—”

	“Hush.”

	Oh, crap, her eyes had been spinning before, then they’d turned normal, but now, they looked as though they were about to literally go into overdrive. She wasn’t going to listen. I started to get up to go home but found that I couldn’t move. It wasn’t as though I didn’t want to. I simply couldn’t. Leena must have cast a spell to hold me in place.

	While I struggled against those invisible and all-powerful bonds, she leaned over to stare me in the face. “You know, you’re pretty good looking for a familiar. Last one I had, I got him from another spell-caster. You know Kalina, right? Short, fat, face like a rotten lemon?”

	No, I had no idea, but that didn’t stop Leena from teeing off on her verbally. “Traded her some spells and incantations, she said she’d get me a familiar, a good, reliable familiar, but no, she reneges and now, she’s gotten what she deserved... a place in Aripenta.” She cackled after speaking, coughed, and spit out some black bile. Ick... and then some.

	As for Aripenta... what the hell was that? It sounded like a prison, but what did I know? “Uh, Leena, if you could listen to me—”

	“What a mistake!”

	Leena chuckled harshly, sounding like a crow that had just ingested a hot pepper and was trying to cough it up. “He looked like a potato with ears,” she continued while examining my face. “Wasn’t reliable, had to send him to Aripenta, too. He won’t be getting out.”

	Oh, so it was a prison. I didn’t want to know where. Leena continued, her eyes taking on a peculiar shine. “Sam... right? Look, even though you didn’t show up, I’ll forgive you this one time. You’re nice-looking enough in mortal form, but now, we have to get down to business. Can you shift to your real form?”

	Was this time to start panicking? Yes, this was exactly the right time to panic, and while I tried to sound confident, the shakiness in my voice betrayed me. “Uh, no. But listen to me, please, I’m not who you think—”

	“All right, animal form. Gecko, cat, dog, or a dragon.” She snapped her fingers. “C’mon, I don’t have all night. And I need my Eye.”

	Eye? What was she talking about? The way she’d said it, it sounded like a proper name... eye of what? There was an old rhyme from Shakespeare... Macbeth. Eye of newt, toe of frog, wool of bat... and something else. Ironically, those eyes and toes weren’t from animals or reptiles. They referred to plants.

	And why was I thinking about Shakespeare at a time like this? I’d never met a witch before. My entire life—all seventeen years and fifty-plus weeks and counting—had been rooted in reality. But now, my concept of reality had been shattered.

	Worse, I was face-to-face with someone who wielded immeasurable power. Holy Christ, this was it. I felt like a fly in a spider’s web, I was trapped, and this woman—or whatever she was—possessed power that no one could match. She wasn’t going to let me go, and while I didn’t want to sound desperate, I couldn’t help it.

	“Lady, er, Leena, I’m not a familiar. I’m a human, from Earth, not another world or underworld or whatever you’re talking...”

	Leena waved my protests off. “Sam, get ready. When you’re set to follow me and stick by my side, come and find me. You’ll know. You’ve got two weeks. You know the rules, right? No entering other abodes without permission, no jumping to another witch while I get things set up for you, and no getting into trouble. Until then, I can take care of myself, thank you very much.”

	“No, I don’t know—”

	“Hush. In time, you’ll come around to know what life is like. You may not understand at first, but trust me, you will.”

	A wicked smile accompanied her statement. It didn’t make sense, although her next sentence did. “Until then, carry on. Even if you don’t know where I am, I’ll always know where you are. Oh, and if you don’t like being this way, find my Eye, and I may change you into something more desirable.”

	Now, my throat closed up. I wanted to yell for help, get up and run, but I was frozen in place, and my voice simply wouldn’t come out. A moment later, pain hit every nerve in my body, paralyzing me.

	I wanted to shout, wanted to scream, wanted to beg someone to help me, but my throat felt two inches smaller. Air was difficult to come by. What in the hell was happening to me?

	The air around me began to shimmer, and my usually perfect vision blurred. People seemed to stare at me, laughter filled my ears, something about me being stoned and acting strange, and then waves in the atmosphere, like strips of bacon written upon the wind, passed my field of view and I would have to think of a food analogy at that time, which made no sense whatsoever.

	Hang on. Focus up. I tried to focus on my surroundings, tried to let out a cry for help, but it was as though the magic had me in an enormous vise and didn’t want to let me go for any reason.

	“Help,” I managed to whisper. “Help.”

	Then my throat closed entirely, and a new kind of pain hit. The bones in my ribcage began to crack, not due to a lack of synovial fluid but due to them being compressed, shortened... altered. My arms and legs followed suit, my body elongated, and a little voice in the back of my head urged me to get down on all fours, which I did. My vision blurred, and then it came back sharper than ever.

	In another abrupt shift, the pain faded, a most welcome happening. My breathing came back to normal. Confused as to what had transpired, I looked around. Leena, Ms. Witch, had disappeared. I tried looking over my neck and found that awkward, although not impossible.

	Something tickled my nose... hair? My face was two inches from the ground, and now, in a state of semi-panic, I glanced around and a reflection in an empty glass bottle showed me the entire story.

	Round face, green eyes, same as before. That was where the similarity to a human ended. The rest... silver fur, bronze stripes, dark brown spots... and whiskers...

	Holy meow. I couldn’t think of anything else.

	 

	 


Chapter Two: Getting My Bearings

	 

	 

	Life was full of impossible things, or so the experts said. Climbing high mountains, lifting incredibly heavy weights, or solving the most difficult of equations. However, all those feats were in the realm of reality.

	Mine wasn’t. I’d been turned into a cat, and while that was beyond weird and it freaked me out to the nth degree, what freaked me out even more was that no one had noticed.

	The sounds of downtown activity continued. Life went on without me, almost as if I’d never existed. People laughing, crying, yelling, chattering about the latest flick or stage show... and then there was me. Mister Cat.

	Everyone went on with their lives, talking and stuffing their faces, and not one person had seen what had transpired only seconds ago. The witch had up and disappeared, and the fracas at the bar across the street had already been forgotten, along with yours truly.

	Talk about losing faith in one’s fellow humans!

	I let out repeated cries for help. However, all that emerged was not a “Help,” but an incredibly loud series of meow-wails. I ran from person to person, and couple to couple, telling them that a witch had done this to me. What had I done in my past life to deserve this?

	I’d never believed in reincarnation, but on the other hand, I’d never believed in witchcraft, either. Now this had happened, and I didn’t even want to think about being reincarnated into another lower form of life.

	And where had that Leena character gone anyway? The fact that she’d vanished into thin air compounded my problem a thousand-fold, and what could I do that would make someone stop and help me?

	As it turned out, absolutely nothing. The first couple bent down to pat me, saying, “Cute kitty. It’s pretty talkative, too.”

	Petting—that immediately turned me off. Half of me wanted to say, “Unhand me, human,” while the other half accepted that petting came with the territory of being a feline. People loved to pet cats and dogs, maybe bunnies and guinea pigs and hamsters, too.

	But I was still me inside, and they wanted to touch me on the head and scratch my ears and maybe rub my belly, and did someone yell out, “Fluffy?”

	Yes, they did. Don’t call me Fluffy—ever. That’s... demeaning.

	Couple number two, elderly and shuffling along with canes, shoved me away with the aid of their walking sticks, muttering something about wild animals that should be spayed or euthanized. Oh, right, go from friendly to mean in a second. Thanks a lot. You probably yell at children on Halloween, too.

	“Rotten ratcatcher,” the old man said. “You want something to eat? I ain’t got anything.”

	He tried kicking me, and I skirted around his foot, resisting the urge to bite his ankle. It bothered me that I’d actually thought of biting him, as opposed to punching him in the face. In any case, hitting a senior citizen would have been major wrong.

	The desire came back when the man kicked out at me again. “Lousy fleabag. Get away from me.”

	Yeah, screw you, I thought, but at that moment, I was too upset to say anything. A hiss came out of my mouth, which startled me. To them, though, they probably figured it was natural. It wasn’t, not to me anyway, but cats hissed and spat, and it wasn’t like I had a lot of choice in the matter.

	Number three, not a couple but a little girl no more than five years old, stopped and tugged on her mother’s skirt while pointing at me with a chubby finger on her other hand. “Mommy, that cat is lost. He wants his mommy, too.”

	What do you know, kid? I snapped then, and yelled, “No, I don’t want my mommy. I want to be human again. You got that? I’m human... human!”

	My words were lost on her. More meow wails, which meant more incomprehensible sounds, and what else was new? The lady took her daughter’s hand firmly in hers and kneeled to face her with a mildly reproving look. “Now, Callie, what did I tell you? We never touch strays, we don’t pet them, and we don’t feed them.”

	She then straightened up and led her daughter away, and who was she calling a stray? Oh, wait... me. I
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