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“Ivan Nikolayevich, the draft contract is ready, and...” I said into my smartphone, pinning it between my shoulder and my ear. I set my cup of tea on the table and opened the laptop, switching it on.

“Taya, do you understand how important this is for the company?” a rough male voice sounded directly in my ear. “Sebastian Yevgenyevich is in the hospital, so you will have to...”

“Ivan Nikolayevich, I did not come to you straight out of university, and my experience...”

“Taya, your probationary period is not over yet, and I could not care less about whatever merits you had at your previous job!” the male voice said, rather sharply. “As far as I am concerned, you are still an unproven employee who has not distinguished herself in any way.”

“Let me send you the electronic version of the document by email. But you have to understand that this is still a draft, and...”

I never finished. A ginger lump of fur dropped from the top of the cabinet onto the table with a very solid thump. Ryzhik skidded backwards across the polished surface, scrabbling with his front paws in every direction, and... the creature failed to brake. The cup of tea tipped over onto the laptop, and bluish sparks scattered from it in all directions.

“Damn it...” I breathed, jumping to my feet and dodging both splashes of boiling water and tiny sparks.

I automatically flung the smartphone onto the sofa. My boss’s indignant voice was still coming from it.

“Taya Viktorovna, what is going on over there? Is the contract not ready?”

“Damn, damn, damn...” I hissed, quickly yanking the laptop power cord out of the socket.

“Meow...” came a pitiful sound beside me.

“Get away from me, you little menace!” I snarled.

“Was that addressed to me?” came the surprised voice from the smartphone. Somehow, by some demon’s grace, the speakerphone had switched on. It seemed I had just managed to impress my superiors, though not with my professional achievements.

“Not you, Ivan Nikolayevich!” I shouted, grabbing the first paper napkin I could reach and throwing it onto the floor.

Meanwhile, the laptop gave a miserable beep, blinked, and went dark. Pulling out the power cord had, alas, not saved the equipment. The battery had already managed to pick up a minimal charge, and the thing had been on. While I stared helplessly at the dead laptop, Ryzhik jumped onto the sofa and swept my smartphone onto the floor with one paw. It landed with a clear, ringing thud.

“Damn it!” I swore, lunging for the phone, but the ginger disaster was much faster.

The cat somehow flowed down to the floor and, with one swipe of his paw, kicked the gadget straight under the sofa.

“Damn it!” I swore again, dropping to my knees and peering mournfully into the tiny gap between the sofa and the floor. He had sent it in properly. There was no way I could just reach in and get it.

“Taya!” came the threatening shout from under the sofa. “I do not know what is going on over there, but it is in your best interests to have that draft contract in my email today. At the latest, tomorrow morning, printed and on my desk. Otherwise, you will be looking for a new job.”

On that note, my new boss disconnected. The phone screen flashed and went dark, while I struck the floor with my fist and, lifting my head, found myself staring into the bright green eyes of the Maine Coon, who looked back at me as if nothing unusual had happened.

“I am going to kill you,” I whispered.

The ginger cat twitched one ear with shameless insolence and tilted his head to the other side.

“Do you understand that we will have nothing to eat and nothing to pay the rent with? What has gotten into you today?”

“Tayechka, do you have any salt?” The door creaked, and my neighbor Anna walked into my apartment. She was a pleasant-looking blonde woman of about forty-five, dressed in a blue terry bathrobe and slippers with pompoms. “What is going on in here?”

“My pen rolled under the sofa,” I groaned, forcing something that resembled a friendly smile onto my face.

“Ah,” Anna said with a smirk, rubbing one foot against the other. “Find another one, then. It took four men to carry that sofa in here for Pyotr Lvovich. You will not move it on your own. And what is that smell? Plastic? Did something burn? Be careful, Pyotr Lvovich threw out the last tenant over a burned kettle. He is that kind of...”

“You are imagining it,” I said nervously, still on all fours and staring tensely at my neighbor.

“Well... do you have salt?”

“Look in the kitchen. If you find any, it is all yours,” I said with a sigh, finally getting to my feet and brushing dust off my jeans.

Anna smiled and went into the kitchen, while I still tried to move the sofa. I failed.

“Tayechka, I found the salt and took it,” Anna announced, then slipped back out through the front door. “When you go to the supermarket for yourself, be a good girl and pick up a pack for me too. I will give you the money later.”

I sighed and looked at the sofa, then at the cat, then at the laptop.

“The flash drive!” I said joyfully, with a surge of secret relief, remembering that I had managed to save a copy of the contract onto a flash drive the previous evening, and...

A ginger tail flashed past. Ryzhik shot between my legs so fast that I lost my balance and flopped onto the sofa, while that ginger...

“Stop, you fluffy terror!” I hissed, leaping down the stairs in a useless attempt to catch one shameless cat. “If I catch your tail, I will tear it off!”

My threats achieved the exact opposite. The cat fluffed up his long tail and accelerated. And after that, how was anyone supposed to believe that these little parasites did not understand us? They understood perfectly.

“Ryzhik, damn you!”

That, by the way, was the name of the cat I had picked up from a dumpster a month ago, washed, warmed up, fed back to health, and he...

And that ungrateful bastard had just knocked a cup of hot tea onto my brand-new laptop, kicked my smartphone under a sofa I could not move by myself, and...

The ginger wretch had grabbed the precious flash drive in his teeth. The very flash drive that currently held an extremely important draft contract. Then he slipped between my hands when I tried to catch him and darted through the door left ajar. The cursed door that my neighbor Anna had failed to close behind her when she came in to borrow salt.

Of course. Everything had simply arranged itself against me.

At that moment, there were no printable words left in my vocabulary. I had spent a week working on that contract, calculating every hidden risk and adjusting it to accepted standards and regulations. Technically, Sebastian Yevgenyevich and I had agreed that I would send him the contract by email that evening, but who could have known that his appendix would choose that exact moment to rebel and land him in the hospital? The company’s lead lawyer was gone now, on long-term sick leave, and no one trusted me yet either. No wonder Ivan Nikolayevich was nervous.

I was a lawyer by profession. A month ago, I had been laid off from civil service due to staff cuts, and only two weeks earlier I had managed to get a job at a private firm that provided architectural and landscape design services, as well as implementation. I had experience, yes, but lawyers these days were as common as stray cats. And to start my own practice, one needed money and clients, neither of which I had. So here I was: probationary period, an important contract that had to be on the owner’s desk tomorrow, and...

“Ryzhik, I will box your ears! I will shave you! I swear I will shave you! Your fluffy backside will shine like a sphinx cat’s!” I panted, stumbling.

I flew down three steps, landed on one knee on the concrete floor, and hissed with pain as I scraped the skin. Of course I had to buy fashionable jeans with cuts at the knees. Of course.

“You ungrateful plague! I picked you up from the garbage! I got rid of your fleas!” I growled, jumping back to my feet and racing after the ginger Maine Coon again.

He clearly had no conscience. The ginger menace slowed when he heard me land so spectacularly. He even turned around, flashing those green eyes. He made something like a “mrr-meow-huh,” though the flash drive was still in his mouth, and once he was satisfied that the chase had resumed, he spun around, raised his fluffy tail, flattened his ears against his head, and accelerated again.

“Stop!” I snarled, leaping over the stairs again and picking up speed. “Stop! I swear, you will live on dry food!”

Ryzhik flattened his ears even harder and cleared the second floor with ease, then the first, before darting through the open entrance doors of the building.

“I am going to kill you,” I whispered miserably, realizing that I was losing my job.

My heart hammering as though it meant to burst out of my chest, I lunged forward. Somehow, I twisted just enough to almost brush my fingers against the long fluffy tail, but once again nearly sprawled across the cement floor, only just managing to keep my balance.

The moment that ginger lump of fur made it outside, he gained even more room to maneuver. He shot across the whole courtyard like a bullet, then slipped between the entrances. I went after him. It was lucky, at least, that it was Saturday and only six in the morning. Everyone was still asleep and no one could witness the amusing “performance” of an adult, supposedly serious woman chasing a cat.

“That is it, Ginger. That was the last straw,” I whispered breathlessly as I ran along a row of closed garages and watched the ginger tail flash once before disappearing behind the last one.

I did go to the gym, but I had never trained for sprinting, and I had never liked running in itself. That dislike was now expressing itself through shortness of breath and a complete inability to catch one little... no, why little? One huge ginger disaster.

Turning behind the garage, I had to scramble up a tall little mound overgrown with thick grass, and then... then I slipped and went sliding down it on my backside, yelling words that would not have passed any decent censorship, before landing hard enough to properly introduce that same backside to the ground. Everything hurt: my tailbone, my knees, my palms, my wrists. But the worst part was that I still had not caught the cat. He had vanished from sight altogether, while I, apparently, had found a hole.

The solid ground beneath me simply disappeared, and...

“Mommy...”

That was all I managed to say before I dropped sharply downward. I had no idea where I was falling. The pit was so wide that I could not reach the edge with my hand, let alone catch hold of anything. And there was nothing to grab anyway. Everything around me was black, and then... silver energy wrapped around my body like a cocoon. A wave of goosebumps rushed over my skin, my insides twisted, and I squeezed my eyes shut, clenched my hands into fists, and probably tried to curl into a ball. It hurt. It was terrifying. And the fall still would not end.

A whole heap of foolish thoughts flashed through my mind, one of them being that, if not for me, who was going to feed that ginger devil? The poor creature would perish. He might be large now, but he was still... an adult cat who sometimes behaved like a kitten. That first week he had eaten only from my hand, and I had had to give him water the same way for a couple of days. He had been in terrible condition when I found him, but then, over the course of a month, he had blossomed and put on weight.

My thoughts broke off when I somehow realized that the free fall had ended and there was a solid surface under my backside. There had been no impact. No hard landing at all.

“What the...” I whispered, squeezing my eyes even tighter instead of opening them.

Something inside me was boiling and churning strangely, and my heart was beating out a frantic little tap dance. I was afraid. Terribly afraid. It felt as though something around me had changed in a way I could not understand. Birds were chirping. A warm breeze brushed my skin. And the scent surrounding me was pine.

Pine.

There had never been pine trees in my city. Only chestnuts and poplars.

“So, are we just sitting here? Waiting for someone?” a squeaky, purring voice asked nearby.

I snapped my eyes open and stared at Ryzhik, who was sitting a meter away, directly opposite me, watching me with fixed attention.

The cat tilted his head to the side, twitched one ear in a ridiculous
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