What Huffy Knew
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch

Fluffy knew shewas a princess. Her person told her so. And Fluffy hersalf could seeit, in her white,
whitefur, her long €legant whiskers, and her dainty paws. Fluffy had asoft bed that smelled of cedar.
She had as much food as she wanted. People came to her house, and when she presented hersdlf, they
al spoke in awe of her beauty and petted her gingerly, asif they couldn't believe they were dlowed to
touch her sacred body. She bumped them gently to et them know that petting was preferred in her
kingdom, and they usually responded with alaugh and agood ear rub.

Lifewasgood. It didn't even matter that her people occasionally took in other cats. There had been other
catsin her life aslong as she was dive. She knew, however, that they weren't as great as shewas. NoO
other cat was as beautiful or as soft or aswell loved. Other catslived with her, and she tolerated them.
She would have put up alarge fuss, but her people had found anew palace, one with many rooms, and
sherarely saw the other cats, except at feeding times.

Her routine was perfect in its smplicity. She spent her morningsin the kitchen waiting for someoneto
brush her, her afternoons sprawled on the couch in the warm sunshine, and her evenings on the nearest
lap. Sometimes she watched the water dropletsin bathtub after her people took showers.

Nights were her specid time. She prowled and explored, took food her people sometimes | eft near the
sink, and occasionally dept on their soft bed. She wasin her cedar bed a dawn just to make sure no one
else used it, and then she was up, beginning her routine dl over again.

Yes. It wasavery good life,

Until they came.

* * % %

"Please give the boys athorough examination. I'll pay you extra. | know your timeislimited when you do
your housecdls, and | appreciate the fact that so few vets do such athing, but this has me bothered.”

“Mrs. Winters, what's happened istragic, but not uncommon. These adorable creatures are miniature
lions. Wethink they're civilized, but they're not. And occasiondly they remind us, often in particularly
unplessant ways.”

* k% k% %

They seemed to know who the weak oneswere. Later, Huffy found hersdf wondering: if she had known
what they were going to do, would she have crushed them on that first day? Would she had stopped
them? They were, after all, little bigger than aflea. But even fleas were hard to kill, weren't they? She had
had fleas as a kitten, before she was elevated to her proper position, and she remembered the sudden
sharp pain of the bite, the uncontrollable urge to scratch, theimpossibility of catching aflea between your
teeth. So perhaps she wouldn't have been able to do anything even if she had been paying attention. Even
if shetried to stop the problem on the day it had started.

They went for her littermate, Streaker, and hislittle friend, Rook. Stresker'sroya blood was diluted by
his street tough father, aswaggering Tom that Fluffy barely remembered from her kittenhood. Her own
father was a sweet white cat, alittle onthefat side, just as her mother was. A “Pedigreed Pair,” her
former people used to say. Thelitter, they said to the people who would become her people, was ruined
by the black-and-white kitten. A Tom had gotten to their precious girl at theright time. So they had to



givethe kittens away, unableto prove the purity of their bloodline.

Her peopledidn't care. They liked the black-and-white kitten with the impish stregk, and they named him
Streaker because he liked to run from one end of the house to the other for no gpparent reason. He
refused to show her the proper respect, dapping at her when she got in hisway, or demanding that she
give up her food. Hislittle friend Rook, along-haired tabby, showed many of the same behaviors. Rook
was a stray her people had rescued, and to them hewas kind. To her, he was asinsengtive as her
brother.

But she could avoid them—and often did. Streak and Rook spent most of their time together, deeping,
edting, playing. She spent most of her time with her human companions, asit should be.

So the afternoon they appeared, she thought nothing of it.

* * % %

"Y es, but they've never done anything like this before. I'm beginning to wonder if something'swrong—"

“Trust me, Mrs. Winters. We get complaintslikethisadl the time when housecats show their animal
natures. There's nothing wrong.”

* k * %

It was summer. Her favorite window was open, the one overlooking the garden and the birds. She could
amell flowers, which sometimes made her sneeze; other cats, which aways made her curious; and birds,
which usualy made her want to dightly energetic, in awhally disgusting way. She, as her people dways
told her, was a princess, and didn't have to kill her own food. The boys, as her people called Streaker
and Rook, didn't quite understand that, but the other two cats, Starlight and Cupcake, did. They
preferred to deep and edt, just as she did, and fortunately for her, weren't as good at attracting pets.

She had been adeep in the sun below her favorite window when they arrived. Rook and Stresker were
sprawled in the door, playing their nasty little game: Trap Huffy. If she hissed a them, they would jump
on her and pull at her fur. If she pretended not to notice, they would leave her done and eventualy grow
tired of the game. She had decided not to notice, and the hot sun had put her to deep.

A dight whirring sound woke her up. She sat up, stretched and saw atiny machine, rather like the ones
her people watched on the box in the living room, a round machine that had doors and windows too tiny
for any cat to use.

The fur rose on the back of her neck and shefdt ahiss tart in the back of her throat. But something
warned her not to hiss. She didn't want to call attention to herself. Instead, she dipped beneath the
couch, and watched.

Thelittle door opened, and tiny human shaped creatures emerged. They were no bigger than ants. They
spoke a strange language, stranger than the one her people used. 1t was much harder to understand. The
creatures had other creatures held by silver threads—Ileashes as thin as spider webs and nearly as
invisble. Fluffy watched asthe bigger creatures unhooked the leashes, snapped their fingers, and pointed
toward the door.

The smaller creatures flew acrossthe room, liketiny flieson amisson. Thelarger creatures went back
through the door. Fuffy heard awhirring sound, and the tiny machine was gone.

She adjusted her position under the couch, and saw the small creaturesfly into Rook's | eft ear. Another
group of them flew into Streker'sright ear.



And then the terror began.

"Whet about the dien virus?'

“Mrs. Winters—"

“Don't use that tone with me, Doctor. I've been doing some reading—"

“Tebloids”

“They mentioned it on CNN. They said that ever since those tiny spaceships landed—"
“There's no proof that those are spaceships, Mrs. Winters.”

“—animas have been acting strangely. Y ou told me yoursdlf last month, when you gave Cupcake her
shotsthat dl sortsof strange things were happening to the animalsin town.”

“I wastaking about illnesses”

“Well, so am |. Rook and Stregker haven't been acting normdly, and I'm redlly worried about the other
cas...”

* * % %

Rook let out ayelp like acat in severe pain, and Streaker shook his head asif something were biting him.
Then they ran in opposite directions, and Huffy didn't see them for therest of the day.

Of course, she had to go back to deep. The spot under the couch, despite the dirt, was much more
comfortable than she had expected.

She didn't see the attack on the dog.

It was, or o her people said later in very excited tones, extremely strange. Their neighbor had brought
his dog over when he came to get a package one of her admirers—the one who drove the loud brown
truck—had left. Rook and Streaker bit the dog's legs and made him bleed before her people could pull
them off. Her people apologized, but the neighbor got upset. Fluffy never did understand that part. It was
just adog, after al. She was more concerned about the smelly blood dl over the kitchen floor.

Rook and Streaker licked it up, and smacked their lips asif they'd had a particular taste treat. Her male
person had said it was fortunate the boys were up to date on their shots or the entire experience would
have been acostly one.

The other cats chalked it up to Dog Phobia, but Fluffy didn't. She saw thelook in their eyes. She had
been their target many times, and she had never seen them look so sad after an attack. Usudly they were
gleeful. Instead, they smacked their lips and scratched ther ears, and when they findly fell adeep, they
whined.

A lot.

She made sure they were nowhere near her as she prowled and snacked later that night.

* k% k% %



"Oneaticle intheloca paper, said auniversty researcher thought that the aiens were experimenting on
mammals astest cases before they started experimenting on humans.”

“Mrs. Winters, redly.”

“I know it sounds slly, but after what the boys did, I'm looking for any explanation. Please, Doctor. Take
just afew moments. Examine them.”

* * % %

For thefirst three days, they tried to get outside, but her people were too fast for them. The boys were
getting older and were well fed and didn't move asfast asthey used to. Their people stopped them at the
door, every time, usudly with afoot blocking their way. And then they turned their attention on the other
cats.

Cupcake, the obese Persian who wanted F uffy's spot as princess of the house, found a hiding spot
behind the dryer. Huffy stayed close to her people because she knew the boys wouldn't attack her in
public. But Starlight, the black and gold stray, wasn't so lucky.

The boys cornered Starlight behind the toilet, and had ripped out her throat before their people could
stop it. Their male person took the boys and threw them in cat carriers. Their femae person tried to save
Starlight. She bundled her in atowe and took her to the Emergency Vet, aplace Fuffy

had—fortunatel y—never seen.

The boys spent the night in cagesin the garage. Their people promised aMobile Vet vigt in the morning.
Cupcake dept wdll for the first timein aweek.

Fluffy woke once and shivered. The boyswerewailing asif they had seen the end of the world.

* k% k% %

"All right, Mrs. Winters. I'll examine them. But before | do, let me be blunt. Starlight wasavery old,
malnourished siray. She wasn't part of your cat family.”

“Yes, shewas”

“Not to the cats. And it might not have mattered even if they had known her well. Catslivein pridesand
have hierarchies. And one rule that exists from lionsto barn catsis that the dpha mae destroys the weak
S0 that the rest have enough to eat.”

“They have enough to est.”

“It doesn't matter. It'sin the genetic code.”

“Wevetaken in strays before and they've never—you know. Killed the cat.”
“Maybe the other strays weren't assick.”

“Y ou don't think you'l find anything, do you?’

“No.”

* k % %

Fluffy hated puzzles, and sheredly didn't like the boys. They harassed her and didn't give her the respect



that royaty deserved. But she didn't like to hear anyone cry either. And her person wasright: they hadn't
killed Starlight. Those creaturesingde them had.

She had to get those creatures out of the boys. And she had to do it without infecting hersdlf or Cupcake.

The creatures had gonein the ear. The Mobile Vet had cold wet stuff that went in the ear. She had seen
him use it on Starlight just last week. Maybe that would be enough to get the creatures out.

But how to tell her person and the Mobile Vet what she knew? They would think, if she wound around
their legs, that she wanted pets. And even though they thought themselves superior, they never had
meastered Fluffy's language, not like she had mastered theirs. The problem was she couldn't spesk it; she
hadn't seen the usefor it until now.

Her person had brought Streaker in from the garage. He had dried blood on his muzzle and his eyes
were wide and dark. Helooked like acat in pain to FHuffy.

Her person put Streaker's cat carrier on the kitchen counter, and started to open the gate. Fluffy had to
act now. Shetook aflying legp—something she hadn't done since she was a kitten—and landed on the
Vet'smedical bag.

He made asmall sound and her person spoke her name in that sharp reprimanding tone. Fluffy ignored
her. Instead she scratched on the top of the bag until acorner of it pulled back. She put a paw under it,
and clung asthe vet tried to lift her off.

Instead, he helped her open the bag.

There were rows of needlesingde, and lots of little vias. Shetried not to watch when he worked on the
other cats, and she could barely remember what he had done to Starlight's ear.

He hadn't used aneedle. He had used abottle. A small white bottle that liquid dripped out of.

She only had amoment. She batted a bottle aside, and it rolled aong the floor. Then she wriggled out of
the vet's grasp and jumped on the counter.

Her person reprimanded her again. Fuffy stopped in front of Streaker's cage and scratched her ear. He
frowned at her. She scratched her other ear, and her person shoved her on the floor.

She landed with an unceremonious thump, and she had to pauseto lick hersalf. No princess ever alowed
hersdlf to be shoved like that, not even in the name of judtice.

From above, she heard the sound of aback foot thumping againgt aplastic cage.
Stresker had understood.

"They'retoo big to be earmites.”

"Then what arethey?"

“I don't know. But I'm going to take them to the lab with me and investigate. I'll leave thisvia with you. If
you see any more of them, scoop them up and bring them to me. Don't et them near the cats.”

“Should we do the other cats?’



“Probably. Yes. Get them. Wed best make sure thisis taken care of. Something thisbig in your ear
would be painful. We don't want it to happen again.”

* k * %

For her troubles, she was grabbed, held by the scruff of the neck, and had cold liquid shoved down her
ear, with ingtructions to have the same procedure repeated until the liquid was gone. Both the vet and her
person were pleased to see that no creatures came out of her ears.

And then they went off to find Cupcake.

Streaker looked at her from his cage. She looked back. His eyes closed dowly. She had never seena
cat seem so exhausted—and so relieved.

"Doctor?"

“Mmm?’

“Are those bugs what made my boyskill Starlight?’

“I can't answer that for sure, Mrs. Winters. | don't know what these bugs are or what they do.”
“But the boys, will they hurt my other cats?’

“Catsaren't like dogs, Mrs. Winters. Once dogs get ataste for blood, they usualy must be kept outside
or destroyed. Cats—the thing that your cats did—is naturd. They hurt things one minute and cuddle with
their owner the next. Will your cats be the same loving creatures you've dways known? Of course. Will
they hurt Cupcake and Fluffy? Not unlessthey get so sick that they're athrest to the pride. | would say
that you separate your catsin the future when one of them getsill. That'll ensure something like thiswill

never happen again.”

“So | can let them have the run of the house, and they won't hurt anyone again?’

“If you follow my indructions”

“I will. Oh, Doctor. How will | ever forgive them for Starlight?’

“Redize they're not human, and that human laws don't gpply. What they did was right in the felineworld.”
“That doesn't work for me.”

“Then blameit on the bugs”

* k % %

Three days|ater, Fluffy was adeep in the sun beneath her favorite window. The boys were cuddled on
the couch, still exhausted from their ordedl.

A whir woke FHuffy up. Sherolled over and saw the tiny machine on the windowsill. The little door
opened and the bigger creatures came out. They held tiny whistlesin their hands.

The high pitched sound woke up the boys. They glanced at Fluffy. She glanced at them. Then she
reached up with one paw, and knocked the machines—and the bigger creatures—off the sill.



The boys jumped down beside her, and the hunt began.

It was Rook who discovered that if you bit one of the creatures halfway between its head and itsfeet and
then threw it againgt the wall, it didn't move again. Streaker discovered that a paw through the door
crushed the little machines.

But Fuffy was the one who figured out how to knock down machines mid-flight; Huffy who figured out
how to dodge thetiny rays of light that hurt more than a needl€'s prick; Fluffy who figured out how to
flush the machines down the toilet so that they would be gone for good.

Because FHuffy knew if the creatures and their tiny machines succeeded in taking over Rook and
Stresker, they might take over her. And if they took over her, and discovered how wonderful her life
was, it wouldn't belong before they sent for more little machines and sent bugs into the ears of her
people. And once they had control of her people, they had control of the entire world.

And Fluffy couldn't let that happen. In thisworld, shewas a princess. And shewould remain a
princess—even if it meant dirtying her pawsto do so.

The creatures hadn't known what they were up against.
But Huffy knew.

And Fuffy won.

Judt like she knew she would.



