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      For Mason and Molly,

      

      Being your dad has been and always will be the greatest adventure I could ever imagine.

      

      I love you both forever.
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            YOU’RE DEAD, COPPER!

          

        

      

    

    
      Her name was Copper, and she was getting tired of hearing it.

      “Copper!” Callie screeched from the kitchen. “Get in here!”

      Copper ignored Callie’s taunt, pretending not to hear her. It had been a week since the crazed calico cat had arrived at her house, and it had been the longest week of Copper’s life. She sat motionless on the living room windowsill, staring out through the glass as the afternoon sun wrapped around her orange fur like a friendly hug from outer space. And then Callie’s shrieking brought her back to earth.

      “Copppeerrr!” taunted Callie. “Time to try something different. See if you can make it through this room alive. If you do, that means you will have killed me instead of me killing you. Good luck!”

      The offer was unexpected but welcomed. After a week of dealing with Callie and her antics, Copper no longer feared death. Callie had turned the Catesby family’s home into a fiendish feline test chamber. Closing her eyes to seal the peaceful backyard scene into her memory, Copper took a deep breath and then hopped down to face her fate. She crept toward the kitchen, ears perked, whiskers forward, and heart racing like a woodpecker drumming in her chest. Air sighed from vents in the ceiling. The Catesby children’s drawings of waterfalls and dragons rustled against the refrigerator door. With eyes like saucers, Copper scanned every inch of the kitchen, looking for anything out of place. She flinched as she caught sight of a tiny moth circling the overhead light. Trying to steady her nerves, Copper bobbed her head gently, sniffing the air for even a trace of Callie’s scent.

      Callie could be anywhere. She could be everywhere. Copper inched her way forward, taking a wide path around the kitchen island in case Callie was waiting there, ready to strike. Was that a flash of movement? Ignoring the thought that her mind was playing tricks on her, Copper scooted around the corner of the island, hoping to catch the fierce calico by surprise. But instead of finding her victim, Copper only spotted one of her crinkly toys lying on the floor. She had looped the whole kitchen, but there was no sign of Callie. Where could she be? thought Copper. I know she’s in here, but why can’t I sense her? She froze mid-step, a paw suspended in the air. The draft from the vents had stopped. The kitchen went silent as the grave as Copper realized that death was imminent. She was surprisingly calm for a cat in her fatal situation. Although Callie was certainly capable and unstable enough to snuff out Copper’s life force, Copper didn’t fear death. She had already died at least seven times since Callie had become her housemate.

      
        
          [image: Copper creeping through the kitchen with Callie on her trail.]
        

      

      “YOU’RE DEAD, COPPER!” screeched Callie, popping out of nowhere behind Copper, who leapt so high in the air she’d need a parachute to land safely. Fortunately, her tail had poofed to the size of a football, providing just enough resistance to slow her return to the kitchen floor.

      “H-h-how on earth did you get behind me?” stammered Copper as she whirled around, every fur follicle standing on end.

      Slapping the crinkly toy at Copper’s head, Callie replied, “I was in plain sight at the other end of the kitchen, but you ran right by me when I swatted this little plaything across the floor to distract you. After that, you were easy prey. You were so focused on being the hunter you forgot that you were being hunted.” Callie sighed and shook her head. “I don’t have a clue how you survived your first mission because you’ve died in every test I’ve given you so far.”

      “I know, and it may be hard to tell right now, but I do feel like I’m improving,” Copper insisted. “I’m learning to be more aware of things around me. I’ll do better next time. I know it.”

      Copper’s next death occurred on a routine walk through the living room. She was on her way to the plushy bed by the windowsill, hoping to stretch out for a bit and keep an eye out for her friend, Bart. Copper hadn’t seen the barred owl around since their adventure with the night herons the previous week. She wanted to reminisce with him about all that had happened to them. Maybe he would even lend a sympathetic ear when she told him about the joys of living with Callie. Bart’s absence had Copper feeling a little lonely and a little worried. He lived in the woods behind her house, so why hadn’t she seen him lately? Trotting through the living room with thoughts of Bart on her mind, Copper didn’t notice a dark shadow cast over her as she passed by the fireplace. Something was falling from the mantel.

      That something was Callie, who had been perched on the mantel next to an owl statue, just waiting for Copper to pass by. Callie hurtled onto Copper’s back, digging her claws in tight. “YOU’RE DEAD, COPPER!” the calico shrieked. “Always keep an eye on the sky and maintain a mental list of places you can run for cover. You of all creatures should know that birds of prey can snatch you up for dinner.”

      Callie was right of course. Copper had been carried off by a great horned owl just a week earlier, but not as dinner. Copper had volunteered for that ride. “I do understand that,” she replied through gritted teeth. “I didn’t know I had to watch out for birds of prey in my own house, though.”

      “Never assume you’re safe, no matter where you are. It dulls your senses,” lectured Callie. She waved a paw at the window. “You have to be alert at all times to survive out there.”

      “Okay, can you get off my back now?” Copper wheezed. “Stay alert at all times. Keep a mental list of places to run for cover. I got it.”

      Leaning in close to Copper’s ear, Callie whispered, “You aren’t even close to getting it, Copper, but you will get it. One way or another.” She vaulted off Copper’s back and muttered, “I’m going for a nap. Try not to get killed while I’m gone.”

      Copper staggered to her feet and tried to lick the sore spot where Callie’s claws had gouged her skin. Unfortunately, the spot was in that one area of her back that she couldn’t quite reach. Deciding to get one of her humans to rub it for her later, Copper gave up the effort. She was quite skilled at getting her humans to do what she needed, simply by doing something cute. Then they were like putty in her paws. Her mind drifted off as she wondered whether her humans would be willing to help even if she wasn’t cute. A drifting mind wasn’t out of the ordinary for Copper. She had a common condition known as Acute Feline Distractitis.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Copper’s Distract Facts

        If you’ve experienced one of Copper’s stories, you know all about her Distract Facts. Like most cats, Copper is easily distracted. Her vet refers to this condition as Acute Feline Distractitis. A cat could be locked in an epic standoff with its sibling over valuable couch territory, and then both cats will stop and stare at a piece of lint on the carpet. Sometimes you’ve just got to take a moment and gaze at something that grabs your attention.

      

        

      
        Anytime you step outside for your own adventure, you’re bound to meet a lot of the same amazing creatures that Copper encounters on her adventures. These are animals you can often see around your home, at school, in a local park, in your city, and lots of other outside places. Copper’s Distract Facts are a fun way to learn some fascinating things about those animals that you’ll see on your own outdoor explorations. So, when you see the paws, it’s a chance to pause and discover a little more about nature.

      

        

      
        Learn more at distractfacts.com.

      

      

      

      Snap out of it! thought Copper. With Callie in the house, a deadly onslaught could come at any moment. Copper spun around, expecting an attack, but the cagey calico was nowhere to be seen. Copper breathed a sigh of relief. Despite that brief moment of distraction, she had kept her wits and had managed to go on defense quickly. This was progress. Feeling a new sense of confidence, Copper held her head high and strolled back to the kitchen to reward herself with some delicious wet food. And that’s when Copper’s next death was caused by a twisty tie.
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            VENOMOUS TWISTY TIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Upon her arrival in the kitchen, Copper found the wet food bowl emptier than her stomach. That barren bowl had been a common sight ever since Callie moved in. Despite her wildness and all her complaining about wasting time indoors, Callie didn’t seem to mind scarfing the savory splendor of the most heavenly treat known to catkind: wet food. Just the thought of wet food made Copper’s stomach rumble, but now she would have to wait until one of her humans restocked the bowl. Huffing in frustration, Copper turned back to the living room and spotted the one thing that could take her mind off her rumbling stomach. It was her old friend, the twisty tie. One of Copper’s humans, Mrs. Catesby, would sometimes coil one of the little ties from a loaf of bread around her finger, and then toss it on the floor for Copper to play with. She loved playing with those twisty ties even more than her store-bought crinkly toys or her catnip-infused plushy carrot.

      After a thorough scan of the living room for the presence of Callie, Copper began to swat the twisty tie and flip it up in the air. She gave it a double-swat and the twisty tie slid underneath the couch. Copper raced after the tie, sliding face-first under the couch. “Yeowwww!” she screamed, backing out from beneath the couch with Callie’s teeth clamped down on her ear. There was a twisty tie on Callie’s forehead.
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      Callie spat out Copper’s ear like she was trying to win a county watermelon seed spitting contest. “You’re dead again, Copper!” she snarled. “If you go poking your head under a log or into a hole in a tree stump, there is a good chance you’ll come out with the fangs of a snake in your skull.”

      “Okay, I think you made your point.” Copper sat down, licked a paw, and rubbed it across her sore ear. What exactly is a snake, anyway?”

      Callie jiggled the coiled twisty tie off her head and then swatted it across the floor. “They’re animals shaped like your little toy here but much bigger. Some of them are deadly. You won’t get a second chance if you invade their personal space with your face.”

      “Why would they attack me just for getting close to them?”

      Callie sighed and rolled her eyes. “Because sometimes cats eat snakes, so you’ll have to forgive them for being a little jumpy. You know how Riley makes a nice meal for lots of animals? Well, so do snakes.”

      Just the mention of Riley’s name brought a smile to Copper’s face. What she wouldn’t give to see the little green tree frog’s natural grin or to hear one of his many jokes. That frog could joke his way out of the jaws of just about any predator, and it seemed as if he had gotten a laugh or two from every potential frog-eater in Charleston. Copper couldn’t wait to see Riley again and not just because of his friendly frog face. She knew he would be there to take her on another mission.

      Snapping Copper out of yet another moment of distraction, Callie grumbled, “Why do you have that goofy smile on your face?”

      “I was thinking about Riley. When do you think we’ll see him again?”

      Callie shrugged and then went into a stretch. “He’ll come when he comes. In the meantime, you’ve got a lot of work to do. When Sarge came up with this House Animal Project idea, I thought it was worth a try. But I had no idea we would have to train a house animal to survive outside. You’re supposed to be inside observing humans so we can learn how they behave.”

      Copper wrapped her tail around her paws. “Hey, that reminds me. Earlier today, in between deaths, a thought came to me. When I was a kitten, long before Sarge recommended me to the FLOCC, he told me that I could get humans to do things because of my cuteness. And you know what? He was totally correct. I can get them to scratch my belly simply by sprawling out on the floor. Works. Every. Time.”

      “Well, that’s just dandy,” retorted Callie. “The FLOCC needs to figure out how to identify humans who have the ability to choose to help other creatures, and all you could come up with is a way to get belly rubs. I guess if we want to help an animal in desperate need for a belly rub, your expertise will save the day.”

      “No, that’s not what I mean,” Copper explained. “I have a theory about belly rubs that might help us figure out which humans have the choosing ability.” She shuffled her paws. “I was wondering if you might help me do an . . . experiment.”

      “Ain’t nobody rubbing this belly, sister.” Callie licked the back of her paw. “Not unless they want to draw back a nub.”

      “Well, you won’t have to actually let them rub your belly, I just thought—” Copper paused, hearing keys jangle in the front door.

      The door blasted open like it had been hit with a bulldozer driven by a tornado and a nine-year-old girl whooshed in, carrying a grocery bag. Seeing the two cats sitting next to each other in the living room, the girl flung the bag down in the doorway, rushed over to the cats, and exclaimed, “Mama, they’re playing together again!”

      “That’s awesome, Molly!” cheered Mrs. Catesby, stepping over the abandoned grocery bag. “But let’s all get the rest of these bags out of the car before you start loving on the kitties.” She held the door for Molly’s older brother, Mason, who scooped up the bag to clear a path for his dad.

      “Copper and Callie became friends super-fast,” Mason observed. “It’s like things were before I started middle school. You meet somebody and you’re instantly best friends.”

      “I don’t know that ‘friends’ is the right word,” Mr. Catesby countered. “That calico gives off zero friendly vibes.” He set an armload of grocery bags on the kitchen island and then added, “I still think she’s rabid.”

      “Ha! No, dear, when I talked to the shelter vet, she assured me that Callie was up to date on her shots. Though, she did tell me that Callie has a special personality.”

      “I suspect special might be vet-speak for bloodthirsty,” replied Mr. Catesby. As he headed out the door to retrieve more groceries, he added, “I’ve slept with one eye open since Callie arrived.”

      “What are they doing?” Callie asked Copper, as the calico watched the humans step back outside. “I’ve heard my name mentioned a couple of times.”

      Copper craned her neck, trying to get a good look. She hoped to spot Riley or one of the other FLOCC members, waiting to get her attention. There was no wildlife to be seen though, only her humans shuffling back and forth, unloading grocery bags. “I don’t know what they are saying about you, but this is how they get food,” explained Copper, still peering out the door. “I’ve watched them do this many times. I still have no idea how it works, but they all get in that”—she pointed a paw toward the family’s car outside—“thing and then they come back with food.”

      “That could actually be somewhat useful information,” said Callie.

      Copper felt a moment of pride. Finally, she had shared some of her human knowledge and maybe earned a tiny bit of respect from the cranky calico. “It’s like the FLOCC motto says, ‘When you look, you see,’” Copper proclaimed.

      “I don’t do mottos,” scoffed Callie. “And don’t think you have all the answers just because you can spout a slogan.”

      Copper ignored Callie’s comment and took one final peek outside as Mr. Catesby returned with the last of the grocery bags. As he went to shut the door, he noticed something on the porch. “Hey, why is Copper’s treat ball out here next to a bowl of cat food?” he asked.

      “I put a bowl of wet food out there for Callie,” answered Mrs. Catesby. “I don’t like to let her out, but she sits by the door and hisses like an old steam locomotive until I can’t take it any longer. Since she seems to like wet food even more than Copper, I put that bowl on the porch to entice Callie to come back. The treat ball must have rolled out there when I let her outside earlier.”

      Mr. Catesby booted the treat ball back into the house and closed the door behind him. “You definitely shouldn’t let Callie outside. She might go bite an alligator or something.”

      Callie’s eyes locked onto the ball as it wobbled to a stop at her feet. Placing a paw on top, she said to Copper, “I’ve seen you playing with this little toy. It spits out food your humans put in there for you. But where do they hunt the food?”

      Copper had been watching her humans intently since the FLOCC had recruited her to join the squad. She really wanted to help the team and prove her worth to them. But she had no answer to Callie’s question. Lowering her head, Copper replied, “I don’t know.”

      Callie huffed and shoved the treat ball across the floor. “Well, instead of spending your time memorizing warm and fuzzy mottos, maybe you should try watching these humans a little more closely. You said they leave and come back with food, but if you actually knew how they hunted the food, that would be useful.”

      “How so?”

      “Because out in the wild, what an animal eats and what eats that animal shape how it behaves.” Callie waved a paw at the treat ball. “Most animals don’t get to swat a toy for some free chow. Out there, every time we go for a meal there is a chance we might get injured . . . or worse.”

      Copper ran a paw along her face, near where she had lost some whiskers on her mission at the night heron rookery. She didn’t need Callie to remind her of the dangers in the outside world. She knew all about them.

      “And don’t think just because you went on one little mission that you know all about the dangers in the outside world,” said Callie. “You don’t even know a fraction of what’s out there.”

      How does she do that? thought Copper, darting her eyes back and forth to avoid Callie’s gaze. Is she some kind of mind-reading cat? Is there such a thing as a mind-reading cat? If there is, then is she reading my mind right now?

      “And no, I can’t read your mind, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Callie added. “Learn to use all your senses and you’ll be surprised how well you can understand what’s on another animal’s mind.” Callie’s ears flicked backward. “For example, I hear one of the little humans approaching, which means you are about to get scooped up, no doubt because of your cuteness.”

      Just as Callie had predicted, Molly swept in and snatched Copper up, gliding to the floor in one smooth motion. Copper was amazed and unnerved at Callie’s ability to sense so many things ahead of time. Are Callie’s senses that much better because she had been living in the wild, or are my senses that dull because I’m a house cat? Copper looked all around, trying to avoid eye contact with Callie, who might have figured out what she was thinking.

      As Molly stroked Copper’s head, she noticed the orange tabby’s flitting eyes. “Daddy, Copper looks nervous.”

      “Being so close to Callie, I don’t blame her,” he replied. “That calico is spooky. The other day I was walking by the fireplace, and she was sitting up there on the mantel, as still as stone. I made eye contact with her, and she just stared right through me, never blinking. I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. I almost reached out to touch her, but I decided I’d rather keep the use of my hand for a while longer. There have been lots of moments just like that all throughout this week. It’s like she’s always hunting me or plotting to kill me.”

      Mrs. Catesby smiled as she watched Copper settle into Molly’s lap and Mason cautiously stretch out on the floor next to Callie. Turning back to her husband, she said, “Dear, ever since that great horned owl got into the house last week, your imagination has been a bit overactive. I don’t think Callie is plotting to kill you.”

      “If it’s my imagination, then how do you explain Callie’s behavior when I go to shower? For three nights in a row, she has followed me in there, hopped on the counter, and scowled at me until I get the water started. Then when I finish showering, I pull the curtain aside and I find her sitting on the edge of the tub, her icy stare fixated on the faucet handle like she’s trying to figure out a way to drown me.”

      Scrunching her eyes at her husband, Mrs. Catesby replied, “Well, that does sound odd, but I suspect you are exaggerating just a bit. She probably just sees her reflection. Cats do all sorts of peculiar things. It’s not usually because they are trying to kill you.”

      “Not usually, but that is an unusual cat. I think she’s rubbing off on Copper, too.”

      “In what way?” questioned Mrs. Catesby.

      “Copper just seems extra strange this week. It’s like she has spent all of her waking hours just . . . watching us.” Clearing his throat, Mr. Catesby added, “And I know it’s weird, but do you remember when we were playing cards last night and the kids knocked me out of the game? They gave each other a high five and I could swear Copper slowly raised her paw, like she was rooting for the kids or . . . celebrating my defeat.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Catesby glanced over at the cats. Copper had sprawled out in Molly’s lap, licking at a patch of loose fur, while Callie sat upright, allowing Mason to rub her head. Callie’s eyes bobbed open and shut, as if she was going to fall asleep at any second. After a long awkward silence, Mrs. Catesby declared, “I’m pretty sure Callie is not conspiring against you and that Copper is not concerned with the results of our card games. They’re just cats being cats.”

      “I know the paw celebration thing is silly,” conceded Mr. Catesby. “But you can’t tell me Callie is a normal cat. Have you noticed that she hisses more than she breathes?”

      Mrs. Catesby snickered. “Yes, I asked the shelter vet about that. She said several things about Callie’s behavior are curious but there isn’t anything medically wrong with her. They still haven’t figured out how she escaped from the shelter. She asked me if we would consider giving Callie a temporary home at least. They have a pet foster program, and they are hoping that spending time around a family with another cat will help Callie’s disposition. But the vet said they would understand if we brought Callie back. Apparently, she’s been returned a few times.”

      “Was she returned or did her owners go missing?” joked Mr. Catesby. “If we returned her, I know I’d probably sleep better.”

      “No, Daddy!” the kids cried in unison. “Let’s keep her!”

      Mrs. Catesby put her arm around her husband. “I think you might be outvoted on taking her back. I’ve seen Copper playing with Callie quite a bit, so I have a hunch she would vote to keep Callie as well.”

      Mason started a chant and Molly quickly joined in. “Keep the cat! Keep the cat!”

      At the sound of the shouting kids, a Miniature Schnauzer with a shaggy white beard and fur the color of a thundercloud came bounding down the stairs, his tongue flapping like a flag in a hurricane. He made a beeline for the kids but, upon noticing Callie’s presence, he took a detour over to Mr. and Mrs. Catesby.

      “Callie certainly has had an effect on Oscar,” noted Mrs. Catesby. “He didn’t even bark when the package delivery lady dropped off his new hoodie.” She bent down and stroked the schnauzer’s fuzzy gray head, nudging back the hooded sweatshirt to scratch behind his ears. “In fact, you’ve hardly barked at all since Callie arrived, little man.”

      The dog whimpered, seemingly at the mention of the calico’s name.

      Mr. Catesby wiggled a finger in his ear. “I’d forgotten how much quieter it’s been around here since Callie moved in. You know, even though I still think she may be plotting my death, it might be worth it to keep her around. Just for the sake of our ears.”

      “If we keep her, can we change her name, Mama?” asked Mason. “I think Patches would be a great name.”

      Before Mrs. Catesby could reply, Callie’s eyes popped wide and the calico let loose such a frightful hiss that Mason jumped to his feet and Molly fell over backward, launching Copper out of her lap and straight at Mr. Catesby’s head. Frozen with shock, he squealed like a skydiving pig as a furry orange missile rocketed toward his face, claws flailing. With agility that would make a professional cornerback envious, Mrs. Catesby glided forward and plucked the flying feline football out of the sky, preventing a cat-on-Catesby collision.

      “See what I mean about the hissing?” said a trembling Mr. Catesby as his wife placed Copper gently on the floor. “That was totally random! What is she even hissing about?”

      “What are you even hissing about?” Copper cried.

      “The humans are trying to give me a name,” groused Callie.

      “What? How can you tell?”

      “I’ve lost track of how many times I have been adopted, but every single time they start repeating that word, Patches. I don’t know what it means, but you’d think at least ONE set of humans would come up with a different name. Humans are weird.”

      Swinging her slowly de-poofing tail side-to-side, Copper replied, “Yes, I agree, but that’s the whole reason the FLOCC recruited me for the House Animal Project, right? To learn more about humans? Ever since I got back from my first mission, I really have been watching my humans closely, and I already have at least one idea to test. But I need to talk to you about that belly rubbing experiment. If I could just get you to⁠—"

      “Oh yes, your grand idea about how we can help animals by teaching them how to get belly rubs from humans,” grumbled Callie as she began to climb the stairs. “As thrilling as that sounds, I think I’ve had all the chit-chat I can stand. You’ve got way more to learn than I’ve got time to teach you, house cat. I’m going up to handle some . . . business.”

      Copper stifled a gag. Sharing the litter box with Callie had been almost as unbearable as her tests. And, despite all of Callie’s scolding, Copper felt sure that she had already learned quite a bit. Just a couple of weeks earlier, she was comfortable and content sitting around the house, only napping and eating. But that was before Riley the tree frog had shown up to take her on an adventure, giving her just a taste of some of the amazing things outside her house. She couldn’t wait for another chance at a new adventure. She could even put all of Callie’s training to good use. There were probably many things Copper still needed to learn, but she was confident that she could tackle another adventure. After all, she had survived her last mission, right?
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            THE TREAT BALL OF DEATH

          

        

      

    

    
      With Callie occupied upstairs, it seemed as if the rest of the Catesby household exhaled a collective sigh of relief. In the kitchen, Mr. and Mrs. Catesby put away the groceries, while the kids rifled through the bags, looking for desserts. Meanwhile, an exhausted Copper stretched out on the living room floor, lazily swatting at her treat ball and wishing that a leftover goody or two was rattling inside. Callie had worn her out with all the survival tests, so Copper didn’t have the energy to whack the ball hard enough to pop out a treat even if there had been one in there. Her eyelids grew heavy, her breathing slowed, and soon she was heading off to kitty dreamland, where cats stroll through luscious catnip gardens bathed in sunbeams that glisten against sparkling fountains spouting wet food. It seemed that, for the first time in a week, Copper might finally get some nice peaceful⁠—

      Something rattled inside the treat ball.

      It was a faint clatter, but not too faint to escape Copper’s sensitive hearing. She got to her feet, ears and whiskers forward. Slinking close to the treat ball, she gave it a gentle swat. Nothing happened. Copper was not deterred. Sometimes it took two or three swats before a treat would pop out. So, she smacked the ball again, but with a little more force. Then again. Still nothing. But Copper could tell there was definitely something rolling around inside. She nudged the ball over one more time with her nose, and out popped the weirdest treat Copper had ever seen.

      It was just a little larger than a normal kitty treat, but unlike one of those treats, this one had six bright orange legs. Grooved blueish-black wings overlaid its body, like it was carrying a sunflower seed on its back, and a tiny pumpkin-colored head with two long antennae poked out from beneath the wings.

      Crouching down, Copper studied the curious-looking treat. She drew in a breath and extended a paw, but just as she began to scoop the treat toward her, it started to move! It was her lucky day. Here was a treat she could actually hunt! Maybe she could even make use of Callie’s training. That thought stopped Copper in her tracks for just a second. What if this was just another of Callie’s tests? Could it be a trap?

      Copper’s mind raced through all the possibilities. First, she looked around the room, making sure that Callie was not there, waiting to pounce. The room was secure. The hunter was not being hunted. Copper then inched toward the wandering treat and came to a halt. Lifting her head slowly, she looked up and over one shoulder then back over the other. The skies were all clear. Turning back to her prey, she made note of a nearby box on the floor. Not only would the box be a perfect place to take a nap later, but it would also be an ideal spot to run for cover if needed. Satisfied that she had applied all her training to the situation, Copper moved in close behind the peculiar walking treat. Her paw raised and ready to strike, Copper’s mind began to drift, just a little, imagining how impressed Callie would be if she could see Copper now, using all her new skills.

      
        
          [image: Copper gets an unpleasant surprise from a strange cat treat while Callie rushes to the rescue.]
        

      

      Pop! A strange noise yanked Copper back to attention, just in time for her to see a whoosh of spray shoot out from the six-legged cat treat’s rear end. “Ack!” Copper yelped, jerking her paw back as her eyes began to burn. Stunned, she froze, right there in the mist, her vision clouding by the microsecond, until Callie flashed in out of nowhere and slapped the cat treat away. Callie’s sudden appearance snapped Copper back to her senses and her training kicked in. She didn’t know what was happening, but she did know what her next move should be. Run for cover! Copper sprinted for the box she had planned to use for refuge, both out of fear and a deep desire to show she had learned something. Eyes watering and vision blurring, she floundered across the living room toward the location where she had last seen the box. As Copper ran, Callie’s other training lessons darted through her mind. Remember the hunter can be hunted! She picked up her pace in case Callie was chasing her. Keep an eye on the sky! Copper looked to the fireplace mantel, but she could only make out what appeared to be a blurry owl statue. She kept running, Sadly, one thing that Callie had not yet trained Copper to look out for was treat balls lying on the floor. With her eyes still on the artificial owl, Copper stomped on the ball, which sent her tumbling over onto her side and launched the treat ball toward the kitchen. She sprang back to her feet and, with a grand leap, Copper plunged into the safety of the box.

      Hearing the clamor of whirling treat balls and cats flying into boxes, Mason hustled into the living room. He noticed a slight haze hovering just above the floor with Callie standing nearby it. Scrunching his nose, Mason exclaimed, “Gross! I think Callie ripped one and it sent Copper’s treat ball flying! I can still see the gas floating in the air!”

      That was the kind of declaration that required the entire family to investigate. The haze rapidly disappeared, but there was still a hint of foul odor in the air. Holding an arm across his nose, Mr. Catesby acknowledged, “You know, Mason, I have noticed that Callie has some kind of issue with flatulence. That might be another reason she has been returned to the shelter so much, but I don’t think her gas is powerful enough to send Copper’s treat ball flying.”

      Just as Mr. Catesby finished saying this, Copper popped her head out of her hiding place. Her eyes were watering, and her mouth was half open, a pose the family always called “the stink face.” Usually, the stink face only appeared when Copper had been conducting embarrassing personal grooming, an action that was typically done in front of houseguests for some reason.

      “Then again, if Callie’s gas was potent enough to cause Copper’s eyes to water and force her to hide in a box, it might just be powerful enough to launch a treat ball,” continued Mr. Catesby.

      Grimacing, Mrs. Catesby advised, “Either way, let’s open a window and let some fresh air in here.”

      “I’m on it.” Mr. Catesby steered clear of Callie, holding his breath as he made his way across to the window near the patio door.

      While Mr. Catesby wrestled with the uncooperative window, Copper leapt out of the box, her vision beginning to clear a little. Despite that, she still felt a strange sensation, like she was just a little heavier now.

      Mrs. Catesby suddenly erupted with laughter. “Y’all, take a look at Copper!”

      Everyone turned to look at Copper, who was now covered from head to tail with packing peanuts static-clinging to her fur. She looked like an orange sherbet ice cream cat with vanilla sprinkles.

      Ignoring the uproarious laughter now coming from every human in the household, Copper trotted over to Callie, shaking one leg and then the other while a narrow trail of packing peanuts swirled in her wake.

      Callie looked puzzled, but not just because Copper resembled a cat emerging from a blizzard. “What are all the humans cackling about?” Callie demanded.

      Copper shimmied her head, sending a couple of peanuts see-sawing gently to the floor. “Never mind the humans! What was that thing that just sprayed me in the face?”

      Callie swatted a packing peanut aside and then sat back on her hind legs, her tail flicking up and down. “That was a bombardier beetle. You’re lucky I swatted it when I did, or else it would have fried you good.” Callie licked the back of a paw and rubbed it across the banana-shaped brown spot under her left eye. “Some of us learn that the hard way.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Original Mad Scientist

      

        

      
        If you’ve read Copper’s first adventure, you might recall a special section about the science of naming living creatures, which is called taxonomy. One of the taxonomy categories that scientists use is called an order. Beetles are insects that belong to the order named Coleoptera, which is a word that comes from the Greek words for “sheathed” and “wings.”

      

        

      
        Like all beetles, the bombardier beetle (Brachinus spp.) has two sets of wings, and the front wings come together to form a hard shell (or sheath) that covers the back wings. These hardened front wings are called elytra. Beetles use the back wings for flying.

      

        

      
        Unlike most beetles, the bombardier beetle mixes chemicals inside of its abdomen to create an explosion of boiling hot gas out of its rump. Some species of bombardier beetle can even aim the blast of gas. This behavior is excellent for fending off predators as well as ensuring no one tailgates a bombardier beetle in traffic.

      

        

      
        Learn more at distractfacts.com/toxictush.

      

      

      

      Mrs. Catesby grinned as she watched the two cats chirrup and meow at one another. “A house with cats is never boring,” she declared. “C’mon kids, let’s finish putting these groceries away and then I’ll make us all some lunch.”

      As Mrs. Catesby and the kids strolled into the kitchen and Mr. Catesby muttered at the uncooperative window, Copper asked Callie, “Was it a bob-mo-deer beetle that left that . . . stripe under your eye?”

      “Bombardier beetle,” Callie corrected. “And yes, it was a bombardier beetle that left this little memento on my face. A souvenir from an encounter with one a long time ago.”

      “Now I know why you smacked that thing so hard.” Copper squinted and scanned the room with watery eyes, searching for where the beetle had landed. “I would want to smack it too, if it did that to my⁠—”

      “I didn’t swat it because I got blasted by one before,” Callie interrupted. “Why would I hold that against it?”

      Copper didn’t answer right away, her mind half on the conversation and half wondering where the steam-shooting beetle had gone. Seeing no sign of the critter, Copper replied, “Uh, because one of them shot flaming-hot gas in your face? That had to be kind of painful and also kind of gross. I would think you wouldn’t like those beetles very much.”

      “It doesn’t matter if I like the beetle or not,” snapped Callie. “Haven’t you been listening to anything I’ve told you? The list of animals looking to eat that beetle is even longer than one of your naps, so it’s going to protect itself. I can respect that.”

      Copper plopped down on her rear and swiped a paw across her face. “Ugh, my eyes are still burning. I get the protection thing, but couldn’t it protect itself by doing something other than shooting toxic spray out of its rear end? That is a bit . . . harsh.”

      “Seems like it works pretty well to me. But I’ll be sure to tell the next bombardier beetle I meet that Copper the Pampered House Cat has decreed that all animals must only behave in ways that she considers proper cute behavior.”

      “That’s not what I meant, I⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you meant, house cat,” Callie snarled. “Just learn. Animals do what they do for a reason, whether you understand their reason or not. You don’t get to pick how they act. So, if you don’t want a bombardier beetle to gas you, don’t stick your face in its personal space.”

      “I—I’m sorry. I guess I do have a lot to learn.”

      “You got that right,” growled Callie.

      “But why’d you smack the beetle away then? Why didn’t you just let me learn the”—Copper gulped and tried not to glance at the brown streak under Callie’s eye—"same lesson that you did?”

      “Trust me, honey, I would have enjoyed watching you learn that lesson. But for some reason, Riley and the others think you’ll be useful for the team. If that thing had scored a direct hit to your eyeballs and blinded you or something, you wouldn’t do us much good. Even with two good eyes, you probably won’t survive another mission outside. Cuteness and belly rubs won’t do you much good out there.” Callie thumped her tail against the hardwood floor. “Personally, I think the FLOCC is making a mistake involving you on missions, but nobody asked me. So, until everybody wises up or you get eaten, I’m gonna do my job and attempt to train a house cat on how real animals operate.”

      “Well, thank you anyway for not letting the bob-mo⁠—”

      “Bombadier!” Callie scolded.

      “Yes, thank you for not letting the, uh, beetle, fry my eyeballs.” Copper stood and moved closer to Callie, then held a paw in the air.

      A gust of warm air suddenly rushed into the room, followed by Mr. Catesby proclaiming, “Got the window open!” He pumped his fist but found there was no one else celebrating his grand victory. Starting toward the kitchen, he noticed that Copper was standing in front of Callie, with one paw suspended. “Honey, come quick! Copper is doing that thing again with her paw that she did when we were playing games the other night!”

      “What are you doing?” Callie questioned Copper.

      “I’m not sure. I’ve been watching my humans and I noticed the little ones do this a lot. One will hold up a hand above her head and the other one will smack it with his hand. I think it is some kind of greeting or celebration, and it seems kind of cool. I thought about introducing it to the rest of the FLOCC team. Maybe calling it a high paw or something.”

      “I don’t do high paws,” sneered Callie.

      Copper lowered her paw, sitting down just as Mrs. Catesby stuck her head into the living room. Seeing Callie and Copper sitting quietly on the floor, she said to her husband, “I’m just about to make lunch, so help is on the way. You must be really starving since you’ve reached the hallucination stage of hunger.”

      “I promise, she was just doing it!” Mr. Catesby insisted.

      “Mm-hmm, I’m sure she was. Come on, let’s get some food in that belly before your imagination has you seeing the cats sharpening knives for murder weapons.”

      While the humans chattered around them, Copper pondered other ways to thank Callie for saving her from the beetle. Maybe if she could show Callie that she appreciated her, Copper could get the crusty calico to soften up just a little. She decided that if high paws wouldn’t work, she would have to fall back to the old cat standard, a headbutt, the cat equivalent of saying, “Thanks, bro, I’m glad we’re on the same team.” Copper stood, angled her head to the side and stretched her neck toward Callie, the traditional opening move for a proper cat headbutt.

      Scrunching her head back, Callie declared, “I don’t do headbutts.”

      As Mr. Catesby continued into the kitchen, he looked back over his shoulder and saw Copper with her head tilted and hanging awkwardly, waiting for a headbutt that would not come. He considered bringing it to his wife’s attention, but then thought better of it. Maybe he really did need a sandwich after all.

      Copper abandoned her headbutt attempt and arched her back into a stretch. Gazing across the living room, she wondered if there was anything she could do to break through Callie’s gruff exterior. Suddenly, Copper began to purr loudly.

      “What are you purring about?” said Callie. “I can tell you without a doubt that I don’t do⁠—”

      “I’m purring about that,” exclaimed Copper, motioning with her paw. “Take a look over there!”

      There was a green tree frog pressed against a pane of glass on her patio door.
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