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“It’s the height of arrogance for people to assume that someone who doesn’t want to participate in their society must be sick.”

 


	- Evangeline Gray
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Foreword

This is a strange book. It took entirely too long to write, acquiring layers of ideas, meaning, and pretension like scar tissue. It’s raw and weird, and it originated in the rush of brutal, misguided honesty that came from reading Dean Paschal’s short story collection By the Light of the Jukebox. It’s about a lot of things, but on the surface, it’s about catgirls.

Ryūnosuke Akutagawa’s novel Kappa draws on ancient Japanese myths. He took folk tales of strange water goblins and wove a new story that was intimately connected to Taishō-era Japanese society. Just as Swift satirized 18th Century Europe in Gulliver’s Travels and Lao She pointedly skewered the issues he saw in 1930s China in Cat Country, Akutagawa critiqued the modernizing Japan through these curious mythical creatures. Every Japanese person knows what a kappa is, just as we westerners know what a dragon is. The nekomimi (literally “cat-ear” in Japanese) are another type of mythical creature from Japan, but they are a modern creation. They lack the legitimacy of ancient myth, but for some they are no less real than kappas and dragons. For others, some introduction is in order.

Catgirls appear human except for having the ears and tail of a cat. The ears are placed on top of the head, and the tail comes out from the base of the spine. Most catgirls are attractive teenage girls; males and older women are very rare. If their feline heritage is reflected in their personalities, they usually behave like cute kittens rather than solitary hunters. Catgirls appear in anime and manga, in games and on websites. While it’s tempting to ask whether they descend from cat-spirits or perhaps are the result of some more futuristic genetic engineering, it’s rare for any explanation to be given. In this milieu, the fact that they excite the fans is more than enough justification.

In these works of fiction, catgirls are sometimes treated as normal people, but they’re often pets or slaves, especially in love simulation games. Any kind of oppression is ripe for storytelling, but the media that bring us catgirls tend to gloss over or even glorify the bad things. They’re being presented as a male fantasy, and morality detracts from titillation.

This story is not like that.
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Zero

Kyle numbly took a seat on the bus, one of a set of three seats that were empty, for now. He tried to take slow, deliberate breaths through the knot of anxiety in his chest. As of today, he had no job, not even a crappy one that would let him tread water, and just enough savings for another month of rent. Maybe his parents or his sister would take him in, but it would have to be temporary. He was falling off a cliff and waiting for the messy landing. There was no escaping it. He wanted another life, another self. He’d just bought a new laptop too. He made his head thud against the window. No one seemed to notice.

For just a moment he thought about suicide. That was something idiots did, with razor blades or pills or jumping off the Golden Gate. But then it would all be over. Nothing else to worry about. Someone else could clean up his mess.

He’d heard somewhere that suicidal thoughts were a bad sign, and he shoved them down and away.

Kyle had been staring at the floor of the bus without seeing anything outside of his own head, but when his eyes ventured up he saw a woman sitting across from him, looking directly at him. He made eye contact for a brief moment, and then looked away. She looked Japanese. She was definitely Asian, but her features were rounded, and her hair was teased out a little and dyed reddish-brown. She wore a long red coat, and sat on the edge of her seat. 

When he glanced in her direction he noticed she was wearing black gloves and long black boots. And she was still looking at him and smiling. Her cheeks pushed up, made her eyes look narrow, as if she was squinting. Everyone else on the bus was acting normal, so he turned away again and looked out the window. His money troubles gnawed at his guts, and his brain saw very little of the trees and buildings.

When he got off the bus, she did too. As he walked towards his apartment he continued to hear her footsteps, the clacking of small boots on concrete, and his heart pounded. She was bound to turn a corner soon. When he wasyounger he sometimes wondered if someone who got off at the same stop might have been some stranger coming to his house, on some errand that would change the course of his life. They never had though. He wondered if this time would be different, if she would save him from his troubles somehow, but it would be so out of character for the world he had lived in his whole life.

When he reached the door to his apartment she stood there, waiting patiently for him to open it, saying nothing. He wanted to be alone in his bedroom.

“Who are you?” he asked.

She reached past him and opened the door.

It was possible he’d left it unlocked. He’d done it once before. But he was reasonably sure he had properly locked it before he left in the morning. He was still in the habit of checking two or three times just in case. He pushed past her and into his apartment, but she slipped in behind him and closed the door. Later he would wonder if he had really remembered seeing the door locked from the inside or imagined it after the fact. The apartment was exactly as messy as he’d left it. Something plastic crunched underneath some dirty clothes.

“Who are you? And what do you want?”

She started to undo the buttons of her long red coat. Underneath she wore a glossy black jumpsuit that emphasized her delicate, subtle curves. He didn’t want to feel aroused.

He tried to remember some scrap of Japanese that might get her attention. “Moshi moshi?”

She turned to face him, suddenly aware of him, suddenly staring right into him. “If you could have anything, what would you want?” Her grammar was fine, but she spoke with an accent, definitely Japanese. Her eyes twinkled, and her small mouth curled into a smile. She didn’t wait for him to reply. “I see. You want to be a nekomimi,” She paused, pursing her lips for a moment before grinning, revealing a row of small white teeth, and pointed at a poster on his wall. “A catgirl.” She had a hard time pronouncing “girl,” and it came out more like “garl.”

The poster was from an anime series he’d watched as a guilty pleasure, and showed a big-breasted catgirl in a skimpy red and white sci-fi outfit, with a large bell at her throat. He’d liked that character in particular because she was so good-natured, though the poster felt embarrassing now.

Kyle flinched as she reached for him, put one gloved hand on his left cheek, the other on the right side of his forehead. When he tried to pull away she held him in place.

“The lightest push can move the whole world,” she murmured, “if you can just find the right spot.”

She tapped at a spot on his forehead with her finger. It wasn’t quite in the center. His hand went to that spot as he backed away. It felt hot. “What did you do?” His voice came out ragged.

The heat intensified to a burning, like a soldering iron applied to bare skin, and began to expand outward from that single point. He sucked in air through his teeth. He wanted to say something, to lash out.

Angry purple-green-red-black spots consumed his vision, and he realized he was sprawled on the floor, with a dull pain in the back of his head. The heat enveloped his whole head, a fever, a blush, a bonfire. His limbs moved only sluggishly.

He wanted to say something. He wanted to say, “You’re killing me.” The heat spread down into his throat, and only faint, choking moans came out. Half an hour ago he’d been contemplating the merits of suicide, and now he wanted more than anything to be alive and whole.

When he clutched his head, the skin seemed to slide and squish under his grip. The woman pulled his hands away. “Not ready yet.”

The burning reached his shoulders, and his arms went limp, meat attached to a body. As the sensation blazed its way downward, it started to become hard to breathe. He sucked at the air, making a pathetic rasping.

The woman knelt next to him and watched. She tilted her head to one side a little, showing mild interest in whatever was happening to him.

He’d once gotten an MRI for his wrist. It involved spending half an hour face-down in a plastic tunnel, his thick wrist clamped in place, the machine playing the worst techno song ever, growing more bored and sore and dizzy as it went on, until he came out with a bright red hand, barely able to stand at first. He couldn’t say how long this new ordeal lasted, but it felt even longer than that magnetic purgatory. The burning crept along, leaving a strange numbness in its wake, as though it was leaving him in a fleshy prison. He could see the ceiling, the cobwebs hanging off of the bare lightbulbs that were burning themselves into his retinas. He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t so much as turn his head.

When she used both hands to turn him over, it was a relief. But he still couldn’t move of his own volition, and the movement came with an odd sloshing sensation.

“Now,” said the woman. “Time to finish.” He felt a jab in his back, and with it a freezing sensation that shot through his body in a few seconds.

Kyle sat up with a start, gasping for air. He felt strange. Things were off somehow. He felt warm, stifled. It was like he was wearing a thick, gelatinous suit over his entire body. But he was alive, for now. He was alive.

Just out of the corner of his eye he saw the flash of a knife. Before he could muster a reaction, it slid along his back, but he felt no pain. Instead he felt wet skin exposed to the chill of open air.

He tried to crawl away, but his everything was wrong. His limbs seemed to bend in the wrong places, and when his hands and knees came down on the carpet they seemed padded somehow. He struggled to pull whatever it was off of his back, but it just seemed to keep coming, sliding off of him. He saw the fleshy inside of his own face with two eye holes and a mouth hole, and let out a high-pitched scream. His voice sounded strange in his throat. It was too high.

As he struggled free, he started to become aware of what was different. Perky breasts with pink nipples stared up at him from his own chest, and between the slender, shapely legs that came free was an unfamiliar slit.

Catgirl. He felt the presence an unfamiliar part of himself, and reached around to find a furry black tail attached to the base of his spine. His hands shook as he felt the side of his head. There were no ears there, but there were furry cat ears on top. They twitched.

He looked at his arms and hands, and they were soft and slender. He saw everything so clearly, he heard the sounds from all around the neighborhood, playing children, buzzing insects, a purring car engine, the tantalizing skittering of a squirrel…
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He turned to the mysterious woman, but she only watched, smiling.

The newly born catgirl was cold from the thin slick of fluid that covered her skin. She shivered and clenched her eyes shut, already trying to forget. She could smell whatever it was that had been between her and Kyle’s old flesh. Blood and fat and she didn’t even know what. She felt herself fall sideways. There was something wrong with her inner ear. She struggled to hold back her nausea. When she put a hand on her stomach is was flat and smooth.

It was a long time before she opened her eyes. The strange woman was still standing there, looking down at her, smiling. “It might have been a little… uncomfortable, but you had to lose about 40 kilograms of biomass.”

The catgirl coughed and mucous dripped down her chin. Her voice came out as a timid, high-pitched croak. “Why?”

The mysterious woman leaned closer. “Because it’s what you wanted.”

“No…”

“Yes. Misery is a kind of happiness.” She gestured with her left hand, and the skin writhed and rose, becoming an eyeless mockery of Kyle. The catgirl let out a shriek, and then coughed, the kind of cough that came before throwing up. She could taste that hot, acidic saliva in her mouth.

The flesh writhed and turned in on itself. It reshaped itself, and became a child with short brown hair and dead eyes, who would remain in the catgirl’s nightmares for a long time.

“I’ll take that as payment,” said the stranger, and with that she walked out. The flesh-doll followed.

The catgirl crawled to the bathroom. She threw up. It didn’t happen all at once. She knelt in front of the toilet (it needed cleaning) and coughed and coughed, tears welling up in her eyes, until finally something pushed up out of her stomach. It looked like meat and fat with tiny bone fragments. She whimpered as she flushed it away.

Once in the shower, sitting under the spray of warm water, the catgirl watched as the bottom of the bathtub swirled with reddish water, until the surface of her skin was finally clean.

The smell stayed.

 


One

Kaylee shuddered. She was sitting on the floor of the shower, trying to pull herself out from under the memory of her transformation, to push down the mental image of the hollow Kyle’s eyeless stare. She was getting used to it somehow, but there were always more strange things about it. The orange-purple light of dawn was starting to overwhelm the white glow of the fluorescent light.

She stood up, but had to lean against the wall. She saw blood in the drain, the dark red diluted to reddish-pink. She’d hoped that catgirls took after cats, with induced ovulation, but catgirls were apparently just human enough to have periods. From the DNA test, genetically speaking catgirls apparently had slightly less in common with homo sapiens than chimpanzees. So far menstruating had been even worse than she’d imagined, though her sister had warned her about how bad the cramps could get.

She stepped out of the shower and dried herself off, avoiding looking at her own naked body. This would be her second period. It was already more than two months. She pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth because it helped her not throw up.

Once she was dressed, she went out into the cabin’s living room, which consisted of an old couch and a big TV. She picked up the translucent orange bottle of pills from the coffee table, opened it, and tipped a couple of clonazepam tablets into her hand. She knew she should stop taking them soon. They replaced her crushing anxiety with an artificial euphoria though, which she kind of needed.

Kaylee swallowed the pills and lay on the couch. Lying down sideways so that she didn’t put her weight on her tail had already become second nature.

Here, in the middle of nowhere, she was riding a line between finding some kind of peace and losing her mind. Her phone was still in her backpack, turned off. After everything it had brought lately she could barely stand to look at the device that had been her constant companion and distraction.

The cabin had electricity, but that was about all it had in the way of technological comforts. She’d brought her laptop to work on the book, the account of what it was like to be a catgirl, which would hopefully fix her financial situation. She hadn’t gotten very far. The days were slipping by quickly, but a feeling of isolation was building. Sylvia came and visited when she could, bringing food and other supplies, and Kaylee found herself desperate to talk, even if there wasn’t much to actually talk about. She had been sure a month by herself was just what she needed, but by the third day she felt cosmically alone.

She used to spend hours online, checking the same set of sites over and over. But being out here meant that she couldn’t read what people were saying about her. It was probably for the best.

If this is the only catgirl in the world, someone’s got to fuck her. For science. For the future. Make her have babies. Rape her and tie her up in a basement until she spawns a new generation of catgirls for us all.

Kaylee curled into a tighter ball and hoped the medication would kick in soon. She knew it could be worse. She wasn’t the only Transformed, as they’d started calling people like her.

Michael was dead. Sylvia had told her the news the day they’d left for the cabin. No one knew who Michael had been before—the most popular theory was that he’d been a girl, an artist who did yaoi comics—but he was a beautiful angel, complete with huge, feathered wings. He was a Michelangelo sculpture come to life. He’d wanted the fame that had been breaking Kaylee, at least at first. He was caught between fandom and religion and unfortunate hybrids of the two, and his wings didn’t let him fly, least of all from the top of the Space Needle. She’d never met him, never even tried to email him. She didn’t know what she’d have told him anyway, but if she had tried…

Kaylee sprang upright and opened her laptop. She skimmed what she had so far of her book. She wrote a couple of crappy paragraphs of her thoughts on Michael before closing the laptop and laying down again, heart pounding.

When she closed her eyes, when her thoughts calmed down just enough to stop shouting down the world, her cat ears picked up sounds. There were birds outside, and insects, and further off, the liquid tinkling of running water.

She felt something on her face. She swatted at it, and her hand only found air. When Kaylee opened her eyes, she saw the woman in the black coat, kneeling next to her, smirking just like last time. Her eyes were brown, but there was a tinge of red to them.

The woman looked at her the way a child looks at an interesting bug.

“Why did you do this to me?” Kaylee demanded.

The woman’s smirk deepened. “I told you, misery is a kind of happiness.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? Why are you even here?”

She held up her hands and opened and closed her mouth once, then said, “The ripples are… interesting.”

“You mean like how you completely fucked up my life?”

“So interesting how the parts don’t quite match.”

Kaylee sat up properly and slowed her breathing. “Can you change me back?”

The woman focused on Kaylee more properly and stood up. “You have no idea what I can do.”

She knew that this woman could change people into other things, and not just catgirls. This woman had shown up at an anime con in Los Angeles and gone around transforming more people. That was how someone became Michael. Someone had invited Kaylee to that convention, but she never answered at all. It was too risky. She thought about headlights and dilated eyes.

“What about those ‘Catgirl Hunter’ guys? I saw the picture of you with them. What was that about? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

She seemed to stop and think for a moment. “Ah. All I did was help them listen to their own desires.”

“Funny how you only seem to do that with stuff people are better off repressing.”

The woman pouted and leaned against the wall. “You want only the most ridiculous things,” she said, and strode for the bedroom door.

Kaylee’s fingers tightened into fists. “More ridiculous than wanting to turn a guy into a catgirl?”

She paused, tilted her head to one side. She faced Kaylee with a hateful, curled lip. “Yes. Much more.”

Kaylee tried to think of what she could say. If she could just figure out the right thing to ask—

The mystery woman twirled around once and locked her glinting eyes on Kaylee again. “It’s done. The old you is gone. Your process has changed.” Without saying anything more, she slipped out the door.

Kaylee wished she’d said, “You know, it’d help if we were having the same conversation.” Something like that. The woman’s footsteps had been silent even wearing those black boots.

It was another of those times Kaylee just stopped being able to deal with the world. She let herself down to the floor and lay there. Her whole life had unraveled so quickly, starting with those first few hours in her apartment.
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She kept hoping to wake up. She knew how to force herself to wake up from a nightmare, but this life just kept coming. She turned the water off, and stood. Her head swam, and she found herself sprawled on the floor. She got up to a sitting position, but she swayed uncomfortably, and let herself down to the floor again.

Nothing went through her head at first. Her brain didn’t want to work. She waited.

She heaved herself up, holding the side of the bathtub for support. A body that small should not feel so heavy. Once she’d caught her breath, she tried to stand.

“Okay.” Her new voice was high and hoarse. She cleared her throat, and swayed a little on her dainty feet. “I can do this.” Who she was now, and what “this” was, she didn’t know. She took a step, and then another. Her breasts jiggled slightly with each step, and she was going to have to deal with that happening all the time, for the rest of her life.

She reached over to pick up a towel, and swayed dangerously. Was it her ears, her body, or both? The mirror was fogged up. She put one hand on the sink, and wiped the mirror with the towel in the other. She finally got a good look at herself.

She had a young, delicate face, not quite Caucasian, not exactly Asian, but not really a mixture of the two. Her hair was short and black, slicked against her head, and the cat ears were the same color. Her eyes were human eyes, and they were a pale green.

She wiped at the mirror again. How could a neck be that small? Her old self could’ve strangled this delicate catgirl with one hand. Not that he would’ve.

She turned away from the mirror—she’d never liked mirrors anyway—and dried herself off. “I look like one of my own fantasies,” she murmured. She was startled by her own tail slapping wetly against her leg. She grabbed hold of it, and willed it to hold still. With her free hand, she picked up the hair dryer and blasted the tail until it was completely dry.

When she looked out into the apartment, she saw that the curtains were parted, exposing everything to the open sky. She wrapped a towel around her torso and, still wobbling with each step, crept into the room. Once she’d closed the curtains, she sat on the couch and tried to think.

“I’m a catgirl. I look nothing like me, and I don’t even look human.” That was the scariest part. She was the only catgirl in the world. “I can’t use my ID. I can’t prove who I am at all. I have maybe twelve hundred dollars in the bank, and I can’t really expect more. And…”

She picked up a pair of jeans from the floor. The waist must’ve been ten inches too big. Girls’ clothes had always seemed expensive and complicated. Even if she could figure out something to put on here, she wouldn’t have the faintest idea how to deal with, say, bras. Real women learned these things gradually, over years.

She stood up, took off the towel, and put on boxers, sweat pants, and a T-shirt. She had to put the boxers on backwards and put the waistband of the sweatpants right around her hips to accommodate her tail. Her nipples showed through the T-shirt.

She tried to lie on her back, but it squished her tail. Lying on her side worked. She pulled a blanket over herself and worried.

She would’ve liked to sleep, but she was too shocked and hungry. Finally, she climbed out of bed, made spaghetti, and ate it. She hesitated at the open refrigerator, but relented and had milk to drink after all. There was nothing out of the ordinary on TV. With the weight of carbs in her stomach—though she was full after eating maybe half of what Kyle would’ve—she felt sleepy. The bed was still there, still unmade as usual, and now she was keenly aware of the odor of sweat clinging to the sheets.

There was no one else in the apartment, no one who could possibly see her. She gave into the temptation to explore her body. It just seemed too perfect, nearly hairless from the neck down, and perfectly toned and smooth. Her chest was pleasantly squishy, but she really had no idea what she would do if she got aroused, so she stopped.

Her tail had a thick coating of fur, and it was nearly three feet long. She could make it hold still or wave around if she wanted, but it seemed to naturally want to twitch back and forth just then. She could point her cat ears in different directions to hear what was going on, even different directions from each other, or fold them back.

If she had to be a catgirl, at least she could be a perfect one. On the outside. She sighed and curled up in bed.

She did not have bloody nightmares as she’d feared. Kyle’s hollow skin didn’t come after her while she slept, not yet. Her cell phone’s ringtone tore her out of sleep, with the words “no future, no name, no hope” on her lips. She couldn’t remember what she’d dreamed about. When she managed to reach her phone and look at the display, she recognized the 1-800 number of the Department of Education, calling about student loans. A moment later it went to voice mail and the screen went blank. It rang a few more times, and each time she shivered under the covers. She wanted time to skip ahead to something less… enormous, but it wouldn’t.

She felt hungry again, but she stayed in bed, in her own head. She imagined trying to tell her professors, her friends, her family, who she was. In her mind’s eye it was always disastrous.

It felt like days had passed, but when she finally willed herself to throw off the covers it was nearly ten in the morning.

She sent a text message to her sister. “I need help asap. Please come here soon.” Sylvia probably no longer bore any genetic resemblance to her, but she couldn’t think of anyone else to trust just yet. A text came back. “ill b right over.”

Sylvia’s place was a good 20 minutes away, so she made a sandwich. Her hands were delicate and soft and clean, and things felt heavier, so she nearly dropped the squeeze bottle of mayonnaise. It turned out she didn’t have much of an appetite, and disgust in her stomach started pushing back before she could finish the last couple bites. Then she had to go to the bathroom. The press of urine felt nearly the same, but she still almost threw up. 

The TV was still normal, for now. She looked around, and put a beanie over her head. It was uncomfortable and it muffled her hearing. Finally, she took it off and kept it ready to put on when there was a knock at the door.

When the knock finally came, it made her jump. She scrambled to put the cap over her ears, and peered through the peep hole. It was Sylvia. She had to open the door. There was nothing else.

Sylvia was plump and freckled. When they’d lived with their parents their jeans sometimes got mixed up in the laundry, and neither would notice because they were the same size. The catgirl before her was slender and perfect, more like something from a TV show or movie than a real person, even disheveled by sleep as she was.

“Who’re you?” asked Sylvia as she stepped into the apartment. She was looking for her brother.

“It’s me. Sort of.” Her voice was higher, but it had the same flat, uncomfortable quality.

“Again, who are you? He hasn’t had a girlfriend since…”

She pulled off the cap. Sylvia stared at her, then took hold of one of the cat ears. It twitched.

“I don’t really understand what’s happened, but, it’s me, Kyle.”

Sylvia furrowed her brows. “Riiiiight. Last I checked my brother wasn’t a skinny half-Japanese girl.”

“When I was around nine and you were six or so, you took my Optimus Prime toy because you thought I’d taken your Barbies, but it turned out that Nelly had put them all under the bunk beds.”

Sylvia worked her jaw. “And?”

“And I slapped you, and we both wound up crying.”

Sylvia put her hands on her hips. “I had almost forgotten about that. Almost. So, if you are my brother, what the hell happened?”

She took a deep breath. “This… This woman followed me home, and she turned me into… into this.” She took hold of her tail. “I just… I don’t know what to do.”

Sylvia hugged her as Kaylee started to cry. “It’ll be okay,” she murmured. “We’ll figure something out.”

When the tears finally subsided, Sylvia put her at arm’s length. “So. You’re Kyle, and you got turned into… this.”

“Yeah.”

“When did it happen?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

“It really is you in there, isn’t it?”

“I guess so.” Maybe Kyle was dead and she was a catgirl with a copy of his memories. How would she tell?

Sylvia sat down on the couch to think. “First of all, what should we call you? I mean, if you still want to be Kyle that’s fine, actually.”

She hadn’t thought of that. She didn’t look like a “Kyle.” Maybe she’d find her way to being Kyle again, with magic or maybe with hormones like Sylvia’s friend Mark, but she wasn’t there yet. She looked around the apartment for ideas. “Kaylee,” she said. It didn’t sound quite right, but then nothing seemed right.

“Okay… Kaylee…” said Sylvia. “First off, let’s get you some clothes. I guess we need something that can hide those ears.”

“And tail,” Kaylee added, holding up the offending appendage.

Sylvia’s eyes fell on the tail, then on the catgirl poster on the wall, the same one the woman had pointed to. “Anyway, you’re too skinny to wear any of my things, so I’ll have to go buy something.” She put her hands around Kaylee’s hips, then her waist. “Jeez. Normal people don’t have a figure like this without starving themselves,” she muttered. “Okay, you just sit tight. I’ll be back soon.”

Kaylee watched her whisk out of sight, and flopped onto the sofa. She squished her tail again, and shifted onto her side. When she got bored, she finally worked up the nerve to check her voice mail. Kyle needed to call them back. Did Kyle even exist anymore?

She became restless, and started pacing around the apartment with the TV on. Then she tried jumping up and down, and doing handstands. Her new body was in better shape, at least. When Sylvia came back Kaylee was standing on the back of the couch with one foot, she and nearly fell off trying to get to the door.

Sylvia set down two big shopping bags on the coffee table. “I got you three sets of everything to start with. I had to kind of do some guess work, so this stuff might not fit you exactly, but it’ll be better than trying to wear your old clothes.”

Kaylee took off her shirt and started trying to put on the bra, then blushed. Girls weren’t supposed to go around with bare chests. Sylvia rolled her eyes and helped her get it on, doing up the clasp in the back.

“That should be better,” said Sylvia. “Believe me, having boobs takes some getting used to.”

“At least you got to grow them a bit at a time.” She dimly remembered Sylvia getting training bras. It had been a big deal when mom took Sylvia to the mall to buy them.

Sylvia pushed a stack of clothes into Kaylee’s hands. “Anyway, I think you can handle the rest just fine.”

She changed in the bathroom. Everything was smaller and snugger than she was used to. Kyle had been a jeans and T-shirt kind of guy. Kaylee wasn’t sure what she was. Sylvia had gotten her cargo pants. The legs were loose, but it was still tight around the waist and hips. The T-shirt was a small, and it fit snugly around her torso so that the lines of the bra showed through.

Kaylee paused to look at herself in the mirror. She was cute. She picked up a comb and ran in through her hair. She smiled at the mirror. It was a resigned, tired smile.

She stepped out into the apartment again and sat on the couch. “So, now what?”

Sylvia shrugged. “I really don’t know. I mean, what do you want to do?”

She wanted this to all be a dream, but saying that wouldn’t be terribly helpful. “I dunno. I don’t think I can go out in public much.”

“Even if you hide your ears and tail?”

“Would you risk it?”

Sylvia folded her arms. “I guess not.”

“But then I don’t think I can afford to pay rent on this place.” She realized that she hated this place. She hated the toilet, the messy floor, the sounds the neighbors made in their daily lives. She hated the smells, and she especially hated the crap that Kyle had accumulated.

“You can live with me and Philip, or maybe mom and dad, at least for a while.”

“So I’m going to be someone’s pet catgirl, huh? Why don’t you go buy a collar too?”

“Kyle… Kaylee… Look. I know this is all kinds of suck, but you’ve got to keep it together. You’re alive. You’re healthy. You have your whole life in front of you. It could be a lot worse.”

Kaylee looked at her lap. “Yeah.”

She reached up to put her hand on top of Kaylee’s head, then stopped and frowned. “You’re not a cat. You’re a person.” Sylvia shoved a fleece cat-ear cap on top of Kaylee’s head. It covered her ears without squishing them.

It took a moment for Kaylee to realize what she meant. She’d been about to scratch behind Kaylee’s ears like a cat. She remembered hearing about how it was a thing that people would try to touch a black person’s hair out of the blue or feel pregnant women’s bellies. If many people got the idea that they could just walk up and pet her like a cat she might lose it.

“We won’t let you be out on the street,” Sylvia continued. “And you can try to get freelance work or something. But right now, we need to figure out what we’re doing today.”

Kaylee looked around the apartment and made a sound that was sort of like a laugh. She didn’t want to live with other people again. She really was in free-fall now. “Yeah.” She stood up, and swayed a little. Sylvia held her hand.

“Are you okay?”

Kaylee looked at her.

“Right. Dumb question.”

“I guess I’ll start packing things up.” The place was a mess, a cocoon of personal and pop culture regurgitations. It hadn’t been clean since a month or two after she’d moved in a couple years ago. She wanted to shed that weight.

“Okay. I think I’m going to talk to some of my friends—people I can trust of course—and see what I can figure out.” Sylvia gave her a hug and promised to be back soon. They didn’t usually hug.

Kaylee sighed, and started packing. There was nothing else to do.

With few boxes to use, packing up became cleaning up and throwing out. It started with random bits of paper, wrappers, cans, and bottles, but once she let herself start discarding things that she’d no longer need, more and more things looked unnecessary. She put all of her old clothes into black plastic garbage bags. She threw away most of her old toys and computer parts, and tore down all of her posters. When she got to the catgirl poster she hesitated, and then ripped it off the wall, crumpled it up, and shoved it into the bag. She remembered buying it at a con years ago.

Three hours later she had a mass of full garbage bags cluttering the apartment. Kaylee wanted to get rid of it all, but that meant leaving the apartment and carrying the bags to the dumpster. She paced back and forth, and her tail started swishing.

Finally, she stuffed her tail down her cargo pants and put the hat back on, and tried to pick up one of the bags. She fell over and found herself sprawled over a pile of them. She looked at her skinny arms and groaned. She picked up her frail little body and tried again. She had to drag the bag. She put her hand on the doorknob and struggled to suck in air through a knot of anxiety that filled her chest.

Kaylee opened the door in a quick, familiar motion, and a shock ran through her entire body as she found the landlord standing outside. He stopped and crinkled his furry eyebrows at her.

“Who’re you?”

Her heart drummed wetly against her chest. “Um. Uh. Sorry. I’m Kyle’s girlfriend. Kaylee.” The lie came out of her mouth more easily than she’d expected.

The landlord folded his arms. “Really? I’ve never seen you around here before.” She’d always known he was a large man, but now he looked like a giant.

Kaylee took a deep breath. “I can’t stand how messy this place is, so we don’t really come here.”

The landlord stared at her for a moment, then laughed out loud. “I know what you mean! He’s a slacker and a slob! I’d kick him out if I could find a good excuse.”

She smiled uncomfortably.

“Does he know you’re throwing out a bunch of his stuff?”

Kaylee glanced at the bag. “Yeah, he knows. He’s not thrilled, but, um, I should probably let you know, he’s moving in with me, so we’re getting rid of a lot of his crap.”

He looked past her into the apartment. “Really? Well, you can tell him he’s not getting much of the deposit back, that’s for sure.”

“I’ll… let him know.” She started dragging the bag out the door.

“Can I help you with those? It’s gonna take you forever to haul them all to the dumpster.”

Kyle had scarcely been able to get him to lift a finger to fix things in the apartment. “Um, sure.”

He picked the bag up out of her hands, and hoisted it and another one over his shoulders. She got another, and trailed after him.

He tossed all three into the dumpster, then faced her. He put his right thumb inside the waistband of his jeans, so that his thumb would be buried in his pubic hair and his fingers rested against his crotch. “Are you sure a hot piece of ass like you should be with a loser like him?”

Kaylee felt a chill. “I’m sure.”

He leaned closer. His breath smelled like tooth decay and beer. “Sure you’re sure?”

She took a step back. “Yes.”

They finished carrying the garbage bags without any more talking.

“Thank you.” She started back to her room.

“Any time. Any time.”

Kaylee slammed the door and did both locks. She started boxing up her surviving belongings. CDs, DVDs, video games, some books and manga, a very old teddy bear. Was her existence really this small? She turned around, taking in the bare apartment, the unoccupied space.

When there was a knock at the door, she looked out the peephole, then let Sylvia in.

“Wow. You’ve been busy.”

Kaylee closed the door behind her and locked it again. “I didn’t want to stand around doing nothing.” She was breaking the habit of a lifetime.

Sylvia gave her a hug. “If you think you can go outside, I want to take you clothes shopping, and take you to see my friend Andrea, who’s a med student, to make sure you’re healthy and stuff.”

Kaylee thought about opening the door and stepping outside again, into the sunlight. “Do you ever get men making… lewd comments?”

“You have no idea.” Sylvia put her hands on Kaylee’s shoulders. “Look, there’s some stuff you’re going to have to get used to. A lot of it isn’t fair at all, but 51% of the population has to deal with it too. You’re not alone.”

“Except when it comes to being a catgirl.”

Sylvia swallowed. “The point is, I’m here for you. A lot of people are here for you. You’re kind of a quiet person, but you have plenty of people that care about you. And I can definitely help you with the… womanly stuff, including dealing with creeps.”

They loaded some of Kaylee’s stuff into Sylvia’s car, a Civic with 80s boxiness and peeling blue paint, and drove to the medical center. It took twenty minutes to find parking, and ten to navigate through multiple buildings to their destination.

 

 

 

 


Two

While staying at the cabin, Kaylee fell into the habit of going for walks during the day. The wilderness around the cabin was beautiful, despite the paranoia it caused her. She wore her cap and cargo pants, concealing her catgirl features just in case.

Her catgirl body could move. It was fit, and had no allergies or asthma holding it back. She could climb hills without tiring. She could breathe in the scents of pine and other trees, of flowers and grass, water and earth, without an allergic haze between her and the world. She was feeling the clonazepam starting to work, and realized she was smiling.

She followed the smell of fresh water, and it led her to a small waterfall. She sat down on a large rock and closed her eyes.

The same thoughts gnawed at her brain, about what would happen to her, about stomach-churning threats on the internet, about whether she was still Kyle, about the mystery woman transforming more people, but the sound of flowing water helped.

She risked taking off her cap. As she listened, she picked up a sound of leisurely dripping water from one of the places where the flow from the waterfall continued on down the creek. She heard a bird give several low, long calls before flapping off. She heard the wind slipping through the trees.

Her brain became a little quieter, but memory intruded. So many internet comments. Silhouettes in the driveway. Dilated pupils.

Not for the first time, she heard footsteps. The nearest neighbors were a couple miles away, and seldom came too close. Kaylee turned towards the sound, stuffing the hat back on her head. Directly behind her, less than six feet away, was another catgirl. Kaylee wobbled, and nearly fell into the water. She caught herself by grabbing one of the rocks, and straightened.
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This catgirl was dressed in one of the short-skirted, pink nurse’s uniforms that until now only had appeared in anime and cosplay. Her cat ears stuck up proudly from her head, pointing right at Kaylee, with the little nurse cap between. Her tail, which had fur a little shorter than Kaylee’s, swished excitedly. “I finally found you. It took a long time, you know.”

Kaylee took in the catgirl’s clear blue eyes. She’d been ambivalent about doctors and such ever since Andrea’s betrayal, but this was something else.

“I’m here to take you to your new home,” she continued.

“What?” Her voice came out hoarse, and shocked.

“It’s a place where we can all be happy.” She started walking towards Kaylee, her smile warm and welcoming. “It’s the most beautiful place in the whole world.”

“I’ll be fine here.” She tried to move away, but the nurse suddenly grabbed her. Kaylee felt something prick her arm; the nurse held a glass syringe and was injecting her with some kind of violet fluid that shimmered in the sunlight. Kaylee tried to push her away, and stumbled sideways to the ground. Her head spun as she tried to get up, the world fading from her senses like TV static.

The nurse was on top of her, on hands and knees. “I know it seems frightening, but it’s for your own good.” She kissed Kaylee, caressed her body, reached up inside her shirt.

Kaylee kicked and shoved and finally forced the catgirl off her, but by then it was too late. A breeze stirred through warm air, through foxtails and dandelions and purple flowers that hadn’t been there a moment before, and all around catgirls were relaxing amid the drowsy scent of catnip. It shouldn’t affect her. It should be just another weed, and this sluggish feeling was a reminder that she was no longer human. Suddenly aware of the newcomer, the catgirls began moving closer.

Kaylee tried to stay awake. The catgirls closed around her, surrounding her with color and laughter. One of them pulled the hat from Kaylee’s head, exposing her furry ears to the open air, and another pulled her tail out of her pants. Their hands, dozens of them, caressed her body, and started pulling off her clothes, exposing her skin to the warm air. She felt sick, but the catnip was getting to her, making her drool and purr, making the colors of the catgirls’ hair blur and spin.

Kaylee awoke with a start in a soft bed, naked. She’d never liked nudity, her own or anyone else’s. She pulled the white sheets closer around her and shivered. The first thing that came back to her was the memory of all those touching hands. She shuddered.

The room was bare. Its white walls were only interrupted by a mirror, window that looked out onto trees and grass, and a small table with vase of purple flowers. Catnip. It was like someone had decorated this place with a rather short trip to Ikea.

Was it a dream? Was she drugged? The temperature and even the time of day were wrong. Her body was telling her that it should be lunch time, but the sunlight that streamed in through the windows was a subdued, late afternoon yellow-orange color.

Whatever had happened, she was in trouble. The dread hanging over her pushed down harder than ever.
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Kaylee was sitting up in bed checking stuff online on her laptop when it started. There were tweets saying things like, “Whether or not she’s ‘real,’ this #catgirl is a person. Leave her the hell alone.”

That turned out to be the nicer side of something that had a much nastier other face. There were pictures of Kaylee on the internet, the pictures that Andrea had taken as part of the physical exam. She found them on an anime gossip blog, one slathered with NSFW anime girls on the sides. She recognized the examination room from Valley Med, with the poster about flu shots on the wall.

Kaylee read the comments. Normally she wouldn’t, but she had to know. Some people were sure the pictures were faked. Others were sure they were real. Some just thought she was a bitch. There was a deleted comment, but below it people saying things like “Rape isn’t funny.” There was a whole genre of comments from guys saying they’d jerked off to the pictures. There were already a few pieces of fanart.

Shaking, Kaylee tried to call Sylvia’s name. It caught in her throat, and finally she stood up and took the laptop to her sister. The cats, who had at last decided that Kaylee was the dominant cat in the house, scattered at her approach. Crumpet, the big fat tabby cat, skidded on the wooden floor as he turned a corner.

Sylvia looked up with the faint irritation that had become familiar lately, but as she took in what was on the computer her eyes widened in shock, then narrowed with indignation. “Oh my fucking god,” she growled.

“Yeah,” said Kaylee. “Y-Yeah.”

Sylvia picked up her phone. She started looking up a phone number, then stopped, and spent a little longer finding a different number. “Hi. My name is Sylvia Clayton. I want to let you know that an intern there named Andrea Bradley just committed a serious ethical violation.” Kaylee’s cat ears let her hear both sides of the conversation. She could hear an administrator from Valley Med on the defensive.

Kaylee tried to sit down during the conversation that ensued, but anxiety pushed her to alternate between pacing around the room and looking for more horror on the internet.

The angry phone call climaxed with Sylvia yelling, “No you don’t understand! My sister is going to be afraid for her life now!”

“Sister” was a new label for Kaylee. She liked to think she’d done okay as a brother.

For good measure Sylvia sent Andrea a text saying, “We trusted you. Fuck off.”

Kaylee found a forum thread where they were discussing the pictures, and someone saw something Kaylee had missed: one picture showed Sylvia, and she was wearing her SJSU sweatshirt. They’d started looking for her, in the hopes that she’d lead them to the mystery catgirl.

Kaylee’s rising anxiety exploded. She let herself fall to the floor and curled into a ball. She wasn’t crying; it ran deeper than sadness. No future, no name, no hope. She tried to imagine a safe, quiet house around her, with no one around for miles.

Crumpet pounced on her, clawing at her back. Kaylee flipped over onto all fours and roared at him. He shed his feline dignity and ran out of the room, his little paws pounding on the floor. She found it surprisingly easy to spring to her feet. Her throat hurt though, and she sheepishly sat down as Sylvia turned to her.

“I know stuff is hard for you right now, but try not to… you know.”

“Sorry.” Now Kaylee really did want to cry, but it wouldn’t quite come. “But, um…”

Sylvia bent down to peer at the monitor. “Oh, fuck.” She went to the kitchen, and Kaylee could clearly hear shuffling beans, followed by the awful sound of the coffee grinder starting up.

Sylvia gave Kaylee a cup of coffee. Kyle had never liked coffee in the best of times, but Kaylee waited for it to cool down some and drank. It had a powerfully bitter, acidic taste that clung to the back of her mouth.

When Kaylee refreshed the one forum thread, she saw that they had found Sylvia’s Facebook profile. The caffeine mixed with her anxiety, and her tail twitched.

Sylvia deleted her profile without bothering to look at the hundreds of notifications she had. “We need to get you somewhere else. And I really need to go kick Andrea’s ass.”

Sylvia’s husband Phillip was already at work doing whatever computer-related thing he did, and the morning turned into a succession of phone calls and e-mails. Sylvia and Kaylee warned everyone they could think of about what was happening, and Sylvia tried to figure out what their next step could be, asking a few of her friends about the possibility of a place to stay.

When Sylvia got a call from Andrea, she looked about ready to throw the phone against the wall, but answered anyway. Andrea was claiming that she was innocent, that her camera had gone missing, and her brother might be at fault. “So instead of a betrayer, you’re just a fuckup? Good to know!”

Then Sylvia started getting phone calls from strangers asking about the catgirl. She gave them more abuse, and told them to get a life and not believe things they read on the internet. Kaylee just turned her phone off, though not before it rang with a call from a number in Arizona.

 

 


Three

The door slowly opened, and a catgirl stepped into the room. It was the same nurse from before. “Oh! You’re awake! I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself before, but my name’s Kotomi.”

“Where the hell am I?” Kaylee’s voice came out as a low growl.

Kotomi smiled. “Don’t you know? You’re in Nekomimi Land. You’re home.”

Kaylee clenched her fists on the white sheets. “I already have a home,” she said slowly, “and this isn’t it.”

Kotomi sat down on the edge of the bed. “You were living by yourself in the middle of nowhere, hiding from the whole world. You call that home?”

“…More than whatever this is.”

“You’ll be happier here, among others like you.”

That called to mind a moment from her… boyhood. Dad had made Kyle try going to a single session with the local scout troop, to spend more time with boys his own age. It had started with the Pledge of Allegiance, only in the scout version you salute instead of putting your hand on your heart. It had concluded with a game of basketball. She had never been fond of sports, but thanks to bullies at school basketball earned a special ire.

“If you think that,” Kaylee said slowly, “You don’t know me at all.”

“Now, now,” she chided, “You’re just going to make it harder on yourself if you take that attitude.”

She had to calm down. Getting upset wouldn’t get her anywhere. “Can I at least have my clothes back?”

“…Yes. Yes, of course. I’ll bring you something to wear in just a moment.”

It didn’t surprise her that what Kotomi brought wasn’t her own clothes. The panties and bra were lacy, and there was a short skirt and a camisole that revealed her midriff.

Kaylee frowned and started getting dressed. “I don’t suppose there are any pants I could wear?”

“Why would you want to cover up those lovely legs of yours, especially in this weather?”

She’d never worn a skirt before. She didn’t think of it as emasculating, just… weird. The skirt had a tail hole, and it was at least comfortable, even if it left her feeling exposed. Kotomi waited and watched. “Last time I checked it wasn’t all that unusual for girls to wear pants.” She smoothed the skirt with her hands; it was barely long enough to hide her new panties from view. “With a skirt this short I might as well run around naked,” she muttered.

“The festival is coming up soon enough.”

Kaylee was going to have to remember that she wasn’t the only one here with feline hearing.

The mirror showed that the clothes fit her catgirl body quite well. They clashed with her short, boyish hair. Though it had grown a little longer in the time since her transformation.

“Anyway, it’s time for you to take a tour of the town. Akari should be here to show you around.” She pulled some bills out of her pocket. “This is your allowance; fifty dollars a week. We decided to give you time to settle in, so for now you won’t have to work, and this house will be free.”

There were five bills, each worth ten Nekomimi Land Dollars. They looked like they couldn’t possibly be real; instead of famous politicians or great scholars or monuments on the bills there were silly little cartoon kitties.

Another catgirl was waiting outside the house, with short brown hair and a yellow sun dress. Around them was Nekomimi Land, a small city nestled in the center of a valley. Akari was easier to be around than Kotomi; she lacked that fanatical certainty. She introduced herself, and they started walking.

Any time buildings didn’t block the view, Kaylee could see crinkly green mountains in the distance. The city itself was something out of an anime, like a clean pastel rendition of a Japanese town. The sidewalks had paving stones and metal railings, and the shops were small and squeezed together. The sun was bright, the sky was blue, and the streets bustled with catgirls, none of whom seemed to pay Kaylee any mind. There didn’t seem to be any cars, which to Kaylee made the paved roads pointless.

“So, Kaylee.” Akari said the name as though showing off how she’d already memorized it. “Go ahead and ask me anything.”

“Alright… Where did all these catgirls come from?”

Akari chuckled. “From their mothers of course.”

“I didn’t. I mean, I wasn’t born like this.”

Her reddish ears perked up. “Oh? Then… how did you get to be a catgirl, huh?”

Kaylee wished she knew. “I met some kind of sorceress. And she cursed me.”

“How could being a catgirl be a curse?” She tilted her head to one side, confused.

A young teacher herded her throng of little catgirls past Kaylee and Akari. Assuming they aged in human years, the girls could be no more than six or seven years old.

“People, mostly.”

One of the little catgirls paused to look up at Kaylee, sniffing the air.

Akari frowned. “What?”

“Tell you what. If I meet her again we’ll have her turn you into a human guy, and we’ll see how you like becoming something you’re not. And better yet, we’ll have you live here, where there’s only one of you in the whole world.”

“But you are a catgirl,” she said simply. “And you’re in Nekomimi Land like you should be.”

Kaylee rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I may be a catgirl on the outside, but on the inside it’s still me, a human guy who draws angsty little comics.”

The little girl took a step back, then turned and ran to catch up with the others.

“In… In that case,” Akari said carefully, “I’ll have to introduce you to some of the other artists who live here.” After an uncomfortable pause, she asked, “Do you think… she’s going to do what she did to other people?”

“She already did.” Maybe all of this was according to her plan, too.

“Then there are other catgirls? In the human world?”

“No, but there are other freaks. One of them killed himself the other day.” Michael and Gregor and Clara and the others. How many would last the year?

“Oh… I see.”

After they’d walked in silence for a few minutes, Kaylee asked the question that she’d been hesitating to ask. “What about Kotomi? What’s with her?”

“What do you mean? She’s just an average nurse.” Akari hesitated, and then added, “Though she does seem to enjoy the injections more than most.”

“So, she likes hurting people.”

“No, no; she prides herself on making sure it’s painless. A-Anyway, here we are!”

In a small café, several artists were comparing sketchbooks, and Akari introduced Kaylee. Their names slid by her, but they were eager to show off. Some used pencil, others ink or charcoal or watercolor, but all of them seemed to have the same realistic style of art, all still life, portraits, or landscapes.

When offered a sketchpad and pencil, Kaylee sat down and began to draw. She started with the under-drawings of a small, hunched-over figure, and gradually started to add more wild, angular lines. When it was done, a girl with tattered angel wings sat crying on the page. They passed the sketchbook around. Some rolled their eyes, some snorted in disgust.

One of the artists rolled her eyes. “It’s… interesting. But it’s not real art.”

Kaylee took a deep breath.

A catgirl who’d been sitting by herself in one far corner of the café stood up and walked over to look at the sketch. The other artists watched her come and rolled their eyes, and she watched them watch her while trying to look like she didn’t care that they were watching her. She was wearing all black, and moreover she was wearing pants.

“I like it,” she announced in a low voice.

“Well of course you’d like it, Sarah.”

“The proportions are way off.”

“And what’s up with those wings? Is she some kind of… bird-girl, or what?”

Sarah’s eyes met Kaylee’s. She was a teenager. Kaylee remembered what it was like to be a teenager.

Sarah ran her fingers through her messy black hair. “It’s an angel.”

The two of them sat down in Sarah’s corner to talk and sketch, and since it was getting late Akari left them.

“I’ve never taken any art classes,” Sarah explained. “I just started doodling. I think if I tried to learn art their way I would’ve hated it. It’s not like anyone outside their clique really takes them seriously anyway.”

“Why do you hang out here, then?”

Sarah held up a tall paper cup. “For starters, I like the coffee.”

Kaylee stood up, “Which reminds me, I’m getting thirsty.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the money Kotomi had given her that morning. Something small and white fell out of her pocket.

Sarah picked it up and peered at it. “What’s this?”

“It’s an origami crane.”

Sarah turned it over in her hand. “How did you make it?”

“I didn’t. At least… I don’t remember making it. But you start with a square piece of paper and fold it.”

“But, there’s no glue or anything?” She furrowed her brows and smiled as she looked up at Kaylee. “You have to tell me more about outside.”

“First off… are there men here?”

Sarah nodded uneasily. “Uh, yeah. If you haven’t seen any yet it’s because they’re only about one percent of the population.”

“Well, where I’m from it’s about fifty/fifty. Well, about 51 percent women and 49 percent men.”

“Woah. How does that work?”

Kaylee shrugged. “How does it work here, with so few men around?”

Sarah lowered her eyes. “The males pretty much spend all of their time running around having sex. I think I’ve only ever met one who cared about anything else at all.”

Kaylee felt her stomach starting to tense up.

Sarah looked her in the eyes and said, “Are you… still a virgin?”

Kaylee shook her head. “Not since I was nineteen. It was stupid—”

“Nineteen? I was fifteen, and that’s only because I was trying so hard to avoid it. But… wait a minute…”

Of course. Kaylee looked like she was nineteen or twenty. “I used to be human, and when I became a catgirl I got younger.”

“Oh, shit…”

“Yeah.”

“And you’ve never done it as a catgirl?”

Kaylee shook her head. She knew this conversation was going to make her feel even sicker before it finished.

“I’m sorry.”

“What?”

Sarah took a deep breath. “The first time… changes you. It’s something about how they smell. I did better than most, but I lost a friend once because afterwards she was like a different person.”

“I need to get out of here.” This place was going to destroy Kyle. She still wasn’t sure who Kaylee really was, but it wasn’t someone who belonged here.

“Well, if you ever find a way, let me know. I’ll be right behind you.”

“It’s nothing like that in the real world. I mean, it can be… intimidating, but…”

“Well. There’s not much more I can say about that. Maybe you can tell me about what art is like outside; I bet that’s better there too.”

Kaylee told her about impressionism and surrealism, about Dali’s self-proclaimed genius and Van Gogh’s ear and Jackson Pollock’s paint splatters, about ukiyo-e and calligraphy and anime and manga and comics. Sarah mostly listened, but somehow it went on through the gorgeous sunset, until it started to get dark.

They said their goodbyes for the day and Kaylee walked back to the little white house. The moon was full and the stars shone brightly. Kaylee had never learned constellations, but even through the sickly yellow city haze she’d been able to recognize Orion’s Belt. Here those three stars were missing. No one noticed the sky.

Kaylee found the house empty. She went into the bedroom and flopped onto the bed. Sitting on the nightstand was a slip of paper, folded into the shape of a frog. Kaylee stared at it for a long time, but she couldn’t remember how to fold frogs.

She was stuck here, with catboys coming to fuck her sooner or later, like she was an NPC for them to use.

 


Four

The next morning Kotomi woke Kaylee up. There were no clocks in the house, but it was definitely too early.

“We decided to have a sort of welcoming ceremony for you this morning,” Kotomi announced. She was wide awake, and she whipped the curtains open so that harsh sunlight flooded the room. Kaylee shielded her eyes. Ordinarily she’d be up by now, but she hadn’t yet adjusted to the sudden time change. She stirred; fatigue still clung to her body. “Is that really necessary?”

“It’s not like it’s ever happened before, a catgirl being born outside.”

She already got more of a welcoming than she could stand, assuming the meadow full of catnip flowers hadn’t been some kind of dream. Assuming this entire town wasn’t all some kind of dream. And “born” wasn’t quite the right word either, even if there was a lot of fluids and crying involved, and a person inside of a person.

Kaylee got dressed—there were clean, revealing clothes set out—but the house didn’t have any kind of bath or shower. Kaylee gagged when Kotomi told her they’d be going to a bathhouse.

“What? I thought they had those in your world.”

Kaylee frowned. “There’s another country about… what, five thousand miles away from the one I came from, where they have bathhouses.”

If Kotomi was having a hard time wrapping her head around that kind of distance, she didn’t let on. “Well, you’re just going to have to get used to it.”

“Why are you coming with me, anyway?” Kaylee thought she’d managed to say it without sounding too antagonistic.

“I was assigned to handle your… transition. I know you don’t like me, so you’ll be relieved to hear that I definitely won’t be following you around all the time. I’m doing this in addition to my other duties, and I do have a personal life.”

The bathhouse looked like something directly out of an anime, only with more kitty silhouettes in the décor. Kaylee found herself naked, surrounded by other naked catgirls, and trying to cling to a towel. Word must’ve gotten around, because Kaylee became the center of attention.

There were bare chests everywhere. She didn’t know where to put her eyes. It turned out that becoming a girl hadn’t changed her sexuality, but then Kyle would’ve been at least as uncomfortable with a dozen naked women advancing on him.

“Kotomi, is she really from outside?” asked one. “I mean, she looks so normal!”

Kotomi nodded. “I went and picked her up myself.”

“And she’s a real, genuine catgirl?” asked another.

“She is. Physically anyway; I gave her a thorough examination to make sure.”

Kaylee was trying to wash herself with a towel draped over her in spite of the stares. Was Kotomi lying, or had she done something while Kaylee was asleep?

“Physically?”

“Funny thing; she used to be human until she was changed her into a catgirl.”

As one, the catgirls turned to face Kaylee. They looked suspicious, and many of their damp tails started to stand up and twitch.

One of them finally addressed her directly. “So, what were you like as a human?”

Kaylee looked her in the eye for a moment, but said nothing.

Kotomi clapped her hands once. “Come on, come on. She’s shy and she’s still adjusting. We put her in a house just around the corner, so she’ll be in here every day. You’ll have plenty of time to get to know her.”

Soaking in the hot water did feel good, though the catgirls seemed a little disappointed that she huddled in a corner and folded her knees up to her chest. They obeyed Kotomi’s instruction to let her be, but they talked continuously. It set Kaylee’s teeth on edge.

When that ordeal was finally over and Kaylee was clothed again (sort of), Kotomi led her to the town square.

There were a few hundred catgirls assembled there, and seen from the stone dais in the middle of the square their hair was a riot of bright colors. Like M&Ms for heads. Kaylee and Kotomi were joined by another catgirl with long, wavy blonde hair, wearing a black and white striped dress. She had a sort of motherly look that set her apart from the other catgirls. Her bright smile was wasted on Kaylee, but when she addressed the crowd all of the catgirls fell silent and their ears perked up.
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“At the command of the Cat God, we’ve had many of our sisters leave for the Outside, never to return. But now for the first time He has let the matter be reversed. This catgirl is named Kaylee, and though she was born outside, she’ll live her remaining lives here in Nekomimi Land where she belongs.”

There were a lot of things that Kaylee wanted to ask about—and a few she wanted to scream about—but she wasn’t here to speak. Kotomi put a hand on her shoulder. When the applause and cheers died down, the speech continued.

“The Cat God can be whimsical at times, but He rewards those who please Him. Kaylee’s arrival is proof that we, the catgirls of Nekomimi Land, have done well, a good omen that will carry us into even greater prosperity.” Again the speech paused to allow the audience to cheer. “Kaylee is still learning about this place, and about herself, so I ask you all to welcome her, and help her when you can.”

Something happened that caught Kaylee by surprise: the catgirls started singing. All of them took up a song at the same time, spontaneously forming harmonies. Even Kotomi sang, with her head bowed and her eyes closed.

 

As morning dawns we greet the day

Just like the one before.

It’s beautiful in every way;

No one could ask for more.

 

This Nekomimi Land we love

Is plentiful and pure.

Our heaven isn’t up above;

Our paradise is here.

 

The emerald hills, the bright blue sky

That greets us every day

Are gifts to us from up on high,

A place where we can play.

 

The flowers ever blooming bright,

The catnip and the rose.

We need not fear the dark of night;

The moon, it always glows.

 

We know not pain, we know not fear,

We dream of bright sunshine.

In sisterhood we gather here,

And every day is fine.

 

To us the Cat God he did give

All that the eye can see,

And we the blessed catgirls live

In perfect harmony.

 

Kaylee spent each verse wondering if there was enough song left for her to run away. When it was over, Kotomi’s tail was waving serenely. The catgirls cheered, and began to disband. Some left immediately, some lingered, and some came up to offer their greetings. A few had gifts for her too: a cat collar with a big bell on it, a bouquet of flowers (only a few of them were catnip), and a small caged canary. She tried her best to accept their greetings and gifts graciously.

When it was over, the speech-maker said goodbye and Kotomi took the opportunity to stretch and yawn.

Kaylee looked at the collar, and decided to never wear it. “I see you left out the part about how the Cat God had nothing to do with it—”

“He works in mysterious ways,” Kotomi said quickly.

“—And the part about how you kidnapped me from my home.”

“Oh, please don’t start that again.”

Kaylee sighed. “What’s that about catgirls leaving here?”

Kotomi’s irritation was rising. “Occasionally, the Cat God rewards humans who’ve gained his favor. And occasionally he does it by sending a catgirl to serve that human. He’s our god, so we can’t argue, but there are still plenty of catgirls who think it’s unfair.” Before Kaylee could say anything more, she added, “Anyway, that’s all for today. I’ll be checking up on you later.”
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“The Catgirl Hunters.” They actually called themselves that. Someone leaked chat logs from an IRC channel called #grabthepussy, which was also the preferred hashtag of people who thought she should become a baby factory.

There were six men in the photo, the kind of men Kaylee had already found herself wanting to avoid lately. They came from the same general category of guys as most of her friends. Her transformation has revoked her membership, but there was something more to them than being a group of somewhat overweight white and Asian dudes with anime T-shirts. Their eyes were strange.

And just behind them, speaking into one man’s ear, was a familiar face, the woman she’d started thinking of as “the sorceress.” Kaylee didn’t think she had a name.

She pushed the laptop away.

Kaylee’s sleep schedule became odd. She kept waking up at 4 or 5 in the morning and taking naps during the day. Sleep wasn’t the refuge she wanted it to be. In this new body, she had to sleep on her side instead of her back, and whenever she was trying to get to sleep her ears and tail would twitch. And then she’d have dreams. She could barely remember them, but they always seemed to be about something coming for her. Now something really was.

Sylvia and Kaylee had both changed their cell phone numbers already, and one time Philip had chased off some guy with a video camera.

She pulled the laptop closer again and read the Catgirl Hunters’ manifesto, and the comments on it in horror. She didn’t think of herself as an exceptionally good person exactly, not like her grandmother, but there are some things you just don’t do. There are some things you don’t even think, and here they were ready to do them and then some.

Kaylee picked up her phone and sent Sylvia a text. “I have to get away from here. It’s not safe.”

Her nervous energy led her to get up and pace around the house. Crumpet hopped up on the back of the couch and slipped behind the curtains to look out the window. Kaylee realized why: there was a car outside, and it didn’t sound familiar.

The curtains glowed from the headlights pointing at the front of the house. It was too early for Sylvia and Philip to be home just yet. She heard car doors, and male voices.

She’d always wondered if the swords that Sylvia and Philip had hung on the walls would ever come in handy against a robber. Now she grabbed one of the swords and held it tightly. The hilt was shaped like a dragon, and it had jagged metal pieces jutting forward. She hoped that would make it look intimidating instead of ridiculous. Her heart was beating fast, and her stomach was turning on her.

“This is the place,” said once voice.

“How do we get in?” said another.

“That door isn’t anything special. We can just bust it down.”

Kaylee fumbled with her cell phone, and dialed 911. While it was ringing she jumped at the first heavy blow to the door. It jerked back, but the lock held. Her phone was on the floor, and still ringing.

Something came undone in her. The part of her that cared about consequences, maybe.

While they were lining up the next blow, she flung the door open. There were three men there. In the glare it was hard to make them out, but one was definitely holding zip ties, the kind that were good for typing people up.

There was man was of average height, not fat but a bit overweight, with short, spiky hair. He reminded her of Kyle. Had Kyle ever looked at a woman that way? She hoped not. His eyes dilated, until his irises all but disappeared into blackness. He took a lurching step towards Kaylee.

“I’ll take you home with me,” said the man. “You’ll be safe with me.”

Kaylee held out the sword. Its edges were blunt in accordance with California law, but she was pretty sure it’d still hurt like hell if she hit someone with it. “Get the fuck away from me.”

“Don’t be like that,” he chided. “You’re too beautiful for that.”

She held out the sword, keeping them at bay for the moment. She was ready to lash out, to see just how much the sword could hurt them. For just a moment it was quiet except for their labored breathing.

A honking horn cut into the evening air as Phillip’s car pulled into the driveway, its headlights a burning white. The men staggered back against the side of the house.

Everything became a confusing blur as Philip took the sword and yelled at the Catgirl Hunters and Sylvia took Kaylee inside.

Kaylee struggled to breathe. Sylvia hugged her. “It’s okay. I’m here.”

“She’s making them do it.”

“My friends Lauren and Mark have a cabin you can use for a while.”

“When can we leave?”

“Tomorrow. But we’ll need to stock it with food and stuff.”

“Alright.”

 


Five

Kaylee wanted to stay in her room and wait for something to happen, but she knew that wasn’t an option. She started exploring the city, taking long walks and trying to work out what to do. She had no intention of staying in Nekomimi Land, but no idea how to leave, and no desire to talk to random catgirls. She did at least manage to buy some pants, albeit tight-fitting ones.

She wanted to avoid the bathhouse as much as possible, but the only alternative was not bathing. Sarah didn’t have any kind of bath or shower in her own apartment either; in Nekomimi Land no one did. The best Kaylee could do was to try to go at odd hours when there were fewer catgirls around. There were a lot of catgirls who’d decided to ignore or even avoid her, but at the bathhouse there were a half-dozen that were persistent about interrogating her.

“So, what were you like as a human?” asked one with purple hair.

Kaylee raised her eyes to the six naked catgirls. “For starters, I used to be a guy.”

She’d known that they’d react, but they turned bright red and started plying her with questions about what it had been like to have a penis. When she admitted that she hadn’t had very much experience with sex as a man they didn’t patronize or mock her; they were shocked and scandalized.

“But… I mean, how is that even possible? Males are… males!”

If she said that she hadn’t been obsessed with sex like most guys, and didn’t consider it a valid way to judge a human being’s worth, they probably would’ve gone off even more. “Where I’m from there are equal numbers of men and women.”

They stared at each other for a long time, as though trying to fit into their brains the idea of there being that many penises in the universe.

One of them tried to change the subject. “A—Anyway! What did you look like? You must’ve been kind of short, right?”

“Actually, the transformation made me became lighter by almost ninety pounds. I’m still not used to it.”

The purple-haired one reached towards her. “So, if you used to be a man, does that mean you still prefer girls?”

“Don’t touch me.”

The catgirl’s hand halted a few inches away from Kaylee’s right breast. The six of them looked at each other and rolled their eyes.

“Really, Kaylee. What do you think those are for if not to be touched?”

“And it’d be a waste! I’m seriously jealous of that chest of yours.”

Kaylee couldn’t help but look down at her chest. Sylvia had said Kaylee’s figure was absurd.

Kaylee jumped and yelped when one of them groped her backside when she wasn’t looking. They ignored her glare and looked disappointed when she climbed out of the water and stalked off.

She decided she was going to find a way out. The first thing she’d do was just head for the edge of town and see what was there. She hadn’t seen any cars, and she didn’t have the money for a bicycle, so she had to walk. She headed toward the edge of the valley. The hills were covered with thick forest, and they didn’t seem far.

Kaylee lost track of time walking through those endless streets. She stopped when the street ended with a T intersection in front of a gate. The gate’s bars were golden, and there were naked statues on either side, catgirls in poses of submission, one with her legs spread, and the other with her ass in the air. The quality of the sculpture was impressive in the lifelike detail the sculptor had coaxed from stone, but the eyes were blank and lifeless, like the artist had just lost interest.

She didn’t see anyone around, but she heard something beyond the gate, a rustling in the bushes. She took a deep breath, and tried to look nonchalant as she turned right and kept walking.
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Valley Med was the hospital where the poor people went and waited. A TV played some old movie, and tired, sunburned, hairy, wrinkled, broken people waited to hear their names. Children played with plastic toys, adults read magazines or messed with their phones or chatted.

Sylvia and Kaylee sat down in the Internal Medicine waiting room. On Sylvia’s right was a man with crutches whose left foot was wrapped in thick bandages that gave off a strange, fleshy odor. On Kaylee’s left was a woman clutching a baby. Babies emit a distinctive smell, young flesh and spit and nearly liquid poop almost covered up by talcum powder and plastic diapers. Kaylee had never liked the smell, but now it seemed to leap up inside her nose. Catgirls seemed to have a more powerful sense of smell, at least compared to humans with allergies. The baby made little baby noises and reached out one of its tiny, saliva-covered hands. When the baby touched Kaylee’s shoulder, she shivered, and edged to the right of her chair.

The mother gave her an awkward smile and said, “Don’t worry. It’s okay.”

Kaylee entertained the idea of pulling off her hat and saying, “No, it really, really isn’t okay.” She forced herself to take a deep breath, turned to Sylvia, and said, “I’m going to the bathroom.”

She stopped in front of the men’s room, then walked back to the women’s room. Yesterday this had been forbidden territory. Now it was the other way around. There was an extra room before the actual bathroom, but it contained a single chair and nothing else. There were women there, and a tampon dispenser machine (how long before she needed to use one of those?), but no one took any notice of her. It was her third time urinating in this body (how long before she lost count?) and it was still strange. So far it always made her think of when she was very young and had watched Sylvia go.

When Kaylee got back to the waiting room, Sylvia was talking to a woman in a lab coat. She was so tall and skinny that she seemed stork-like, and had a prominent nose and long, straight hair parted in the middle.

“There you are,” said Sylvia. “This is Andrea.”

Kaylee shook Andrea’s hand and mumbled, “Nice to meet you.” Andrea’s hand was soft, but not as baby-soft as Kaylee’s.

“Let’s get started. Before I get in trouble.” Andrea led them into an examination room, and locked the door. “Okay. Let’s see the real you.”

Kaylee took off her hat to reveal her ears and freed her tail from her cargo pants. They both felt better. Andrea’s jaw hung open. “This is… unbelievable.” She grabbed one of those things for looking in ears, and stuck it into one of Kaylee’s. “Oh, man. I’ve got to go buy some veterinary books to double-check some of this.”

“One thing at a time,” Sylvia cautioned.

“Right, right. Let’s do the physical.”

Andrea systematically checked Kaylee’s new body, probing it more than she had herself. Kaylee closed her eyes every time Andrea examined somewhere intimate. Andrea took pictures as she went, though Sylvia made her stop once Kaylee was unclothed.

“You have the body of a perfectly healthy young woman, I’d say around 17 or 18 years old. And I do mean perfectly healthy. And really pretty, too.”

Kaylee wasn’t sure how to feel about that, and she just let out a sigh.

“I’m going to see if I can do some X-rays. I really want to know how an ear canal fits on top of a human head. In the meantime, I’m going to do a blood test.”

She’d had a few of those before. They were never as bad as she expected, but always worse than she hoped. Andrea tied a rubber thing around Kaylee’s tiny bicep, poked at the crook of her elbow with cold fingers, then swabbed with alcohol and stuck in the massive needle. It took two tries to get it right, which Kaylee had never seen before. Red blood crept along the little plastic tube and filled up one vial, then another.

Once Andrea had a cotton ball taped over the wound, she stood up and put the vials in her lab coat pocket. “Okay. I’ll do the blood work and get back to you.”

“Thank you,” said Kaylee.

“Thank you. It’s not often you get to work on something like this.”

Four days later the results of Kaylee’s blood test came back. Chimpanzees supposedly had 99% the same DNA as humans. By Andrea’s rough estimate Kaylee had more like 97.5% human DNA. Andrea suggested that Kaylee avoid anything known to be harmful to cats, like Tylenol and onions, just in case.
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On her first few nights spent in Nekomimi Land, Kaylee didn’t remember her dreams. It was in the middle of the fourth night that she woke from a dream that she remembered.

She’d been wandering through a sunny meadow, running through the chest-high green grass, enjoying the cool breeze as it whispered through the grass and blew at her dress. Abruptly she came to a clearing, full of catnip flowers, and she was calm and happy.

Laughter floated in the air, and a figure emerged from the breeze. It had the ears and tail of a cat, but it was definitely male. He came closer, held her in his arms, laid her gently on the ground, and began to undo the buttons that ran down the front of her dress. His hands were strong, and their touch was thrilling.
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Kaylee awoke with a gasp in the middle of the night. She sat up in bed, staring at nothing, struggling to breathe; her body was aroused. The rest of the night she lay on her stomach and didn’t sleep. She wanted to retch, but didn’t dare go outside of her room. Just like with the catnip, her body had been acting on its own, betraying the mind trapped inside it.

When the morning finally dawned, Kotomi came in to check on her as usual, and frowned. “You slept in your clothes.”

Kaylee blearily raised one eyebrow. She’d been sleeping in her clothes since she was eight.

The nurse leaned closer. “And it looks like you haven’t slept a wink.”

“I had a bad dream.”

Kotomi tried to sound reassuring and motherly, but she was patronizing instead. “It’s okay. That big dog is just a nightmare; it can’t hurt you.”

Kaylee held her tongue. The dreams became a little more intense every night. The dream of the meadow kept recurring; so far she’d woken woke up before the male could have his way with her, and once or twice she became lucid enough to run away from him, but attacking him never even came close to working—he was just too strong—and nothing would make the dream go away.

She also had the nightmare that Kotomi had mentioned. A massive black dog pursued her through a dark forest, to the edge of a cliff. She’d never liked dogs, and being a catgirl made them seem worse somehow. That dream still didn’t bother her as much as the meadow dream though.

Finally, she went to Sarah’s place and asked her about dreams.

“Everyone has those dreams,” she replied. “That’s what dreams are, right?” Kaylee tried to think of how to explain. Before she could reply, Sarah asked, “What kind of dreams do you have then?”

“Before I got here I dreamed about all kinds of things. Getting lost, being late for work, being given something I really want… A couple times I’ve dreamed that I was flying. I remember once I had a dream where there was a little girl who was talking to a skull, and it tried to use magic to turn her into stone, but she took a thermos of this clear liquid made from all the skull’s hate and poured it on the thing so it dissolved.”

Sarah lowered her eyes. “I think I’d like to have a dream like that.”

 

 


Six

One day Kaylee came across a school. Sarah had explained that in Nekomimi Land mothers raised their daughters until the age of three, and then turned them over to a school, which they attended for six more years. The males always took the rare boys off to where they all lived, mansions in a certain part of town, behind the gates with naked statues.

The school was swarming with tiny catgirls in sailor suits; it must’ve been recess. Here and there teachers, catgirls in their late teens and early twenties, were watching them, but no one stopped Kaylee from entering the grounds.

A young catgirl with pigtails sat by herself. She cupped a tiny white mouse in her small hands. There’s something fascinating about holding a tiny living thing in one’s hands, and it lit up the little catgirl’s face. As it squirmed and sniffed the air she got a firmer grip on it.

And bit.
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She smiled the same smile as the blood smeared her face and dripped all over her hands from where the mouse’s head had been. Kaylee turned around and started to walk away, but the little girl stood up and started after her. She held up the headless mouse to Kaylee, who just managed to shake her head.

 “My name’s Yui.”

Kaylee said nothing to her.

“What’s your name?”

Reluctantly, she said, “Kaylee.”

“Kaylee? That’s a weird name.”

“It’s a human name.”

Yui continued following her, and blood of the headless mouse continued oozing. “Kaylee, what’s a human?”

She was sure that answering the question would just lead to more questions, but then not answering would probably just get the same question repeated over and over. “A human… Humans are like… us… only they don’t have tails and instead of kitty ears on top of their heads they have little round ears on the sides.” She pointed at where her ears had been back when she was human.

Yui thought about this for a while, then stuck out her tongue. “Yuck. That sounds gross.” She stopped when she realized one of the teachers was calling her name. “Where are you going Kaylee? Can’t you stay and play?”

“No, I…” Kaylee spotted a little stone building that said “NEKOMIMI LAND LIBRARY.” She pointed at it. “I’m going to the library. Maybe some other time.”

Yui pouted, but didn’t argue. “Okay, but come and play some time, okay Kaylee? I’ll bring mice.”

Kaylee made a noncommittal sound and walked faster.

The library looked very old and nearly deserted. The little stone building was full of old books, mostly hardbound. Kaylee took in the scent, the old carpet and older books, the yellowing paper. It brought on a pang of nostalgia for the upper levels of the university library where she (he) had once gone between classes to get lost among the books.

The library had only one librarian. A catgirl with glasses was nestled among stacks of books between two shelves, and seemed startled to realize that the library in fact had a customer. Quickly but carefully she rose, stepping over the stacks of books. Her nametag said “Chloe.”

“Oh my! Is… er… Is there something I can help you with?”

Kaylee stopped herself from saying something sarcastic. “Just… looking. I guess I wasn’t expecting to find a library here.”

Chloe gave her a quizzical look. “I don’t… follow you.”

“I’m the new girl. The one who was kidnapped and brought to Nekomimi Land from the real world.” It was reassuring to think of this place as fake.

“You really came from Outside? That’s… That’s never happened before. And… um… You like books?”

Kaylee nodded.

“What do you like?”

“Ever heard of Ryūnosuke Akutagawa?”

Chloe shook her head, but her ears perked up.

“He mostly wrote short stories. One of his books was about a man who found himself trapped in the land of the kappas.”

“Perhaps we have a copy,” she mused. “I’d love to read it.”

“He didn’t think it was a very good book, actually. And it has lots of really blatant allegory.” She scanned the shelves. “How about Shakespeare?”

“What’s that?”

“Um… Never mind.” Shakespeare had always been gibberish to her anyway. “And no one comes here?”

“Well, hardly anyone. Maybe half a dozen catgirls per week, and even then, they mostly want books with pictures.”

The university dwarfed the community college’s library, which in turn dwarfed the high school’s library, but the Nekomimi Land Library’s collection was smaller still. “There aren’t that many books here.”

“I know.” Chloe clenched her fists and glared at the floor. “Every once in a while someone comes in and gets mad at the books and tears some apart. I keep buying more when I can, but it seems like there are less and less every year.”

To fill the silence that followed, Kaylee smiled awkwardly and said, “I’ll look around a bit. Thanks.”

She stayed for a few hours to explore the bookshelves, and it seemed to please Chloe. There were a lot of books with pictures, mostly paintings or comics. The books that were mostly words seemed to be even less used, and there was absolutely nothing on the history of Nekomimi Land. Finally, she checked out a book on origami. She really wanted to check out something, and she could show it to Sarah.
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Kaylee woke to the sounds of Sylvia’s husband Phillip coming home. She heard Sylvia’s voice and his, more clearly than she would’ve liked. Sylvia told him to sit down, and proceeded to tell him about what had happened to her brother.

“So what are we supposed to do with… her?” asked Phillip. “Adding another person to the household is going to make money really tight, which we don’t really need if we’re seriously thinking about having kids. And what kind of life can she really have hiding in the back of this house?”

“I can’t abandon her,” Sylvia said firmly.

“Of course not. But we need to look at all the options, for her sake as well as ours.”

Kaylee pressed her hands against her ears to shut out the sounds of their voices. Sometimes when her anxiety bothered her, her right hand would start to shake. Now her tail started twitching in the same way.

She struggled to picture something, anything, that would let her breathe again. A white house in the middle of nowhere, sitting on a lawn of green grass, surrounded by redwoods. In her mind’s eye she stood on soft carpet looking out a sliding glass door, then closed the curtains and curled up in a soft white bed and everything was quiet.

She didn’t fall asleep. That would’ve been too easy. Time rolled on, and Kaylee stayed where she was, afraid, trying to make sense of a resolutely uncertain future.

Finally, she had to go to the bathroom, so she got up.

It was dark outside, and the house smelled faintly of cooking meat with garlic. When she stepped out into the hallway she found herself face-to-face with Phillip, who now towered over her.

“Uh, hello. So you’re Kaylee.”

“I guess.”

“Dinner’s just about ready.”

Kaylee noticed Earl Grey—Sylvia and Phillip’s fat, gray-furred cat—eagerly chowing down on dry cat food. And she realized that to her it actually smelled kind of appetizing. She remembered finding the smell of cat food mildly off-putting, but then cats had a different sense of taste from people.

She rubbed at her face, and turned to the actual people dinner, which was substantially better. They were having pork chops, green beans, and mashed potatoes. Kaylee kept noticing Phillip staring at her. She didn’t have to ask why. She had never quite connected with Phillip, and the awkward silences were even longer now. The clinking of forks seemed louder.

Sylvia cleared her throat. “Do you, um, have any idea what you’re going to do next… Kaylee?”

Kaylee put down her fork. She wanted to say something, but the words wouldn’t come out.

Sylvia got up and hugged her from behind. “It’s okay. You don’t have to figure it out right away.”

 

 

 


Seven

Kaylee’s friendship with Sarah was awkward. At first they weren’t so much two friends as two people who felt like they ought to be friends. When they met, usually at the café but sometimes at Sarah’s apartment, their conversations had a way of petering out. It didn’t help that the clique of artists was always staring and muttering. Kaylee had expected Sarah to take it in stride, but when it started up her tail would start flicking back and forth and she had a way of suddenly ripping pages out of her sketchbook.

“Why are you letting them get to you?” Kaylee asked one day. It wasn’t a fair thing to say.

Sarah scowled, then stopped herself, and let out a tired sigh. “Look, I do my damndest to ignore them, but they don’t make it easy.”

“They don’t look like they’d have the guts to do anything.”

Sarah set down her pencil. “Courage doesn’t have anything to do with it. I don’t know what it’s like where you’re from, but… they’re catgirls. They don’t play fair. So, if you get dragged into anything because of me, I’m sorry. I won’t blame you if you want to stop hanging out with me either.” Sarah shifted in her chair. “But… if something happens I’ve got your back, okay?” She was looking directly at Kaylee.

“R—Right.” So far the artists hadn’t said a word to her since that first day, which was more than she could say for the girls at the bathhouse.

Kaylee was startled when Sarah suddenly got to her feet, and gripped her pencil hard enough to break it in the middle.

A catgirl dressed in a maid costume had come into the café. Kaylee had seen them every now and then on the streets of Nekomimi Land, but she’d never gotten close. The maid took small, delicate steps on her high heels as she approached one of the artists. The artist stood up, and started to back away. Her back was to them so they couldn’t see her face, but her ears were laid back, like a cat that’s expecting a fight.

Sarah stayed rooted to the spot as that artist, her tail, her head, her shoulders slumped in utter defeat, let herself be led away by the maid. The other artists watched her go for a while, exchanging glances in an awkward silence, and then slowly returned to what they’d been doing.

Sarah took quick, shallow breaths as she forced herself to sit down, and rested her forehead against the table. “Fucking maids,” she spat. “They’re worse than the fucking nurses.” Her voice was suddenly brittle.

Kaylee tried to imagine someone disturbing her more than Kotomi.

“Sorry… It’s just that I’ve lost two friends to them.”

“Um… There are maids where I come from, but it sounds like the ones here are something… sinister.”

Sarah glanced around, and leaned closer, lowering her voice. “My advice is, just stay away. They prefer to take catgirls that are young, but they’ll take them at any age, especially if they get recommended. No one even knows where they take them, but from what I’ve seen they take catgirls apart and put them back together how they want.” She paused and shuddered. “I actually saw one of my friends afterwards—a catgirl I knew all through school—but she didn’t recognize me and wouldn’t even answer to her real name. As far as she was concerned she was just ‘Ichigo.’ Anna, who was my best friend for six years, is dead.” She almost shouted the last word.

“Ichigo… Strawberry?”

She nodded gravely. “They’re all re-named after some kind of food. They’re meant to be chewed up and eaten. Anna fought them more than anyone I’d ever seen too. When one of the head maids came by at our graduation to pick out some girls to take, Anna really made her bleed. But now where Anna should be there’s yet another maid who does everything she’s told, and on top of that, when she gets older she’ll probably help turn other innocent catgirls into more maids. It’s sick.”

They both glanced in the direction the maid and the artist had gone.

“I can’t stand any of those so-called artists, but… I’d never wish anything like that on them or anyone else. Never.” 

It reminded Kaylee of what people said about the military. The training changed people, no matter how strong they thought they were. “It’s like a virus.”

Sarah stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. “Yeah. That sounds about right.” She cast a sideways glance at the waitress. “Also, stay away from catgirls with bell collars.”

The waitress jingled as she bent down to refill someone’s coffee mug.

“And the ones with bells on their tails are even worse.”

Kaylee took a sip of her iced tea. It had taken a few tries for her to convince the waitresses at the café that she did not in fact want catnip tea, which seemed to be the preferred hot beverage of Nekomimi Land. Sarah meanwhile seemed to be a coffee fiend, which reminded her a bit of Sylvia. Why anyone would be drinking coffee in this weather was beyond her though. “You wear a collar…”

Sarah adjusted the cat collar around her neck. “Yeah, but it doesn’t have a bell on it, and I bought and engraved it myself.” Which explained why the little metal tag on it said “FUCK OFF.” She grinned, relaxing a little. “From a distance people assume I’m ‘reserved,’ and close up they figure out that I bite. A bell collar on the other hand means a catgirl is screaming for male attention.”

Kaylee decided to throw away the bell collar she’d received as a welcoming present.

From there, the conversation trailed off. Kaylee gave Sarah some time to catch her breath. She hesitated, and then took out the origami book she’d been meaning to show Sarah for the past week.

“I found this at the library.” Sarah wasn’t ecstatic about it—she was still ragged from what just happened—but she was interested at least. They had to cut their own square paper, but Sarah caught on quickly.

“If you fold a thousand cranes,” Sarah read, “you’ll be granted a wish?”

Kaylee continued folding, and nodded. “That’s what they say. I only ever got up to around two hundred, so…”

“So you only got a fifth of a wish?” Sarah said dryly.

Kyle hadn’t even known what to wish for. World peace or something probably. “What would you wish for?”

Sarah twirled her crane around by the tail, and cast a glance at the clump of artists in the front of the café. They were doing their best to carry on as if nothing had happened, but a cup fell out of a catgirl’s hand and shattered. “If I could have anything at all, I wouldn’t even know where to start fixing this place. As for something I might actually get… the only thing I really want right now is a gallery showing. But of course one of them runs the gallery.”

“Maybe there’s some other way to show off your art?”

Sarah looked away, then looked up at Kaylee and smiled. “Let’s get out of here. We can go to my place.”

Sarah’s apartment was part of a two-story apartment building, with about a dozen small dwellings. The apartment was a total mess. Almost none of the floor was visible beneath the strata of clothes and art supplies. The higher ground of her dresser and table were covered with sketchbooks and paintings and occasional attempts at sculpture.

They sat on the bed for lack of anywhere else to sit. The house they’d assigned to Kaylee would have been better, except she really didn’t want to risk subjecting her friend to one of Kotomi’s visits. As they sat and sketched, Kaylee told Sarah about television and movies, and Sarah told her about the dangerous forest that lay beyond Nekomimi Land.

Sarah lowered herself so that her head rested on Kaylee’s thigh, and drew a reasonable portrait of Kaylee, then turned the page and started drawing a mouse girl.

“Are there real mouse girls?” asked Kaylee.

Sarah stopped drawing. “If they are, I hope none of them end up in Nekomimi Land.” She turned the page and stared at the blank paper. “Um, by the way. Thank you for listening to me and everything.”

Kaylee looked down at Sarah. There was still enough guy in her that she had a faint urge to kiss those thin lips.

Sarah turned sideways, and gently rubbed her hands alternately on Kaylee’s leg in a pawing motion.

“Um, Sarah?”

Sarah paused her kneading and turned her head. “Hm?”

“Uh, I’m not mad or anything, but this is a little weird.”

She reddened. “Sorry.”

“Sorry.”

Sarah turned to face away from Kaylee, took a few deep breaths, and sat up, on the other side of the bed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’m not, um, normal.”

Sarah picked up her sketchbook again. “What was it like when you, you know, changed?”

“It was the most horrible thing I’ve ever been through.”

“Are you sure? Have you ever been pregnant?”

“N-No.” Having a living thing grow inside her, then come out over hours of pain, screaming, blood, and placenta, and then it would cling and cry and suckle and excrete, for years on end. Her stomach twisted just thinking about it. And what if catgirls had litters? The whole thing, repeated, what, four times over? “I just… My skin started coming off. I didn’t know if I was going to die or what. And then this was inside.” At least with childbirth you had some idea what would happen, and you could be more or less the same person afterwards.

“You really don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” She sketched a bit more.
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Catgirls Are People, You Idiots
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There’s been a lot of talk lately about the photos that emerged of a catgirl, and the things that people have said about her since. If you really want to know more, you can read our previous coverage of the original leak and the social media mob that’s come after her. Any woman who ends up in the public eye gets some amount of harassment, but since this one—the first known case of what we’re now calling the Transformed—fulfills an anime fanboy fantasy, it’s been especially bad.

The absolute worst of it is the group of men who call themselves the Catgirl Hunters. They’re the ones who launched the #grabthepussy hashtag (now there’s a phrase that can’t leave the national conversation soon enough) and were arrested for coming to her house to try abducting her.

It bears repeating: These men are scum, and the world would be objectively better off without them. They publicly stated that they wanted to turn a person into a sex slave and baby factory. That should be just so beyond the pale that we collectively rise up as a society in abject disgust, but as usual there’s been a torrent of social media questioning, making excuses, and delivering pathetic attempts to justify all of this.

It’s hard to even know where to begin. Transformed people are human beings. I know we can barely treat people with different skin colors like people, much less people with cat ears or angel wings, but we have to if America’s principles are going to mean anything, if the whole “all men are created equal” thing is going to be more than toilet paper. Hopefully most of you didn’t even need me to say it.

A lot of the social media firestorm has been focused on the idea that she has an obligation to reproduce, to create more catgirls for men to “enjoy.” That’s a sick fantasy any way you look at it. Sex slavery is already an issue; it’s happening in this country right now. A lot of ads for “massages” are scared Southeast Asian women who were forced into it, to the point where in addition to the human rights violations, it’s a major problem for the actual massage therapists out there.

These manbabies are also showing a simple lack of imagination that demonstrates how stupid their hormones are making them. Assuming that a catgirl can produce offspring with a human man in the first place, she could just donate eggs, so there’s no justification for reducing her to a womb. But if I was her, I wouldn’t want to help make new catgirls who’d have to live in a world with so many men who want them as slaves. And I’m very deliberately using the word “slaves.” I’m not going to sugarcoat it.

Lastly, to said catgirl, I want to say: We support you. There are people out there who want to treat you with dignity and respect. There are a lot of us who aspire to be better people, and we stand with you, just as we stand with POC, LGBT, other Transformed, refugees, and everyone else who needs it. 

 

 

 

 


Eight

Kaylee finally found a map of Nekomimi Land; posted up near the town square. As she took it in, catgirls passed by, a few muttering about her.

The map had a cartoony style, and it seemed to be like Japan in that there were landmarks but not street names. The place with the obscene statues was the Males’ Quarter, so she decided to avoid it as much as possible.

She saw a route to the south that would go to the forest, following the edge of the valley, avoiding the Maid Academy and Nurse Academy, going through “Tuna Town.”

She sketched out a copy of the map in the sketchbook that Sarah had given her. She was nearly finished when she noticed that a small crowd of catgirls had gathered. One of the older catgirls, in her mid-twenties, stood on a large stone dais, addressing the crowd. Kaylee turned around and listened.

This woman was beautiful; her hair fell around her shoulders and down to her waist in long golden waves, her eyes were a clear blue. She smiled warmly. Kaylee recognized her as the one who’d spoke at the welcoming ceremony.

“Well, the time has come. I’ve said all my goodbyes and thank yous at last night’s festivities, but let me just say one last time, thank you.”

A nurse—not Kotomi, but very similar—walked up the steps of the dais, took the woman’s arm, and pulled a syringe out of her pocket, a tiny little thing filled with a clear liquid.

“I love you all.”

Kaylee froze.

“Goodbye.”

The woman’s face was overcome with an expression of sublime ecstasy, and then her body went limp. A cheer went up from the crowd. She wasn’t breathing.

Kaylee slumped against a streetlamp.

“What’s wrong?” said one of the catgirls from the crowd. She had a bell collar. “You look like you’ve just seen a dog…”

“What… What just happened?”

A quizzical look, then a patronizing one. “Claire’s twenty-seven.”

Kaylee started walking, faster and faster. As she walked she coughed, and then she threw up. Red-brown-pink spilled on the side walk. Strands of mucus clung to her lips.

She was holding her sore stomach muscles when she came to the edge of town. There was a stretch of grass that sloped gently up, and then the forest, a mass of trees that quickly grew thick and dark.

A figure in black and white stirred in the trees, hard to see in the distance, but coming closer. When she saw the little French maid headdress perched between two cat ears her stomach lurched. When she saw the sheathed katana she turned and ran all the way back to the little house.
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Kaylee had been avoiding going outside, but the books she’d ordered were on the doorstep, so once again she ventured to the front porch with her hat covering her ears. She jumped a little when she realized there was a crow sitting on the porch swing. It looked at her, into her, with its black marble eyes, and then sprang up and flapped its way into the house.

She grabbed her Amazon package, hurried inside, and after a moment of panic, closed the door.

The bird stood on the kitchen table, watching her. It let out a caw, making her jump again, and took a few steps closer.

“What do you even want?”

The crow looked around the room, its head darting about. Then it flapped up to the bookshelf, and seemed to be scanning the books and DVDs.

Kaylee put her package down on the couch. “What the hell is going on?”

The crow cawed again, and pecked at something on the shelf. Kaylee realized it was a DVD boxed set of a PBS documentary series about evolution. “Becoming Human.”

“Oh god,” she managed.

The crow turned around, let out a smaller cawing sound, and came down to the coffee table. It looked up at her, and cocked its head to one side.

“She did this to you?”

It nodded. The motion was more jerky than a human nod, but it was a nod nonetheless.

Kaylee knelt next to the coffee table. “I’m… really sorry, but I can’t help you with that. I can’t help myself. I don’t know where she is, or what she’s thinking.”

The crow sagged to the table. She could see its small breaths in an out, its occasional blinks.
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Kaylee had been staring at a bookshelf for a while when Chloe and her cart of books came to a halt in front of her.

“Is something wrong?”

Kaylee let out the breath she was holding. “I was at the square yesterday and a nurse injected this woman—I think her name was Claire—with something, and…”

“I thought you knew,” Chloe said quietly. “Everyone here gets exactly twenty-seven years. I mean… who would want to live so long that they become ugly and decrepit?” She laughed nervously.

Kaylee just shook her head. “Would it surprise you to hear that I’m twenty-eight?”

Chloe peered at her, adjusted her glasses. “Considering you look like you’re about the same age as me… Yes. Yes, it would surprise me.”

“Remember, I was turned into a catgirl. That happened when I was twenty-eight, but I got a seventeen-year-old’s body.”

She shrugged, her voice quivering a little. “Well, I’m sure they’ll go off of your physical age; in that case you must have a good ten years left, right?”

“Or I could go home.” Kaylee hadn’t meant to get angry. “Then I could have a good sixty or seventy years left.”

“But…”

“But what? Wouldn’t you like that too? Think of the thousands of books you could read.”

Her eyes were wide. “I… I couldn’t be that selfish.” Chloe returned to shelving her books. “There’s… Um. Something I don’t understand though. You… You make it sound like death is something really terrible.”

Kaylee sighed heavily. Twenty-eight is just old enough to be able to look past youth and beauty. “This is why I envy people who have religion; they don’t worry about whether or not dying means you just rot in the ground.”

Chloe gasped, her hands rising to cover her mouth. “That’s… terrible! It’s not like that at all!”

“Then what is it like?”

Chloe took a deep breath and steadied herself. “Those who pass away live on in the dream forever.”

“And you know this how?”

She stood up straight, making her small hands into fists. “Because I’ve seen my mother there!”
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Kaylee wasn’t sure which possibility was scarier.

“You’re thinking something weird again, aren’t you?”

“I was thinking… hell is a place where nothing ever changes.”

They didn’t speak to each other for a while after that. Kaylee left the library quietly, feeling like garbage, feeling unsafe. She wanted to head home and curl into a ball.

 


Nine

She was passing by the shopping mall, again probing the edges of Nekomimi Land, when she saw a pair of catboys, the first she’d seen since she arrived. She’d been avoiding the mall since she noticed how many bell collars there were inside. One of the males was a man in his early twenties, while the other was a boy just over ten years old.

“We pretty much run things,” the older one was saying. “We’re in charge, totally. We run everything. Never take any shit from any catgirls, you got that? A few years down the line your life’s gonna’ be all about the pussy. You take what you want, and never take no for an answer.”

A lot of things ran through Kaylee’s mind all at once, and she thought she’d throw up then and there. She was still having heartburn from the last time. Today was proving to be bad even by Nekomimi Land standards.

She’d heard those kinds of words before—overheard them—from guys who were sure there were no women around. Not friends. Coworkers, or guys on street corners. It was harder to ignore now.

“Pussy.” That was almost funny. She wanted to sock both of them. Nekomimi Land had made her want to punch a little boy who didn’t know any better.

“Hey, pretty little thing.”

She pretended she hadn’t heard the older one calling to her and walked right past them. Their scents infested her nostrils, vivid and masculine. Kaylee started breathing through her mouth.

“I’m talking to you.”

Involuntarily, Kaylee stopped.

“You’re that new girl, right?” He turned and patted the younger catboy on the head. “You can watch this time, alright?” They boy seemed nonplussed.

She started walking again. He didn’t like that.

“I asked you a question.” He matched her pace.

“Yeah, I’m the one who was kidnapped and brought here.”

“Come with me. I’ll show you a good time.”

“No thank you,” she said in a low and not especially thankful voice. She was trying hard to keep him out of her line of sight.

“No?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Wrong answer,” he growled. “You don’t seem to understand how things work around here. You don’t get it.”

No one said anything. She wondered if he could hear the pounding of her heart.

“I’m not from around here. I—”

He grabbed her wrist and forced her to face him. “I ought to have them send you to the maids. They’d get rid of your attitude real quick. Yeah, the maids.”

She took a deep breath. There was something about his scent. She knew how to twist her arm out of his grip, but what then? She really didn’t want to find out whether he could make good on his threat. The look in Sarah’s eyes had been more than enough to convince her to steer clear of the maids. But what the hell could she do? The first time changes you. She had to do something, anything. When a tiger is chasing you towards a cliff, you jump off and then worry about what comes next.

“Corey, I really hoped for better from you.” A third male had appeared, jolting Kaylee out of her flickering thoughts. They were now officially Making a Scene. He was tall and slender, yet broad-shouldered, and wore small, round glasses.

Corey growled. “Simon, you really need to mind your own business.”

Simon patted the young catboy on the head without taking his eyes off of Corey. “You have a lot to learn, you know that?”

“I’m going to be really glad when your next birthday comes around. If it wasn’t for that dumb attitude of yours, you could’ve been mayor. You don’t know what’s best in life. You’re gonna be dead and a loser.”

He shrugged. While Corey’s tail was standing straight up, Simon’s was still. “Be that as it may, I’m asking you to let her go.”

“Or what? What’re you gonna do?”

He shook his head. “If you really want a catgirl to sleep with—or two or three—there are plenty to choose from.” He gestured to the crowd of a dozen or so catgirls that had gathered to watch; they nodded enthusiastically, hungrily, making their bell collars jingle.

Corey tossed Kaylee’s arm away. “Fine!” he spat. He walked into the crowd of catgirls, who started shoving each other to get closer to him. “But I’m going to tell Yusuke about this! He’s gonna hear everything!”

When Corey and the boy and the catgirls were gone, Kaylee was alone with Simon. She didn’t know what to say. She rubbed her wrist. The skin was red from Cory’s grip.

He smiled, and his tail twitched.

Kaylee put her arms behind her back. “I guess… I should thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me, but I guess it would make me feel a little better when he and his friends start making my life difficult. I’d like to know your name, too.”

“Kaylee.”

“Oh! So you’re Chloe’s friend; she talks about you a lot.”

Kaylee avoided looking at him. “Yeah. We’re not on the best of terms right now.”

“That’s too bad. I’ll go and have a talk with her.”

“Look, I’ve got a lot on my mind right now. I’m going home.”

He nodded. “I’ll walk you there.”

She looked up at him, and tried to ignore his scent. She still didn’t entirely understand how women evaluated a guy’s looks, but she had to admit he was handsome. “I’m fine by myself.”

“I’ll come visit you some time, then.”

She stared at him, exasperated, and then stalked away without saying anything more. He didn’t follow.
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“Hey Ky… Kaylee?”

Kaylee looked up to see her sister on her laptop.

“So there’s a new hashtag on Twitter. #IStandWithKaylee. There are people who support you.”

Kaylee shrugged. “I mean, there always were some.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to be supported. No, she didn’t want to need to be supported. At least the hashtag didn’t happen because she was murdered, but still. She rubbed her head and let out a sigh.

Sylvia cleared her throat. “‘Stand for human rights. The rights of ALL humans, including catgirls. #IStandWithKaylee’ ‘Your courage in the face of all this is an inspiration. #IStandWithKaylee’ ‘We won’t tolerate this kind of bigotry, no matter what. #IStandWithKaylee.’ ‘Let’s…’” Sylvia trailed off, and her expression turned into a scowl.

Kaylee took the laptop and looked at the screen.

Let’s tie her down and have some surprise sex!! #IStandWithKaylee #ILayOnKaylee #GrabThePussy #CatgirlsForAll

It hadn’t quite stopped bothering her, but it was less of a knife to the gut. “That’s the internet, all right.”

 


Ten

Kaylee was surprised to find Sarah in a good mood. “I’m finally getting a gallery showing, starting tomorrow,” she explained. “I don’t expect that clique of idiots to give me any respect, but at least I’ll get to show my stuff to some people.”

Kaylee smiled. She didn’t want to tell Sarah that she’d gone to the gallery the day before and harassed the curator, an artist named Gina. Even though the schedule had been totally empty for the next two weeks, it finally took accusations of censorship and cowardice for her to give in and allow “an exposition of amateur art.”

“Oh, and…” Sarah leaned closer, dropping her voice to an excited whisper. “I think I had a dream. A real dream!”

“About what?”

“I don’t remember it too well for some reason, but…”

Kaylee rubbed her head. “I should’ve warned you; for some reason dreams fade away a lot faster than normal memories once you wake up.”

Sarah shrugged. “Well… I guess you couldn’t have known. It was because I was so excited I stayed up most of the night working on paintings. I actually dozed off with a paintbrush in my hand, and I had this dream about… hmm… I think in the dream I had wings.”

Kaylee didn’t ask whether in the dream the wings had let her fly or dragged her down, like with Michael.

There was a small commotion at the front of the café. “Where are you going?” pleaded one of the artists. “Come sit with us!”

Simon made his way to the table where Kaylee and Sarah were sitting and made himself comfortable. Kaylee didn’t want to see him; he seemed to be one of those people who were so sociable, charismatic, and nice that they’d always seem to be right even when they were completely wrong. His scent was different though, like some kind of cologne. It deemphasized the maleness of his odor, for which Kaylee was grateful.

“Hi, Kaylee.”

Sarah stopped just short of spraying coffee on both of them. “Kaylee, you know him?”

Before she could answer Simon said, “Corey was bothering her yesterday; luckily I happened by.”

Sarah shivered. “Are you okay?”

Kaylee nodded numbly, and picked up her pencil again. “Nothing happened.”

Sarah at least could pick up when Kaylee didn’t want to talk about something. She turned to Simon and said, “Anyway, I’m going to be showing off my art at the gallery starting on tomorrow.”

“That’s great!” said Simon. “It’s long overdue, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t realize it was such a headache to get everything ready, though. I have to get everything framed, hung up, and labeled, and there’s like fifty of them. For once I’m glad I live so close.”

“So how did you two meet?” asked Simon.

“Akari was showing her around town and brought her here,” Sarah explained. “We have similar tastes in art.”

Simon glanced down at their sketchbooks—Sarah’s had a half-finished angel, and Kaylee’s a blank page—and he smiled. A waitress jingled her way over to their table and set a latte in front of him; she winked as she walked away. He took a sip and picked up Kaylee’s sketchbook and started flipping through it. She stopped herself from ripping it out of his hands.

Sarah looked at her watch, and started packing up her things in her messenger bag. “It’s getting a bit late; I have a lot of work to do before the show, so I’ll leave you two alone.”

Which was exactly what Kaylee hadn’t wanted. She’d rather have spent hours exhausting herself helping Sarah then endure another awkward minute with Simon, but Sarah was away before she could say anything.

While looking through her sketches—she’d been drawing a lot the past week—he said, “When I visited Chloe she said you scared Chloe a bit with what you said to her.”

Kaylee put her hands on her knees. “I know, I know. I’m gonna’ go apologize when I feel up to it.”

“You know, it never really occurred to me to be afraid of death. Everyone here wants out before they get too old.”

“Live fast, die young, and leave a good-looking corpse, huh?”

He though it over for a moment. “Exactly! I’ve never heard it put so succinctly before. I’ll have to remember that.”

Kaylee smiled bitterly. “It’s something kids say before they know anything about death.”

“You know, I’ve never met a catgirl like you before.”

There was a very good reason why. “Yeah, well…”

He looked into his coffee. “Listen, Sarah told me that you’re a virgin.”

She took the opportunity to take her sketchbook back and closed it. Her heart was beating faster.

“The more you try to push the males away, the worse it’s going to get. Corey isn’t even the worst of them.”

“Don’t you mean ‘the worst of us’?” She could barely see. Her vision narrowed to the spot on the sketchbook where she’d written her name. The two Es at the end were different from each other. The second one went on longer.

Simon looked up at her and took a sip of coffee. “Kaylee, I’m trying to help you. Please believe that. Sooner or later some male is going to get you in bed.”

“Not if I can help it.”

He sighed. “That’s the thing. You won’t be able to. Let me be the one to do it and I’ll be gentle. I don’t think you really under—”

Kaylee was on her feet. “Jesus fucking Christ.” Gently or roughly, it all came back to the same place.

Simon grabbed her wrist; his grip was strong. “I’m trying to help you!” The artists jumped at his raised voice. Everyone in the café was watching them.

“If you want to help me, you can help me find a way out of this horrible place.”

She tried to jerk away, but he held on. “Why can’t you see how beautiful you are?”

Her free hand brushed through her hair. “It’s fake. This body isn’t the real me.” He was so much stronger than her, and it made her want to cry.

“On the inside. Just ask Sarah and Chloe. Even I can’t make them smile the way you do.” His grip tightened. “I know you miss wherever it is you’re from, but you don’t have to make yourself suffer!”

It was always like that. From the outside misery looks dumb and avoidable, like it has to be your own fault. From the outside you can’t know. Real friends don’t judge your pain.

Kaylee looked at her wrist, which looked tiny in his hand. Her skin looked pale white under his fingers. “You’re hurting me.” It was her first time saying that line. When she pulled her hand free, he didn’t resist. She snatched her sketchbook and stormed out.
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She’d known Scott since freshman year of high school, so he wasn’t her oldest friend, but he was up there. He was the DM when they played D&D, though even before Kaylee’s transformation their gaming had kind of trailed off. She’d accepted his offer to come over to watch the new Captain America movie because she hoped it would let her feel some semblance of normal. Kaylee had missed seeing it in a theater, but he brought over the Blu-ray.

“So, uh, have you ever, like, tried that new body out?”

Kaylee looked at him out of the corner of her eye. He looked like the usual Scott she’d known for over a decade. “Dude.”

“What? I’m curious.”

She had tried masturbating a few times, when the urge built up. There was more than enough information on the internet, but she was still just generally uncomfortable with it all. “Have I ever been the type to talk about that kind of thing?”

“Can’t blame me for being curious. I mean, I don’t think anyone’s ever gotten to experience being both male and female quite like you have. And hey, if you want more experience with the female side of things I could help you out.”

Kaylee sprang to her feet and leaned against the wall. “Oh my god. Oh my god. Come on.”

Scott wasn’t speaking, and the movie was still playing. She just wanted to watch superheroes punching each other through walls or whatever.

When she finally turned around, she saw that he at least looked appropriately ashamed. “Just… Just remember that I’m still Kyle inside. And it’d be pretty fucking weird if you suddenly asked Kyle to have sex, and not just because of the parts involved.”

Scott pointed his eyes upwards as though thinking about that. “Uh, yeah. That would be… a thing. Sorry. I’m an idiot.”
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When Kaylee came to the gallery the next morning there was a small crowd of catgirls outside. They were peering through the open doors and murmuring, and her heartbeat quickened. She clenched her teeth and shoved through the crowd, though the odor of bodies. 

The gallery was full of morning air; a window was open. Sarah’s paintings were hung up all over, but each one had been defaced. Kaylee’s eyes skittered across splashes of paint, graffiti, knife-cuts. Sarah lay face down on the floor, at the center of everything. Every part of Kaylee tightened as she reached down. Sarah’s hand was cold; there was a jagged cut across the wrist.

A canvass loomed above them. The only color was dark red, and the strokes were rough. Fire boiled up from below, burning the feathers of a winged figure that struggled in vain towards a distant light. At the bottom it said “My Dream.”
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Kaylee was shaking. “This is her suicide note.” What was it about art? Why did so many of the great artists have to end that way? What did they see?

The owner of the gallery sniffed. “Is that what it is? It certainly isn’t art.”

It wasn’t a masterpiece; it was Sarah. It was the act of a depressed and desperate teenager, and it didn’t feel like a cliché. It felt like a kick to the teeth. Kaylee should’ve been there.

The artist read the title of the painting aloud and laughed. “I mean, what kind of dream is that? No meadow and no dog!” The others laughed too.

Kaylee wanted to hurt them, any way she could. She wanted to grab just one of them and beat her until her face stopped being a face. But it wouldn’t make her feel any better. She didn’t want to even be the kind of person who thought about that kind of thing, much less who did it, and it wouldn’t bring Sarah back. What did they do with catgirls who misbehaved? She didn’t want to just leave the body—Sarah—in this place. They wouldn’t understand what it was a monument to.

“Okay everyone, that’s enough. We’re taking control of the situation.”

Kotomi strode into the gallery with two other nurses. The catgirls fell silent and stood straighter. She looked around the room and frowned. “She committed suicide.”

Kaylee nodded. “You got here quickly.”

She motioned the nurses towards the body. “News travels fast.” They turned it face up—Kaylee turned away and closed her eyes—and covered it with a white cloth. Kotomi folded her arms. “I doubt you care, but she’ll get proper funeral rites. We take care of our own.”

They stared at each other.

“I’ll tell you when and where once it’s decided,” said Kotomi.

Kaylee nodded, and started for the door. A catgirl was approaching.

“Nurse Kotomi… We were wondering. Um. What happens to catgirls who take their own lives? Do they… can they…?”

As Kaylee looked back Kotomi shrugged and said, “I can’t answer that for you. Talk to Kagami.”

From behind, someone wrapped a pair of strong arms around Kaylee, holding her as though she were a kitten. A kind, familiar voice said, “I know it hurts, but she’s in a better place now.”

“Simon, I could’ve been there for her,” she said, “if not for you.” She tried to squirm out of his arms, but he held her tighter.

Simon’s mouth was by her ear. “Don’t be like that. She wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

Kotomi was looking at them. She shook her head.

Kaylee took a deep breath, and spoke through clenched teeth. “Let me go. Right now.”

She felt him relax a little, felt the breath of his disappointed sigh on her neck. As soon as she he let go enough she pushed away, and started hurrying out. The artists flocked to Simon, putting themselves between him and Kaylee.

“Forget about her,” said one. “She’s just an ungrateful little bitch.”

“You’re better off without her,” said another.

“We all are,” added a third.

But Simon was looking through them, looking directly at Kaylee with a hard face. She stalked out, feeling their eyes on her back.

Once she was outside, in the brilliant sunlight, she kept walking. The central part of Nekomimi Land wasn’t hilly, but it had subtle rolls and curves that she noticed in her feet. She walked quickly, trying to stay ahead of something chasing her. Finally, she started to tire and sat down by a tree.

Kaylee rested her forehead against her knees and began to sob. Crying really is the opposite of laughing; it goes down instead of up. Somewhere behind her burning face, clogged nose, and wet cheeks she noticed that the sound was like laughter, but turned down at the ends.

She hadn’t cried like this for her grandfather. It had been too abstract; he’d gone into the hospital and a few weeks later there was an urn, with nothing in between. At his funeral she’d kept asking herself why she didn’t feel something more. She’d known Sarah for less than a month, and yet here she was, crying her eyes out. Maybe because he’d lived a long and good life, rather than having it cut short. Maybe she was feeling the weight of Sarah’s missing years.

“Kaylee?”

Crying is like laughing in that you can’t just make it stop, only it’s easier to feel ashamed about crying. She knew it was Chloe standing over her, but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything. Chloe just sat down beside Kaylee, and put an arm around her shoulders.

She didn’t say anything. If she’d said “It’s going to be all right,” Kaylee might have run away. When the crying finally abated, the sun was high in the sky, but Chloe was still there.

Kaylee swallowed, and said, “Did you hear what happened?”

Chloe nodded.

Kaylee nodded. “I… It’s just… I mean, it’s never been like this before.”

“I’m sorry I got mad at you,” Chloe murmured.

“No, no. It’s nothing you did. I mean, if I had… if I could’ve…”

“I don’t have answers for you. But I’m here, if that’s what you want.” Chloe drew her sideways, until Kaylee’s head rested in her lap, and started stroking her hair and ears. Kaylee said nothing and didn’t move. She tried to breathe normally, but she could feel Chloe breathing, and it made her conscious of her own breathing. She hated being petted, hated how much she liked it. She wanted to go home, but she also didn’t want to leave Chloe. She was trapped.

She didn’t know how much time had passed when Chloe asked if she was hungry. Her stomach growled, but she didn’t have any appetite.

They started walking together, towards the library, without speaking. Chloe tried to hold her hand but Kaylee put her hands in her pockets.

Kaylee jumped when Chloe tapped her on the shoulder. A catboy—the one from the other day—was standing in the way. His hands were on his hips, he balanced on the balls of his feet, and he was puffing out his chest.

“Hey, you!”

Chloe held up her hands. “This really isn’t a good time, Aiden. You see, she just—”

“Take off your shirt! Right now!”

Kaylee stared at him.

“I’m a male, so you gotta do what I say!”

She breathed in, and out again. “I’m going to say this once: Leave me alone.”

When she tried to resume walking, he put himself in her way and held his arms wide. A deep growl sounded in the back of his throat.

Chloe fidgeted. “Aiden, please, this isn’t the time.”

Aiden’s growl turned into a sudden shout as he jumped at Kaylee with bloodthirsty fingernails. She and Chloe both jumped back, letting him stumble a bit. Chloe’s ears were folded back against her head. Kaylee had never started doing that. She was human, and she could make choices. She wouldn’t get violent. She would choose to be better.

Kaylee looked around, then took Chloe’s hand and broke into a run. That was one thing her catgirl body was really good at. Chloe was slower, but still way faster than Kyle would’ve been.

Aiden chased after them as they ran into a field of leafy, flowering plants. He was lower to the ground, and she could hear him slowing down as the catnip took effect. Once they were sure they’d left him behind, they slowed down to a normal walk, and headed again for the library. They walked in uncomfortable silence for a while, and Chloe took hold of Kaylee’s hand.

The library’s attic was all unpainted wood and yellowing books, with a bed added as an afterthought. Chloe sat Kaylee down on a big, plush sofa and a few minutes later put a bowl of hot soup in front of her. It took some effort, but Kaylee started to eat.

Chloe sat opposite her and watched, anxiously. “I… Can you tell me…” She took a deep breath and tried again. “What did you mean, about a place where nothing changes? I just don’t understand what’s so bad about things staying the same.”

Kaylee sighed. “I really wish I knew.”

“It doesn’t suit you, moping around like this.”

Only it did. Or at least, she’d gotten used to it. “I think Sarah realized that the one thing she wanted was something she could never have.” Not here anyway. A real audience for Sarah and a million books for Chloe. And some therapy for little Yui.

“Well,” said Chloe. “You don’t have to worry about me at least. There are some things that could be better, but I’m actually quite happy with things.”

Kaylee had nothing to say.

Chloe sat down next to her. “Did you want to hit Simon?”

She looked at her hand. Every part of it was smaller, slenderer, than before her transformation. The skin was smooth and soft too. “Part of me did.”

“In some ways you really are a male on the inside.”

“Are you disgusted with me?”

Chloe took off her glasses and set them on the coffee table. “I think you just went through something really horrible.” She rested her head on Kaylee’s lap. “And I’m proud of you holding back and finding a better way. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Chloe made her hands into paws, and alternately pressed them against Kaylee’s leg.

“What is that? Sarah… did that kneading thing too, one time.” How long would it be so hard to say her name?

Chloe stopped. “Oh. Um. We do that sometimes when we like someone. Should I stop?”

She started thinking about all the things she could’ve done with Sarah someday. Chloe hugged her for a while.

 


Eleven

A few days later Kaylee awoke to find a note from Kotomi on her nightstand. “The funeral rites for your friend will be in the morning. Go to the town square if you want to attend.”

Nekomimi Land was drenched in rain that morning, and the humidity was unbearable. Kaylee wore black, more for Sarah than any mourning custom, and took only an umbrella to defend against the rain. The bleached, gray streets were nearly deserted. Every now and then she would catch fleeting glimpses of catgirls in raincoats, clutching umbrellas and sparing her suspicious, sweaty glances before vanishing around corners. Others watched from windows, their eyes following her with mechanical precision. She wondered if Yui liked to play in the rain. She hoped Sarah would’ve liked her funeral to be on a rainy day.

At the town square a single catgirl stood waiting under a bamboo umbrella. She was dressed as a miko, a Shinto shrine maiden, something else Kaylee had never seen outside of anime before. She had long, dark hair, and her gaze made Kaylee miss a step. When Kaylee got as close as she dared, the miko still only watched her.

The rain continued. Kaylee looked away, until she heard the miko begin walking. She might’ve been the Kagami that Kotomi had mentioned.

They walked through the rain, saying nothing. Kaylee had no footing in this situation, no way to decide what to do. She could only follow, watching the miko’s back. The miko had a longer tail than usual, black with white at the tip, and took small, careful steps.

They took a turn down a street she’d never seen before, and went up a stone staircase. Her catgirl body was more fit than before, but she was winded by the time they got to the top. Leaning on the railing, Kaylee saw a small building, in every detail a Shinto shrine, with tilted roofs, red lacquered support beams, and rice paper sliding doors.

When they stood under the shrine’s eaves, the miko folded her umbrella, and slid the door open. Kaylee saw a statue inside, a massive maneki neko, the centerpiece of a bright room decorated in red and white and gold. In Japan they put smaller versions of the beckoning cat statues in shops for good luck. Here, it was a god.

The miko picked up a small clay pot—an urn—from inside the shrine. She closed the door, and took up her umbrella once more. She led Kaylee down a path to the side of the shrine. Kaylee couldn’t take her eyes off of the urn.

At the bottom, a meadow stretched out across the horizon, a meadow covered with tall grass and blooming flowers that strove upwards, gratefully, toward sun and rain. The downpour slackened to a drizzle.

In a single, practiced, artistic motion, the miko opened the urn and flung the ashes into the air. They watched the ashes settle, dusting the flowers and the tall grass with gray. Then she took up her umbrella again, and started back to the shrine.

“You don’t believe, do you?”

Kaylee looked up. The miko wasn’t facing her. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Does it matter?”

The miko’s tail swished. “No, I suppose it doesn’t.”
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Kyle’s grandpa was in a hospital bed. The sinewy, practical man who’d repaired countless appliances was reduced to sitting in bed with tubes stuck in him. Kyle was 11, and the possibility that the heart attack could’ve taken grandpa’s life was starting to sink in, even if he didn’t yet understand what it would mean to mourn, to feel someone’s unjust absence from the world. There was a crucifix on the wall, and it had “INRI” written on it for some reason. Religion had never made any sense to him, though he couldn’t articulate why.

His parents had told him that grandpa had had a heart attack but was okay now, and there had been a long drive to the hospital. He and Sylvia had bickered a bit, but the hospital, with its disinfectant smell, had leeched away his sibling- irritations.

“I’m doing okay,” grandpa was telling Kyle’s parents. “Everything tastes like sand, though.”

Kyle realized he was crying. He hated it. His throat felt tight, his nose was full, and tears welled up in his eyes to drip down his cheeks.

Grandpa looked up at him and held out his arms. “Hey, come here.”

When Kyle got close enough, grandpa pulled him into a hug.

“It’s okay to cry. Sometimes boys need to cry. And boys need hugs, too. But I ain’t going anywhere.”
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When they got back to the shrine, there was a male in the courtyard. He wore a black robe and a strange hat, its top comically high, its brim oddly wide, the rain sluicing off of it. There was a golden cat medallion around his neck, and he stood perfectly still and silent, eyes closed.

The miko held up a hand to motion Kaylee to stop.

They stood in that tableau long enough for it to become uncomfortable. Kaylee shifted her feet and twitched her tail.

The drumming of rain on their umbrellas lessened, and then stopped. The miko lowered her hand and closed her umbrella.

Only when both umbrellas were closed did the male slowly open his eyes. They were a fierce, feline yellow.

“Why do you reject your womanhood?”

Kaylee wanted to just laugh at his funny hat, but she was in new territory here. “Who are you?”

“He has no name,” said the miko. “He is the Mystic.”

“You wear a catgirl’s flesh, but you have the gait of a man. And the appetites of a corpse. This is not natural.”

Kaylee let out a weary sigh. “Yeah, well, it wasn’t exactly my choice.”

He moved toward her suddenly, and held her chin between his thumb and index finger. “There are things we do not choose that we must nonetheless embrace. And you must embrace the fact that you are a catgirl!”

Just as Kaylee was about to back out of his grasp, he let go and turned to the miko. He pulled at the miko’s cloth belt. Her red hakama pants slipped to the ground. He pulled her white kimono top down, and it slid from her shoulders, leaving her naked. Kaylee looked away as best she could.

As he started to caress the miko’s body, he said, “This is a good thing. A holy thing.”

Kaylee turned around and started walking. She had to get out of here. She decided to collect a few things and just head into the woods. It had to be better than this.

 


Twelve

Kaylee spend the next couple days in a daze, sinking into grief and fear. When the rain storm passed, the sun’s heat resumed. She was in her bedroom in the little house when Kotomi suddenly opened the door without knocking. Today the nurse was downright bubbly, and she seemed to have forgotten the part about how Kaylee had just been to a funeral.

“There you are, Kaylee! Big day today.”

Kaylee tried to push down her panic. “Another one?” There had been a lot of days that were too big to fit in her stomach.

Kotomi nodded and grinned. “It’s the Flower Festival. You get to be the star attraction again. You might want to put on that bell collar.”

It was sitting on the night stand. Kaylee was pretty sure she’d thrown it away. She didn’t put it on, but Kotomi didn’t raise a fuss.

Once again she found herself walking down the street side-by-side with Kotomi. Only today everywhere she looked there were catgirls walking around naked. Some wore sandals to spare their feet from the hot pavement, but otherwise very few wore anything more than a collar. Those who did wear clothes were obviously wearing the sort that were meant to be taken off. Kaylee felt exposed.

She’d barely taken a dozen steps when she nearly slipped on something. When the white, salty smell reached her nostrils, Kaylee nearly threw up then and there. Instead she just coughed so hard her whole chest hurt.

Kotomi eyed her, shaking her head. “You used to be a male. Why—”

Kaylee pressed her palm to a wall to steady herself and looked at her cat-eared shadow. Her tail was twitching again. “That doesn’t make it any less gross.”

“Okay, now I know something’s wrong with humans. And you really don’t need to wear so much.”

She stood up straight and they resumed walking. “What about you, then?”

Kotomi rolled her eyes. “I’m a nurse. And besides, this uniform can come off at a moment’s notice.” She wasn’t wearing her stockings. There probably wasn’t anything under her uniform at all.

“So, are you going to tell me what’s going on? I kind of have an idea already, but…”

“I guess there isn’t anything like it where you come from. It’s the Flower Festival; the virgins who’ve come of age get their first experience with sex—they’re the ones wearing flowers in their hair—and everyone else just has fun for a day.”

“And what about the ones who don’t want to have their ‘first experience?’”

“Well, there are a few strange ones—like your friend Sarah—who try to hide during the festival. She actually managed it two years in a row. But for someone your age… Well, it’s completely unheard of.”

“Except I’m not a virgin.”

The nurse rolled her eyes. “As a catgirl you are. Otherwise you wouldn’t have that attitude.”

“Kotomi, I’m not doing this!”

Kaylee had finally managed to say too much. Kotomi turned around and shoved her against the wall with surprising strength. “What is wrong with you? Even if you were kidnapped and brought here, and even if your artist friend killed herself, this is too much! Everyone in the whole town is waiting for us—for you—and it’s not good enough for you!”

Kaylee really didn’t know where to begin. “You don’t give a shit about me, otherwise—”

“I brought you here so you could be happy! Sure, there were some side benefits for us, but I wouldn’t have agreed to it if I didn’t think—!”

“But you didn’t. You still don’t care what kind of person I am.”

“You’re a catgirl! Why can’t you accept that? Why do you have to keep hurting yourself?”

Kaylee’s mouth hung open, and she threw up her hands. “Oh right! I peeled my own face off so I could become a catgirl because I wanted everyone to think I’m a freak! And then of course I asked you to kidnap me and drag me to this fucked up place and I made one of the two people in this whole goddamn town I could actually stand to be around commit suicide!”

Kotomi slapped her. They were both gasping for breath, and neither knew what to say. Over Kotomi’s shoulder, she could see that everyone in the vicinity was staring at them.

“Say whatever you want about me,” said Kotomi. “I don’t care about that. But Nekomimi Land is my home, and I won’t sit here and listen while you insult it. What makes you think your world is so much better? Is it the war? The diseases? The starving children? I’ve seen where you came from, and I like it better here because things work!”

Compared to the pace of the argument, Kaylee’s thoughts were flowing like molasses, and coming out half-formed. Words had an undertow sometimes. There were bad things back home. Horrible things. War and famine and pestilence and death. There were parts of the world where the Four Horsemen were already at play. But that didn’t make this right. “For you, maybe.”

“It’s not perfect—I know that better than anyone—but people are happy here, and I’m doing what I can to make it better.” Kotomi’s face looked less red now. “Anyway, now that you’ve calmed down, let’s go.”

“You know, for someone with such huge ears, your hearing can be remarkably bad sometimes.” Kaylee stumbled over her words.

Kotomi reddened again. “Fine! Have it your way! They’ll come looking for you, though. I’ll make sure of it!”

Even with the churning of her stomach, Kaylee couldn’t help but smile a little as she watched Kotomi stalk away. When it came to being a party pooper she was an old hand. She couldn’t stay out in the open, though. She’d wait it out; it’d worked for Sarah. Twice. What had happened that third time?

Kaylee’s bitter smile succumbed to gravity. They had found Sarah eventually. And what about Chloe? How had she been changed the first time?

There were people back home in the real world who’d love this place. Guys who’d make it their own anime Westworld and fuck catgirls at will. It was less fun when they tried to make you part of the theme park.

She couldn’t go back to the house. Kotomi would tell them and the assembled throng would get angry and confused. Or maybe she’d lie to them and say that the newcomer was playing hide and seek. Kaylee ducked between two houses, and into a back door. With the lights off and the curtains drawn, the only light in the house was a few random slivers of sunlight.

Someone was here, someone breathing quickly and quietly through their nose. Kaylee followed the source of the sound, until she saw a young catgirl in a thin dress, huddled at the foot of the bed. Two flowers lay at her feet.

“Who’s there?” the girl whispered.

Kaylee sighed. “Someone who had the same idea as you, apparently.” Kaylee could smell the flowers clear across the room. They were catnip.

“You… Aren’t you…?”

“I’m Kaylee.”

“I saw you at the welcoming ceremony.” She looked at the floor. “You looked… unhappy.”

“I was pissed off. I still am.”

“I’m scared.”

“Good.”

“What?” The girl’s voice came out as a frightened squeak.

“I said, good. More people need to be scared once in a while.”

“But at your age you must’ve already…”

“Only a few times. And that was before I became a catgirl.”

“What’s it like, then?”

Kaylee’s shoulders slumped. She hated talking about this kind of thing. “I can’t tell you what it’s like for a girl—when I was human I was a guy—but I can tell you it’s not worth the fuss unless it’s with someone you love.”

“They’re going to come looking. There are always some males who like to try and find the ones who hide.”

Kaylee watched as the girl started to rock back and forth. She sat next to the girl and put an arm around her shoulder. The rocking slowed, and stopped. It felt good to be of comfort to someone, even if it might be a lie. Neither of them said anything.

The sound of a doorknob turning, at the other end of the house, made both of them jump. The girl looked up at Kaylee with big brown eyes.

“Come out, come out wherever you are…” ventured a singsong male voice. “I know you’re in there; I can smell you.”

The girl rose to her feet, and Kaylee did the same. As footsteps sounded on the wooden floor of the hallway, the girl suddenly shoved Kaylee into the closet and shut the door. The closet was completely dark, but she could hear clearly through its wooden door.

“There you are!” said the male. “What’s a cute thing like you doing all by yourself today?”

The girl said nothing.

“Come on; there’s a nice fluffy bed here, so let’s get comfortable. I’ll be gentle.”

There were sounds of fabric on skin, and a single zipper. Kaylee sat in the closet and curled into a ball and covered her cat ears with her hands as tightly as she could and shivered every time she thought she heard something and hated, hated, hated herself. It didn’t matter that the girl must’ve wanted to help Kaylee. It didn’t matter that it would’ve only delayed the inevitable. Cowardly scum, never does anything at all, nothing ever happens, nothing changes, nothing matters, no real feelings, can stand to be touched, sick in the head, broken, broken and worthless, worthless, worthless!
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It took a long time for Kaylee to realize that the door had been opened. The girl stood there, silhouetted by light from the open window behind her.

“Are you okay?”

Kaylee forced her hands to unclench from her head. Her numb ears twitched as blood rushed back into them.

The girl shook her head. “Now I know something’s wrong with you. It was nothing like you said at all.”

Kaylee rested her palms against the walls of the closet to steady herself.

“Too bad he left, though. I think he would’ve liked you.”

“Go away.”

“…Whatever.”

The closet door closed, and Kaylee sunk back against the clothes that were piled there. She sat in the dark for a long, long time. Just her and her thoughts in there, and they made poor company. She’d become a catgirl, but nothing else had really changed. Inside she was just alive enough to go through the motions. A deep dread of death was the only thing really keeping her going; her angsty little comics weren’t enough to justify a human life.
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Alice was in Kyle’s bed. He could feel the warmth of her body against his, the rising and falling of her breath. It made him think about his own breathing. Sometimes his would sync up with hers, but they were different enough in size that it didn’t last long. He had liked holding hands, walking together, kissing, but just then his elation had an edge of irritation underneath that he didn’t understand.

Alice was beautiful, with clear blue eyes and vividly red hair. His grandmother had dreamed that he would meet a “nice Asian girl,” not a redhead who grew up in Sacramento. He had liked the idea, in an abstract sort of way, but figured it wasn’t going to be one of grandma’s prophetic dreams, or maybe not yet.

The breathing went on, and Kyle couldn’t seem to get to sleep. Having never been on a date before he opted for the standard “dinner and a movie.” Alice seemed to enjoy his company more than his tastes in film or food. Those things plus getting around San Jose added up to it being around 1 a.m. before they even got back to his place, and now it was nearly 3.

She squirmed, and he remembered that he was in sweatpants and an XL T-shirt, and she was wearing a babydoll tee and white panties. It was hard to tell if Alice was asleep—she seemed to drift in an out—but she took hold of his hand and pressed it against one of her breasts. His palm squished against it through her shirt, and somehow it didn’t especially excite him.

When he tried to pull his hand away Alice gripped it tighter, and pushed it harder into her chest. He let her, but sleep seemed even further off.

After a while, Alice rolled over and kissed him. In the darkness it was hard to tell, but she seemed to be looking right at him.

“Sorry, I’m… really tired.” His voice sounded loud and low.

Alice let out a sigh and sunk down again.

 

 


Thirteen

Kaylee dreamed. She raced through the dark woods as fast as she could, but she was running out of breath and the dog’s deep howls were getting closer.

“Kaylee, wait!”

She turned around, and something other than fear took her breath away.

“Sarah! I…”

Sarah’s face was a roil of emotions, and she was putting something into Kaylee’s hand. “She told me to give this to you. Here, take it before you wake up.”

“Who has done this?” The Mystic emerged from the shadows, his hat and robe such a deep black that it was hard to distinguish them from the darkness. His eye shone though. “There is an intruder in the dream. Take me to her.”

Sarah put her other hand on top of Kaylee’s hand. “I have to go. But I have faith in you.”

When Kaylee came to, she felt something in her right hand, something made of paper. She reluctantly opened the closet door. It was still dark out, but in the moonlight she could see the piece of origami in her hand. It was stained with sweat, but it was definitely a person. A human being.

She didn’t know whose house this was, but she went and locked the doors so she could have a little time to think. Time to uselessly pace around. She couldn’t go back to the little house. It was the first place they’d look for her. No, she had to just make a run for it now, preparations be damned.

She jumped at the sound of someone fiddling with the lock. The knob turned and the door swung open to reveal a male. He looked to be in his early 20s, and had short, unkempt white hair. He swaggered into the room.

“How did you get in here?”

He held up a steel key that hung around his neck on a gold chain. “So you’re that new girl I’ve been hearing about, huh? I’m Yusuke.” He started to undo the button and zipper of his pants. “This’ll be your first time, then?”

Kaylee took a step back and clutched the origami tighter. “No, it won’t.”

His pants dropped to the floor, revealing his boxer shorts. Already something was bulging. He shrugged and took a step closer. “Really? I heard you were a virgin. Whatever.”

She shook her head and said through clenched teeth, “I’m telling you to leave.”

Yusuke wasn’t angry, or even disappointed. Just puzzled. The bulge behind his boxers stretched the fabric. She looked away. She’d never liked how those things looked. How had something so grotesque insinuated itself into the cycle of life?

“You act like you’ve never seen one of these before,” he mused.

“I said, get out,” she hissed.

He took another step closer, and suddenly his scent hit her. All the males here had that smell, but not this strongly—or maybe they did, at times like this. The funk coming off him was an animal musk, at once enticing and nauseating, but mostly nauseating. It made her head feel fuzzy. She swayed, but stayed standing. She clenched her fists; it helped her focus.

The gentleness was quickly draining out of his voice. The enthusiasm wasn’t. “I can reduce you if I want. You’re just a toy, and sometimes toys get broken.”

He lunged at her; his ravenous hands pulled at her clothes, hungry for bare skin, racing to give admittance to the urgent, burning thumb between his legs.

This was rape. Turning a person into a thing.

Slender as he was, his weight was enough to pin her down. As a man, she could’ve picked him up and thrown him. She struggled; moisture on her cheeks told her she was crying. Was it easier to cry in this body, or were things that much worse?

If Simon had been there… If he could’ve saved her… She’d do anything he wanted. Anything? It all came back to the same place anyway. Someone should build a theme park there. There’d be a ride where you get on a boat and these sad, crying little animatronic dolls sing over and over,

It’s a world of pain and a world of fear,

It’s a world of hurt and a world of tears.

No verses or chorus or bridge or anything, just the same couplet over and over and over.

But Simon wasn’t here; there was only Kaylee. But for how long? She was melting, and someone else was going to rip through Kaylee’s tired skin. She shrieked and squirmed, and somehow got out from under him. She fell to the floor, and began to run.

Yusuke grabbed her tail and pulled. She could’ve had the damn thing cut off. It had no right to hurt that much. He shook his head, and slammed her against the wall, face-first. “Don’t do that!” His breath was hot on her neck. It smelled of catnip tea and bile.

They were by the door. The scent of flowers flooded her nostrils. More catnip, as if she wasn’t dizzy enough already. Kaylee strained her to reach her arm as far as she could, until her hand found purchase on the flower vase. She swung it behind her, smashing it over Yusuke’s head as hard as she could. It shattered, and he crumpled down to the floor.

Blood dripped from where the shattered glass had penetrated his scalp. The pounding of her heart filled her ears. She had to make her breathing, her heart, slow down. There wasn’t enough air in here. No one would believe it was an accident. No one would forgive her.

She grabbed the key that hung around his neck and tugged, breaking the gold chain. The key that could open any lock in Nekomimi Land. Footsteps sounded in the hallway. She slipped the chain into her pocket. The key was her first foothold; she had to put it somewhere safe. Somewhere they wouldn’t look. She reached down into her panties, and put it inside herself.
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Catgirl of Cuckgirl? Clarence W. Looks at Kaylee Through a Toxic Masculinity Lens That No One Wanted

Clarence W., you know, the admitted rapist and Holocaust denier who writes at the noted garbage site Dangerous Kings? It turns out he’s not a fan of Kaylee the catgirl. Of course, he doesn’t jump right into why he hates Kaylee. Being direct and to the point is not his strong suit. Instead he aims to dehumanize people out of the gate with some transphobia:

This catgirl was the first case of someone actually starting as a man (sort of) and becoming a woman (a part-animal one), rather than a mentally ill person chopping parts off and pretending.

So there’s that. In case you wanted to know where the overlap between Dumbass Kings and TERFs was, it’s in the run-on sentence above.

Setting aside the fact that, as I’ve documented extensively, Kaylee’s life has been made hell because of men like Clarence W., it turns out that he was entirely too happy to dig into the dox of the guy who became Kaylee, and doesn’t like what he sees. And of course he feels the need to use the word “cuck” a lot, so that everyone knows he’s an idiot.

[Name Redacted] was, put simply, a cuck. He was a beta nu-male who’s never known the touch of a woman. […] I’m pretty sure that’s why that mysterious magician turned him into a girl. He didn’t have any balls to remove anyway. His Twitter was full of leftist bullshit and feminist propaganda. This is what manhood has become: so diluted, so cucked and feminized that you can magically transmogrify a “man” (cuck) into a girl and barely tell the difference.

He was exactly what feminism is hoping to reduce Western men to, even—especially—if it means destroying the Western civilization and the very men that accomplished enough to be able to coddle them.

Come on, Clarence! Say “cuck” a few more times so we know you really mean it! Of course it wouldn’t be a Clarence post without some of his signature BIOTRUTHS, so here’s another of his evopsych turds:

We know thanks to a medical professional that Kaylee is biologically female, and despite what the libtards will tell you, that means she IS female, and no amount of wishful thinking will change it. We should give her tests so we can show once and for all the inferiority of the female brain when it comes to doing anything useful beyond nurturing and giving birth. Not that he was much of a man before, but we can be sure any potential he might’ve had to be a competent engineer or coder or physicist went away when he got his inferior lady brain.

As if that weren’t enough, he goes on to echo the worst otaku in the world about what to do with Kaylee now:

And since she’s a one-of-a-kind catgirl, that means that what she SHOULD be doing is pumping out as many catgirls as she can in between egg donation sessions, and then give them to proper homes with a mother and father who will teach them how gender really works. She clearly has superior DNA to the technicolor feminist land whales that are ruining America and threatening Europe, and in a generation or two men might not have to go to Russia or Japan to get a worthwhile woman. And maybe getting some cock in her will do her some good. If catgirls are anything like un-neutered female cats, she’ll be BEGGING for it soon enough.

I’m not sure what else there is to say. Our dear friend CW wants this person to become a birthing machine. But I’ll leave you with a comment on that post by avid Dangerous Kings fan dantheman420 (great username BTW!) who manages to top even the site’s party line:

Catgirls are not human. They have less in common with homo sapiens genetically than chimps. That means they are animals, and we can own them. So someone should take ownership of her, and sell off her litters to the highest bidder. Me and plenty of other guys would give our life savings for a juicy catgirl. #grabthepussy

If you need me, I’ll be over here vomiting.
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“Oh my god!” Kotomi shrieked. “What have you done?” She must’ve been waiting outside, listening to everything with her cat ears.

Kaylee easily pushed past Kotomi, who was too overcome with shock to stop her. But in the hall, there were three maids. She’d never been good at reading people, but even though they wore sweet smiles, the look in the eyes of the maids froze her blood and sent her running out the back door.

“Éclair, Mint,” said one of them, “She belongs to the master. Catch her.”

If it had been an anime, there could’ve been some kind of chase scene. Kaylee would’ve ducked through side-streets and alleyways, and probably been helped by a mysterious new character that would lead to new plot developments. Instead, she’d barely gone ten paces before something hard struck the back of her skull and threw her to the ground. A hand grabbed her right arm and twisted it behind her back. The maids pulled her to her feet, and escorted her back to the house.

“You’ve been a very bad catgirl,” said one of them conversationally. “Do what we say or I might have to bweak your arm.”

“Heehee! Maybe we’ll get to punish her!” said the other.

Kaylee couldn’t see their faces and she didn’t want to. When they got back to the house, Kotomi was helping Yusuke out the front door. The third maid smiled.

“Master Yusuke ordered that you be brought to the town square. I laid out appropriate clothes for you; go and put them on. All of them, and nothing else.”

The other two maids shoved her into the bedroom hard enough to send her careening into the bed. When she stood up, she saw that the glass from the vase had been swept away and Yusuke’s blood wiped up. On the bed were panties, a bra, a short skirt, something with barely more fabric than a bikini top, and sandals. And a bell collar, made of thick red leather just like the ones the maids wore.

Kaylee hesitated, but they were watching her through the open door. She started changing; she had no choice but to wait for an opening that might never come. When she was done, one of the maids picked up her jeans and went through all the pockets. She pulled out the gold chain, but that was all.

“Where’s the key?”

Kaylee looked at them and shivered. What could she possibly say? They’d get it out of her eventually if they really tried. She hadn’t had time to do anything with it; she couldn’t say she’d buried it or anything.

“I… swallowed it.”

All three maids stared at her. The one directly behind her kicked the back of her right knee, forcing her to kneel on the ground.

“Don’t worry about that now,” said another. “The master will be waiting, and he’ll decide what to do about it.”

As they walked to the town square the same thoughts ran through her head over and over. They were going to break her down into dust, no matter how long it took. They were going to turn her into Momo or Butterscotch or something, and Chloe would see her some day and she wouldn’t answer when Chloe called her Kaylee.

The bell collar jingled at her throat.

 

 


Fourteen

At the town square, a crowd of catgirls gathered. There were more than twice as many as at the welcoming ceremony, all wearing clothes again. The festival was over. They glared as Kaylee approached, but fell into an ugly silence. She half expected them to start throwing stones.

The crowd parted as a white head glided closer. Yusuke emerged. There was a bandage on his head, and splotches of pink hair where the blood had stained the white.

The Mystic was just behind Yusuke. His absurd hat stood taller than anyone in the crowd by a good foot, and he walked with an oddly measured gait, like he was taking in every detail. Where Yusuke was angry and rushed, the Mystic radiated calm.

When they stood on either side of Kaylee, Yusuke glanced at the Mystic and nodded. The crowd slid even deeper into silence.

The Mystic took off his hat, lightly but gracefully taking hold of each side, lifting it straight up off his head, and turning around to lower it to the ground. Each movement was calculated and purposeful, like a tea ceremony. Finally, he faced the crowd.

“We are the chosen of the Cat God. We live in a paradise made only for us, born from his divine power, living our nine lives, and then going to the dream that he gave us, that has been passed down from Mystic to Mystic since the beginning. And what he asks of us is simple: we are to be that which he made us to be.”

It probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but the words, “He didn’t make me,” came out of Kaylee’s mouth in a low voice. In the silence, with a cat-eared audience, everyone heard it. One of the maids twisted her arm, until she let out a little gasp of pain.

She wondered if cracking the Mystic’s skull open would destroy the dream. She remembered the feeling of the vase hitting Yusuke’s skull. She had never done anything so violent. Kyle had gotten into a few tussles in elementary school—usually on the losing end—but Kaylee had drawn blood. The visceral feeling in her hand reverberated in her mind, reminding her of the moments before that. The rape. Nekomimi Land had tempted her to violence too many times, and then it finally forced her to bash a skull just to survive. If there had been something heavier in arm’s reach, Yusuke might be dead. And she might be in even bigger trouble, if that were possible.

The Mystic ignored her and continued. “Males must be males. Females must be females. We desire each other’s bodies. This is good, and holy. Those who would deny this, who would spit in the Cat God’s face, we cannot tolerate. This catgirl will be a warning to any who do not wish to be what they are, male or female.”

Kaylee was low on options, and apparently most of the population of Nekomimi Land were religious fanatics on top of everything else. The maid had lessened her grip just enough that the pain wasn’t overwhelming, and Kaylee knew that saying anything more would probably be at the cost of a broken arm. She’d never actually broken a bone before.

The Mystic turned around and put his hat back on with the same ritual as before. Once the Mystic was back in his standing pose, Yusuke cleared his throat and spoke for everyone to hear. “Kaylee rejected and injured me. If she doesn’t want to live like a catgirl, she can at least die like one. That way the Cat God can do whatever he wants with her in the dream.”

The catgirls murmured and nodded and looked even angrier.

It was almost a relief compared to being given over to the maids. Except for the part about possibly spending eternity in that meadow. Kotomi came forward and pulled out a syringe and began to fill it with the contents of a vial of black liquid. There was murmuring in the crowd, and another tall figure appeared.

“Yusuke, don’t do this.” It was Simon. Better late than never. Or was it the other way around?

Yusuke cocked his head and grinned. “I was wondering when you’d show up. I heard you were sweet on her.”

Simon adjusted his glasses and furrowed his brows. “What could she have possibly done to you to warrant this?”

Yusuke bent his head forward to show the bandage. “For starters, she got me good with a vase. I was out cold. And she took my key!”

“At least don’t kill her. Send her to the maids instead.”

And Kaylee had thought there was nothing left here that could shock her. Just then she wanted another vase for Simon’s stupid, smug head.

The two males stared at each other, their ears flattened against their heads and their tails standing straight up. Simon was a head taller, but Yusuke wasn’t intimidated. Everyone fell silent.

Yusuke burst out laughing. “You know Simon, sometimes you’re more like me than I am.” He basked in Simon’s glare and grinned. “But no, I’m going to do things my way. I already have three very good maids, and… well, I’m a pretty impatient guy.”

“I can’t stop you,” Simon said at last. “And I know better than to try to reason with you when your idiotic pride is wounded.” And so, Simon walked away.

He turned back briefly to give Kaylee a pitying glance. She opened her mouth and just rolled her eyes. This fucking place.

Kotomi looked at Yusuke, and then at her syringe. Some of the black fluid dribbled onto the ground.

Yusuke shook his head. “No, not right now. We’ll do it tomorrow at noon.”

The crowd murmured. More than anything they seemed tired of waiting. That was one thing Kaylee could agree with them on.

Kotomi looked disappointed about the waste of a good syringe. “And in the meantime?”

“Chain her up for everyone to see.”

In the middle of the square there was a pole with a ring on top. Manacles looped through it and held Kaylee’s wrists above her head. She became something else that was not a person: she became an example. It felt as though a weight was pushing down on her chest from above. The catgirls watched and jeered and threw things for a while, until they realized she wasn’t going to shout back at them and became bored.

Yusuke had been watching from a bench the whole time. He came and stood close, and spoke softly into her ear. “I can save you, you know. I can make all of this go away. All you have to do is sleep with me. Is that really so bad? A lot of catgirls are hesitant about the first time—it usually hurts after all—but that’s not it, is it? I heard that you used to be a guy. Is that why? Is there some rule against that where you come from?”

Kaylee took a deep breath, even though it had started to hurt. Her arms were getting numb. “Do you even know what rape is? Why it’s a crime where I come from?”

“Rape? You mean… those flowers?”

Rape blossoms. Nanohana in Japanese. It was almost funny.

“Or… What about the woman who changed you? Do you know where she is?”

It was hard to imagine someone wanting to meet that woman, but they certainly existed. A few times now there had been supposed sightings, and people flocked. The touch of those fingers of hers made ripples on a pond as big as the whole world. Kaylee shook her head, “No.”

“If we could find her and get her to tell us how she did it… Billions of people. Billions of catgirls to choose from.” Somewhere in the fluid depths behind his blue eyes he was imagining catgirls sweeping the globe like a tidal wave, an epidemic. He really couldn’t imagine any way to make his life better except by adding even more sex.

“Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you. And even if I told you, there’s no telling what she’d do.” Kaylee smiled unpleasantly. “She might even turn you into a catgirl.”

Yusuke looked at her with wide eyes. “…You’re lucky. Lucky I don’t go in for long-term revenge. If you’re pissed off at Simon, just think: Corey wanted me to send your friends to the maids and then make them your servants so that every day you’d be reminded not to fuck with us.”

Kaylee thought of Chloe and shuddered. If she had to become an anime character, why a helpless catgirl? There were plenty of anime characters who’d have the power to lay waste to the whole of Nekomimi Land, to cleanse everything with fire. Just eliminating Yusuke wouldn’t change a thing.

“Lucky for you I don’t believe in punishing someone who didn’t do anything. Your librarian friend’s a good girl, so you should worry about yourself instead.” He grinned and sneered at her, sure that he’d won, and strode away.

When the few loitering catgirls saw him leaving, some trailed after. Others became annoyed and resumed insulting Kaylee for a little longer. By the time the sun began setting they’d all gone. Her arms were completely numb, and breathing took effort. Just when she was sure she would at least be alone for a while, she felt someone lean against the other side of the pole.
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“It’s not like I enjoy that part of my job you know,” said Kotomi.

Kaylee lifted her head and cleared her throat. She could feel Kotomi’s tail tickling against her legs. “It doesn’t seem to upset you, though.”

“Why should it? It’s the natural order of things. And there is something fascinating about how people die. But why is it that we nurses are the only ones who can do it? It’s just tradition.”

“But… is the death of everyone who’s 27 years old necessary?”

“Of course. So why do we have to do it? I mean, why can’t people just die on their own when the time comes? Catgirls are so perfectly designed in every other way.” She came around in front of Kaylee, grinning. “I’ve seen how in your world there are all those little gadgets! Wouldn’t it be awesome if we could just put a little thing under the skin, to deliver the injection automatically on the right day?”

“And if it malfunctions and injects the poison too soon?”

“Then people die. But Nekomimi Land continues on.”

“I thought you were a nurse.” Nekomimi Land probably didn’t have anything like the Hippocratic Oath. Maybe it had the opposite. First, do harm.

Kotomi didn’t seem to understand. “I am a nurse. One of the best. Anyway, I’d better go get some sleep; big day tomorrow.”

“…Wait, one last thing.”

Kotomi paused, and faced her again.

“How did you leave here to come get me?” She should’ve asked that sooner.

Kotomi undoubtedly knew why she wanted to know. She grinned unpleasantly. “And why should I tell you?”

“If I’m dead or if I leave here, what difference does it make to you?”

She considered this. “I could care less. But you said it yourself: you’re a symbol, now more than ever. Besides, it’s not something someone like you could use. You’re probably the only catgirl left in Nekomimi Land who couldn’t. And if you could, you’d get drawn back here within a day or so.”

Kaylee closed her eyes. “Go away then. At least let me have some quiet.”

Kotomi’s soft footsteps faded away and vanished.

Night fell, but even exhausted Kaylee couldn’t sleep. Death perched on her shoulder. Her knees were getting unsteady, but if she stopped standing it would be all over. She closed her eyes and thought and wheezed in the night air. This was supposed to be about her life, a life that would soon end. Why did it feel so distant, like something out of a novel?

Just when it seemed Kaylee was going to think herself to death, footsteps—hard dress shoes, rather than Kotomi’s soft hospital slippers—drew her eyes. Moonlight glanced off of round glasses every so often. It wasn’t Simon, of course. Better never than too late.

“The moon’s been full the entire time I’ve been here,” murmured Kaylee. “It’s not right.”

“Oh god,” whispered Chloe. “I heard, but I was afraid. I couldn’t believe it.”

“It’s about the truest thing you’ll find in this place.”

“But, no one rejects a male. It’s just not done. Especially when it’s…”

Kaylee stirred a little. The chains protested, and the sound of iron on iron brought Chloe to a halt.

“Why couldn’t you be happy here?”

“Because while I’m inside this box, I don’t know if I’m alive or dead.” Kaylee laughed at her own stupid joke. Neither of them thought it was funny.

“Is there anything I can do for you, as a friend?”

“Actually, there is.”

With Chloe as her reluctant midwife, Kaylee gave birth to the key. Even covered in mucous, it opened the manacles. When her arms came free, it was like she finally woke up. She was alive, for now. She was solid, more solid than words on a page. Every sense, even the blazing pins-and-needles tingling in her arms and the weight of her tail, reminded her that she was Kaylee, she was alive, the time was now, and the place was here. Death was watching her still, but it always had been and always would be.

“What are you going to do?”

Numbness made her fingers clumsy, but Kaylee tore off the bell collar and threw it on the ground. “I think the only thing I can do at this point is head into the forest.”

“What? But… shouldn’t you take some food with you? A sleeping bag maybe?”

“If they find me they’ll kill me. I have to go now, and not look back.”

Chloe nodded, wiped her eyes, and took off her coat. “Take this at least. It gets cold at night.”

She took the thick, warm coat and gratefully put it on. “Well.” Kaylee hugged Chloe, who held on tightly. “Thank you.”

“I—I wanted to get to know you better, and ask you more about where you come from and—”

“Come with me then.”

Chloe shivered in the cold, and swayed a little.

“I mean it. You can stay at my place as long as you want.” Chloe deserved more than Nekomimi Land could give her. Kaylee knew she wasn’t good with making or keeping friends, but with Chloe it had worked somehow.

“I… It’s too much,” Chloe managed. “I’m not ready.”

There had to be a way to convince her. There had to. “I’ll be with you the whole way.” She wouldn’t tell her not to be afraid; that’s what Simon would’ve done. And there were scary things in the real world, but they weren’t stamping on your face forever.

“I can’t do it. Not yet.” Chloe touched her forehead to Kaylee’s. “When I’m ready… I’ll come find you, okay? I’ll miss you, but…”

She couldn’t force it either; that’s what Yusuke would’ve done. “I’m not that good of a person. You’ll manage without me.” Kaylee pushed the key into Chloe’s palm and gently separated from her. “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye Kaylee. And good luck.”

Chloe held on as long as she could before she started to cry in earnest. Kaylee hadn’t wanted to hear, but her cat ears just had to be a nuisance one last time.

 

 


Fifteen

The woods were thick, the ground uneven, and the air close despite the chill. Kaylee’s heart felt heavy in her chest, the same way it would have after an argument with a friend. She lost track of time almost immediately; she was tired and sore before she’d even begun.

A howl sent shivers down her spine; it was the dog. She knew that sound from the nightmare. Kaylee quickened her pace, wondering how she could still convince her limbs to move at all. The grass made too much noise. Kaylee’s heart pounded, and the pulsing flow of blood radiated through her fragile body with each step.

When there was a rustling sound in the trees she broke into a run. Something grabbed at her foot and she crashed to the ground. Shaking, trying to crawl away, she found herself facing a pair of feet. Above her was a catgirl. Behind her was another catgirl. One had short red hair, the other long black hair.

The redhead, tall and athletic, helped Kaylee to her feet. “You’re a stray like us, aren’t you?”

She managed a nod. She was breathing hard. She was a stray now, wasn’t she?

The black-haired one, shorter and slimmer, rested a hand on her shoulder. “In that case… come with us.”

They led her to where more catgirls sat in a circle around the fire. There were five of them in all; four were adults, and one was a tiny girl. They look tired; they looked like the dead. The little girl was the only one who lifted her head to look at Kaylee. She had pigtails and wore a sailor suit.

“And now there are six of us,” announced the red-haired catgirl. “What’s your name?”

“Kaylee.” She sat down by the fire. The orange flames flickered and cracked, and gave off a pleasant smell of wood smoke. There was something fascinating about fire.

“I’m Kelly.” She went around the group. The black-haired one was Diana, the older one with matted blonde hair was Naomi, the blue haired one with pigtails was Yasuko, and the little girl beside her…

“Yui?”

It was Yui. Her sailor suit was filthy, but her eyes were as bright as before. “Hi Kaylee!”

“Yui, what’re you doing here?”

Yasuko put her arms around Yui. “I decided to take my daughter away from that horrible place.”

The other catgirls stirred uncomfortably. Even if they were outside of the city, some of Nekomimi Land was still inside of them. Motherhood was a nuisance, and raising a child past the age of three was a perversion. Yui stared at Kaylee for a little longer, then wriggled out of her mother’s arms and resumed tossing twigs into the fire.

Kelly frowned. “You look a little young to be out here.”

Kaylee nodded at Yui. “So does she.”

Naomi, clutching her arms around her folded legs, shivered. “You shouldn’t have run away. It’s not worth it. I never should’ve run away, but now it’s too late. I’m 29 now.” She looked older than 29.

“Why haven’t you left yet?”

“The dog! It’s real!”

Kaylee frowned. “If it’s real, then it can be stopped.”

She shook her head. “We’re strays now. No one will help us. Besides, where would we leave to?”

Yui didn’t take her eyes off the fire, “She’s the catgirl from Outside.”

All of them raised their eyes to her.

“How’s that possible?” spat Yasuko. “No one who’s been sent outside has ever returned.”

“I was born outside, as a human, and I was transformed into a catgirl. Kotomi—one of the nurses—kidnapped me and brought me here.”

Naomi leaned forward, suddenly about to cry, and gingerly rested a hand on Kaylee’s knee. “Please tell us, what’s it like outside?”

Kaylee looked at them; she really didn’t want to talk, about the real world or anything else.

“I want to hear,” said Yasuko. “Even if you’re lying.”

Kelly nodded.

Kaylee sighed. She sat down and told them about another way to live, about a ball-shaped world with seven billion people, half men and half women, who could live for eighty or more years.

“I knew something was wrong with this place!” declared Yasuko.

Kelly folded her arms. “So how do we get there?”

Kaylee sighed. “I wish I knew. I want to go home.”

For a moment Kelly’s eyes met Diana’s. They sat down, side by side. Kelly spoke in a clear, unfaltering voice. “In that case, our first priority is still to survive. All of us. The dog seems to be in the area, so we’ll be sleeping without a fire, at least one of us will be on watch at all times, and no one wanders.”

No one replied; there was no need.

Diana turned to Kaylee. “Are you hungry?”

She was; she hadn’t eaten since… She couldn’t quite remember when. Had she had breakfast that morning? The food Yasuko served up was a squirrel roasted over the fire, and wild berries.

Yui beamed as she watched Kaylee take a bite out of the squirrel. “I caught that one!” Kaylee managed a wan smile. The squirrel was more burnt than cooked, and the berries were under-ripe and tart, but she was too hungry to care.

So, Kelly and Diana stuck together, Naomi fretted, Yasuko stewed, and Yui found what amusement she could in fire and pine cones and bloodied rodents. No one seemed to want to talk anymore. Was this what she’d run away for? She’d already had her fill of awkward silences, but she was too worn out to want to speak.

Naomi stood up; the light of the fire on the ground made her face look even more haggard. “We’ll find a way out. We have to. We have to!”

“Naomi, shut the fuck up and get some sleep,” snapped Kelly.

Yasuko was quick to raise her voice. “Don’t use that kind of language around my daughter!”

Kelly laughed at her. “That little monster? You actually believe she’s yours?”

“That’s… Don’t—”

“She probably is better off out here, but not because of you. She seems to be at her happiest when she can find squirrels to chew on.”

“Please stop arguing!” squeaked Naomi. She cowered, covering her ears. “We have to work together!”

Kaylee was sorely tempted to tell them all to shut the hell up, for all the good it would do. She was almost relieved when the dog howled in the distance.

Kelly kicked dirt into the fire. “I’ll take first watch. Then Yasuko.”

They had four dirty blankets for them to sleep in, but nothing more. Diana and Naomi each took one, Yasuko and Yui shared another, and the last went to Kaylee. She made a pillow out of Chloe’s coat and got as comfortable as she could. The blankets were thin, not enough to press her down into the realm of sleep. The ground was soft, but the full moon was too bright and the tiniest sound sent her heart racing. Closing her eyes against the white glare didn’t help any, so she stared at the sky instead. What was it like to sleep well? She couldn’t remember anymore.
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From: Dani C. <dalloftheabove@jmail.com>

To: Kyle D. <stardragon@avogadro.com>

Subject: miss you TT3TT

Kyle (or I guess you’re going by Kaylee now?),

I hope you’re doing okay. I know things have been just crazy for you. I remember how you used to say stuff like “you just don’t DO that” or “I can’t believe what you deal with” when I told you about weird stuff that happened in public, like that old man that decided to flash me at a gas station, and now I guess it’s my turn to say that for you. I don’t have good answers for this stuff, but I’ll do whatever I can to help.

I wanted to say that I appreciate you. You’ve always been kind and smart, and my world is better for having you in it. I won’t say I “don’t care” that you’re a catgirl now, but that’s because I care very much about things that could affect your happiness. I know this whole thing isn’t easy, but you’re not alone! And I have faith in youuuuuu! I know you can make it!

Can I ask you something? I was wondering where you got the name Kaylee from? I like it! OwO It sounds pretty but also boyish, and I think it suits you. But it’s your name, so it should be whatever you want.

Oh, and if you have any more questions about, you know, having lady parts, please ask! It’s, you know, not easy for anyone, and I can’t even imagine what it’s like to suddenly have periods and stuff when you’ve been a guy for 28 years.

I talked to Sylvia and I’m DEFINITELY going to come visit you soon. It’s been too long, and things have been ~crazy~ and I’m trying to find a new apartment after what happened with the landlord from the last one.

Please take care ok?

*big hugs*

~dani

owo
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Kaylee woke up with a gasp. She’d been dreaming about being safe and warm, alone underneath her bedcovers. She might never see a bed like that again, and it made her want to cry. When she sat up she found that her panties were moist and red. Had it really been a whole month? But there was nothing she could do about it. What did the other strays do? What had women done since the dawn of time?

As it turned out Kelly and Yui had gotten up even earlier to look for food; they were returning with more berries and several small birds. Everyone ate breakfast in silence, and as soon as they were done Kelly led them deeper into the forest.

“We have to keep moving,” she explained. “There are too many predators out here.”

No one complained. No one felt like speaking at all. Kelly and Diana stayed close and often held hands, and Yasuko kept Yui close, but otherwise everyone was separate from everyone else. Kaylee wished they would’ve talked, if only so she’d have some company other than her own thoughts.

She thought about cats and dogs, about Sarah and Chloe and Kotomi and Simon and Yusuke, about friends and family, about life and death. Especially death. Maybe Naomi was right. Songs played in her head, stuck on repeat.

After a while—two hours?—they stopped, still among the trees, and made camp. Most of them seemed content to sit down and stare at nothing, but Yasuko spent hours trying to mother Yui.

The little catgirl had no interest in counting or learning songs. About the only things Yasuko could get her daughter interested in were food and the occasional improvised cat toy. Once while they were out walking, Yui started to sing on her own. When she got to “And we the blessed catgirls live / In perfect harmony” Yasuko slapped her and Yui ran off into the forest. Yasuko leaned against a tree and sulked.

“It’s always like that with those two,” said Kelly. “Yasuko does something stupid, Yui runs off, Yasuko sulks, and Yui comes back when she smells food.”

Diana, sitting back-to-back with Kelly as usual, said, “Most catgirls raised by their mothers for too long have issues.”

“What about the librarian?” It was Yasuko, who had been enduring their conversation in silence.

Diana folded her arms. “The one whose mother kept her in the library’s attic until she was seven?”

Kaylee stirred; her tail was twitching. “Chloe?”

“Is that her name? She seems nice, but she’s not exactly normal. She spends most of her time in the library with her books.”

Kaylee grabbed her tail and smoothed its fur. “I think her mother loved her a lot, though.”

Yasuko shifted and rubbed her face, but said nothing.

“…Anyway,” said Kelly, “She definitely wasn’t as… feral as Yui. I heard she had a terrible time when they put her back in school.”

“I bet children aren’t as mean Outside,” said Naomi.

Kaylee sighed. “I think it’s about the same.” One of the few good things about Nekomimi Land was that they didn’t have basketball there, so no one could get punched in the face for no reason while playing basketball in middle school.

When Yui came back she had a dead chipmunk clenched in her teeth. She walked in a wide circle around Yasuko to drop the chipmunk at Kelly’s feet before standing in front of Kaylee.

“I found this,” she said in a quiet voice. “I think it’s for you.”

More origami. It was a fox, slightly crumpled. It was not the simple fox that a kindergartener could do, but an incredibly sophisticated one, posed standing up, alert. Even though it was abstract enough that it didn’t have eyes, it still gave the impression that it was looking at her.

“Thank you. Where did—”

“Wanna play?”

Kaylee looked over at Yasuko; she was silent.

“Go ahead,” said Diana. “You definitely need to unwind.”

“I’m not that good with kids…”

“You couldn’t possibly make things worse,” said Kelly.

“I… don’t want to tire myself out, either.”

Kelly rubbed her head. “Kaylee. Play with Yui. Almost everyone will feel better.”

Playing with Yui was uncomplicated. The little catgirl seemed to have unlimited energy and bones made of rubber. Sometimes they played hide and seek, or tag, but more often Yui would just charge at Kaylee, trying to pull her to the ground. They played for what seemed like hours, until the sun was setting and they finally decided to go back for food.

“I’m glad you became a catgirl, Kaylee.”

Kaylee rubbed her head.

“Boys are icky. And Yasuko is mean.”

They held hands and kept walking. “You don’t know the half of it.”

 


Sixteen

That night Kelly and Diana took watch duty together. Kaylee could see them from where she was trying to sleep. They would look up at the moon at times, but mostly at each other. Kaylee tried to remember the last time she’d looked at someone like that, but she couldn’t. There had always been some kind of discord or doubt under the surface that grew like cancer until they had to cut away the relationship. S/he had never spoken to Alice again. She just couldn’t bring herself to. Not even a text or email, after sort of being together for almost three years. Another reason to hate herself.

They were looking at her. Her eyes had been pointed in their direction, but she hadn’t been looking for a while.

Diana motioned for her to come closer. She kept the blanket around her as she crawled over to them.

“Kaylee, do you have anyone, back in the human world?” asked Kelly.

She shook her head and drew her shoulders in.

“Was there? When you became a catgirl?” asked Diana.

Kelly took hold of her partner’s hand, “I know it’d be difficult for us if one of us suddenly became a male.”

“I… no,” she said in a small voice. “It had been a while.”

“So you did once?”

“Girl or guy?”

Kaylee took a deep breath. “I had a girlfriend. I don’t really want to talk about it.”

“Why not?” asked Diana.

Because it made her feel different from everyone else. Because it made her stomach muscles clench uncomfortably. Because it made her hate herself.

“Kaylee, Nekomimi Land isn’t the best place for love, but it happens there, all the time. The reason we’re out here is because we want to be, you know, exclusive to each other. Don’t tell me the human world is a place where—”

“It’s me, okay?”

Kelly frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

The lovers exchanged glances. “We do,” they said in unison.

Kaylee rubbed her eyes. Her palms came away moist. “I just… Dealing with people takes it out of me. I can be around people for a little while, but at a certain point my head gets all fuzzy and being around people makes me want to puke. Okay?”

Kelly’s squeezed Diana’s hand. “I… That’s…”

Diana squeezed back. “Love is the thing that keeps us going. Just being with her gives me the strength to go on.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not like that.” Sometimes she wished she could be. Sometimes. Someone to share things with, someone who could protect her.

“Then what does keep you going? Why do you even bother to get up in the morning?”

For a while she hadn’t been bothering. She’d stay in bed, lost in her own thoughts past noon.

Kelly shot Diana a cautioning look and said, “There’s got to be something.”

“Just because your body is different doesn’t mean you can’t find someone,” added Diana.

“If that was the only problem, I could’ve done that by now.”

Kelly’s ear twitched, and Diana scratched at it for her and said, “You must have people who care about you. Friends at least.”

“Yeah.” On her 21st birthday she’d though to herself, Good god, I’m lucky to know these guys. It brought a gentle smile to her face. “I have some good friends.” Things had been weird that one time with Scott, but she still missed him.

“I hope you get to see them again then,” said Kelly. “I’m sure they miss you.”

“Get some sleep,” said Diana. “You look like you need it.”
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Kaylee was riding in the passenger seat of Sylvia’s car, with Mark in the back seat. Mark was stocky, and he had been pre-transition when he was Maureen, but hormone therapy and a mastectomy had made him look unquestionably male, especially with his carefully-trimmed beard.

“It’s not that being trans sucks,” he opined. “I mean, there are some things about it that could be better, but it’s mostly people that suck.” From his Facebook posts, Kaylee knew that he could be opinionated, but this was the most she’d ever heard from him in person.

“Kinda like being a catgirl, then.”

“I don’t think anyone’s ever tried to kidnap him though,” said Sylvia.

Mark frowned. “Yeah, I just almost got into a fight a couple times, and had a knife pulled on me after a Giants game. And there’s the nightmare of going to the bathroom.”

“Yeah,” said Sylvia. “I had some fun with bathroom idiots too.”

Sylvia looked more feminine now, with her long purple hair, but there was that time when she decided to get a buzz cut, making her look boyish enough that people sometimes had the wrong idea.

Based on what Mark explained about transitioning, Kaylee could just about picture a Kyle 2.0. Taking hormones and having a surgeon do a mastectomy and whatever the term was for removing cat ears and a tail could make this scrawny body look decently masculine. He would be a healthy transgender man with excellent bone structure, and in a lot of ways that would be an improvement over Kyle 1.0.

“Um,” said Kaylee. “How did you know you were, you know?”

Mark looked at his hands. “How did I know I was trans?”

“Yeah.”

He shrugged. “I think I always knew that I was supposed to be a guy. It was just always more natural to me. But I didn’t realize I might be trans until I saw Boys Don’t Cry.”

As the conversation lapsed into silence, Kaylee looked out the window. She had the advantage of knowing about trans people, but it wasn’t really the femaleness of her body that was the problem, or even the cat parts. It was that it was hard to feel like Kyle. She didn’t think it was because she had different stuff between her legs. That hadn’t actually been that important to Kyle. Being Kyle meant being someone people would leave alone sometimes.

“Well,” said Mark. “Anyway. If you do decide you want to transition I can put you in touch with the right people. And it’s okay to take your time.”

“Yeah,” said Kaylee. “One thing I’m going to have a lot of is time to think.”

Who and what did she really want to be? If she’d had an answer for that, she might not be in this mess. She was someone who felt a need to create, and who tried to be nice to people, and… what?

Dani would say things like “I have faith in you,” and she had no idea what it meant.
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The next morning Kaylee ended up being the one to take Yui hunting. She didn’t want to see Yui with bloodied little animals in her mouth again, but she didn’t want to deal with the other strays just then either. The job was easier than she’d expected; since Yui had a cat’s hunting instincts, Kaylee’s job was simply to carry the growing collection of dead birds and rodents. She had seen roadkill and the occasional dead bird, but she’d never had to touch any of them. She was surprised at how quickly she went from gagging to a new normal.

A sound came on suddenly, instantly, and so loud it seemed to shake the whole world. Kaylee jumped, dropping the dead little animals on the ground, and she and Yui broke into a run. When they got back to the camp everyone was up and on their feet. Kelly and Diana stood back to back, surveying every direction. Naomi was crouching, covering her ears, crying.

Kelly frowned. “What the hell was that? I’ve never heard anything like it.”

Kaylee tried to slow down her breathing enough to speak. “I—I have. It sounded like a sh-shotgun.” The raw animal fear she felt was making it hard to even think straight. Movies don’t give you any idea how loud a gun really is. From far away you can feel it in the soles of your feet. Up close your ears bleed and you wonder how there could possibly be that many decibels in the whole world.

“A what?”

No guns in Nekomimi Land. Not that they needed them to keep the catgirls in line. Kaylee tried to think of how to explain. “It’s a kind of… weapon. It’s completely deadly at close range.”

“Nothing should be that loud,” muttered Diana.

Kelly cracked her knuckles. “Does anyone see Yasuko?”

No one did. Kaylee shivered.

“I’m going to investigate.” Kelly pointed a little to the left of the opposite direction from the gunshot. “Diana, lead the group away from here. Kaylee, I want you to keep track of Yui.”

Diana and Kelly nodded at each other and held hands for a fleeting moment before Diana led the way into the forest. Yui’s whole body was tensed, her back arched, teeth bared, eyes wide. Kaylee was afraid to take the girl’s hand—she might bite—but she did anyway, and followed Diana. Naomi put herself directly behind Diana, and Kaylee had to keep a tight grip on Yui’s arm to keep her from veering away. Maybe she had the right idea.

When another shotgun blast rang out through the forest Diana missed a step, almost tripped, and quickened her pace. Yui was quick, but Kaylee had to keep her from racing off into the woods alone. Kaylee was glad Yui was so small.

Naomi was sobbing. “No… Not Kelly… No…”

From behind none of them could see Diana’s face. “Don’t start, Naomi. She’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

“You don’t know that! You can’t know!”

“I trust her!”

They kept on. The sound of footsteps behind, something catching up with them, made Kaylee’s heart pound even harder. She didn’t want anyone else to die. Not herself, not any of these strays. None of them deserved that. Losing Sarah was bad enough.

There was a sound of someone whistling, and Kelly jumped out of the bushes and fell in step alongside of them. Diana glared at Naomi.

“Yasuko’s dead… Who the hell would make something like that?”

Kaylee didn’t have an answer. She hadn’t especially liked Yasuko, but she should be alive. Not that Nekomimi Land cared.

When they fell silent, the only sound was of their footsteps through the forest, of feet on dirt and leaves and grass.

“We’ll take refuge,” announced Kelly. “We’ll head for the other side of the river.”

They ran, on into the night. Kaylee finally collapsed, though she kept her hold on Yui’s hand. While she fought for breath—she couldn’t seem to take in enough air—the others scanned the dark expanse of trees. Kelly offered her an open canteen of water. Half of it seemed to disappear in one gulp.

Though most of them probably didn’t exactly know what it meant, the sound of a shotgun being readied hit them like an electric shock, with an abrupt, awful scraping of nerves.

“What was that?” squeaked Naomi.

“He has to do that before every blast,” said Kelly.

No matter how fast they ran, no matter how many twists and turns they took, plodding footsteps always seemed to be just behind them.

It only took an instant. Kaylee saw everything; when Naomi fell she reached out a hand and grabbed Kelly’s ankle, sending Kelly face first into the ground even as Naomi herself got up and resumed running.

Nothing could’ve prepared any of them for the sound of the shotgun blast.

When Diana risked a glance backwards she lets out a cry. “Kaylee, go on ahead!”

There was no knowing what would happen next, but Kaylee scooped Yui up into her arms and ran faster, overtaking Diana.

Diana screamed, “You killed her!”

Naomi’s reply was a wordless whimper.

“Even in Nekomimi Land they don’t do what you’ve just done!”

“…I had to!”

Kaylee heard a muffled thudding sound, and a gasp of pain.

“Don’t touch me!” Naomi screamed.

Another blow. “You should have thought of that before you killed her!”

Kaylee had to do something. “Stop it! This isn’t the time for—!”

And suddenly, the roar of the shotgun became the loudest thing in the world again.

Kaylee risked a glance backwards. The hunter was old, probably the oldest thing Kaylee had seen in the whole of Nekomimi Land. His eyes were dull and clouded, and ragged bits of flesh stuck out of his sparse gray hair. He walked with a relentless limping gait, and his shotgun made ready to belch more death.

It took her a moment to realize the Yui was no longer with her. There was no hint of the little catgirl anywhere among the dark trees, and Kaylee just wanted to run.

When she tripped on something—probably a tree root—her tired, burning legs turned into water. Death sat like a cold stone in the pit of her stomach. Somehow, she stood up. “It’s not fair. Why me? Why?” That was stupid. It wasn’t like she deserved to live more than those others.

The hunter leveled his shotgun. “Goddamn bobcats.”

“You can’t see what I really am, can you?”

Slowly, she lowered herself to her knees and elbows, and clenched her eyes shut, though she could not keep in the tears. “Kill me or leave me, but decide soon.”

“Well I’ll be damned…”

She felt a burning hot circle of metal—the barrel of the gun!—against her scalp. She shivered. That was it then. Religion had never done anything for her. Where some people saw God, to her there had always been an empty void. In that burning moment she wanted there to be a God. Not the Cat God, but a benevolent creator. If He wanted her to believe, this would be the best possible time to give her a reason to.

“…Fuck. I can’t shoot a critter when it’s like that.” The barrel retreated. Kaylee didn’t move until a boot hit her in the ribs and knocked her on her side. “Go on! Get out of here before I change my mind!”

Scrambling to her feet, holding her bruised side, she ran through the dark.
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President Suffers Crow Attack

[image: ] By Chris Lee

This past Thursday may go down as one of the strangest in President Tyler’s presidency, despite an unusually vicious campaign, losing the popular vote by a historic margin, and a litany of serious ethical concerns arising before he was even sworn in. While he was speaking to a crowd of supporters at a rally in South Carolina, he had a run-in with a crow.

News and cell phone cameras alike captured the moment when the black bird swooped out of the sky and expertly took a dump on the head of the President of the United States. He touched the top of his head, and when he realized what had just happened, he tried to laugh it off, saying, “Well that was rude. But crows are disgusting creatures, you know? They’re scavengers. Total scavengers. Just like in Washington.”

Up until that point, it was something that could have happened to anyone, and while it was an amusing thing to see happen to a sitting U.S. President, it wasn’t especially remarkable. It certainly didn’t compare to the incident in 2004 when a bird managed to poop right into Cyndi Lauper’s mouth during a concert. But this crow came back and landed on Tyler’s podium. The President jumped back, startled, and the bird stared at him.

“Maybe he’s a fan,” said the President. “Bet he came here to see me speak.”

Then the bird attacked him. It launched itself at his face and ferociously pecked at him. The Secret Service members present rushed in and managed to shoo the crow away, but not before the damage was done. An audience member took out a gun and tried to shoot the bird, but it appears to have gotten away scot-free. The President meanwhile has lost an eye and had his face badly scratched.

White House Press Secretary Alan Palmer said that the President is in good spirits and will continue to pursue his job with the same vigor. That’s a nice PR spin, but it looks like on top of everything else, we’re going to have a President sporting an eye patch and some roguish face scars. Since then, there have been several cases of people trying to kill crows and ravens, as well as some anti-Tyler protestors taking to calling themselves “crows.” On last night’s Late Show, Stephen Colbert quipped, “Now the President can only see what’s on the right side… so it won’t actually make that much of a difference.”

This wasn’t the President’s first time having difficulty with a bird. During the campaign, he tried to have an appearance with a bald eagle, and it was decidedly hostile, keeping Tyler at bay with its sharp beak and talons. Of course, the bald eagle came with a handler who ensured that Tyler didn’t come to any harm.

Many believe that this is the same crow who attacked Alabama Governor Rory Gunn last month, which suggests that the bird might have a taste for the blood of politicians. One mysterious thing about the crow is that experts have identified it as a jungle crow, a species with a larger than usual beak, normally only found in Asia. None of the zoos in the area had any such animals, much less one that had escaped, so how exactly this one found its way to North Carolina (and possibly Alabama) is a mystery.

 

 

 


Seventeen

Kaylee didn’t remember falling asleep, but she woke up leaning against a tree, with a too-familiar voice in her ears.

“We’re here to take you back, Kaylee.”

She jumped to her feet, her back to the tree. Kotomi was there, and just behind her were two maids. They were what happened when maids were pared down to the bone, so there was nothing soft left at all. They looked perfect and athletic and beautiful, but they made no pretense of smiles. One carried a sheathed katana, and the other a pair of metal tonfas, and both gripped their weapons eagerly.

As if Kaylee hadn’t had enough rude awakenings.

Kotomi looked worse for wear. She was still wearing her nurse uniform, but she was as dirty as Kaylee had ever seen her.

“Kaylee, I’m only going to ask this once. We want you to come back. They said if you agree to have sex just once they’ll forget about the rest.”

Kaylee’s legs wouldn’t move, except to tremble. There would be no escaping those two. Kotomi looked genuinely sad. “Who’s ‘they?’”

“Simon and Yusuke.”

“…And if I refuse?”

Kotomi rubbed her eyes. “These two—Chocolate and Vanilla—they aren’t here just for show.”

They looked like they had walked out of an anime in a way that went beyond being catgirl maids. They always seemed to stand perfectly still and then move with stylish deliberation. She never saw them blink or breathe, and their eyes gleamed in the sunlight.

Kaylee’s voice cracked as she said, “I just want to go home.”

“Would that really make you happy?”

“I… I don’t know. But it would be a start.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?”

Kotomi nodded. “I’m sorry, but I have my duty.”

“And you never question it?” Was there something in Kotomi that could be appealed to?

The nurse looked through her. “Of course I do. But I choose my battles carefully. Now, we can take you back… or you can die.”

“Those are some crappy options.”

Kotomi leaned close until her breasts just barely brushed Kaylee’s. “I think I understand you now. It’s not that you don’t want to be a girl, it’s that you don’t want to be a person, not really.”

“What?”

“You were lying when you said you’d had sex as a man, weren’t you? You don’t want to be male or female. If you’d become one of our males, you’d still have the same problem, because you don’t want to… to connect with people. But it doesn’t work that way. Not here.” Her hand drew a syringe full of a clear liquid out of her pocket. “I can give you a painless death if that’s what you want. That’s the best I can do.”

Kaylee was having a hard time breathing. Was Kotomi right? Kaylee needed her friends, but she also needed those times when she was curled into a little ball, all alone. Kotomi’s offer was tempting, in a way. A moment of pure ecstasy, and then it would all be over. She could sleep and sleep and sleep forever. But no, that was too easy. And she knew what eternal sleep was like in Nekomimi Land.

“But you’re not listening to me, are you? What is it with you?”

Behind Kotomi, the maids were scanning the forest. They nodded to each other, and the one with the tonfas started off into the trees. 

“I’m just… me. I can’t be anyone else.”

“It doesn’t matter. You are about to die.” Kotomi held up the syringe. “Choose.”

They looked each other in the eye. The clear blue of Kotomi’s eyes was marred by a little spot of brown near the bottom of the left eye. Her irises expanded slightly, revealing a deeper black.

Kaylee ran.

She felt something try and fail to grab her tail. She got farther than she expected, a dozen yards maybe, before something jabbed into her lower back. Kaylee sprawled on ground, holding the spot on her back that burned and stabbed with pain and stole air away from her lungs. Behind her the maid with the katana held out her sword, still in its sheath, ready to attack.

“Chocolate, that’s enough!” shrieked Kotomi. “I said that’s enough! Killing her is supposed to be a last resort!”

“That’s not what I was told.” The maid’s voice sounded almost normal.

With effort, Kaylee turned over so she could at least see them. Kotomi looked down at her.

“These are senior combat maids, Kaylee. This isn’t a game; they could kill you in an instant or torture you for weeks. When males need to be punished, they’re the ones who do it, the only ones. And they’re not going to show you any mercy!”

“I’ve been out of my mind for weeks now. I don’t belong here.”

“I’m sorry, okay? Isn’t that what you want to hear? I shouldn’t have brought you here, alright? And I’m sorry!”

The world was ripped open by a shotgun sound. They must’ve been too loud, the four of them. Kotomi jumped, and the syringe fell to the ground.

“What was that?” She looked like she was screaming, but her voice sounded small behind the ringing.

“Just run, as fast as you can,” Kaylee half-shouted.

Chocolate drew her sword, and spoke in a clear, hard voice. “We’ve been compromised. I’m going to check on Vanilla and deal with the situation. You will attend to the outsider, Kotomi.” Katana flashing, she ran into the trees.

When the maid’s footsteps faded, the forest was quiet.

“Is it really that dangerous?” Kotomi’s shaking hand drifted to her mouth. “Those bodies we found…”

There was a ping of metal on metal, and another blast, further away. Kotomi looked toward the sound.

“They’re not coming back, are they?”

Kaylee got to her feet. “Why should you be afraid to die? Isn’t the Cat God going to take care of you?”

 Kotomi took deep breaths. “Go. Just go. You’re not worth it.”
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A Different Kind of Angel: An Interview with Michael

[image: ] By Claire Schumer

Michael was the second Transformed person to become a public sensation. The existence of Kaylee, a “catgirl” straight out of a Japanese cartoon, brought out the worst in a lot of anime fans, but Michael’s symbolism is the sort that isn’t lost on people who aren’t into a niche hobby. There’s no getting around the fact that he looks like an angel. Sitting across from me in a quiet café, he looks out of place even with a caramel macchiato in front of him. He is such a perfect specimen of a beautiful man, with these great white bird wings, that I can’t help but think that aesthetically he’d be more at home somewhere with marble columns, or perhaps inside a Michelangelo painting.

His posture is confident, but in a rehearsed kind of way. He isn’t wearing a shirt; he says he gave up on trying to modify them to accommodate his wings. Below his perfectly chiseled chest he wears ordinary jeans and sneakers. The effect reminds me of a Calvin Klein ad.
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“Growing up, we were ‘spiritual,’ not ‘religious.’ I wanted to have a connection to something greater than myself, but I was kind of vague on what that something would even be.”

That’s a theme with him. He doesn’t think religion is inherently bad, but he’s the sort of person who grew up without feeling a strong need for it. “Religion is the kind of thing that helps the kind of people who are helped by that kind of thing,” he says, then laughs nervously and adds, “I read that on the internet a while back.”

Some people in his position might embrace the religious symbolism, but he doesn’t. “I won’t lie to people. I mean, I don’t think every prophet was a liar. I guess probably some were. But I’m not going to lie. If there’s a God and he or she or it decides to give me a message I’ll share it, but so far, not a peep.”

His noncommittal statements about religious matters haven’t deterred people from attaching religious significance to him. “It’s like in Monty Python’s Life of Brian. He tells people he’s not the Messiah, and people say that only the Messiah would deny being the Messiah.”

The titular Brian Cohen, played by the now departed Graham Chapman, didn’t have any unusual appendages (except perhaps an unusually large nose, owing to his Roman heritage). Michael on the other hand doesn’t like to go out in public anymore because people keep trying to take feathers. “I mean, I’m too heavy for the wings to let me fly anyway, but pulling out feathers does hurt. And it’s not like they’re magical. You’d get the exact same effect from, like, a stork feather.” Indeed, there were a lot of auction listings for alleged Michael feathers, until eBay cracked down. Even so, large, white feathers are a money maker around the world.

He doesn’t want to have the wings amputated though, at least not yet. “I’ve thought about it. I guess it would make my life a lot easier. I like how I look, but I don’t like having to sleep on my stomach. I just don’t know.”

The public reaction to him hasn’t been limited to ordinary people, either. “It’s just so weird. I mean, the Pope made a statement about me. Personally.” Given that Popes have had to comment on things like the Pokémon card game, we certainly live in strange enough times for that to happen. Pope Francis, in his usual style, said that Michael and those like him are still God’s children, and we should treat them with compassion. Some other religious leaders haven’t been so kind, accusing Michael of being the Antichrist, a demon in angelic form, and an agent of Satanic secularism (?).

“I just… I want people to be decent, you know? Don’t be mean, or cruel, or racist or sexist or whatever. Just stop and think about other people’s feelings.”

When I ask him about his actual change, the moment when he became “Michael,” he gets quiet. He shrinks in on himself a little, his wings folding tighter.

“It was at Anime Expo,” he says slowly. Anime Expo is one of the largest conventions celebrating Japanese animation and culture in the U.S., and this year it drew over 100,000 people. Perhaps fittingly for 2016, it was a year totally unlike any other. “This woman in a red coat was wandering around, changing people. I saw this one guy become a bird, just a normal crow. He went from being a person who could think and talk to just being a bird, an animal. And when she saw me, she brought out this… thing. It looked kind of like a little girl, but with no eyes, and it moved like it had no bones, and it just kind of… unrolled. And covered me. And the next thing I knew, I was like this.”

He won’t tell me what he was like before his transformation. And he says that he doesn’t think the mysterious woman in the red coat is the Devil. “The Devil is supposed to actually care about things. He’s supposed to want to ruin people because he has some plan in mind. She was more like a kid with a magnifying glass messing with ants. She reminds me of… have you ever read any of Terry Pratchett’s Discworld books? Well, she’s like the fairies in that. I think the line went something like, ‘They’d smash the world if they thought it’d made a pretty sound.’”

Editor’s Note: Michael committed suicide by jumping off the Space Needle on October 7th. We wish to express our condolences to his friends and family, and we hope that you will remember his message of kindness.
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Kaylee kept moving for hours. Through all the running she’d lost any sense of what was where. Yui was out there somewhere alone. The strays’ blankets and supplies were out there too, but so was the hunter. And maybe the dog.

Kaylee found a patch of what she hoped were raspberries. She’d cheated death so many times lately, it would be stupid for poisonous berries to bring her down now. Hunger drove caution away.

The sun had nearly sunk behind the mountains when she found Yui up in a tree. The tiny catgirl stared down, growling faintly in the back of her throat. Kaylee couldn’t say how long it took for her to find the girl.  It was dark, and it felt like she’d been on her feet for days.

“Yui, it’s okay now! Come on down!”

Yui stared at her, and didn’t move.

“Come on! We have to get out of here!”

Finally, Kaylee started climbing the tree. This time she was glad for her light catgirl body. Before, climbing the tree would’ve been an insurmountable obstacle. The bark was dark and brittle, and came off in powdery chunks.

When she was within arm’s reach Yui clawed, raking her little fingernails on Kaylee’s bare arm.

“Damn it! I’m trying to help you!” She ignored the stinging, and reached out again. Once, twice… the third time her hand grabbed Yui’s tiny wrist. Struggling, twisting, they fell out of the tree, where they rolled around on the ground.

Finally, Kaylee wrapped herself around the little catgirl from behind, pinning her arms and legs in place. Yui struggled and twisted and hissed, and slowly came back to herself, her sudden jolts gradually fading away.

“Good girl.” They were safe. Everyone else was gone, but Kaylee would at least save this little girl. She freed one hand and stroked Yui’s hair, and Yui leaned into her and began to quietly cry.

“I’m scared.”

Kaylee nodded. “Me too.”

“Kelly always tells me not to be scared.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“So what do we do now Kaylee?”

“We… I don’t know yet.”

Yui shivered and tensed again.

Kaylee held her a little more tightly. “It’s okay.”

“No.” Yui shook her head. “I can hear it.”

“Hear what?”

She squirmed more. “It’s close! We have to run away!”

“What? What is it?!”

Something whooshed through the air above them and landed on four legs with a too-heavy thud. A single bark was enough for Yui to tear out of Kaylee’s numb arms to and disappear into the forest.

Kaylee just barely mustered the strength to scoot away a few feet. The dog let out another colossal bark that she felt more than she heard. Before she even realized what was happening she was on her feet and running, anywhere as long as it was away from that dog. Always running. Yui was still out there somewhere, probably up another tree, but Kaylee was making more than enough noise to attract the dog’s attention.

The moonlight thrust columns of white light down through the trees. In some childish corner of her mind Kaylee felt as though she had to avoid the shafts of moonlight or something bad would happen. She dodged between the trees and the beams of light. Plants whipped and scraped at her bare legs.

Kaylee nearly ran right off a cliff. She heard a few heavy, padding footsteps, and suddenly the dog was right in front of her. It barked and snarled, saliva spraying, dripping from its jaws, from its sharp white teeth. Its smallest move made her jump, and the dog moved to block her every dodge to the right or left.

When she pulled her voice out from underneath the mountain of fear it came out as a ragged scream. “What do you want from me? I’m not a cat!”

The dog barked again and again, its airy voice shaking the world. Animal fear commanded her to flee, but there was nowhere to run, only somewhere to fall.

“I’m not! I’m a human being!” She spent the last of her breath on that scream, and finally dropped to her knees. There just wasn’t any more left. She whispered, “I want to go home.”

The dog padded closer, and sniffed at her. Gently, she rested a hand on its massive head. Its fur was thin and coarse, but pleasant in a way.

“See?” Gently, she put her arms around it. It was warm.

 

 


Eighteen

“Thank you.”

Dimly, Kaylee realized that her arms were around a child wrapped in fabric, and not the dog’s bristly hide. She opened her eyes, and looked into the face of a little girl. The reddish-orange pointed ears on top of her head were not those of a cat. Kaylee was afraid to let go.

“Who… Who are you?”

The girl’s eyes were clear and red, her breathing slow and steady in Kaylee’s arms. “My name is Akiko.” She studied Kaylee carefully. “You’ve met my mother, haven’t you? She must be the one who changed you.”

Kaylee nodded. She could see the resemblance now, except Akiko did not smile.

“I know you want to ask, but I can’t change you back. I inherited a lot from my mother, but not her talents, or her madness.”

A fox-girl. No, a kitsune. A fox spirit. It made sense that this woman wasn’t even human. Kitsune in stories were tricksters though. Anything could happen now. Literally anything. Kaylee wanted to believe that things would finally be okay, but she was afraid to hope too much. “You were that dog? Or…?”

Akiko kept her neutral expression and level tone of voice. “When I came here, I was trapped inside of their dream, in the only canine thing here.”

Kaylee asked the most important question. “So what happens now?”

“We leave this place.”

She didn’t want to let herself feel too much relief. Leaving Nekomimi Land didn’t necessarily mean going back home. But it was a start. Kaylee glanced back down the mountainside. She could just make out the bright lights of Nekomimi Land. “I wish I could help them.”

Akiko’s stony expression softened a little. “So do I.”

“This place is… wrong.”

“You probably did more than you think.”

Kaylee took a deep breath. “The lightest push can move the whole world, if you can just find the right spot. That’s it, isn’t it?”

Akiko looked away, frowning. “Be wary of proverbs. The truth is bigger than words.” Whatever it was, it passed. “Let’s go.”

“Where? How do we get back?”

Akiko took hold of Kaylee’s hand and led the way to the top of a hill. The girl had a fluffy tail, mostly red-orange but white at the tip, that stuck out the back of her kimono. And her footsteps were perfectly silent. Akiko pointed up at the night sky. The stars were brighter than ever, the moon a massive white disc.

“You have to find the door.”

Kaylee looked down at her for a moment—her face was serene, too serene for a child—and then up at the sky. “I don’t understand.”

“There’s a trapdoor somewhere, but I can’t find it.”

Kaylee shivered. “Not another test.”

Akiko squeezed her hand. “I have faith in you. Find it, and I’ll do the rest.”

Kaylee raised her free arm. The stars offered no clues. Orion’s belt was nowhere to be seen. She reached for the moon, the only familiar thing in the sky. It was exactly like back home, with the same gray blotch that might be a man and might be a rabbit.

Her hand touched something, something rough, craggy, dusty, round. She was touching the moon, somehow. “How…?”

“Not how. Why.”

Because she could never belong here. Because this place would’ve used her up. Because she wanted to go home.

“Push,” Akiko urged.

She pushed. “It’s not moving.”

“Keep trying.”

She pushed harder, until the crags cut into her hand, and she felt it start to move. The resistance against her push was textured, like metal gears. The moon became gibbous. Half. Crescent. The sky became darker, the stars brighter.

New moon. In the darkness, Kaylee’s hands found purchase on what felt like a rope; she pulled as hard as she could.

“That’s it! They hid it in the dark side of the moon!” Akiko thrust out her arms. Something swarmed from her billowing sleeves. A thousand white paper cranes circled around them. She turned around and took hold of both of Kaylee’s hands. The stars swam in between the paper cranes.
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Kaylee’s body felt light. The two of them floated in the darkness among the sea of stars, the valley landscape of Nekomimi Land stretched out below. Then they were sinking, towards a galaxy of yellow lights, too beautiful for words. When their feet touched the ground, it took a moment for gravity to reclaim its grip.

She lay in the grass, looking up at the night sky. Her head throbbed. “Was that… real?” she asked no one in particular.

“It depends on what you mean by ‘real.’”

She sat up. Akiko stood by her, and Orion was in the sky. They were by the cabin, and the lights were still on.

“I never saw the Cat God though…”

Akiko shrugged. “In my experience, gods are surprisingly shy. When they can be troubled to exist at all.”

The thought of all the moments when she’d wished for a God to save her. There was only coincidence and choices. “Do you really think they’ll be okay? In Nekomimi Land?”

Akiko looked up at the moon. “The seeds you’ve planted will lead to changes. The catgirls will question their way of life for the first time, and while many may die in the process, they will change the face of Nekomimi Land.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“All right. If you don’t need to be reassured, assume that those few whom you’ve touched will be crushed by the city’s insidious mechanisms of control, and the whole will continue as it always has, making those who oppose it in any way suffer… Or would you rather I wiped it out completely? I probably could, given enough time.”

Kaylee wiped her eyes and rose to her feet. “Damn it, don’t do that!”

Akiko stopped, took a deep breath, and said, “You will never go to that place again, and in all likelihood you will never hear any news from there. So why does it matter?”

It was happening again. The conversation was trying to drag her under. Why now? “Well… Why… Why do I have to have a reason? I care, okay? Isn’t that enough?”

“It’s a start.”

The start of what? “But what do I do now?”

“Live.” Akiko hesitated, then said, “Don’t be afraid of putting down roots. And… don’t ask anything more of me.”

“Why? Will I ever see you again?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to. No, she was sure she didn’t want to need to.

“It’s tempting. But I can’t promise you anything at all.”

“Why not?”

“I make nightmares go away. That’s who I am, and it has a price. Now, I have to go.”

“Where?”

Akiko faced away from her and spoke in a low voice. “There are places like this where the world seems to stand still, but it never, ever does. It’s just an illusion of scale.”

She’d never heard the term “illusion of scale,” but she could see what it meant. Mountains seemed to stand still, but they were inexorably moving, colliding in slow motion. “I know.”

“Then you know why I can’t stay.”

Before Kaylee could reply, before she could stay something she might regret, Akiko was gone. Kaylee stared at the starry sky for a long time, and then looked at her hand. It was caked with moon dust.

The door to the cabin opened. Sylvia stood in the doorway, her face quavering with tearful relief. “Kaylee…”

They hugged.

“Are you okay?”

Kaylee wasn’t sure how to answer. The visceral feel of the vase breaking against Yusuke’s skull echoed in her head. The sensation of being shoved against a wall. The key. The long night. The sound of shotgun blasts. But she was back in the real world, a place where she could stand on solid ground. “I… I think I will be.”

They went inside. Kaylee cleaned herself up, had a hot meal, and began to write her story.

 

 


Afterword

January 2017

 

I started this story years ago, to express something deeply, disgustingly personal. I think it was around 2005, but I honestly couldn’t say for sure. I finished it in the aftermath of the 2016 election to express something terrifyingly commonplace. The world has changed in the time since I started writing Nekomimi Land, but those changes have made its themes of dehumanization, alienation, and sexualization more relevant than ever. We live in a time when we’ve made progress, but that progress, those hard-won victories for empathy and decency, are under attack. Maybe that’s how it’s always been, but being caught in this particular moment in history, in this time of intrusive change, shaped by technologies that were unthinkable a generation ago, it’s hard to guess where how the future will see us or the times we’re living through.

I’m not quite sure what it is that I’ve made here. Although I’ve gotten something of a handle on RPG design, pure prose writing is something I struggle with. This book is one of the darkest, rawest things I’ve ever created, but it’s also deeply, painfully honest. I wrote it without following a plot outline, and I didn’t consciously put in a “save the cat” moment. It’s what poured out from within. I don’t know if I have the right to make and sell a story that is so much about other people’s problems, but I know I tried to convey some of the truth of the world I live in. Maybe that’s enough, but I have to keep trying.

One of the driving forces of my creative output—apart from an utterly irrational hunger to create for the sake of creating—is a desire to help make the world a better place, even if it’s in small ways. If Kaylee’s story resonates with you, know that you are not alone. This is a time of uncertainty, when old truths and ideals have eroded in the face of onrushing realities, but we are not alone.

 


A Nekomimi Land Playlist

Make fun of my taste in music if you like:

 


	Alejandro Jodorowsky, “Trance Mutation”


	Nine Inch Nails, “A Violet Fluid”


	Shoji Meguro, “Backside of the TV”


	Bad Religion, “You”


	Dean Gray, “Boulevard of Broken Songs”


	System of a Down, “Lost in Hollywood”


	David Bowie, “I’m Afraid of Americans (V1)”


	System of a Down, “Violent Pornography”


	Marilyn Manson, “Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)”


	Megaherz, “Herz aus Stein”


	My Chemical Romance, “Mama”


	Nine Inch Nails, “Big Man with a Gun”


	Johnny Cash, “Hurt”


	Disparition, “Ditmas”


	Bad Religion, “Beyond Electric Dreams”


	Orange Range, “~Asterisk~ Romantic Ver.”


	Brian Eno, “The Big Ship”







Short Stories

Lastly, here are three short stories that emerged as side-effects of the creative process that produced Nekomimi Land. I’ve included them for the sake of completeness, but I recommend waiting until Nekomimi Land isn’t quite so fresh in your mind before reading them.

“Another Catgirl” is a weird appendage that survived amputation from Nekomimi Land, while “Animal Town” is a blatant and rather silly political allegory. “Being a Real Catgirl” doesn’t share continuity with the other stories, and it came about as a reaction to coming across transformation fetish stories about catgirls.

 


Another Catgirl

As Aaron awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found he was transformed in his bed into a teenaged catgirl. His boxer shorts felt too large, two nipples poked at the thin cotton of his T-shirt, and he had a tail. Moreover, it was already 9 o’clock; he should’ve been out the door an hour and a half ago.

“Aaron?” his mother’s voice called. “Your boss is on the phone! Are you there?”

When he tried to talk he gagged silently instead.

“It looks like he’s still asleep; I’ll have him call as soon as he wakes up. I’m sure you already know how easily he gets sick. Yes.”

Aaron spat out a wad of saliva and hair onto his bed sheets. “Ugh. What was that?” His voice had become much higher too. “Hello?” he said experimentally. He was hearing through the top of his head too—through two big cat ears.

“Oh my!” His mother poked her head into the room. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced…”

Aaron pulled the blanket up over his chest. “It’s me, Aaron.”

“Your name’s Erin? That’s so cute! Aaron and Erin! I remember him saying something about a girl; how long have you two known each other?”

“No, I mean I’m your son; I’m Aaron. I don’t know what’s going on, but I woke up like this.” The ears twitched.

“You really expect me to believe a story like that?”

“I have cat ears!” He tugged at them, and they did indeed stay on. “And a tail!” Although he could feel it, the tail seemed to move on its own unless he concentrated on it.

“So? So did that girl in the news, Caitlin. Or Kelly. Whatever her name was.”

“And guess what? She used to be a guy, too.”

“Fine. Tell me something only my Aaron could know.”

“Um…” He tried desperately to think of something, anything. “Uh… When I was five I dressed up as a robot for Halloween, and—”

“I tell everyone that story. What else?”

“Um… Crap. I can’t think of anything else off the top of my head. Maybe—”

His mother put her hands on her hips and sighed. “That’s my son all right.”

It was decided that he could be called “Erin” and referred to with feminine pronouns for the time being.

Erin’s mother made her stand in the middle of the room and measured her with a measuring tape. “You’re a skinny little thing now too, too small to borrow any of my clothes. I’ll have to go out and buy you new ones, and then we can take you to the doctor’s office.”

Before Erin could say anything, her mother was out the door. In the two hours before her mother returned, Erin had to go to the bathroom, and she discovered she was indeed a girl all the way. When she realized that she was going to have periods, she hid under the bedcovers until her mother returned.

“I think I got carried away.”

Her mother had brought back enough clothes for two weeks—all of it carefully chosen and a lot of it costing twice as much as anything Aaron had ever worn. There was also a copy of Catgirl by Kaylee McPherson. It was a paperback, but one of those largish paperbacks that sold for $15.

Erin got dressed with more help from her mother than she would’ve liked. The bra seemed needlessly complicated and its straps cut into her shoulders, and the panties seemed much too thin, but everything fit. The pants were even low-cut enough for her tail.

While waiting in the waiting room of the doctor’s office she started reading the book and quickly decided she’d had it easy. Kaylee’s transformation had been painful and traumatic and messy. But here was Erin, clothed and walking around as though it was somehow normal mere hours later.

The nurse called Aaron’s name, and took Erin’s temperature and blood pressure, then measured her height and weight. “You seem to have lost a lot of weight compared to the last time you were here and… er…”

“That’s kind of why I’m here.”

She’d been sitting in an examination room for a while—those rooms always seemed to contain their own kind of time—trying to keep her tail from moving when the doctor came in. Without looking up from his clipboard he said, “So, Aaron—”

“Actually it’s Erin now.”

“Ah. So. What seems to be the problem?”

“I’m a catgirl.”

He flipped through Aaron/Erin’s medical file. “Odd…”

“I thought so.”

“Are you in any discomfort?”

She thought her way through her body, from her cat ears to her human toes. “Not really.”

“Well. Since there haven’t been many cases like this, I think we should do a physical.”

Between him and the nurse, they checked her breathing and pulse, looked inside her nostrils, mouth, and ears, tapped her knees with a little rubber hammer thing, took a blood sample, and had her strip down so they could check her more intimate places.

When the ordeal was done with, the doctor gave her a clean bill of health. “If anything, you’re much healthier than before. For example, your blood pressure was a little high, but now it’s right where it should be. I’m going to consult with a veterinarian I know about your ears and tail just in case, and I’d like to schedule some X-rays, but you’re in great shape.”

“But what about the part about being a catgirl?”

“Well, that’s not really my area of expertise. I can tell you that it wasn’t done surgically, but otherwise the best I can offer you are these.”

He handed her a signed doctor’s note explaining the situation and a pamphlet titled “SO YOU’VE BECOME A CATGIRL.”

Seeing her staring at the pamphlet he said, “I’ve always said they send us pamphlets for everything. Apparently I was right.” He chuckled at his own joke. He handed her a card. “Take this to the desk to schedule your follow-up.”

Erin’s mother had been reading the Catgirl book in the waiting room. When Erin showed her the note she said, “Well, that’ll definitely come in handy.”

She called in catgirl to work on her cell phone, and promised to show up the next day, on time like usual. Her mother treated her to lunch at a cheap Italian place.

“You know mom, you seem really calm about this.”

“Well, I always wanted a daughter, but your father insisted we couldn’t afford another child.”

“What’s wrong with having a son?”

“Nothing! I was hoping for one of each, actually.”

“Only now I don’t look anything like either of you. And I have cat ears.”

“That’s true… I hope you won’t shed too much; your father’s allergic to cats, after all.”

“I’ll try to take care of it… It’s just strange how accepting everyone has been. The doctor didn’t even blink.”

Her mother shrugged. “People can get used to anything if you give them enough time. Haven’t you been reading the newspaper? More and more people are beingtransformed all the time. A few months ago, Mrs. Wong—she’s from my book club—her daughter became a six-inch-tall pixie overnight. And let’s not even talk about poor Mrs. Samsa’s son.”

Erin poked at her tangled spaghetti. “Yeah, I forgot about that. I guess it could always be worse, huh?”

“You’re still a lot like your father, you know that?”

 

❧

 

When Erin got home, she went about calling people Aaron knew. His sort-of-girlfriend broke up with him/her.

“But why?”

“Because I don’t swing that way.”

“But on the inside I’m still the same old Aaron!”

“So? On the outside you’re a catgirl, which means you’re a girl, which means you’re not properly equipped. You’re a good… person and all, but I mean, how would we even do it?”

“I… I could ask my cousin how…” Erin offered feebly.

“It sounds too complicated already. I’m going to find a new boyfriend—one with actual boy parts.”

Aaron’s friends were more understanding. Only one asked if he could see Erin naked, and he was (mostly) joking. Donovan and Christie offered to take her shopping for clothes, and Christie upped the ante by recommending a hair salon. Aaron’s grandparents were a little hard of hearing, and Erin finally gave up trying to explain. As for Aaron’s college professors, she sent emails.

The next day was odd. In the downstairs bathroom the green anti-dandruff shampoo and generic white soap were replaced by fruity-smelling shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. She smelled nice afterwards, but it was still weird.

She was out the door and halfway to the bus stop when she realized she couldn’t listen to her music because her earphones wouldn’t work with cat ears. The sides of her head were totally earless, and any normal earphones would be small enough to get lost inside her cat ears. On the bus people stared, and she wished more than ever for musical accompaniment to help her ignore them. An unpleasant, foul-smelling man sat right next to her and leered at her chest. Aaron had never done anything like that.

Aaron’s work was at a small electronics store, located directly next to a pet supply store. Before she was even in the store someone’s big dogs started barking at her from the back of a pickup truck.

The company had few female employees, so the smallest polo shirt they had on hand was still too large. The customers, Erin realized, were being much nicer to her. Except for the ones that avoided her completely.

Bob, the full-time sales associate, looked at Erin and shook his head. “I can’t believe it’s you in there,” he muttered.

“You’re telling me,” she replied.

For some reason the manager was spending an inordinate amount of time cleaning up the bathroom, and brushed off any offers to help.

The day was mostly uneventful, except for a couple times when a customer brought children along and they tried to pull Erin’s tail. Suddenly she understood perfectly why cats always freak out when you do stuff with their tails.

And then Jack Fanella came to the store. Of all the regular customers, he wasn’t quite the wealthiest, but he was definitely the angriest. Erin and Bob were putting merchandise away when he stormed into the store and slammed his cell phone—the new, top of the line, super-expensive model, of course—down on the counter.

Erin and Bob stared at each other, hoping the manager would take care of it. When Fanella yelled “Someone better get out here!” Bob nodded to her. “It was your sale.”

As she walked over to the counter, her tail stood up on end by itself. “Can I… help you?”

“You’re new here, aren’t you?”

Erin looked to the back room, where the manager was doing something at his desk, and mouthed HELP ME. He shrugged. She turned back to Fanella and took a deep breath. “Sort of.”

He leaned across the counter—she could smell the nicotine and aftershave and body spray on him—took off his sunglasses, and smiled so warmly she began to think he’d been abducted by pod people. “I’m Jack. What’s your name?” Happy, smiley, slimy pod people.

“E—Erin,” she managed. Was he flirting? She tried to remember the birth date written on his driver’s license from the time he’d written a $900 check and been mad at Bob for following company policy and verifying it with the bank. He was 35 or so. She had the body of a 17-year-old.

“That’s a cute name.”

He was flirting. And he wasn’t very good at it.  Not that Erin was an expert or anything. She wanted to suggest that “Erin” might be a good name if his wife gave birth to a daughter, but instead:

“Thanks. So, what’s up with the phone?”

She was leery of putting the conversation back on the topic of his complaint, but it was better than being flirted with.

“This thing?” He held it up as though just remembering he had it. “This thing froze up on me.”

“Have you tried resetting it?”

“Resetting it?”

She took the phone from his unresistant hands and held down the lock and home buttons until it started rebooting. “If you hold down both buttons, you can reset it. And… there we go. Looks like it’s fine now.” She smiled. It was the fakest smile she ever smiled.

To her surprise he grinned, politely thanked her, and left, promising to be back some time soon. Usually he threatened to never come back again, as though they’d have considered it a bad thing.

The manager came out with something behind his back. “Hey Aaron… I mean… Erin. You know what I mean. I’ve got something for you.”

He had, it turned out, made earphones for her, by carving triangular pieces of gray packing foam so that they could serve as holders for earphone speakers.

“It’s too bad there aren’t more catgirls around or we could sell these. Anyway, try them on!”

They had to be trimmed a little to fit properly, but they worked great.

“Thanks! I was wondering what I could do about that…”

“No problem. It’s the least I could do when sales are up 20% today.”

“What?” Usually the store’s sub-par sales never spiked by more than 10% unless there was some really phenomenal promotion going on. “Why’s that?”

He scratched the back of his head. “I guess you didn’t notice, but your per-ticket sales are up by about 40%. People just seem to be buying more stuff when you’re around.”

Bob grinned. “Usually, you kind of have the opposite effect.”

 

❧

 

On the way home Erin stopped off for dinner. She got a small pack of sushi and cold green tea, and sat down on a bench at the park. The sun was getting ready to set, and the air was just the right temperature. And probably because she was a catgirl the sushi—especially the tuna—was more delicious than it had any right to be.

When all was said and done, being a catgirl wasn’t too bad. It was mostly just a matter of making adjustments. Whatever had done it to her was much better at it than the “sorceress” who changed Kaylee. And more importantly, now there were enough Transformed weirdos around that no one seemed to care anymore. She started thinking about writing a letter to Kaylee. “You went through a lot of bad stuff, but because you did I was able to live with the whole catgirl thing okay, so thank you.” Maybe she’d ask about meeting in person.

While Erin was throwing away the sushi container, she saw someone coming towards her and was startled to realize it was a catgirl—in a pink nurse uniform no less.

“Uh, hi,” Erin ventured. “Who’re you?”

The catgirl nurse stopped just close enough for the shadow of her ears to brush against Erin’s shoes. “My name is Kotomi. I’ve come to take you to your new home.”

“Ooookay. You’re gonna’ have to clarify that a little for me.”

“There’s a place called Nekomimi Land, where we catgirls can live together in harmony.”

Erin took a step back. “So far I’m actually doing okay here. I appreciate the offer, but I think I’ll pass.”

Kotomi frowned. She looked tired.

“Why don’t you ask Kaylee? She’s been a catgirl a lot longer than me—so she’s more experienced at it—and… and…”

Kotomi’s arms were stiff at her sides, her hands clenched into fists.

“Did I touch a nerve or something? Because…”

“I’m not asking.” Kotomi shook her head, and moved closer. “This is for your own good.” Kotomi’s left hand reached for Erin’s shoulder, while her right went to her pocket.

Erin grabbed the wrist of the hand that reached for her shoulder. Real fighting was never like in anime. Real fighting stole your breath until you drowned in it. She did the very first thing that she could think of; she bit into the arm as hard as she could. It was soft and yielding and hard and moist and Kotomi’s scream seemed to come slowly from somewhere far away. Erin’s elbow struck her in the temple and threw her to the ground.

Kotomi stared up at her. She was crying. It was reassuring to know she was capable of crying. The blood in Erin’s mouth, on her teeth, tasted like acid. The syringe of violet fluid lay on the ground; Erin brought her shoe down on it, shattering the glass.

Kotomi looked down at her arm, and then at Erin. “How could you do this? You’re one of us! You’re a catgirl!”

Erin shook her head, trying to steal back her breath. “It’s not that simple. Nothing ever is. Everything is complicated.”

She started picking herself up. “There’s something wrong with this world.”

“Then go away.”

When it was over, when Kotomi was gone, all the strength seemed leech out of Erin’s body. Her knees bent until she was sitting on the ground. She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered, alone.




Animal Town

The plan had originally been for Erin to take an express bus so she could take the train to San Francisco, where Christie and Donovan would meet her so the three of them could go shopping. They still had no idea what had caused Aaron to suddenly wake up one morning as a catgirl, but he/she had adjusted. She didn’t care for having periods (“I’ve never heard of a girl who likes them, you know,” Christie had said), but she wasn’t quite ready to try that medication that supposedly stopped you from having them. She’d also acquired an interest in clothes.

Clothes for guys are mostly just functional. You have to really search high and low to find clothes for guys that have anything more than a horizontal stripe or a plaid pattern to make it deviate much from the usual T-shirt and jeans look. But for girls it’s a totally different story. Although the sizes of women’s clothes are an exercise in chaos theory, the sheer variety is staggering. Donovan often went shopping with Christie just to watch her try stuff on. For Erin it was sort of like being on both sides of that equation. And by now Christie had a lot of experience modifying clothes to add tail holes and such.

At the same time, Erin didn’t like shopping for clothes at malls. Everything had ugly corporate logos that magically doubled the price. Girls tended to approach clothing as more of a craft than a commodity, so they had to be manipulated in such a way that their complex process of selecting clothes got them to buy the stuff with the ugly corporate logos. Haight Street was all over the place in terms of price, but at least it had variety.

All told, Erin was disappointed when she realized that she’d fallen asleep on the bus. Apparently the “Lullaby Mix” playlist she’d put together had worked a little too well. She awoke to the voice of the bus driver, a young woman.

“Excuse me miss; this is the end of the line.”

Erin stretched in her seat and took off her earphones. “Crap.”

When she realized that the driver was a catgirl, Erin jumped up and hit her head.

The driver fidgeted with her cap, which had ear-holes in it. “Sorry, did I startle you?”

“Where am I?” she demanded. “Don’t tell me this is Nekomimi Land!” She’d heard all about it from Kaylee.

“Nekomimi Land? You’d have to take the C180 bus for that, and it doesn’t run on weekends. No, you’re in Animal Town.”

“Oh.”

“You mean you’ve never heard of Animal Town?”

Erin shook her head. “Uh, no.”

“It’s a great place, actually. Much better than Nekomimi Land.”

“Well, I kind of had plans in San Francisco today…”

The driver nodded. “Well, the next bus heading back is in about four hours, at this station.” She must’ve seen Erin looking crestfallen, because she quickly added, “We’re right in the middle of downtown, so there’s at least the bookstore and coffee shop right there.”

“Oh. Can I... use U.S. Dollars here?”

“Of course. What else would you use?”

Erin sighed and headed for the door. “Thanks.”

As she stepped off the bus, she pulled out her cell phone. She was getting a signal, so she called Donovan.

It sounded like he was somewhere crowded. “Erin! Where are you?”

She took in her surroundings; it looked like a perfectly normal city. Town. Except that it was inhabited by catgirls. And dog-girls. With floppy ears and wagging tails. “You know, I have no idea.”

“Okay. Do I get a hint?”

“Well, I fell asleep on the bus, and when I woke up it had stopped in this place called Animal Town.”

“Animal Town?”

“Yeah. I’m seeing catgirls and dog-girls. About half and half.”

“Oh shit. Are you okay?”

She nodded. On the phone. “Yeah. It seems normal. Ish. Except I have to wait like four hours for the next bus heading back.”

“Well, it beats the hell out of running through a forest, being shot at, pursued by maids with katanas, hounded by a big... hound, and finally meeting a fox spirit who shows you how to open a trapdoor in the moon.”

“Yeah… Gotta count my blessings.” Being more fortunate than Kaylee wasn’t exactly difficult.

“And not many otherworldly realms can be reached by bus.”

“I will take pictures,” Erin said flatly. Phone cameras had their uses.

Donovan chuckled. “Okay, okay. Anyway, give me a call when you get back. Maybe we can pick you up or something.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

When Erin hung up, she found herself surrounded by a group of six girls. Two were catgirls, two were dog-girls, one was a bunny-girl, and one was a fox-girl. Animal Town. Of course.

One of the dog-girls jumped up close to her. “Are you new in town?”

Erin stepped back. “I… Kind of. I’m just waiting for the next bus back home. I have like four hours to kill.”

“You can hang out with us,” said one of the catgirls, “if you want.”

“Uh, sure.”

“I’m Pochi!” said the dog-girl with the long floppy ears. She was thin and never quite stopped moving.

“I’m Snowball,” said the catgirl with snow-white hair. She was the kind of person who gave the impression she was biding her time, waiting for the right moment to pounce.

“Tama,” said the catgirl with short calico hair. She was almost as restless as Pochi.

“Fluffy,” said the dog-girl with the long, bright, sandy-colored hair. She was by far the most extensively groomed of the group.

“Charlotte,” said the fox-girl. She looked like the kind of short person who got mad at you if you mentioned their height.

“F-Flopsy,” stammered the bunny-girl. She had a big chest and looked like she didn’t quite know what to do with it.

“My name’s Erin,” said Erin. “Nice to meet you all.”

“That’s a funny name,” said Tama. Everything paused and everyone stared at her for a moment.

“Anyway,” said Charlotte, “we were heading for the coffee shop.”

Erin shrugged. “Sounds good to me.”

The coffee shop was called “Star Child,” and it was attached to the bookstore, called “Star Books.” Erin took a picture with her phone and texted it to Donovan. When she told them the standard coffee shop name where she was from, most of them bent double laughing.

One of Kaylee’s quirks was that she didn’t like the taste of coffee at all. Erin actually drank a lot of coffee, especially since starting her new job. She just mostly had lattes and caramel macchiatos, or if forced to make do with plain old coffee she’d put in enough cream and sugar to make it turn nearly white. Star Child was a lot like that other chain of coffee shops, though they did have more sensible names for the sizes at least. Erin went for a medium latte, and sprinkled nutmeg on top.

Once everyone had their beverage of choice, they went into the bookstore. There was a display full of new titles in the front, divided into two distinct sections. On one side were books with pictures of stern-looking dog-girls and titles like Fishy Business: Dirty Secrets of the Seafood Industry and They’re A Bunch of Morons: Saving Animal Town From Liars, Crooks, And Fish. On the other side were books with pictures of catgirls and titles like Exposing The Marrow Barons and Facts About Fish THEY Don’t Want You To Hear. Flopsy reached for a lonely volume off to one side called The Herbivorous Alternative, but a glare from Pochi made her reconsider.

Erin was surprised to come across a display of Kaylee’s book, Catgirl. Seeing her looking at it, Charlotte said, “Have you read it?”

“Yeah… I just didn’t expect to see it here.”

“We don’t get a lot of books from outside,” explained Tama, “but that one was pretty popular when it came out. It’s about—”

“I… I’ve read it. In fact, I’ve met her.”

Six pair of ears perked up all at once.

“What was she like?” asked Snowball.

Erin wasn’t sure how to answer. They’d met at an anime convention of all places, and had lunch together. At first Kaylee just seemed quiet and a little “off,” probably from PTSD, but then she started talking about Nekomimi Land and couldn’t stop. And then the crying started. At the time, they’d been the only catgirls in the whole world, but it wasn’t enough. They’d since exchanged a few emails since then, and Kaylee seemed to be doing better now. She was working on another book.

“She’s… quiet. When I met her it wasn’t too long after she escaped from this place called Nekomimi Land.”

Fluffy sneered. “I’ve heard all about that place. It’s horrible.”

Tama and Snowball looked uncomfortable and twitched their tails. Charlotte rolled her eyes.

Flopsy looked like she was joining in being uncomfortable out of sympathy and said, “So, how did she get out?”

That had been the strangest, most nonsensical part of Kaylee’s story. “She said… She said she had help from a kitsune.”

Everyone looked at Charlotte, who sighed and started walking, leading the group out of the bookstore. “We’ve been over this before. I’m a fox-girl, which is very different from a kitsune fox spirit.”

“How’s it different?” asked Pochi.

“For starters, we’re not batshit insane.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” said Snowball.

“You do like to have bones now and then,” said Tama.

Flopsy stood behind Erin and braced herself. Something was starting.

“And what’s wrong with liking bones?” demanded Pochi.

“And why should we listen to a bunch of fish-eaters anyway?” added Fluffy.

Erin turned to Flopsy, who had a deathgrip on her left shoulder, and said, “What is going on?”

“They do this every time we talk about getting snacks,” said Flopsy.

Snowball exploded. “Because fish actually has nutritional value!”

Charlotte rubbed her head. “Guys…”

Tama nodded and added, “Heaven forbid, we’d want to have food for a snack food!”

Fluffy shook her head. “You obviously haven’t done your homework; bone marrow not only provides protein, but helps reduce cholesterol.”

Tama continued, as though she hadn’t heard. “And fish are actually safe for children to eat!”

“No one’s saying little girls should be snacking on bones!” Pochi put so much effort into yelling that she bent double and nearly fell over. Erin felt Flopsy shudder.

“Besides,” added Fluffy, “The statistics show that at least as many children choke on fish bones as they do on proper bones.” She grinned triumphantly.

Charlotte growled, and tried to raise her voice above theirs. “GUYS! Shut up! Just shut up!”

There were a few seconds of silence.

Then Snowball said, “Still, fish are caught out of the ocean. They don’t have to be raised on food that could be used to feed people, like the cows your precious—”

“Oh, like you’ve never eaten a steak in your life!” screamed Pochi.

Erin raised her phone and started taking pictures of them. They didn’t notice at all. They were arguing for the sake of arguing, and if she tried to point it out she’d just get caught in the undertow. If they noticed her at all. Instead, she said nothing as she walked away. Flopsy trailed after.

“Sorry about that,” said Flopsy.

“It’s not like it’s your fault.”

She shrugged, and fidgeted with her ears. “I guess, but…”

“And now, I have…” she looked at the time on her phone. “I have about three and a half hours to kill.”

“Sorry…”

Erin sighed. It was a hot day. “Want to get some ice cream?”

Flopsy stopped short and blinked. “As a snack? I… I never thought of that before.”

They wound up having to go to the grocery store for ice cream; in Animal Town, bones and fish dominated snacking to such an extent that people only got sweets when they meant to take them home. And there was no chocolate anything of any kind.

Flopsy fidgeted. “Chocolate? I’ve heard of it, but it’s supposed to be really bad for dogs. Though… Though I hear there are some people who want to legalize it…”

In the end, they wound up buying a pint of strawberry ice cream and plastic spoons and cups. When they passed by, the other girls were still yelling at each other, and Charlotte was putting herself in harm’s way to prevent them from coming to blows.

Flopsy slowed, but Erin took her hand and led the way to the bus stop. They sat on one of the benches, and ate their ice cream. It was pretty average strawberry ice cream, but it was nice to have on a hot day. When the ice cream was gone, Flopsy said, “So, where are you from? You’re not from around here, and not from Nekomimi Land, right?”

Erin nodded. “I’m from… I guess you’d call it the human world.”

“I thought Kaylee was the only catgirl who lived there, though.”

“She was the first. I’m the second. Well, there may be others who got sent there from Nekomimi Land, but we’ve never been able to find any of them.”

“It must be tough.”

She shrugged. “It’s not so bad. I used to be a guy and I was turned into a catgirl, but it was mostly a matter of adjusting.”

Flopsy was blushing. “Do… do you think maybe…”

“Hm?”

“Could I come visit some time?”

“Sure.”

They exchanged phone numbers and e-mail addresses, and when the H25 bus bound for San Francisco finally came, they said their goodbyes and Erin climbed aboard.

The other girls were still arguing.

The bus was identical to the one she’d arrived here in, and she flopped into a window seat. There was a little girl in the seat across the aisle. She was wearing a beautiful kimono, embroidered with a pattern of red and orange autumn leaves.

“Are you by yourself?”

The girl looked at Erin with deep red eyes and said, “Always.”

“You look like you have something profound to say.”

The girl sighed, and turned away from Erin to look out the window without saying a word.

 


Being a Real Catgirl

“Come on, Jack,” said Andrea. “Just put it on for a little bit!”

Jack rolled his eyes. “I told you, I have in fact tried wearing cat ears before, and they just look dorky on me.”

Andrea shoved the cat-ear hair band in his face again. “I told you, this one is special! I got it just for you!”

In the few months that he’d known Andrea, he’d quickly realized that she was much more obsessed with catgirls than he was. He did like them, a lot, but she was incapable of holding a conversation that didn’t come around to them in some way.

He sighed. “If I wear it for a little bit, will you promise to leave me alone?”

Her mouth quirked into a little grin. “I… promise I won’t bug you to wear it after that.”

“Fine.”

When he reached for the hair band, she batted his hands away and put it in place herself. She pressed it into place against his scalp, and moved back to look at her handiwork. “There!”

“Satisfied?”

“Very!” She looked at him, and tilted her head to one side. “Although… I guess you were right. You do look kinda’ dorky.”

“Great. Can I take it off now?”

“Nope!”

He raised one eyebrow. “And why not?”

Andrea got to her feet and put her hands behind her back. “Because they don’t come off, silly!”

Jack tugged at one of the cat ears, and it pulled at his scalp. He felt for the hair band itself, but no matter how he ruffled through his hair, there was no sign of it. His heart started to beat faster. “What did you do?”

“You’ll see,” she chirped. “and you’ll thank me.”

He tried to stand up. Spots danced in his vision, then swarmed, filling the world with purplish-greenish-black. The next thing he knew he was sideways on the couch, and he didn’t dare try to get up again. He growled, “You crazy bitch,” but Andrea was unfazed. The cat ears on his head twitched. For a moment he couldn’t hear anything, and then the world snapped into sharp auditory focus. He could hear subtle sounds from two blocks away, chirping birds and playing kids.

There was a stabbing, prickly sensation at the base of his spine. He reached back to feel, and sure enough, it was a tail. They had talked about it a lot, but she had found a way. It was really happening. Andrea was taking it in, drinking in every detail.

He pushed up from the couch with both hands. His flesh was starting to contort and shrink. It didn’t hurt exactly, but it was like strange muscle tics were spreading out over his entire body. His arms were becoming thin and delicate, the hair on them nearly disappearing. The fat around his middle drained away. All through his body muscle, fat, and bone were growing smaller. Two breasts started to form on his chest, and he could see two nipples through his shirt.

His manhood came last, and that was where the transformation dropped any pretense of gentleness. He felt a stabbing agony in his abdomen that made tears roll down his cheeks. His body was forming ovaries, a womb. He stared daggers at Andrea through blurry vision. “I hope you’re enjoying this,” he said in a hoarse, high voice.

Then the transformation assaulted his brain, and he blacked out.

 

❧

 

 “You’re awake!” said Andrea. “How do you feel?”

The catgirl blinked through a strange haze. “Okay.”

“I guess we should call you Jackie now, huh? And I’ve got some clothes for you. Here!”

Andrea had been prepared. The shopping bag in the corner yielded panties, a bra, a babydoll T-shirt, and a short skirt. Jackie took the proffered pile of clothes. It was hard to think. Her brain didn’t quite want to put things together. Some instinct kicked in, and she walked over to the bathroom to change. She had to hold up the waistline of the comically oversized blue jeans to keep them from falling down. Once she’d closed the bathroom door, she just let go and they dropped to the ground.

The catgirl in the mirror was perfect, beautiful. Her ears, hair, and tail were all raven-black. Her eyes were a vivid green. The clothes fit her perfectly, though she had to struggle with the bra to get it on properly.

When she came back into the living room, Andrea had another surprise for her. A cat toy. It was one of those “fishing pole” ones with a little bundle of feathers on the end of a string. Jackie sauntered closer, and reached for it. It jerked out of her reach. She swatted at it again and again. Sometimes she could catch it, but it kept dancing around.

She got bored of the toy after a while. Then she crawled over and put her head in Andrea’s lap.

Andrea scratched behind her ears, which felt wonderful. “See? Isn’t that better?” she purred. “I’ve got another surprise for you soon.”

“Meow,” Jackie murmured.

They stayed like that for a while. Jackie didn’t know or particularly care how long. There was more playing and petting, and a can of sardines that made her mouth water. Then she got tired of it all and decided to take a nap on the couch. Andrea scratched behind her ears, but Jackie swatted her hand away. She wanted to just lay there for a while.

She was dimly aware of footsteps approaching the apartment. The knock at the door jolted her fully awake. Andrea opened the door, and two smells seemed to jump into Jackie’s nose. One was definitely another catgirl, while the other was a man.

“Hi Rebecca! Hi Derek!” said Andrea. “Here she is!”

The man, Derek, knelt in frot of Jackie so that his face took up most of her vision. He was handsome. Jackie sat up. Her face was hot, and her chest pounded. He leaned closer, and lightly put a hand on her cheek. Her throat tightened, and her stomach twisted. She pushed his hand away.

“Don’t be like that,” said Rebecca. “You’ll feel better afterwards. Trust me.”

Jackie edged away from him on the sofa. There was a familiar buzzing in her head.

“I’ve done this like a dozen times,” said Derek. “Every catgirl has felt 100% better afterwards. Trust me.” He rushed forward and kissed her. She remembered that electric thrill, but she remembered a lot of other things. A familiar rotting spread through her mind. She raised one foot and pushed against his shoulder, sending him sprawling across the coffee table.

She couldn’t breathe. She could barely move. Someone tried to lift her up, but her body was limp and useless. She flopped to the floor, and curled up into a ball. They were saying things, but she covered her ears—her absurd cat ears—and rubbed at them to drown out the terrible noise.

A couple of times someone tried to jostle or move her, and she shivered and at one point clawed at them. She wanted to go to sleep and wake up in a better life, an existence not maimed by delusion. Instead reality kept on coming, and not even sleep would come to her rescue.

Finally, she gathered her courage and stood up. Rebecca was holding a bag of ice on Derek’s head, and Andrea was rubbing at the band-aids on her right hand. All three of them looked up at her.

“Jackie? Are you okay?” asked Andrea.

“Do I look okay?” she growled. “How goddamn stupid are you?”

“What are you talking about?” cried Andrea. “I wanted to help you!”

Jackie clenched her hands into fists, and felt her fingernails dig into her palms. “Don’t give me that. This was about you.” Anger was easier than despair. Better to be brittle steel than melting snow.

Andrea started to cry. “Jackie, please!”

“I tried to be your friend, to put up with your bullshit, because I didn’t know anyone else around here, and because I thought there was a decent human being in there somewhere. And look where that got me!”

Rebecca stood up. “That’s enough, Jackie. What’s done is done, and there’s no turning back now. Making Andrea feel bad about it won’t fix anything. We can help you. We can teach you about your new body.”

Jackie gathered up her things. The jeans with her keys, wallet, and cell phone in the pockets, and so on. She stepped into Andrea’s sandals, and headed for the door.

Rebecca blocked the way. “Don’t run away. I don’t know why this bothers you so much, but we can help you.” She put her hand on Jackie’s arm. “And we need you. There are only so many catgirls in the world.”

She took a step back, away from the other catgirl’s touch. “You could’ve talked to me about it. Told me what I was getting into. Instead you tricked someone you don’t even know. You fucked up. Now leave me alone.”

Jackie pushed past her and out the door. The apartment was two doors down from Andrea’s. She opened the door, stepped inside, and slammed it behind her.

Once it was locked, she closed the curtains, hurried to her bed, jumped under the covers, and curled into a quivering ball. At least she was alone. She tried to make the knot of anxiety in her chest go away. It abated only slightly.

She lost track of time as she tried to fully take in what had happened, and what she would do from here. Supposedly there was now a government office that handled paperwork for people who’d been transformed. She did freelance work anyway, so her clients would barely even notice anything different. But she’d have to explain things to her family and friends, and buy new clothes (and learn how the hell to buy and wear female clothes), and somehow deal with guys hitting on her. And menstruation. And having cat ears, and a tail.

There was a knock at the door, but Jackie shivered and pulled her bedcovers closer around her. Her cat ears picked up the sound of someone crying, but she ignored that too.

Finally, she had to get up to go to the bathroom. That was a perfectly bizarre experience. She wandered over to the front door just in case, and looked through the peephole. Andrea was sitting on the balcony with a shopping bag.

Jackie reluctantly opened the door.

Andrea spun around. “Jackie?”

“What do you want?”

“I just… I brought the rest of the clothes I bought for you. I guess you’re mad at me, huh? If you don’t want to be friends anymore I’ll understand.”

Jackie took a deep breath. The dull buzzing in her head was about the worst it had ever been. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, least of all Andrea. “I’m too… messed up right now to be angry, exactly. It’s been one big panic attack.”

“Sorry. I’m really sorry. I’ll leave you alone. But if I can help with anything at all, just ask.”

Jackie closed the door without saying another word, and went back to bed.

 

❧

 

For Jackie, adjusting to being a catgirl involved a mixture of pathetically mundane details and infuriating confrontations. Once she’d gotten over peeing sitting down and wearing bras and such, her only real problem was dealing with people. It had never been her strong suit, but it seemed to be worse now. Some of it was that people were so much less willing to leave her alone, but it also felt like as a catgirl she just took in more, so that her tolerance for human company was even lower.

She still spent time with her friends and family when she could (though Andrea no longer counted as a friend), but that left plenty of time to go stir-crazy hanging around the apartment. When the cabin fever got unbearable, she would walk to the mall and waste time. It was about three weeks after her transformation that she was sitting at the food court scribbling in her notebook and listening to music, when a teenage boy sat across from her. She had learned that ignoring them didn’t quite work, so she carefully set down her pen, pressed pause on her phone, took out her headphones, look up at him, and said, “Is there something you want?”

His face turned red. “I just… I mean… I’ve been seeing you, at the mall every now and then, always by yourself, and I wanted to know more about you. Like, what are you writing?”

“Stories. Sometimes poems.”

“Can I see?”

She closed her notebook. “No.”

He stopped short, swallowed, and said, “Sorry. I’m sure you get a lot of creeps bugging you, but…”

He was going to try to find a way to convince her that he wasn’t a creep. She remembered seeing some of her friends do this kind of thing, trying to chat with a random girl, but never felt inclined to try herself. “What’s your name?”

“Uh, Jeff.”

“I’m Jackie.”

“Nice to meet you.”

How could she explain this? “The thing I need you to understand is, you seem like a nice guy—”

“There’s a ‘but’ in there, right? I knew it. I seem like a nice guy, BUT.”

“Yes. You seem like a nice guy, but so am I.”

“So? What’s wrong with two nice people hooking up? Are you really holding out for some confident jerk or something?”

“No, no. I mean, I only became a catgirl three weeks ago.” She tapped the side of her head. “In here, I’m a straight guy, and probably about twice your age.”

He froze in place, then swallowed. “Oh. Sorry,” he said. Then, “I heard… I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but I heard that transformed catgirls tend to… you know.”

Jackie rolled her eyes. She’d read up on this stuff online since her change. “Become emotionally stunted horny sluts? Certain personality types are resistant to the psychological aspects.” More like certain personality disorders, but she didn’t say that. “My… issues make me about as resistant as a human being could be.”

“So, you still like girls?” was all he could muster.

“Uh, more or less, but… Well, I’m a straight guy stuck in a female body, which isn’t the same thing as being a lesbian. Plus, when I see girls who are about the same physical age as me, I can’t help but think of them as jailbait.”

“That must suck.”

“Well… There’s other issues, too. Point is, I’m not really interested in getting into a relationship with anyone right now.”

“This has to be the weirdest rejection I’ve ever had.”

“Weirdness is relative when you’re dealing with things like catgirls.” Jackie glanced up and saw trouble coming. Rebecca had just wandered into the food court, and spotted her. Jackie stood up and gathered her stuff. “Speaking of which…” she muttered. Up until now she’d never seen Rebecca and her friends at the mall, though that was probably because unlike, Jackie catgirls typically slept in until the late afternoon.

Jeff looked around, spotted Rebecca, and looked back at Jackie. “How well do you get along with other catgirls?”

“So far, I can’t stand them.”

Rebecca came to a halt in front of them, and put her hands on her hips. “There you are, Jackie. Since you’re actually talking to a boy, please tell me you’ve finally gotten over your… insanity.”

Jackie put her messenger bag over her shoulder. She hated confrontations. She always had. Nothing good ever game out of them. “I told you guys to leave me alone. Why is that too much to ask?”

“It’s not as simple as that, Jackie.” Rebecca had this annoying tendency to call Jackie by her name as much as possible. “That hair band wasn’t something we can just mass-produce. You owe us.”

Jackie rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “We’ve been over this. I was transformed without my consent. And believe it or not, it hasn’t exactly improved my life.”

 “That’s because you’re too twisted and dead inside to appreciate what it means to be a catgirl.”

She stood up. Her face felt hot, and she was trembling. God, she hated this kind of thing. “Maybe, but this whole situation is still your fuck-up.”

“If you have a litter, we’ll leave you alone and forget this ever happened. We’ll even take care of the babies for you.”

“You expect me to go through nine months of hell for something you could do yourself?”

“Seven months,” said Jeff. “Catgirl gestation is about seven months.”

“You’re not helping,” growled Jackie.

He gulped, and backed away.

“You know,” Jackie said, “I’ve been thinking, and I think I’ve finally figured out your problem.”

Rebecca scowled. “What’re you babbling about?”

“You really are like cats. Everyone thinks of cats as aloof and independent, but amongst themselves they’re defined by hierarchy. Someone always has to take dominance over the others. There has to be an order to things. And you just can’t stand the idea of one of your own not conforming to your little rules.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Jackie’s heart beat even faster. She hated confrontations, but this was one she intended to win. “Your ears are flattened against your head. Are you ready for a fight? Afraid of getting your ears damaged? I didn’t come here for a brawl.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

She leaned a little closer. “Look at my ears, standing up straight. I’m not one of you. I never was, and never will be. I’m still the exact same person on the inside. If you don’t like the idea of someone like me being in the body of a catgirl, you have only yourself to blame.”

Rebecca gathered herself up. “You really don’t want to take responsibility, do you?”

“For your incompetence? No, I don’t. Now, leave me alone.”

Jackie spun around and stalked away. Thankfully, Rebecca didn’t follow. When she got home, she saw Andrea peeking out of a window, but pressed on. She turned on her computer, and sat down to check her e-mail.

She’d started up Trillian out of habit, even though she didn’t feel like chatting. A window popped up with a message from Andrea. I’m so sorry about what happened. I should have talked to you and stuff. I know it’s a bit late, but I was thinking maybe you could find someone who could use magic to change you back.

Jackie rolled her eyes. She had a feeling she shouldn’t let herself get into this conversation—she’s already upset—but she replied anyway. I already thought of that, but I haven’t been able to find anything.

Andrea started typing a reply immediately. Magicians are hard to find, but I know a chatroom for that kind of thing. That’s where I met Rebecca.

Somehow, Jackie found herself in Andrea’s apartment. It was exactly as she remembered it, except that the mess she’d made on that fateful day had been cleaned up. No one could look in here and not conclude it was the home of an otaku. (Not that Jackie’s apartment was much better.) The silence between them made the air feel like Jell-O.

Andrea let out a long, theatrical sigh and brought up the chat room in question. She typed in, A friend of mine was transformed from a human male into a catgirl. How can we change her back?

Strange42 replied, Polymorphs are very hard to reverse.

morgana85934 said, your stupid. stay as a catgirl.

Strange42 continued. It takes a lot of morphic energy to overcome someone’s natural morphic field, and then you have to introduce proportionally more than that to reverse it.

=*starmage*= interjected, That’s a permanent morphic imprint. It could be a curse, or a morphic displacement.

There was a pause, then Strange42 rebutted with, It was catgirl transformation magic. That’s meant to be permanent and irreversible.

“It sounds like I’m screwed,” muttered Jackie.

Andrea (or “usagimoon231”) typed, so what do we do? there has to be something!

I’m telling you, try a countercurse! Insisted =*starmage*=.

Strange42 said, You’d need at least 3 times the usual amount of energy, which is already considerable. Like, human sacrifice levels of power.

Jackie frowned.

“Oh, crap,” said Andrea.

“What?”

“That Strange42 guy? He just got banned from the channel.”

A thought struck her. “Can you get him on regular IM?”

Andrea gasped and spun around. “You’re not seriously thinking of…?”

“No, no! Being a catgirl is kind of annoying, but nowhere near worth killing someone over! I want a regular polymorph spell.”

“What for?”

Jackie folded her arms. “Revenge.”

They looked at each other for a long moment. “Okay,” Andrea said at last. She turned around and started typing again. “I’m kind of tired of Rebecca bugging me to bug you anyway,” she said with a forced laugh.

It turned out that Strange42 had a low opinion of catgirls and was very willing to do what Jackie was asking. He lived in Michigan though, so he would have to prepare an enchanted object and mail it, and he wanted $500, plus shipping.

 

❧

 

Jackie was a patient person for the most part, but when she ran into Rebecca and three other catgirls while waiting for a table at Red Robin of all places, she really wished she had the spell on hand.

“Is that her?” asked a catgirl with hair and fur in an orange tabby pattern.

Rebecca nodded. “That’s Jackie, all right.”

The four of them crowded around Jackie.

“Just who do you think you are?” demanded a catgirl with brown hair and fur.

“You owe us,” said a catgirl with snow white hair. “It took me a month to craft that hairband! I had to use a precious moon crystal, and I was bedridden for a week afterwards!”

The other customers were murmuring and watching. It wasn’t often you saw five catgirls in one place.

“Wow,” said Jackie, “you got ripped off. The going rate for a polymorph spell is like five hundred dollars.” She wasn’t sure if that was actually true; Strange42 may have been accepting a loss for personal reasons, or just ripping her off.

The white-haired catgirl laid her hears back on her head and growled in the back of her throat.

Rebecca held up a hand in front of her. “It’s not her fault. Jackie is the most pathetic kind of human, stuck in a catgirl’s skin. Transforming her was a mistake.”

The one with the orange tabby hair muttered something under her breath. There was a faint glow next to her, like dust motes were forming into something sharp and deadly. Jackie took a step back, and bumped into the one with brown hair.

“Carla, not here!” Rebecca hissed.

Whatever she was doing, Carla stopped and folded her arms.

Jackie took a deep breath. They had cat instincts, and that meant that how she presented herself was important. She closed her eyes for a moment, stood on the balls of her feet, and stuck her hands in her pockets.

“I get the point,” said Jackie. “I’ve already made arrangements to repay you in full. Come to the food court at the mall next Thursday at 10 a.m.”

“Noon,” said Rebecca.

“Fine.” Jackie turned, shoved past the brown-haired catgirl, and walked out, ignoring the waitress that was calling her name.

 

❧

 

The package she’d been anticipating came on Wednesday. Inside was an amber-colored sphere that glowed inside. There was a handwritten note explaining how to use it. She spent the better part of Thursday morning pacing around the apartment, but at 10:30 her impatience finally got the better of her and she headed out.

Andrea poked her head out of her apartment. “You’re doing it today, aren’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Can I come along?”

“What for?”

Andrea looked at the ground. “This whole thing is my fault. I should at least watch.”

Jackie shrugged. “Fine.”

When they got to the food court it was a little after eleven, Jeff was there. He looked up at them, then looked away.

“Do you know him?” asked Andrea.

“Tried to hit on me.”

“I feel sorry for him, then.”

Jackie laughed. “Me too.”

Andrea got chicken teriyaki, Jackie got fish tacos, and the two of them sat down across from Jeff.

“I’ve never seen you here with someone else before,” he managed.

“You probably have, actually,” said Jackie, “but that was before. This is my… this is Andrea. Andrea, Jeff.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Jeff. Andrea returned the greeting. He ate a French fry. “So… what brings you here today?”

“Long story,” said Jackie. “If you stick around until noon you’ll find out.”

Andrea made conversation with Jeff—he turned out to be a fellow anime fan—but Jackie mostly felt the little sphere in her pocket.

She saw Rebecca coming and jumped to her feet. She had her gang with her too.

“Here we go,” murmured Andrea. “Jeff, you might want to get your phone out to record this.”

Rebecca strode up to Jackie and tossed her head to get some stray hair out of her eyes. “There you are. I was beginning to think that you wouldn’t show.”

“So, repayment in full, right?”

Jackie took a deep breath. Now or never. “I’ve given you plenty of warnings, because I was hoping that you’d come to your senses and I wouldn’t have to do something… regrettable. This is your last chance. Leave me alone, or I make you suffer.”

Rebecca laughed. “You have viciousness on your side, but you should know by now you can’t take me in a fight.”

Jackie squeezed the crystal in her pocket. “So the answer is no?”

“Of course. And you know very well why.”

Jackie shook her head, and before Rebecca could say anything more, she held out the crystal and carefully spoke the words that Strange42 had provided. She didn’t see anything, but it felt like the world had been ripped apart and replaced with a new one in the blink of an eye, it felt like her blood was on fire, it felt like the very air was calling out to her in a language older than history.

“Rebecca, no!” cried the white-haired catgirl.

Rebecca looked up at Jackie in horror. “What have you done?”

Jackie edged away. “I’m repaying you for what you did to me.”

“What’s happening to me?!”

“This is my revenge. I’m going to make you suffer the way you made me suffer.”

Rebecca cursed as she bent double and let out a scream that made everyone nearby stop what they were doing. Her cat ears just fell off. She desperately grabbed at them, but they disintegrated in her hands. Her tail started to shorten, as though it was being pulled back into her body. Her shoulders started to get larger too.

This was why Andrea found it so fascinating.

Rebecca’s ample breasts started to shrink, while her torso became more slab like. Jackie was a little disappointed to see that her clothing was changing too. Apparently Michigan sorcerers really did have better magic than catgirls. The babydoll T-shirt became a loose-fitting men’s T-shirt, and the skirt became cargo shorts. Rebecca’s delicate face became more angular, and her limbs grew longer and thicker. Jackie didn’t want to think about what might be going on in Rebecca’s crotch, but it was enough to make her cry out in a newly-deepened voice.

Then it was done. Rebecca (whose name didn’t conveniently map to a male one) picked himself up. He was decidedly male, and handsome in a CW drama star without makeup kind of way, but he was also a perfectly normal human.

He glared at her. “When I find a way to change back…” he growled.

“If it was that simple, I would’ve just used it on myself. Apparently polymorph spells don’t come undone very easily.”

“You’re a monster.”

Jackie was starting to calm down. She wasn’t happy about things having gone this far, but it was clear that this had broken Rebecca. She was no longer a threat. “If I am, it’s because you pushed me this far. Now come on, just leave me alone, okay?”

He turned around to face the white-haired catgirl, “Sakuya, make her pay for this!”

Sakuya just stood there, disgusted at the sight of her former friend.

Carla put her hands on her hips. “We don’t take orders from humans.”

“It’s me, Rebecca!” he pleaded. “Help me!”

Sakuya shook her head. “I couldn’t undo the spell if I wanted to. You’re just another human. Learn to live with it.” She turned to Jackie and held out her hand. “Give me that and we’ll call it even.”

Jackie hesitated, but gave her the sphere. The three catgirls walked away. Rebecca dropped to the ground and sobbed.

Jackie sighed, and held out her hand. “Get up.”

“Leave me alone.”

“Trust me, being human isn’t all that bad. Or that hard.”

“Why do you care?”

Jackie rolled her eyes and let out a small sigh. “Are you going to just sit there crying? Eventually the sadness runs out and there’s just life.”

Rebecca took her hand and got to his feet. He glared at her and strode off.

“What the hell just happened?” asked Jeff.

“That,” said Jackie, “was me doing something I’m not very proud of.”
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