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​Secret Cat Shifter Omega: One (Max)
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“Here, kitties!” I set out the feeding bowls. “Breakfast time!”

I fed my rescue cats family-style. They never got bored of the food if they could pick and choose. 

And a buffet, as opposed to cooked-to-order delicacies, would prevent strangers from suspecting I understood my cats a little too well. 

I’d turned my cottage at the farmhouse into a cat rescue, full of scratching posts, litter boxes, and climbing mazes. Also full of formerly homeless cats, however many happened to show up. I was hopelessly single, but at least I had my mom, my sister — and my cats.

My cat rescue was famous. 

What wasn’t well-known: I was a cat too. Sort of. Part-time. An occasional dilettante in feline life, I liked to consider myself. Cat-mode sometimes felt more natural than boring old human-mode. 

Especially when a bit of my cat-self remained even when I was a human. Not physically. Physically, I looked like any other human omega. But my feline side was all over my human personality and emotions. 

I dreaded anyone asking why I was so anxious about riding in cars, or why sometimes I felt the overwhelming urge to run away in panic. The dots were clear for anyone to connect. I was one of them, one of the shifters. 

Some people denied our existence, while others feared us. Or both. That, in addition to lack of opportunity in a small town, was why I didn’t let anyone get too close to me. In my own eyes at least, the clues of me being a shifter were too easy to connect, and I certainly didn’t want my life in Knotting Hill ruined by being outed. 

The shifting thing had happened for the first time when I was sixteen: the transformation, my limbs shortening, the tail emerging, and the big dumb whiskers on my face. I’d been exhausted after PE class and when I sat down in the locker room, this force took over me. 

In the fourteen years since then, I’d learned to more or less control the shifts. They were voluntary. Mostly. 

“Toonces is on his way for dinner!” my sister Lois yelled from somewhere in the main house. Her announcement was followed by the quadruple steps of Toonces running on old hardwood floors. 

“Thanks, Lois.” I yelled back, just as Toonces — known as Jean-Pierre among his fellow cats  — shoved the half-open door completely open and speed-walked into my cottage. 

That cat always moved with determination. He rarely walked. If he wasn’t sitting still, he was sprinting. 

“I thought you’d need the exhortation,” Lois yelled back. “And Fluffy is perambulating over.” 

“Good job on SAT vocab, Lois.” 

Fluffy always sauntered over for dinner as if he’d just chanced upon the feeding bowls during a leisurely constitutional. He’d done me a favor by gracing me with his presence — all from the goodness of his long-haired heart. 

I teased Fluffy about it when I was in cat form. That was when I called him Blanchefleur, his cat name, not Fluffy. That was when he got to tell me all the stupid things he’d watched me do as a human. But I couldn’t let that cat out of the bag when in human form.

I had to keep my connection to the cat world under wraps. It would’ve been too easy for some curious ne’er-do-well to make the connection to me being a cat shifter. 

Those scratching posts and roller-balls in my cottage were just for the cats. The real cats. The fulltime cats. Not me.

I practiced the lie in my head: Those cats were just my rescue animals and pets — we’d never buddied around as equals, cat-to-cat. 

I couldn’t let on that I had direct knowledge of how much “Fluffy” liked a dollop of mayo on his Sheba Roast Turkey or how much “Toonces” detested salmon Science Diet. As a human, I couldn’t look too fascinated by the scratching posts and ball-in-a-hoop toys.

That was my fate. Knotting Hill had lots of alphas and omegas: something about the uranium deposits in the hills changing Y chromosomes. But even in Knotting Hill, shifting wasn’t something to talk about at the dinner table. 

My mother and my sister, as much as they knew that I was a shifter, were squeamish to talk about it, much less acknowledge any evidence of it. 

Don’t ask, don’t tell about shifting,” was the most I could expect of them. Or “I shan’t inquire, and you shan’t recount,” as Lois would’ve put it. 

That was still more tolerant of shifting than most people were. Even alphas. Those alphas were my AO brethren, supposedly. They were biologically driven to protect omegas, supposedly. But when an alpha, even an alpha who supposedly liked me, found out I was a shifter, he’d either claim I was mentally ill, or just ghost me in disgust. 

Living in a small town, and spending all my time with my career, my family, and my cats, was part of the reason I was chronically single. I couldn’t deny it, though: being a shifter definitely didn’t help me attract guys. For the most part, it only scared them away. Even as friends.

“Sane” people, “reasonable” people, like my boss Clyde at the newspaper, thought they knew that shifters didn’t exist. They attributed shifter sightings to hallucinations or, that old go-to, camera angles. 

Those “normal” people used the usual retort: “If shifters are real, then where’s the video of them shifting?” And if someone gave them videos — of wolf shifters growing fangs, tiger shifters growing tails, and puny little cat shifters like me growing fearsome claws — they called those videos manipulated, faked, altered. 

Fine with me. I didn’t want them to know exactly how I got my scoops for the Knotting Press. I didn’t need them suspecting that the chonky Persian cat on the window ledge or even right on the meeting table was a reporter who’d soon turn back into human form. 

But I was definitely not a cat shifter, because there was no such thing as shifters.

Wink wink.

Jean-Pierre’s — oops, Toonces’s — dinnertime meow was more like a scream. He demanded seconds. I complied. 

If I hadn’t listened to his food demands, I would’ve had hell to pay from him the next time I was in cat form. Toonces knew the score. Usually I was Max Salping, mild-mannered newspaper reporter and cat rescuer, but inside me was my cat persona, Maupassant. 

Jean-Pierre looked at me with mocking disdain. To him, my existence as a human was a lie. He thought I was a con artist presenting myself to the human world as the humans’ equal. Jean-Pierre told me as much every time he saw me as a cat. Good thing he wasn’t a shifter. He had no way to tell the other humans about my special ability.

And what a useful ability it was, especially for my newspaper reporting. If I just got a bit of privacy to shift beforehand, I could walk into meetings undetected, or my favorite bit of spycraft: sitting on a windowsill or skylight and casually peering at what was going on inside. That black-and-white distance vision did something for once. 

“Oh, what a cute kitty,” humans said, unaware of my eyes scanning their documents and their screens. Then they’d read their secrets revealed in The Knotting Press the next morning. They never suspected the stray cat of having gathered up all their info.

“How did you get that scoop?” my boss always asked. I’d shrug and mumble something about being a good observer. It wasn’t hard to be a good observer when I could jump atop a bookshelf unnoticed.

And if in the course of my investigations, I got some peeks at eligible alphas? That came with the territory. A fringe benefit of my work as a reporter. I could at least look longingly at what I was sure I could never have. 

How could I ever find an alpha (never mind a shifter-friendly alpha) if I couldn’t dare to publicly admit to being an omega? People in Knotting Hill tolerated omegas if we were house husbands or florists or hairdressers. But even in Knotting Hill, nobody, least of all my uptight boss, would trust an omega with reporting the news. 

Omegas were relegated to the fashion or lifestyle pages — we “couldn’t handle real news,” they said. Or maybe newspapers couldn’t handle us.

***
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“MAX. INTO MY OFFICE, please.” My boss wagged his finger at me as I’d just walked into the Knotting Press newsroom. “I’ve got a story for you to chase.”

The word chase sent a shiver through me, as if I’d been detected as a cat shifter. I was jumpy. Nervous was a less loaded term. I was nervous about being found out.

“I’m always ready for a new challenge.” I nodded at him, trying to exude confidence while calming my anxious breathing. 

“I don’t know how you always do it.” Clyde sighed, smiled, and shook his head, all at once. “Even the hardest assignments. You just pounce on them.”

“I—” I hyperventilated for three seconds, then calmed myself down. “Right. I pounce on them.”

Calm down. Clyde doesn’t know. He has no way to know. It was a total coincidence that he used the word pounce.

Clyde stepped toward his office’s window and glanced down Second Street, in the direction of my house. “That new bookstore down the street. What’s it called? Boring Books?” Clyde laughed derisively and finished with a chortle. I had no choice but to inhale a big whiff of his stale coffee breath. 

“Bourne Books.” I said. I’d seen the place. It had been decades since Knotting Hill had a bookstore in its downtown. “Today is their opening day.”

“Yeah, Bourne Books.” Clyde waved his fat hand, then slapped a stack of newspapers on his desk with it. “And how did you know today is their opening day, Max?” He slid his reading glasses down the slope of his greasy nose before sliding his entire greasy body into his office chair.

He motioned for me to sit down on the weird padded bench in front of his desk. He’d probably put it there just to make his employees feel awkward and small when he talked to them. It had been there for all ten years I’d worked at Knotting Press.

Clyde’s eyes stared at me full of suspicion. I didn’t even know what he could’ve been suspicious about; he didn’t either, probably. It’s not as if my work, or anything else, would’ve prevented me from being able to shop at a bookstore. Clyde just assumed everyone else was as weasely as he was. That insidious belief at least encouraged him to respect my skill as an investigative reporter.

“I know today is opening day because being well-informed about Knotting Hill is my job, Clyde.” I smiled confidently. “It’s been at least twenty years since Beta’s Books closed down. I remember going there as a little kid.”

“Well I’m not much of a book reader.” Clyde sighed, sending coffee-breath tornadoes over my face. “But that Bourne Books place intrigues me.”

“Books are nice.” Books were my respite from a world where I never quite fit in. Books could take me out of it — for a few hours anyway — and books didn’t mind that I was an omega, and a shifter. 

Around age eighteen I’d even chosen my cat name from a writer’s name: Maupassant. Like my writerly namesake, I never expected too much from life. That was how I stayed reasonably happy.

“It’s not the books I’m interested in!” Clyde slapped the newspapers again, as if they hadn’t heard him the first time. He woke me from my pondering Maupassant and right back to his Knotting Press reality. “I want to find out about the owner. There’s a rumor about him.”

“His socks don’t match? He leaves the toilet seat up?” I shrugged. “Is that the kind of secret this guy is hiding?” 

The Knotting Press was full of the town’s dirty laundry. Making light of it was all I could do to try to make a sit-down with Clyde less anxiety-inducing.

“Bigger secret.” Clyde shook his mostly bald head. “My personal gossip sources — I have very good gossip sources, you understand, Max?” Clyde was always praising his own professional acumen. 

I nodded to Clyde, doing my best imitation of an eager sycophant. “I definitely understand. Everyone knows you have amazing sources, Sir.”

“Exactly, Max. Exactly.” Clyde gave me another whiff of his coffee-breath and view of his coffee-teeth. “My sources tell me that the owner of Bourne Books is somebody famous.”

“I can see the owner getting famous for opening such a great place for books. That place is big.” I was trying to be helpful. And logical. I couldn’t always rely on cat-wits, especially not when I was in human form.

“I don’t care about the bookstore! I mean famous aside from the bookstore.” Clyde tilted his office chair back and raised his arms like a football referee announcing a touchdown. I tried to unsee the sweat stains on his armpits. “I think the owner of the store is E. Borneo.”

“E. Borneo?” I laughed. I hadn’t expected the world’s most famous writer of AO fiction to come up in this conversation. “You think E. Borneo is here in Knotting Hill?”

“I think?” Clyde coughed phlegm into a napkin as he shook his head. “I strongly suspect. Strongly suspect, Max.”

“Can’t possibly be.” I laughed and shook my head. Some of Clyde’s article leads were ludicrous. This was one of them. “With all due respect, Clyde: why would E. Borneo run a bookstore in Knotting Hill? Isn’t he busy being a famous writer in New York?”

“Ha! So you think! But I’ve got the dirt on E. Borneo.” Clyde snapped a finger in the air. “My gossip sources. You know I have great sources, right?”

“You do have great sources, Clyde.” I flattered him with that line so often I probably also said it in my dreams. 

“Well, my sources say—” Clyde leaned in toward me across his big mahogany desk. Clyde’s coffee breath was the least of my occupational hazards as a Knotting Hill reporter, not quite as bad as angry dogs and well-aimed garden hoses. “E. Borneo doesn’t just write about alphas and omegas.”

“Oh.” I tried to sound enthralled, or at least interested in what Clyde was bloviating about. “He also writes about heteros?”

“Max!” Clyde drummed the desk with both hands. “I’m saying E. Borneo is one of them.”

“Them?” I asked.

“Those, you know, AO types.” Clyde made a disgusted face and flapped his hand around as if he was referring to gnats. “Alphas, omegas. Mpreg. They’re here in Knotting Hill, and they’re in New York, too.”

“You don’t say.” I loaded my voice full of faux concern and encased it in pure disdain. “Alphas and omegas are showing up here in Knotting Hill?!”

“Certainly you’ve heard about it.” Clyde furrowed his one gigantic eyebrow. “It’s like they’re taking over the town!”

“No, I really haven’t.” I shrugged innocently. “And what does this have to do with the bookstore I’m supposed to be investigating?”

“That’s exactly why I want you to check out that bookstore. It could be our breaking story of the year. I heard that E. Borneo is hiding out here in Knotting Hill, running a bookstore quietly, because, he’s — get this, Max — he’s an alpha!”

“E. Borneo?!” I shook my head as I tried to feign disbelief. “That famous writer is an alpha? He’s a dude who can make another dude pregnant? No way. Not a bestselling author like E. Borneo.”

Everybody knew E. Borneo as a bestselling author of alpha-omega fiction. His public story was that he wasn’t any kind of alpha or omega, and was only writing books about an imaginary world. 

I’d seen his books, all set in the world of AO. He was the writer of alpha-omega stories. 

The stories he wrote were a little too real, too well-informed, too detailed for E. Borneo to have been an outsider. But someone like Clyde couldn’t have possibly imagined a successful writer being an alpha or omega.

“Max, you’re still young.” Clyde shook his head with all his world-weariness dripping from his sweat pores. “The alphas and omegas have been taking over everything. Ruining everything. Everywhere. It’s sad, but even a famous writer can be one of them. They can be anybody.”

I tried to look terrified by Clyde’s warning about myself — while feeling a little bit hopeful that if alphas and omegas were taking over everything, I could finally find an alpha mate in this podunk town. Even Guy de Maupassant could sometimes hope for life to improve, just a little bit.

“So you want me to get the scoop? If there is one.” With Clyde, I always had to bring the conversation back to business. He loved to go off on tangents, rants, and hobby horses. 

“If there’s no scoop, just make one up!” Clyde laughed hard, launching spittle all over his office. I counted the minutes until I could get out of there. “You didn’t hear me saying that, Max. We follow the highest standards of journalistic ethics here at the Knotting Press.”

“Yes, of course.” I nodded as if Clyde always told the truth. He didn’t.

“Up and atom!” Clyde snapped his fingers again. “Go grab the story, Max.” He lifted his body up off his chair and motioned for me to get out of his office. “If you get this scoop, it will make your career.”

That part perked up my ears. My job was my outlet. I didn’t really have friends; it would’ve been too hard to let anyone close to me while still hiding all my secrets. And I certainly didn’t have a mate. All I had was my work. And if I could get a really big scoop — a really big one, about a national figure like E. Borneo, not just my tiny local scoops — I’d finally break out of my little Knotting Hill life to bigger horizons.

Sure, snooping and investigating matched my cat side. Anyway I couldn’t get much snooping done in human form. This assignment, like most of my undercover journalism, called for a cat: a fluffy Persian, known as Maupassant in polite feline society.

For the actual embarrassing and uncomfortable process of shifting after getting a story assignment, I always used the office gym. Or rather, the gym’s locker room. It had lockers, private bathroom stalls, and a small vent window that was always open so I could leave without attracting attention. 

I slipped from the building elevator to the gym and went to my usual locker. Fingerprint-operated. 

Fingerprint-operated lockers meant I didn’t need to worry about carrying a key when I was a pocket-less cat. The bad thing was that I had to remember to get everything in or out of the locker when I was still in human form. In cat mode, no go. The fingerprint reader couldn’t read a paw. That much, I’d learned in my early reporter days, when I’d sometimes left some crucial piece of information in my wallet — forgetting that cats didn’t carry wallets.

Now, I was a pro. Or as pro as one could get at turning into a cat and sneaking around people’s offices. Clothes off, neatly folded in the locker. Phone powered off, set on the clothes. Keys and wallet on top of phone.

Naked, with my cock dangling and my omega flap exposed for all to see, I quickly locked the locker and hurried into a private bathroom stall. I just had to close my eyes, clear my mind, and will it. It was like meditation. The calmer my mind, the easier it was to shift. 

Inside the stall, the sign glared at me: See shifting? Say something! Shifting reporting hotline, text or call 99-SHIFT. 

People were that scared of us. That wasn’t news to me, but it still wasn’t great to see a reminder of it when I was trying to shift. I just needed to relax and get my mind off of that poster, and everything it represented — and off of my loneliness, and everything it represented — to properly shift. 

“Abracadabra, abracadabra—” The word had nothing to do with shifting, but whispering it put me in the right mindset. 

And there it went. 

My full head of hair went first, turning into Persian cat-fur. My ears transformed into small triangles standing atop my head. My arms and legs grew soft, quivered, and shrank to less than half their human size. I almost fell down, but I managed to quickly crouch down on all fours as I shifted. I caught my breath and felt the weight of my new tail.

Then there was that familiar sense-memory inside my mouth: my tongue running over my newly small, newly sharp teeth. 

My omega birth flap was gone when I was in cat form, so being naked wasn’t that terrible. But no matter how many times I’d played cat, I still had trouble walking around in public showing my balls. I’d perfected a way to hold my tail behind my torso just the right way to give myself privacy.

Claws, check. 

Tail, check. 

Big dumb whiskers, check. 

My perspective was now just a few inches off of the ground. And as always, the locker room’s tile floor smelled like chlorine and feet.

That was my reminder to get out of there.

Nobody else was in the locker room. As a cat, it was safe for me to exit. As a shifter, it was safe for me to exist. 

I jogged under the bathroom stall door, jumped up onto a sink, and from there leapt to the open window. It was basically the same procedure outside the window to get back down to street-level, though I had to take a break on a tree branch to assess the environment and plan my route.

Bourne Books was just down Second Street from the Knotting Press. I jogged past a few coffee shops, antique stores, a nail salon, and a parking lot. I tried to stick close to the walls and duck under cars. The “danger” was that somebody would pick up the cute kitty. Added risk of being a semi-long-haired Persian. 

Normally in cat form I didn’t mind a free meal and maybe a good night’s sleep on some random good samaritan’s sofa. It was always a bit of voyeuristic fun to see some random’s private life inside their home. But that afternoon, I had snooping to do.

A lonely Open sign hung inside the window. The street parking in front of Bourne Books was empty, save for one lonely black Harley-Davidson motorcycle. 

I didn’t even have to worry about how I’d get inside the store. The wind had opened the front door just a tiny crack. It was enough for me to push my shoulder against it, open it a slight bit wider, and sneak in: no opposable thumbs required. The wind shut the door behind me.

Inside the store lay an obstacle course, at least when I was only a dilettante at navigating at cat level, only a few inches off the ground. That low, I could barely get any sort of reconnaissance over the whole store. Everything from shuffling feet to sliding chair legs could block my view — or worse. 

For my physical safety, I needed that reconnaissance. My entire feline body was small enough to be seriously damaged by a collision with just about anything. 

The  bookshelves cutting across the store were no problem. They didn’t move and they definitely weren’t going to step on my paws. I jumped up on the first level of a shelf, then hopped across the aisle to a higher level of another shelf, then hopped back to the top of the first shelf. All that just to get a bird's eye interior view of the entire store. 

If there had been such a thing as smartphones for cats, I could’ve snapped a few pics. Considering my line of work, it wasn’t the first time I’d wished for a cat-sized smartphone camera. But all I had in reality was the camera in my brain, whose remembered images I’d later type up into notes for my article.

Bookshelves covered the walls and crisscrossed the store’s interior. Some of the bookshelves had gaps in the rows of books: perfect as landing and launching spots for my ascents and descents. 

But the customers’ feet, feet in shoes, always moving around the bookshelves. Most of the feet didn’t even notice a cat underfoot. As long as they didn’t step on my tail, I didn’t want them to notice me. I didn’t have time for any well-meaning human to pick me up, rub his nose against mine, and tell me how “cute” I was. I had work to do.

A pair of gray New Balance running shoes sat at a desk behind the sales counter. The shoes were all I could see from my vantage point. I ran toward them as if they were a beacon. 

Just a few feet from the shoes, I hopped up on a stool next to a desk. That was when I saw all of the man wearing the shoes: his black plastic frame glasses, blue eyes, scruffy chin, wavy brown hair, and plaid shirt. Of course a plaid shirt. That just tied it all together. He was unequivocally, indisputably beautiful. Shifting into a cat turned off my sex hormones, but male beauty, I could still appreciate — and male beauty described everything about this dude.

He leaned back in his chair. His hands held a book. He suddenly swung his shoes, and the feet and legs wearing them, up onto the sales counter. Staring closely into the book, he seemed to be not so much reading the words as he was closely inspecting them, with an absolutely adorable half-furrowed brow.  

Was this the owner of Bourne Books? And more importantly, was this E. Borneo?

It was a good five foot jump from the stool I was sitting on to the sales counter. Even as only a part-time cat, I knew I could make it. What was five feet for a certified tree-climbing, fence-vaulting feline predator? Easy peasy. In theory, anyway.

I judged the distance, flexed my hips, and took a deep breath to prepare. That was when it hit me: the stench of alpha pheromones. From somewhere. Possibly from this guy? 

I had to take a deep breath and forget about the alpha smell for a few seconds. I’d investigate it later. 

From a crouching stance, I made my leg muscles launch my whole fluffy body into the air toward the counter. 

Five feet was a short distance for a flight. Too short. I’d jumped so enthusiastically that I didn’t have a lot of wooden counter runway for the landing.

Claws out, tail in stabilizer position, I slid across the wooden counter like an airplane that had just landed on its belly. 

Boom. I landed right in Book Guy’s arms. He caught me when I was about to slide off the table, and instead set me down on his lap.

I normally hated random strangers’ attention when I was working. I was there to spy on humans, not be nuzzled by them. Some kid with grabby hands could waste an hour of my time with “Look at the kitty I found!” and then give me a day-long backache from the way he carried me around by my shoulders. I did everything I could to stay away from any “cat lover” in my path.

But this guy — this guy was actually helpful. He caught me from a fall. And his alpha smell was unmistakable. 
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​Two (Ethan) 
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That feline furball that had wandered into my shop got bored of sitting on the footstool. Suddenly he leapt from the stool onto the sales counter. 

Bang!

The cat must not have been an experienced jumper: he stared into my eyes with terror as he sailed through the air. He flew like a sugar glider. He meowed with terror as he landed, and screeched as he slid across the polished counter. 

Meowing and scratching all the way, he ended up sliding right into my arms and my lap. I sat him in my lap and felt the softness of his fur. He looked, and felt, like a cat who admired himself in the mirror all day, not a table-jumping athlete. 

He even purred. Purred to me, I convinced myself.

At least something was going well in my life. At least somebody — or something — wanted my company. Petting this beautiful purring cat was a respite from the rest of my day. I sank into my chair and tried to get my mind off all the slightly unpleasant things. The downright bad things. Like my own parents disowning me once it had broken in the tabloids that I was an alpha.

Even my landlord back in New York wasn’t returning my calls. He had not only evicted me, citing the City’s alpha-control regulations but was holding on to my five thousand dollar deposit. Considering how poorly my newest book was selling, I definitely could’ve used that five thousand bucks. “I’m holding it in case of previously undiscovered alpha damage to the apartment,” he’d written in his email. 

What the hell was alpha damage? Did that landlord think we alphas were always having wild unbridled sex? He had no way of knowing how lonely and unmated I was, but even if he didn’t know that much, what kind of banshee sex would have damaged the apartment in “undiscovered” ways? 

On Eviction Day, the landlord and I had walked through the place together. Even as that landlord kept a good three feet away from me on our walkthrough and muttered about “this city doesn’t need any more alpha omega types,” he acknowledged that my apartment was in perfect shape. 

I wouldn’t even have needed an apartment had my parents not kicked me out. My writing books about alphas and omegas was already bad enough to make my nice heterosexual Long Island parents mildly uncomfortable. But when I preemptively told them I was actually an alpha, before the news could get to them through the tabloids or my agent, that was it. They didn’t want an alpha in their home. 

And my landlord didn’t want an alpha in his investment property, not even when I offered to pay above-market rent.

At thirty-three, I’d already had two post-puberty decades to accustom myself to hiding my alpha nature. I lived a celibate life, wasn’t seen in any known AO hangouts, and sure as hell layered on all the alpha scent-killers I could find, and wore a few layers of shirts anytime I left home.

Sure, discrimination against alphas and omegas was illegal. Technically. But to bring a case, you had to announce to the world that you were an alpha — and that would’ve made everything so much worse. 

And anti-discrimination laws didn’t apply to parents wanting to reject their own adult son. But I’d already given up hope on them.

I’d been a little too honest with my agent. We’d worked together for nearly a decade, so I eventually let out that I was a desperately lonely alpha. I wanted him to understand me better. He certainly did understand me better: he better understood how to blackmail me. 

When I turned down his request for half of my royalties instead of the one-third I’d been paying him, he leaked to the tabloids that I was an alpha. He had the screenshots. He even knew my username on the supposedly anonymous alpha online forums. The tabloids ate it up like — catnip.

I rubbed the beautiful Persian cat behind his ear to hear him purr a little louder. At least with this cat in my lap, I was calm enough to consider my situation: a supposedly famous author, a lifelong New Yorker, who was being chased out of his career and his hometown on suspicions of being alpha. Which suspicions were true, but that was behind the point.

The New York Times and Washington Post had vowed never to publish speculation about who was an alpha or omega. “We’re against starting witch hunts,” all the reputable newspapers said. 

But those policies were about as much use as anti-discrimination laws. What good was the highbrow news outlets’ silence when every tabloid newspaper, YouTuber, and podcaster relished outing AOs? Day in and day out, they droned on and on that according to rumor, E. Borneo not only wrote about alpha-omega life, but lived it. As if there was something wrong with that in the first place. And how much was I really “living” my best alpha life if I’d never even been mated?

I massaged the beautiful cat’s neck. He was purring. That was enough to lift my spirits. 

He didn’t have a collar or tag, but he seemed to be in good shape and in good spirits.  I tried to flip him over to check for a microchip or tattoo on his belly. He hissed and showed me his claws. I gave up on flipping him over. This fluffy little dude liked his privacy.

A teenage customer — at least prospective customer — walked over to the counter and stared at the cat I was holding. 

“Felis silvestris catus,” she said authoritatively, and looked at my face for approval.

“Nice Latin,” I nodded. Teenagers needed approval. The cat meowed and burrowed his face into the crook of my arm.

“I’m Lois.” The girl reached out and nodded as she shook my hand. It was like meeting a politician. “Beautiful cat. Is she yours?”

“He, I think.” I gently lifted up the cat’s tail to verify. I got a quick peek at his definitely male equipment, and an even quicker claw-scratch for having dared to look. Oops. “Anyway, he’s not mine. He just walked in here.”

“You gonna keep him?” She held one finger in the air to ask for time. “Um, do you plan to domesticate this feline?” She grinned with accomplishment.

“I—” I loved cats. My New York apartment didn’t allow them. Now that I was living upstairs in the bookstore building that I owned, I could finally have a cat. At least as far as living space I could. But emotionally? No, I wasn’t there yet. I wasn’t ready for any kind of commitment.

She waved her hand in front of my face. “Hey, wake up. So are you gonna keep him?”  

“Keep him? Oh.” I shook my head awake from my daydream. “I can’t. I can’t keep an animal. I can’t handle it at this point—”

“Alright, alright. I was just asking.” She pushed her palm almost directly into my face: she didn’t need to hear my life story. Nobody did. My readers wanted E. Borneo’s fictional romances, not Ethan Bourne’s real-life grind.

“Is there a shelter around here I can take him to?” I asked. “Sorry, I’m new in town.”

“I love your store. I love books. And bookstores. And no, there’s no animal shelter in Knotting Hill. They say there’s not enough money because of all the AOs using government services. It’s the excuse for everything.” Lois sighed and rolled her eyes. “But my brother Max fosters and rehomes stray cats. Max Salping. He’s kind of famous. I have one of his cards.” She fished in her jacket pocket and took out a handful of candy, coins, and rubber bands, before finally finding the business card and handing it to me. “Don’t worry. He’s not a kid. He’s thirty already. He was my mom’s little accident.”

Even for a romance writer, it was TMI. “Thanks for the info. I’ll give Max a call.” 

As badly as I wanted to keep this warm, fluffy cat to comfort me, it would’ve been selfish. I was in no emotional or financial shape to take care of a plant, much less a cat. I only hoped Max could give Maupassant a good home.

“Max is kind of a dumbass. But he’s good with cats.” She nodded and returned to browsing my store’s shelves. 

The store had a total of six customers inside. I couldn’t help but do the hopeful math. If each customer bought a twenty-dollar book, I’d earn maybe five dollars from each sale, maybe thirty bucks for me total, before the building mortgage, utilities, and taxes, of course — even the hopeful math was too depressing. And keeping a cat was definitely, definitely out of the question, financially and in every other way. 

I’d call that Max guy and let him deal with the cat. I adjusted my reading glasses and squinted at the business card: Max Salping, Salping Volunteer Cat Rescue, 24hr hotline: 999-CATS (cell). The furball in my lap was staring at the card in my hand, as if he knew exactly who Max Salping was.

As I dialed the number, I practiced what I’d tell this cat rescue guy: That the cat was beautiful, but I want to give him up to the shelter. That he’s not my cat or anything. That I’d always wanted a cat but this wasn’t the right time, because — because reasons. 

The phone rang. And rang. And rang. That Max guy was probably too busy rescuing cats to answer my call.

I sighed and slipped the business card into my desk drawer. Petting this cat felt a lot better than trying to get rid of him.

“Hey, little guy.” I was talking to a stray cat. That was how far my loneliness had gone. Literally talking to an animal who couldn’t possibly understand my words. “I’m going up to my room to grab some lunch. Wait for me, ok?”

The cat gave a short, perfunctory, meow, as if he understood but didn’t want to be bothered with the details. 

That was my brain going haywire with loneliness: imagining that in this big empty universe, at least some random stray cat understood me.
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Whatever neurotransmitters being petted triggered in cats, I was now full of those. Absolutely to the brim. 

In all my cat-shifted adventures, I’d never been held and petted so reassuringly. For the first time, being petted was a joy. 

Until that run-in with Mister Bookstore, I’d never let anyone pet and hold me for what must have been at least an hour. When that six-foot-three dream petter of mine set me down on the sales counter and scurried off upstairs to get his lunch, I actually started to miss him.

But I had work to do.

In the corner stood the owner’s desk. Whatever lay there must have held gold for my newspaper story.  And while Mister Bookstore was upstairs fetching his victuals, that desk was completely unguarded.

It was too far for a direct jump from counter to desk. I made like a pedestrian and hopped down to the floor, then walked over to the desk and jumped up onto it. Walking on the floor wasn’t glamorous, but it was still better than making a fool of myself on a botched landing — and this time without even that beautiful guy to catch me. 

His desktop smelled like open books. And there were open books aplenty. Notebooks with scribbled notes; somehow those felt too personal for me to try to read.

The open book was a collection of stories by Guy de Maupassant. He was into Maupassant, my namesake? That was uncanny, but the newspaper wouldn't care about that. The newspaper, and its readers, didn’t even know about my cat-life. What the hell was I looking for anyway? What kind of evidence could I find on this guy’s desk of him actually being E. Borneo, or anything actually newsworthy about him?

Maybe the case would be easy. Maybe all I needed to do was look on his computer. That would have juicier details than just a book of French stories. Wouldn’t a writer be writing? Wouldn’t it be obvious if his screen contained the latest novel by E. Borneo?

His computer screen had a starry-night screensaver going. I looked around: was anyone watching me? Customers milled around the store, but none were focused on me directly. I certainly didn’t need anyone questioning why a fluffy stray cat was so damn familiar with mice — the plastic kind. 

Carefully extending a paw, I pushed the mouse just enough to wake the computer. I expected a screen full of the goods on this guy: works in progress, open chat windows, emails, whatever else. What I got, instead, was a password prompt. That didn’t go as planned. And this dude was no dummy. Maybe he hadn’t expected a nosy cat who could read, but he’d definitely protected his computer against intruders. And the password was certainly one I couldn’t have typed with cat-paws. The shift key was pretty much the dealbreaker; I’d learned that much on previous snooping attempts.

And even if the store patrons didn’t bat an eye at the fluffy Persian cat pawing at a computer mouse, they’d damn well notice said cat punching the keyboard trying to guess a password. I didn’t need that kind of attention.

I inspected the open books on his desk. He had more books by Guy de Maupassant. There was a copy of Bel-Ami and one of Alien Hearts. This dude had not just warm hands but good literary taste. And maybe, like me, and like my namesake, just a bit of disappointment and pessimism about life.

Bel-Ami was the reason I had become a reporter. Not that its narrative was very flattering about reporters. The main character was a narcissist and worse. Still,I loved the idea of being able to change the world, or just my town, just by breaking a news story, getting a scoop. We omegas were supposed to do as told, not speak truth to power, and certainly not try to change anything in the world. Mom had always warned me, “Max, I’m not telling you to always do what society tells you, but it’s hard to change the world.”

Footsteps. He was coming back down the stairs. I stepped away from the computer mouse. Mister Warm Hands was on his way back. 

He walked up to his desk, holding a tray of plates piled high with turkey and stuffing. I tried to look like just a regular cat, not a very literate and very nosy one. I might’ve had a paw or two still on the Bel-Ami, but my paws were clean. Even in cat form, I respected books.

He didn’t shout or even scowl at the sight of me shamelessly surveying his desk and even his computer. He didn’t even look angry. He was beaming a smile: the first time I’d seen him smile.

“Oh my goodness, you’re pawing my books! That’s adorable!” He moved his Bel-Ami away from me, and set one plate of food in front of me on his desk, and the other on the sales counter. “You’re a very bookish cat, I see. We’ll get along. And look what I brought you for lunch, buddy! Turkey! Do you know what turkey is?”

Did I look like a cat or an idiot? How could I, or any cat, not have known turkey? Especially the week after Thanksgiving. Especially as a carnivorous predator of all sorts of fowl.

He scooped stuffing onto my plate. “Smells good, huh, little buddy? You can go ahead and eat!”

It was biology: the smell of protein overwhelmed me. I put the book smell and this guy’s alpha smell out of mind and focused on the turkey in front of me. Running and jumping had made me way too hungry to resist. 

Had I been in human form, accepting a free meal from the subject of a story would have meant instant firing at any respectable newspaper, even The Knotting Press. But in cat form? There were no rules of journalistic ethics. Or at least nobody to enforce them against a cute, fluffy furball who would never say no to turkey and dressing.

My turkey-bearing savior petted me with both hands and stared at me as I ate. As a human, I would’ve been self-conscious about chowing down ferociously on that turkey. Humans weren’t supposed to chow down with no restraint. As a cat, I had no such compunction. Cats were allowed to swallow chunks of turkey whole and then beg for more.

“Aw, you look hungry, little guy. I have lots more turkey for you.” He sighed as he rubbed my ear. “I bought this whole turkey for Thanksgiving, but I’m alone here, so there’s no one— why am I telling all this to a cat?” He exhaled and shook his head with a wince, as if he was ashamed of having revealed too much.

I rubbed my face up against his arm. Biceps. Triceps. He must’ve lifted a lot of books.

He whispered in my ear: “You’re adorable.” 

I trembled a little. 

With his plastic fork, he took more turkey from his own plate and air-dropped it on my plate. This sort of arrangement, I liked. I ate faster, hoping to get even more as a reward. That was exactly what happened: another big chunk of turkey thigh delivered to my plate. I could’ve very much become accustomed to this life. This man was as generous as he was well-read.

He whispered into my other ear: “My name is Ethan, by the way. And your name is? Your name is —” Ethan hummed softly to himself, probably thinking through a million Whiskers and Smokey cat-name abominations. Anything but those names. I would rather have been named Fidel Cat-ro or Bartholo-meow. 

One more time, Ethan looked over at the books on his desk, the ones I’d been pawing. He suddenly smiled. “Maupassant! You were reading my Maupassant books. I’ll call you Maupassant!”

It was uncanny. My cat name. Completely on his own, Ethan had chosen my cat name to call me by. The name that the local felines in charge of naming had bestowed on me the first time I’d shifted into my cat form, fifteen years back. 

Humans weren’t supposed to know our cat names. They were supposed to call us by stupid names like Oreo and Tiger. 

Ethan was different, uncannily different.  Were he and I fated?
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The sales counter bell rang. I stepped away from watching Maupassant eat to ring up my customers: a father with his young son and daughter, all three holding armfuls of books. I rang them up. Their spending would go a long way toward paying my mortgage on the building. 

The $240.57 of books they were buying was my store’s first sale, ever. But I wasn’t even thinking about money or business. I only looked at the father happily holding his son and daughter’s hands. Fatherhood. Elusive fatherhood.

Writing about AO, I could vicariously experience parenting. I’d given up on the dream of alpha fatherhood for myself. It had always been too risky for me, a Famous Author, to come out as alpha. Trying to look for an omega would’ve of course become public, and would have made it even worse. Not only would people have stopped buying my books and bookstores would have stopped stocking them, but I would’ve been run out of New York City. Fast. Naked city of eight million people, maybe, but still not welcoming to alphas and omegas. 

Everyone loved reading about us in my AO novels, but nobody wanted to actually see us in person, nor have much of anything to do with us. Outside Knotting Hill, alphas and omegas were the world’s dirty little secret: grudgingly tolerated, and no more. Fathering a child in that kind of atmosphere would’ve been difficult not only for me, but also for the child — and how ridiculous I was even floating the fantasy of fatherhood if that wasn’t possible without an omega mate. I’d never been close to finding a mate.

The cat. Maupassant. I could just focus on the cat. That was much better than trying to think about love. 

He was finishing the last pieces of the turkey I’d brought him. I was so enchanted by watching him that I hadn’t even started on my own meal: a turkey sandwich. 

Was all the turkey in my refrigerator even “leftovers” if there was nothing it was left over from? It was a deep philosophical question that brought me deep sadness. 

It wasn’t like I’d had a big Thanksgiving dinner last Thursday and my multitude of guests had failed to finish the turkey. My Thanksgiving guests on my first holiday in Knotting Hill had consisted of me, myself, and I. Which was good enough. It was the best I could’ve managed, so what use was complaining about the loneliness I had no hope of changing?

I bit into my turkey sandwich and tried to imagine how turkey tasted to a cat. Did he even know this was turkey, or was all meat pretty much the same to a cat? I’d never know. Humans would never know.  If cat shifters existed, maybe a cat shifter could have ventured a guess on that question. 

“Are you all done there, Maupassant?” I rubbed behind his ear again. “How is that turkey? Maybe you’re a shifter, and you can understand everything I’m saying?” I burst out laughing. The cat shivered for a second, then looked up at me, then continued inspecting my desk.

My desk held a pile of my royalty statements from my biggest bestseller, A&O. Former bestseller. Nowadays, with rumors swirling about me being more than an outside observer to the AO world, nobody wanted to be seen reading my books. People were even scared to buy them, online or offline. If I tried to write in a non-AO genre, it would get even worse. 

My writing career was doomed — unless I wanted to start writing about more acceptable topics, like war or murder. Those were more palatable to the busybodies than were my stories about AO love.

Maupassant sniffed at the royalty statements on my desk as if he was reading them. Then he sniffed around the legal pad where I kept plot notes for my next novel. But what good was writing my next novel when nobody would even read it? 

He came up closer to me and rubbed against my arm, then arched his back and pressed his forehead to my shoulder. I petted him under his chin. He gave a precursory meow, had a few more glances around my desk, then hopped off my desk and ran — right out of my store, and right down the street.

That hurt. I was being ridiculous, of course: cats didn’t have any sense of politeness. A cat’s running off wasn’t a personal insult to me. He probably just heard a scratching mouse or saw a flashing laser pointer somewhere. Cats were like that. But in my emotional condition, all those assurances didn’t mean much. All I felt was abandonment.

“Sir?” Another family had come into the store. The father led his two young sons to my counter. “Do you have any children’s books about alphas and omegas?”

“Children’s books about AO?” I shook my head. “Why would kids want to be reading about—”

The father shook his head and frowned. “Books to teach my kids to stay away from those kinds of — I guess they’re considered people, technically speaking. Alphas and omegas.” He embraced his sons closer, as if to protect them from the alpha he didn’t even know he was talking to. 

My stomach sank. It never stopped sinking when I heard things like that, no matter how many times it happened again and again, and how much I should have totally expected it.

“Oh, right. I see.” I nodded at the man to confirm his good parenting instincts — while looking at him embracing his sons and dreaming of the fatherhood I’d never experience. “We have a children’s book section. We have lots of books warning kids about alphas and omegas. Lots. Trust me.”

“Thanks.” He looked down at his sons. “I’m glad your store is doing its part to protect us from the scourge.”

“Scourge?” I asked, absentmindedly. Maybe I, writing about AO people, hadn’t completely internalized how society thought of them — us. “What scourge?”

“Alphas and omegas!” The father exhaled hard. “I swear, if I ever find one of them near my kids—”

“Oh, right. Right. I got you.” I wasn’t interested in hearing the rest of his AOphobic threat. “The books are over there.” I pointed over to the children’s section, where indeed we had books for kids about brushing teeth, looking both ways before crossing the street, and of course, staying far away from anyone who was suspected of being an alpha or omega.

Moments like that — seeing someone else experiencing fatherhood, then being hit hard with social rejection — triggered my loneliness. I didn’t have a mate and I’d been disowned by my parents, but at least I had that cat to talk with. 

I’d spent less than an hour with that cat, but I already missed him so much. It felt like we had a special bond. He liked leftover turkey. He liked Maupassant’s writing. He liked me and accepted me for who I was. 

Not that a silly Persian cat knew anything about alphas and omegas, much less about the literary works of Guy de Maupassant, but that furball accepted me for who I was, as far as he could tell. At least so I could tell myself. That was a comfort. It was exactly what I needed.

Those thoughts were comforting as I typed in my password, fired up the spreadsheet, and got back to balancing my shop’s accounts. The store had been open for only a few hours, but I’d been spending money on it for months already.

Running a bookstore was like pregnancy: months of pain, expenses, and sleepless nights before you could see or touch the result. My bookstore was the only baby I could ever hope to raise.
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I jumped off the desk and sprinted down the street before anyone could catch me. 

Past Coffee Cradle, past the fire station, it was a good empty stretch of sidewalk to the newspaper office. It was far enough from the center of town to usually be human-free. I had the luxury of slowing to a walk, not in danger of being picked up and “admired” by some well-meaning, time-wasting two-legger.

Strolling through town as a cat, without all the baggage being Max Salping entailed, let me think things over.

That bookstore guy said his name was Ethan, but I saw the publishers’ royalty statements on his desk: Ethan was E. Borneo. 

And he was definitely an alpha. I knew that smell.

Ethan wouldn’t appreciate being outed in the Knotting Press, but what could I do? A famous writer moving to our little town was certainly newsworthy. His being an alpha was even more newsworthy. I was a reporter. I had to bring news to the public. It was just plain journalistic ethics: I had to make the information public, even if, or especially if, I had a personal liking for the guy.

Just theoretically speaking, of course, if hypothetically, counterfactually, I had a personal liking for that guy. Especially if hypothetically, counterfactually, I wanted to see him again when I was in human form, with my hormones intact.

Or maybe not so counterfactually.

I got to the Knotting Press building an hour before closing time. In cat form, I couldn’t wear a watch, but I’d become adept at telling the time from the sun’s position in the sky. I had time to comfortably shift back to being a human.

Nobody saw me go into the building. Nobody saw me jog up stealthily up against the lobby wall, then push a door open with my shoulder and forehead and duck into the locker room.

I jogged to a toilet cubicle and managed to reach with my extended claws under the door and pull it closed. I missed having claws a lot when I was in human form. Fingers just weren’t the same. For one thing, fingers couldn’t slice and dice. For another, getting a finger cut off was a big deal; getting a claw cut off would’ve just been a manicure.

And in that Knotting Press toilet cubicle that Monday afternoon, human form was my intended shifting destination. 

With the door closed, I jumped up on the toilet’s water tank just to concentrate better. I shut the toilet lid closed, then jumped down to sit on it. My butt rested directly on the cool plastic. My tail swept back and forth behind me like a warning radar.

The locker room was silent, except for “Last Christmas” coming from the building lobby, accompanied by the hallway elevator’s occasional bing. Already that time of year apparently. I closed my eyes and concentrated. It had been an exhausting afternoon, doing all that running, jumping, and investigating. 

At least I had my story: E. Borneo was in our town, and he was an alpha. This was going to make my career. I’d be famous not just as the reporter who broke the small stories, but who broke actual front-line national news. 

Maybe I’d get a raise. Maybe I could better support my mom and sister. Maybe I’d even get a job offer from a big-city newspaper. I could dream. If I played this scoop right, those dreams would all be possible.

I closed my eyes hard and focused on the sounds of “All I Want For Christmas Is You” from the lobby.

My fluffy cat fur receded and turned into scant body hair. There went my ears again: pulling into my head, and then settling down off to the sides. My teeth got flatter and duller. And my limbs and torso were shaking as they changed from cat to human. I slid my legs down to the floor and they were already long enough so I could stand. 

My tail disappeared. My claws turned into fingernails. And I no longer had those stupid whiskers getting in my line of sight. I’d shifted back to human form. 

I was fully human, and I was fully naked. With a hard-on, and that tingling feeling in my balls and ass that signaled a heat.

Heats were like torture without an alpha to fill me up. 

My AO doctor had mentioned that smelling an alpha, even when I was shifted, could bring on a heat when I was in human form. 

I had to hide that erection. We humans had clothes for that. Now that I had fingerprints again, I easily opened the locker and grabbed my clothes, my wallet, and my phone. 

As I walked to the changing area, I knew that slippery feeling of slick in my hungry omega ass. I really was in heat. Shifting brought it on, usually — something about long carbon chains being broken, my doctor explained to me once, and apparently sniffing an alpha catalyzed the reaction. Whatever. The long thing I needed in me wasn’t a carbon chain.

I was a human now. I had my libido again, along with my phone, my opposable thumbs, and my wallet. So many times as a cat, I’d wanted to buy a snack or take a bus, and I had to remind myself that cats didn’t carry money, and I’d have to steal my snack or bus ride, or just wait for some annoyingly “kind” human. 

I checked in the locker room mirror: human hair, human ears, human nose, all check. No stupid whiskers, no big dumb tail, no furry paws. Good to go. 

I had a scoop of a story. It would make my career. But like any good reporter, I needed to get closer to my subject. And like any good omega, I needed to get closer to that alpha.

I’d stop by Bourne Books. Just for a glance. And a sniff.
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Just before six PM closing, I ran the sales report. Owning a bookstore wasn’t going to be as profitable as writing bestsellers, but I knew that already. Writing bestsellers was no longer in my reach. Nobody would read E. Borneo if he’d been publicly outed and ridiculed as an alpha. 

I didn’t need fame or riches. I just wanted to have food and a roof, and didn’t want to be bothered.

With no customers left, I started tidying up the shelves and refiling the books people had left just lying around. 

Someone had left a copy of Dubliners on a table, and there was a White Teeth just lying on the floor. No respect for books. It always seemed I was the only person I knew who thought of books as transformative — not just something read to get a grade in a class, not just something to show off on your coffee table.

A chilly December wind blew stray leaves and dust into the shop. I sighed: my cleaning work was never done. As consolation, I smelled the crisp early-winter air suffusing the bookstore.

I shivered.

There was something in that air. Some kind of pheromone. It was sending my alpha hormones into somersaults. 

I knew that feeling. I hadn’t felt it in years. Suddenly all I could think about was making hot love to an omega and filling him with my fertile seed. It was a feeling I’d previously only felt vicariously.

My nose commanded my sex hormones. And those sex hormones took over my body. 

My face flushed. My cock was already hard, pressing up against my pants. My balls suddenly felt heavy and over-full, like they badly needed a release.

I sat back down in the chair. Maybe an omega in heat had previously been in my store, and the wind sent his scent my way. Maybe an omega in heat had just driven or walked by and sent his scent in.

Maybe the omega pheromone scent was on the books themselves. With their naturally sensitive, bookish demeanors, omegas did often work in publishing. They seldom left their offices, but their scents traveled with them.

My mouth was parched, even though I was salivating. I poured myself a cold glass of water from the water cooler. I drank a little, but splashed most of it on my face and hair. I felt like I was so flushed that the water would instantly turn to steam. It didn’t, but it did help me cool down, by about one percent.

I was horny as all fuck. This was a very specific kind of horny: one related to my need to reproduce. It was exactly as evolutionary biology had intended it. An alpha’s purpose, after all, was fertilizing omega eggs and making babies. I was just the passenger on the genetic propagation train. 

The urge couldn’t have been sated by disappearing into the bathroom for some self-pleasure, nor by hooking up
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