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CHAPTER 1
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Ari felt the crisp sea breeze brushing against her face as she gazed at the horizon from the open deck of the ferry. The clear afternoon sky cast a golden light that made the water’s surface shimmer, and the salty air gently tousled her hair.
For weeks, she had been traveling across Japan with her parents, moving from city to city, exploring both modern urban centers and villages steeped in history. Each new destination expanded her understanding of a land she had long dreamed of—one she had imagined through the pages of manga and the stories of anime she devoured in the afternoons back home. Driven by an endless curiosity, Ari had started studying Japanese years ago, taking on the challenge of mastering its complex characters and structure. At just eleven years old, she could hold intricate conversations, and every time she spoke, people’s eyes widened in amazement.
There was something instinctive about her love for Japan—ancient legends and folklore spirits filled her imagination, as if they were fragments of her own story. She remembered the hours spent doodling kanji in the margins of her notebooks, the afternoons reading tales of shape-shifting foxes and lucky cats, picturing herself immersed in those distant worlds.
And yet, as the ferry gently cut through the waves, she had the strange feeling that the place she was heading toward was particularly special, as if it had been waiting for her all along. In the distance, the island of Tashirojima emerged with its gentle slopes, a place that promised to be a new chapter filled with discoveries and mysteries.
The sea glistened under the slanting rays of the sun, gentle ripples creating golden reflections that gave the scenery a dreamlike quality. It had been over a week since that night in Osaka, when the ground had trembled beneath her feet. For those living in Japan, earthquakes were almost routine, but for Ari, that experience had revealed how fragile the world could be, capable of shaking everything apart in an instant. She still remembered the sensation of the tatami floor vibrating beneath her, the low rumble that seemed to rise from the foundations of the house and echo in her ears. Since then, the awareness of life’s uncertainty had followed her everywhere, like a silent shadow.
As the days passed, she felt an unease growing within her, a fear of an unpredictable future. It wasn’t just the earth shaking—she sensed that at any moment, a single crack could creep under everything she had built, collapsing her expectations and dreams in an instant. It was the fear that, in the blink of an eye, tomorrow could shift, pulling her away from everything that had felt safe just a second before. Ari almost felt the need to build walls around her hopes, shielding them from the potential chaos, yet the more she tried, the more that fear trailed behind her like an unseen presence.
She had just turned eleven, and her way of looking at the world was changing. She knew she had to grow, to make choices, and that frightened her. As the ferry moved forward, she found herself caught between the thrill of an impending adventure and the weight of the question echoing in her mind: What if my tomorrow crumbles, just like the trembling earth?
Her father, phone in hand, pointed to the approaching shore. «Tashirojima… we’re finally going to see the Island of Cats» he said with a knowing smile.
Ari knew that Tashirojima is famous for its feline inhabitants, a place where cats outnumber people. The islanders believe cats brought good fortune and prosperity, so they care for them with respect. Wooden cat shelters dot the pathways, bowls of food and water are scattered everywhere, and ancient temples safeguard stories of cats revered as protectors. Ari couldn’t wait to wander through the village streets and watch the cats move freely, curious and undisturbed.
She had always loved cats, but she had never been able to keep one at home—her beloved dog despised them. So, she settled for petting her friends’ cats and stroking every stray she came across.
Her mother, her long dark brown hair swaying in the wind, smiled as if reading her thoughts. «You’re already picturing yourself cuddling hundreds of kittens, aren’t you?»
«Is it that obvious?» Ari joked, shrugging with a mischievous grin, making her mother burst into laughter.
When the ferry docked, Ari and her parents slowly made their way toward the gangway. Only then, snapping out of her thoughts, did Ari notice something strange—they were the only tourists on board. She knew Tashirojima was a popular destination and had expected the ferry to be packed with visitors as eager as she was.
Yet, the pier was deserted. No one else was there.
That eerie silence and the absence of tourists unsettled her, fueling the unease already swirling in her mind.
As she reached the end of the gangway, Ari turned and saw it—a gray-furred cat perched on a concrete barrier, watching them with large, alert eyes. The first cat of the Island of Cats. She paused for a moment, studying its expression. It was as if the cat knew something she didn’t, a secret nestled in the very heart of the island.
They moved along the narrow pier, the wheels of their luggage rattling against the wooden planks. A faded sign came into view, its letters barely legible beneath the sun’s wear. “Welcome to Tashirojima”.
As they passed the sign, Ari suddenly stopped, holding her breath.
Before her stretched an immense gathering of cats, in every shape and color. There must have been at least a hundred. Some dozed lazily under the warm sun, others chased each other through patches of grass, while the most curious ones approached, their eyes gleaming with interest. A tiny white kitten with a black mark on its ear brushed against her ankle, while another, a scruffy orange cat, rolled onto her shoes.
Ari crouched down, laughing with delight, and began petting them. A large tabby rubbed against her leg, purring loudly, while a tiny gray kitten clumsily tried to climb onto her backpack. Her parents watched, amused, smiling at the joy lighting up her face.
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Ari gently picked up a soft, cream-colored kitten, lifting it carefully. «Look how adorable this little one is!» she exclaimed, beaming as the kitten curled into her arms.
Another cat, black as night with golden eyes, leaped nearby, grabbing a dry twig and batting it around playfully.
Ari could hardly believe how wonderful that place was—it was as if the cats were welcoming her to the island.
She laughed, stroked them, and spoke to them, momentarily forgetting all her worries. That moment was pure, filled with tenderness and joy, and Ari felt as if she had finally arrived in a place that was meant for her.
Her father chuckled, nudging her shoulder. «Ari, we need to check in at the hotel. You’ll have plenty of time to drown in kittens over the next few days.»
Ari sighed, reluctant to let go, gently stroking the cream-colored kitten one last time. «Alright… but I’ll be back soon, I promise!» she whispered, setting the kitten down carefully.
The cats watched her with curious eyes as she stood up and brushed the fur from her clothes.
With one last affectionate smile at the feline crowd, Ari turned and followed her parents, ready to continue exploring the island.
After a few steps, she hesitated, glancing back. Incredibly, the cats had vanished—hundreds of kittens had seemingly appeared only to give her a magical welcome.
Yet, the air still carried a sense of anticipation, as if something unseen was watching her from afar.
A gentle breeze brushed against her face, and for a fleeting moment, she thought she heard a faint meow carried on the wind. A shiver—one not of fear, but of excitement—ran down her spine.
She turned toward her parents and resumed walking. Deep inside, she knew that island would reveal much more than she could have ever imagined.
The sun dipped lower on the horizon, painting the sky in golden and rosy hues. And in that moment, Ari realized—her real adventure was just beginning.
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CHAPTER 2
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Ari and her parents walked along a short path that ran alongside the sea, their luggage wheels creaking against the ground. Between a faded sign depicting a cat and a few wildflowers swaying in the occasional gusts of wind, Ari took in the balance between nature and urban details.
The island was beautiful, dotted with picturesque views and small streets that wound their way inland. What struck her the most was the stillness—almost excessive—that seemed to envelop everything. Few voices, almost no tourists.
«It’s quieter than I expected» her mother commented, glancing around.
Her father shrugged, focused on the map. «It’s probably just the off-season» he replied, though he didn’t sound entirely convinced.
They passed through a tiny settlement, where weathered wooden houses lined narrow, winding alleys. A few elderly residents, wrapped in worn jackets, sat on creaky wooden benches, their gazes fixed on the sea, as if searching for an horizon only they could understand.
Here and there, small, crumbling shrines dedicated to cats emerged from the overgrown vegetation, with tiny feline statues covered in moss. Every now and then, a scruffy cat would silently appear from a corner, staring at them with an enigmatic expression before slipping away into the shadows of a fence.
The air was thick with the scent of salt and damp wood, and Ari felt a strange sensation—as if the island itself were breathing slowly, whispering forgotten stories. Every alley seemed to hold a secret carried by the wind, an unspoken invitation to uncover what lay behind every closed door.
After about ten minutes of walking, they reached a slightly elevated area, where a few whimsical buildings stood. Their roofs vaguely resembled cat heads, and the walls were painted in bright colors. At first glance, Ari felt a mix of excitement and unease. Everything here seemed more cheerful—murals of cats with enormous eyes, bungalows in playful shapes, small comic-style signs marking different houses. And yet, there were no visitors. Everything was neat, yet eerily empty. 
Ari felt a strange sense of disorientation—it was like stepping into an amusement park before opening hours.
«Here we are, this should be the place» her father said, pointing to a building with a large smiling cat painted above the entrance. Below it, a sign with the words “Manga no Neko” swayed slightly in the breeze. From inside, a warm and soft light spilled out, blending with the muffled notes of an old record player. The melancholic theme of an ’80s anime drifted through the air, merging with the dim lighting to create an almost surreal atmosphere, as if time itself moved slower within those walls.
Ari’s mother rang the doorbell.
After a moment, the door opened to reveal a middle-aged man, his gentle smile mirrored in his tired eyes.
«Welcome to Manga no Neko. I’m Satoshi, the owner of the resort» he said with a small bow.
Without hesitation, Ari responded in Japanese with a shy smile. «It’s a pleasure to meet you. We’re happy to be here.»
The man looked at her in surprise, then his smile widened with admiration. «You speak Japanese very well! How old are you?»
«Eleven» Ari replied, feeling both a little embarrassed and proud.
«Incredible! That’s impressive for someone your age.»
Satoshi stepped aside and gestured for them to enter.
Inside, the place was warm and welcoming, but Ari quickly noticed that the common area—despite being decorated with old anime posters and shelves packed with manga—was just as empty as the streets outside.
In one corner, a large white cat lay curled up next to a fake cherry tree adorned with soft pink lights.
Satoshi seemed to sense her thoughts.
«I know, there aren’t many people» he admitted. «We had a lot of last-minute cancellations.»
He sounded apologetic, as if he was well aware that his guests had expected a livelier place. Ari, while translating for her parents, cast them a glance. They responded with understanding smiles, trying to put Satoshi at ease.
Meanwhile, curiosity stirred inside her. What happened to that island? And why does it feel wrapped in such a quiet sadness?
Satoshi led them to the reception desk, where a graceful woman with delicate features was arranging some documents. Her long black hair was tied in a loose ponytail, and she wore a simple yet elegant blouse adorned with tiny plum blossom patterns.
«This is my wife, Aiko» Satoshi said with a smile. «We run Manga no Neko together.»
Ari gave a small bow before speaking. «It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Aiko. Everything here is so beautiful.»
Aiko lifted her gaze in surprise, then smiled warmly.
«How wonderful! You speak Japanese so well!»
«Thank you» Ari replied, lowering her gaze slightly.
«We care deeply about this village» Aiko added. «We try to keep its unique atmosphere alive, even though it hasn’t been easy lately.»
She reached for a key from the desk.
«But the fact that there aren’t any other guests right now does have a bright side—we were able to reserve our best bungalow for you. It’s special, with a stunning view of the sea.»
She handed the key to Ari, who accepted it carefully.
«Take the path on the right and follow the signs for the Maneki Neko bungalow.»
«I hope you’ll enjoy your stay here» Satoshi concluded. «If you need anything, we live in this building, on the upper floor.»
Ari and her parents thanked them before stepping outside and heading into the village.
The path meandered between colorful bungalows, each painted in soft pastel shades and decorated with murals of stylized cats that seemed to watch them with curious eyes. The houses had sloping roofs and round windows, some even featuring small, wooden cat ears carved into the facade.
The bungalow signs were drawn like manga panels, with colorful arrows and onomatopoeic words that almost seemed animated.
As they walked, small cat-shaped lanterns flickered to life at their passing, casting playful shadows along the path. The soft rustling of leaves in the trees blended with the gentle whisper of the wind.
Some bungalows were adorned with delicate, hand-painted noren curtains swaying gently in front of doorways, while tiny wind chimes tinkled under the eaves.
Ari even spotted a small fountain, where water flowed gracefully from a cat-shaped spout into a stone basin. Every detail seemed to tell a silent story, carefully placed to preserve the charm of that unusual place.
She thought that, in a way, it was almost a blessing that the village was so empty. The unreal silence and the feeling of being outside of time added to the island’s already special magic. And yet, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy for Satoshi and Aiko—it couldn’t be easy to run a place like that without guests. She hoped something would change for them. But selfishly, she appreciated the quiet.
Following the signs, Ari and her parents soon arrived at their bungalow—Maneki Neko.
She froze, breathless.
The structure was incredible. A massive, white-and-red Maneki Neko with its paw raised in greeting was seamlessly built into a traditional wooden building.
The architecture blended beautifully with the surroundings, the giant cat seeming to emerge naturally from the sloping roof. The windows were set in the lower half of the building, while the entrance was framed by wooden panels decorated with intricate signs and colorful details, reminiscent of a welcoming old shopfront.
The craftsmanship was remarkable—the wooden beams intertwined elegantly to match the feline curves, and the glossy paint caught the last light of sunset, giving the structure an almost magical glow.
Ari approached slowly, captivated, placing her hand against the smooth surface of the door. It felt as if that Maneki Neko was truly welcoming them, a silent guardian standing between reality and fantasy.
She recalled the legend—how a simple gesture of a raised paw had saved a traveler’s life, drawing him into safety before lightning struck where he had stood. Perhaps, like that traveler, she too was meant to follow this unseen path. Ari clutched the key tightly in her fingers, as if holding onto that thought, and for the first time in a while, she felt lighter. 
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