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      Jessica Taylor had built her reputation on three principles: precision, control, and immaculate timing. Which is why, standing outside the law offices of Weismann and Goddard on a gusty Denver morning, staring at the broken heel of her nine-hundred-dollar Louboutin felt like a personal attack by the universe.

      “Perfect,” she muttered, glaring at the tree grate she held solely responsible. Dark curls whipped across her face as she balanced with the grace of someone who’d navigated far worse than a wardrobe malfunction to become the youngest investment director in Hamilton Trust’s history. The broken shoe was just one more irritation in a morning already derailed by this dubious inheritance meeting to which she had been summoned.

      This stretch of 20th Avenue straddled Uptown and Five Points, a liminal space where renovated condos sat shoulder to shoulder with dated law offices and buildings that looked better from a distance. The air smelled faintly of roasted coffee and last night’s rain, and somewhere nearby, a light rail bell clanged its way into the morning. Everything about the block whispered respectability without aspiration—exactly the kind of place Jessica paid other people to handle on her behalf.

      Slipping foldable ballet flats from her briefcase, Jessica made the quick calculation: maintaining her dignity was worth more than changing shoes on a public sidewalk. She always had a contingency plan. That’s what made her so good at managing other people’s millions.

      What she couldn’t anticipate was that in less than thirty minutes, she’d face a decision that no spreadsheet could optimize: seven cats, one Victorian house, and an eccentric great-aunt’s final scheme to upend her perfectly ordered life.

      She’d rescheduled two client meetings and postponed a strategy call with London for this appointment. The email from the law firm had been frustratingly vague—something about an inheritance—but her assistant had confirmed it wasn’t a scam.

      “Ms. Taylor?”

      The receptionist’s smile faltered as she took in Jessica’s mismatched ensemble and the red-soled heels clutched in her hand. Her gaze lingered a moment too long, a mix of recognition and appraisal that Jessica knew well. People often did a double take when they met her, as if reconciling the name they’d heard with the brown-skinned woman standing before them.

      “Mr. Goddard is ready for you.”

      Jessica nodded once, refusing to acknowledge either her footwear situation or the receptionist’s barely disguised curiosity. She straightened her spine, a movement that pulled her silk blouse taut across her shoulders and strode forward with the confidence of someone who commanded nine-figure portfolios before her second coffee.

      The office at the end of the hall was lit entirely by two flickering fluorescent tubes, their sterile hum already grating. There were no windows. No natural light. Just a mahogany desk, a single framed photograph of Mount Blue Sky dusted with snow, and a white-haired man with small rectangular glasses rising to greet her.

      “Ms. Taylor, thank you for coming. I’m Harold Goddard.” He extended his hand, and Jessica noted his firm grip. “Please, have a seat.”

      She placed her shoes, complete with flapping heel, and briefcase beside a leather armchair. “I have a conference call at eleven, Mr. Goddard, so I’d appreciate if we could be efficient.”

      “Of course.” He smiled, seemingly unfazed by her briskness. “I understand you were Vivian Porter’s great-niece?”

      “She was my father’s aunt, yes.” Jessica crossed her legs, the movement automatic and precise, unconsciously elegant even in ballet flats. “We weren’t close.” She paused, then added, “I hadn’t seen her in years. She sent Christmas cards, usually late, with handwriting that looked like it had been done in a moving car.”

      A moment of silence followed, and Harold Goddard blinked. Once.

      “I was surprised to hear from her estate, but not especially… affected,” Jessica added.

      Vivian had been the only Porter to skip medical school, a cardinal sin in her family’s eyes. At Taylor-Mehta family gatherings, Aunt Vivian’s name rarely came up, except as a cautionary tale of “wasted potential” according to Jessica’s mother. The last time Jessica had seen her, at some cousin’s wedding over a decade ago, Vivian had worn flowing scarves and jangling bracelets, her gray hair wild and unfettered while everyone else was perfectly turned out.

      “I see.” Goddard opened a file folder. “Well, regardless of your relationship, your great-aunt named you as the sole beneficiary of her estate.”

      Jessica blinked, the only outward sign of her surprise, stopping her fingers before they tightened on the leather of the armrest. “I wasn’t aware she had an estate. The last I heard, she was living in some rundown Victorian in Five Points.”

      “Yes, that’s the property in question. The house at four eighty-seven North Downing.” He slid a photograph across the desk.

      Jessica picked it up, studying the three-story Victorian with its wraparound porch and ornate gingerbread trim. The paint would have been garish had it not faded, but the architecture was undeniably impressive. The property had possibility.

      “It has been appraised at one point two million, given its historical status and the recent gentrification of the neighborhood.” Goddard adjusted his glasses. “There’s also a modest investment portfolio worth approximately nine hundred thousand.”

      Jessica’s fingers twitched with the instinct to pull out her phone and check current market rates for Five Points real estate. The neighborhood had transformed over the past decade from neglected historic district to up-and-coming hot spot. With the right renovations, the property value could increase by another fifteen to twenty percent within two years. And the investment portfolio, even conservatively managed, could yield significant returns.

      “And the terms?” There were always terms.

      “Ah, yes.” Goddard cleared his throat. “This is where matters become specific. Ms. Porter was quite detailed in her wishes.”

      Here it comes, Jessica thought, her body tensing slightly, a subtle tightening across her shoulders that she immediately counteracted, forcing them back to relaxed.

      “You’re to take up residence in the house for a minimum of six months and assume care of her—companions.”

      “Companions?” Jessica repeated, wariness creeping into her voice.

      “Her cats, Ms. Taylor. Seven of them.”

      The silence that followed was absolute. Jessica’s expression remained composed, betraying none of the horror bubbling beneath her surface. Her pulse quickened, a flush of heat crawling up her neck that she prayed wasn’t visible.

      “Cats,” she finally said, the word dropping from her lips like a dead weight.

      “Yes. According to the will, you must reside in the house and maintain the care of all seven cats for a minimum of six-month period. If the terms are met, the house and investments transfer to you, free and clear.”

      “And if I decline?” Jessica asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Then the estate goes to the Denver Animal Welfare Association.”

      Of course it did. Jessica suppressed a sigh. “Mr. Goddard, I live in a penthouse downtown. I work sixty-hour weeks. I’m allergic to cats.” The last point was a slight exaggeration; she’d never actually been tested, but it felt true in spirit.

      “Ms. Porter anticipated your reluctance.” He slid another document forward. “She’s arranged for a stipend to cover the services of an animal behaviorist who specializes in feline psychology. Ms. Porter was quite insistent that this particular specialist be retained, should you accept.”

      Jessica skimmed the document, stopping at a name circled in red: Dr. Alison Ritchie, DVM, PhD, DACVIM (Neurology), DACVB. The were more letters in her professional qualifications than in her name. The scrawled handwriting beside it, Jessica immediately recognized from Christmas cards, read: “Ali helps the hopeless cases. You need her.” The ink was purple—who used purple ink anymore?

      “A cat therapist?” The words came out sharper than she intended.

      “I believe Dr. Ritchie prefers ‘animal behaviorist,’” Goddard corrected mildly. “She works with the Healing Paws Foundation and came highly recommended by Ms. Porter.”

      Jessica set the paper down, her mind racing through calculations. The property alone was worth the inconvenience, especially in Denver’s overheated market. Six months was manageable. And perhaps these... creatures could be confined to a specific area of the house. Her finger traced the edge of the paper unconsciously, pausing over Dr. Ritchie’s name. Vivian Porter was being irritatingly demanding if nothing else from beyond the grave.

      “When would this six-month period begin?”

      “Immediately. Ms. Porter’s housekeeper has been caring for the animals since her passing three weeks ago, but that arrangement ends today. Ms. Taylor, we have been trying to schedule this meeting for almost two weeks.” Goddard’s expression remained neutral, but Jessica detected a hint of frustration mingled with curiosity. He was wondering if she would actually go through with this.

      She stood, smoothing her skirt, the wool firm against her palms. “I’ll need to review the full documentation with my attorney.”

      “Of course. But the housekeeper leaves at five today.” He offered a business card. “This is Dr. Ritchie’s contact information. Ms. Porter was quite explicit that you work with her specifically.”

      Jessica slipped the card into her pocket without looking at it. The cardstock was thick, expensive, oddly, not what she’d expect from someone who worked with animals.

      “We’ll need your decision by end of business today, Ms. Taylor.”

      “And you’ll get it,” she said, standing to leave, briefcase in hand and shoes dangling next to them.

      Outside on the sidewalk, Jessica pulled out her phone and tapped the screen, calling her assistant, who answered instantly.

      “Zach, cancel everything after two. I need you to find a contractor who can create a sealed, separate living space for pets.” Her voice hardened. “And locate the best air purifiers on the market. Money is no object.”

      She glanced at her watch, then at the card in her hand.

      “Also, I need you to call this Dr. Ritchie person and schedule an immediate consultation. I’ll send you her number.”

      Ending the call, Jessica hailed a cab. Her day had been hijacked by her dead aunt’s cats. $2.1 million or not, someone was going to pay for this inconvenience. As she slid into the back seat, she couldn’t shake the feeling that her life was about to become very, very complicated.
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      The Great Dane whined nervously, pressing his massive body against Ali Ritchie’s legs as she increased the volume on her storm simulation app. The tablet on her desk played rumbling thunder through Bluetooth speakers strategically placed around the office.

      “It’s okay, Nigel,” Ali said, kneeling beside the dog. She placed her palm gently on his chest, feeling his rapid heartbeat through the thin fur. “Deep breaths, buddy. We’ll get through this together.”

      The dog’s owner, a short man with a concerned expression, checked his watch. “So this thunder therapy actually works? He demolished my Italian leather couch during the last gale.”

      “Systematic desensitization,” Ali corrected, not looking up from the dog. “And yes, with consistency and patience.” She scratched behind Nigel’s ears, her touch steady as another crack of simulated thunder blasted through the speakers. This time, the dog flinched but didn’t panic. Progress.

      “You did great today, Nigel.” Ali rose to her feet, feeling the familiar ache in her lower back from hours spent at animal level. “Keep playing those storm sound recordings I sent you, Mr. Brennan. Five minutes daily, gradually increasing volume.”

      After the Great Dane and his owner left, Ali collapsed into her desk chair, stretching her arms overhead until her spine offered a satisfying crack. Chairman Meow, who had been observing the session from the top of a bookshelf, leapt down to claim his rightful place on her keyboard.

      “Move, you fuzzy tyrant,” she said affectionately, displacing the one-eyed tabby to reach her coffee mug. The black liquid inside had gone cold hours ago, a greasy scum floating on the surface, but she drank it anyway with a grimace as she read through the morning’s case files. When she came to the file for a Siamese named Ming, she let out an exasperated sigh.

      “Margo!” she shouted, then paused. Her office door opened with glacial slowness before Margo, her assistant, drifted in with the unhurried tranquility of a sloth on vacation. She leaned against the doorframe as if standing fully upright required too much effort.

      “What treatment did you suggest to Mrs. Alexander?”

      The blonde-haired woman frowned. “I suggested she try a different brand of litter,” Margo replied, narrowing her eyes. “The scented kind was aggravating Beethoven’s asthma.”

      “No, after that. The part about the...” Ali rotated her hand, as though urging more information out of the woman’s mouth, despite already knowing the answer.

      “The holistic calming collar?” Margo offered.

      “No. The YouTube meditation videos for cats.” Ali dropped her head into her hands, sending her dark hair cascading over her fingers. “Please tell me you didn’t charge Mrs. Alexander for that advice.”

      “It was just a suggestion!” Margo protested. “My roommate’s cat loves those videos. They’re specifically tuned to feline brainwaves.”

      Ali peered through her fingers. “Margo, we’re trying to run a legitimate animal behavioral practice, not a New Age pet spa. Mrs. Alexander already thinks we’re overcharging her.”

      “Well, maybe if we added crystal therapy, she’d feel like she was getting her money’s worth,” Margo muttered.

      Ali let out a small, strangled scream. “Go call her and tell her to ignore everything you said after ‘try changing the litter.’”

      As Margo slid away, Ali sank back in her chair and surveyed the organized chaos of her workspace. Stacks of research papers covered most available surfaces. A bookshelf overflowed with veterinary journals and animal psychology texts. Three separate cat beds occupied corners of the room, though her cat, Chairman Meow, invariably chose to sleep on her keyboard instead.

      The cat in question now head-butted her hand, demanding attention.

      “At least you’re not into YouTube meditation, are you, buddy?” She scratched under his chin, earning a rumbling purr. His fur was warm against her fingers, comforting in its familiarity. “No, you save your craziness for three a.m. parkour sessions across my face.”

      Chairman Meow blinked his single golden eye at her with what she swore was indignation.

      Her phone buzzed, and she glanced at the caller ID: UNKNOWN. Probably another desperate pet owner. Her shoulders tensed at the thought of adding one more case to her already overloaded schedule, but she couldn’t bring herself to ignore it.

      “Healing Paws, this is Dr. Ritchie,” she answered, cradling the phone with her shoulder while continuing to pet the cat.

      “Dr. Ritchie, this is Zachary Landers, Ms. Jessica Taylor’s executive assistant.” The voice was crisp and professional, with an undertone of imperious efficiency that made Ali sit up straighter. “Ms. Taylor would like to schedule an immediate consultation regarding a multi-cat household she’s recently inherited.”

      Ali cocked her head, dislodging Chairman Meow, who gave her an offended glare. Her free hand unconsciously moved to smooth her wrinkled shirt, as if the caller could see her disheveled state.

      “Jessica Taylor?” The name tickled something in her memory. “Wait. Is this regarding Vivian Porter’s cats?”

      A pause. “Yes, exactly. How did you⁠—”

      “Vivian was a major donor to our foundation,” Ali explained, a wave of sadness washing over her. Her throat tightened unexpectedly. “I’m so sorry for Ms. Taylor’s loss. Vivian was an extraordinary woman.”

      Another pause. “Yes, well, Ms. Taylor would like to arrange a consultation as soon as possible. Tomorrow, if you’re available.”

      Ali glanced at her schedule and tried to decipher her notes. Never an easy task. She had a home visit in the afternoon, but her morning was clear after a cancellation. She chewed her lower lip, calculating how early she’d need to wake up to review Vivian’s cats’ files before the appointment.

      “I could come by the house at ten tomorrow morning?” she offered.

      “That would be acceptable. The address is⁠—”

      “Four eighty-seven North Downing,” Ali finished. “I’ve been there before... many times.”

      After confirming the appointment and ending the call, Ali leaned back in her chair, remembering the last time she’d visited Vivian’s house. The elderly woman had been frail but sharp as ever, sitting in her sunroom surrounded by her beloved cats, each one a rescue with its own tragic backstory. The house had smelled of Vivian, a distinctive but not unpleasant rose talcum powder, and the woman herself had sat propped up by piles of brightly colored cushions, enjoying the afternoon sun surrounded by those closest to her. Her clowder of cats.

      “When I’m gone,” Vivian had said, seemingly out of nowhere, her voice soft but clear, “my niece will need your help.”

      “Your niece?” Ali had asked, surprised because she never knew the woman had any family to speak of.

      “Jessica.” Vivian’s eyes had twinkled with mischief, crinkling at the corners like folded tissue paper. “She’s brilliant but closed off. Like Empress.” She’d nodded toward the imperious calico who observed them from the highest bookshelf. “That one took three years to let me touch her. Jessica’s been keeping people at arm’s length even longer, thanks to that mother of hers.”

      Ali had nodded, not entirely following why Vivian was telling her this.

      “She thinks she’s allergic to cats,” Vivian had continued with a knowing smile. “That’s what she said. Why she doesn’t visit. But really, she’s just allergic to honesty and vulnerability. Maybe you can help her with both those conditions.”

      She hadn’t given it much thought at the time, simply put it down to an old woman’s wonderings, but now, Ali reached for her laptop, curious about the woman who’d inherited Vivian’s menagerie. A quick search revealed a professional headshot on the Hamilton Trust website—an elegant woman with deep amber skin, high cheekbones, and dark eyes that held the camera’s gaze with unwavering confidence. Her curly hair was pulled back into a sleek, professional style, and her expression was composed, focused, and utterly serious.

      Ali’s breath caught. The photograph captured a woman who was undeniably beautiful, but it was more than that. There was something in those dark eyes—an intensity that made Ali’s stomach flutter unexpectedly. She leaned closer to the screen, drawn by the sharp intelligence in Jessica’s gaze, the determined set of her jaw, the way even in a still photo she seemed to radiate power.

      “Investment Director,” Ali read aloud, her voice echoing in the quiet office. “Yale undergrad, Wharton MBA.”

      Chairman Meow jumped back onto the desk, sprawling across the keyboard with perfect timing, obscuring Jessica Taylor’s face.

      “I see your point,” Ali told the cat, though she immediately nudged him aside, needing another look. “She does look uptight.”

      She skimmed through several articles featuring Jessica Taylor, including a Forbes “40 Under 40” profile that praised her “razor-sharp analytical skills” and “unflappable demeanor in high-pressure negotiations.”

      A more recent article caught her eye—a profile in 5280, Denver’s Mile High Magazine, titled “The Taylor Algorithm: Denver’s Billion-Dollar Brain.”

      In the feature photo, Jessica was smiling, only just, but the effect transformed her face. The subtle curve of her lips softened her features, revealing warmth beneath the professional veneer. Ali found herself staring at that mouth, wondering what it would take to earn a full smile. Heat crept up her neck as she imagined those lips laughing, speaking softly, maybe even⁠—

      She shook her head sharply, disturbed by the direction of her thoughts. Kristi and Fenna were right, she really needed to get out more. Maybe even get laid, but that thought brought with it the horrors of online dating, and she refused to go there again. She huffed and went back to reading the article, safer just to focus on work.

      “She doesn’t just read markets, she anticipates them,” the article read. “Clients and colleagues call it the Taylor Algorithm: part data, part instinct, and entirely unmatched.”

      Ali scrolled through a few more photos, her pulse quickening with each image. Jessica at a podium, gesturing with elegant hands that Ali couldn’t help but notice. Jessica leaning forward at a conference table, the intensity of her focus somehow magnetic even through a screen. Jessica in a black dress at some charity gala, the fabric clinging to curves that her business suits only hinted at.

      Stop it, Ali told herself firmly, closing the laptop with more force than intended. She pushed it away. She’s a client. A very professional, very straight-laced client who probably irons her socks and dates men called Benjamin. And definitely, definitely not someone who would look twice at a disaster of an animal behaviorist who can barely keep her own life together.

      Chairman Meow gave her a look that seemed suspiciously knowing, his tail swishing against her coffee mug, nearly knocking it over.

      “Don’t judge me,” Ali told him, her cheeks burning. “I’m just doing my job...”

      But Ali couldn’t help wondering about Vivian’s niece. The image of the impeccable Jessica Taylor surrounded by seven unpredictable felines with distinct personalities and needs created such a clash of worlds that Ali had to suppress a laugh. She was intrigued to see how this could possibly play out as anything other than a disaster movie, and with looks like that, Jessica Taylor would make a great lead.

      The fact that Vivian had arranged this particular collision of worlds suggested she was orchestrating something from beyond the grave. And knowing Vivian, it wasn’t simply about finding her cats a new caretaker.

      “Just what were you playing at, Vivian?” she murmured, absently stroking Chairman Meow. The office had grown darker as the storm clouds gathered outside, shadows lengthening across the cluttered space.

      Ali glanced at the photo again, pulse jumping as she studied Jessica’s face once more. Nobody could deny the woman was stunning. But of all the people Vivian could’ve chosen, why had she picked her…

      She rose from her desk, joints cracking after too many hours kneeling, and moved to the window. Rain began to patter against the glass as the first real drops of the storm arrived. She could almost hear Vivian’s gentle laugh, could almost see the mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

      You always did enjoy a bit of chaos, Vivian, didn’t you?

      And Ali had the unsettling feeling she was about to become part of it.
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      Jessica stood in the center of Vivian Porter’s kitchen, her body rigid as she fought against the overwhelming urge to flee. She took in the faded floral wallpaper, the ancient stove, and the worn linoleum floor. Her throat constricted, pulse hammering against her skin as chaos pressed in from all sides. Everything was clean but dated, like stepping back in time to 1975. This museum couldn’t be further removed from her own sleek, minimalist penthouse where every object served a purpose.

      “The cats are mostly upstairs,” the housekeeper, Mrs. Fernandez, was saying. “Except for Ernest. He likes the window seat in the living room. And Empress, well, she comes and goes as she pleases.”

      Jessica nodded absently, her fingers curling and uncurling at her sides, nails biting into her palms with each clench. Her eyes cataloged the kitchen’s deficiencies. The cabinets would need complete replacement. The appliances belonged in a dumpster, created before energy guides were even a concept. The countertops—were those actually laminate? Her stomach twisted, acid burning the back of her throat. A minimum of eighty-five thousand dollars for a proper kitchen renovation, possibly more given the home’s historical status. But the room had good bones: high ceilings, excellent natural light, and what appeared to be original crown molding beneath decades of paint.

      “They all have different feeding schedules,” Mrs. Fernandez continued, handing over a sheet of paper covered in handwritten notes. “Ms. Porter was very particular about their diets.”

      Jessica glanced at the paper, her eyes widening as they scanned the alarmingly complex feeding regimen. Apparently, one cat needed grain-free wet food, while another required prescription kibble, and a third would only eat if the food was warmed slightly. Her hands trembled as she gripped the sheet, the paper crackling in her tightening grasp. She felt a bead of sweat, or two, on her hairline. Even her blouse, a Theory silk classic cut in deep rose, suddenly seemed too restrictive against her skin.

      She fought the urge to pull out her phone and create a properly structured spreadsheet, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts as panic clawed at her chest. This really was too much. Be a swan. Be a swan, she repeated silently, refusing to allow anyone a glimmer of the excruciating anxiety swirling inside her.

      Jessica followed the older woman up the creaking oak staircase, each step making her predicament more surreal. The wood groaned beneath her feet like a living thing, the sound scraping along her nerves. Twenty-four hours ago, she’d been finalizing a multi-million-dollar stock acquisition for one of her top clients. Now she was being guided through a cat-infested Victorian by a housekeeper who seemed to think she should be grateful as she told her about the “new” mattress in the master bedroom.

      The unfamiliar scents—decidedly animal—resulted in her stomach rolling and her shoulders tightening until they were almost touching her ears, muscles coiling tight enough to snap. For a fleeting, horrifying moment, her nose tingled with the threat of a sneeze, her eyes watering as she fought to suppress it.

      As they reached the top of the stairs, a large black cat with a white chest patch suddenly appeared in the hallway. Jessica’s heart slammed against her ribs, her breath catching painfully in her throat. Ice flooded her veins as she stumbled back, her designer heels catching on the worn carpet runner.

      “Ah, that’s Mr. Darcy,” Mrs. Fernandez said. “He’s always the curious one.”

      The cat stared at Jessica, his yellow eyes boring into her like twin suns. Her skin prickled with awareness, every nerve ending screaming danger. She opened her mouth to respond to the housekeeper, but no words came out, her mouth bone-dry, tongue thick and useless as the cat approached with deliberate slowness. He circled her legs once before sitting directly in front of her, blocking her path. The brush of his fur against her trousers sent a shot of static shooting up her legs, her muscles locking in place.

      “He likes you.” Mrs. Fernandez seemed unable to hide her surprise. “He’s usually quite standoffish with strangers.”

      “Lucky me,” Jessica said, her voice cracking on the words. Her throat felt lined with sandpaper. Mr. Darcy continued to stare, his tail swishing against the hardwood floor with a soft, rhythmic sound that seemed to mock the wild drumbeat of her heart.

      Mrs. Fernandez quickly outlined the rest of the cats’ care requirements, from litterbox cleaning to outdoor privileges, before finally handing Jessica a detailed list of preferences for each cat. When she mentioned that Empress occasionally brought in “presents” from her hunting expeditions, Jessica’s stomach heaved violently. Bile scorched her throat as vivid images of mangled mice flashed through her mind. The pain of her own fingernails digging into her flesh was now the only thing keeping her anchored.

      Her mind instantly calculated new figures, numbers spinning behind her eyes as she desperately grasped for control: ten-minute drive here from her penthouse, then the same to Hamilton Trust. Ten hours at the office. Seven or eight hours of sleep, if she was lucky. Plus basic human necessities. Her chest constricted, ribs seeming to compress around her lungs. Black spots danced at the edges of her vision.

      This was unsustainable. She needed staff. She needed control. She needed to breathe.

      “Mrs. Fernandez,” Jessica said, turning to the woman, her voice thin and reedy, now unable to hide her desperation. “Would you be interested in continuing your employment here? I’d increase your hours and compensation, of course.” Her fingers knotted together, knuckles white with strain.

      The older woman’s expression softened with what looked uncomfortably like pity. Heat flooded Jessica’s face, humiliation crawling up her neck like poison ivy.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, dear. I’m moving to Arizona next week. My granddaughter just had twins.”

      FUCK! The word echoed in her skull as sweat trickled between her shoulder blades, her silk blouse clinging uncomfortably to her damp skin.

      “But you have Dr. Ritchie’s number, and she knows each of these little monsters well,” Mrs. Fernandez added, her tone light. “She’ll help you get settled.”

      When she heard Dr. Ritchie’s name, a fragment of hope kindled in Jessica’s chest. Perhaps she could dump these creatures on the behaviorist. As an animal lover she could hardly say no. Unlike Vivian Porter’s old housekeeper who was now walking to her car, waving a hand in the air without a single glance over shoulder.

      The sound of the older woman’s car door slamming reverberated through Jessica, sealing her fate. She didn’t wait to see the woman’s Nissan Versa jauntily turn at the end of the road. Instead, she returned to the cat prison to which she’d been sentenced.

      Whether out of curiosity, or sheer devilment, Jessica was inclined to believe the latter, Mr. Darcy followed her upstairs to the master bedroom and jumped onto the dresser, knocking over a bottle of perfume. The sharp crack of glass on wood shot through Jessica, her heart leaping into her throat.

      “No!” she said as though addressing one of her junior analysts who dared present an unvalidated report. But her voice wavered, cracking on the single syllable.

      The cat stared at her, unimpressed, his whiskers twitching in what she could swear was amusement. Then deliberately, no, mockingly, he pushed a framed photograph to the edge of the dresser.

      “Don’t you dare,” Jessica warned, her voice rising to a pitch she hadn’t heard since childhood. Every muscle in her body coiled tight, ready to lunge.

      With unwavering eye contact, the cat nudged the frame until it teetered on the edge, then with a final flick of a paw, it toppled to the floor with a crash. The sound exploded through Jessica’s nervous system, adrenaline flooding her bloodstream, her vision narrowing to just the cat and his next target.

      Without breaking his stare, Mr. Darcy then slowly, so slowly—as though saying “Dare Me!”—extended his paw toward a delicate porcelain figurine.

      “I will donate all of you to a petting zoo,” Jessica threatened, stepping forward to move the figurine out of his reach. Her fingers barely registered the cool porcelain as she snatched it away, her entire body vibrating with tension.

      Mr. Darcy yawned, displaying impressive canines, then began to groom himself with exaggerated nonchalance, as if to say, “I could destroy everything you love, but I choose not to... for now.”

      Jessica closed her eyes and counted to ten as she forced air into her lungs, each breath a monumental effort.

      “Dr. Ritchie had better be a miracle worker,” she muttered, pulling out her phone to search for emergency housekeeping services. A soft noise from the doorway caught her attention. She looked up to see a slender calico cat watching her from the threshold, amber eyes wary but curious. Jessica’s entire body froze, every muscle locking in place. Her breath stalled in her chest as those golden eyes seemed to pierce straight through her.

      Unlike Mr. Darcy’s bold challenge, this cat—Empress, she presumed, if Mrs. Fernandez’s description of her new dependents was accurate—seemed to be taking her measure from a safe distance.

      Their eyes met briefly, and a shiver raced down Jessica’s spine, raising goosebumps along her arms. For one suspended moment, she forgot to breathe. Then the calico turned and vanished silently down the hallway, leaving Jessica with the unsettling sensation of being judged with such scrutiny it put her mother’s overbearing efforts to shame.

      She let out a long, shaky breath, her shoulders sagging as the adrenaline ebbed. She sank onto the edge of the bed, her legs finally giving out. The mattress creaked beneath her, another unfamiliar sound in this house of strangers.

      Jessica had the distinct impression she’d just failed some sort of test—and Jessica Taylor wasn’t accustomed to failing anything.

      Dr. Ritchie had better be as impressive as her dearest darling Aunt Vivian claimed she was.
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      Ali pulled up to four eighty-seven North Downing at ten o’clock, parking her faded blue Subaru behind a sleek black Lucid Air that looked like it had driven straight out of a sci-fi movie. She tried to imagine how nice it would be to drive, gliding silently along the road, instead of her own rust bucket that sounded like a washing machine full of boots when it hit thirty. Still, hers got her to where she needed to be, just, and that was the best she could hope for. She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror, tucking a wayward strand of dark hair behind her ear and grimacing at the coffee stain on her collar.

      Professional, she reminded herself. You are a professional. Her stomach fluttered with pre-appointment nerves—a familiar sensation, though today they seemed to be more at the forefront of her mind. Without overanalyzing, she chose to put it down to visiting the cats for the first time since Vivian had passed.

      Chairman Meow meowed from his carrier in the passenger seat.

      “Nobody asked you,” Ali told the cat, gathering her battered messenger bag. “And remember, we’re here to help, not to judge.”

      The morning was crisp, typical for early spring in Denver. Ali paused at the bottom of the porch steps, allowing herself a moment of grief for Vivian.

      “You’d better be right about this, Vivian,” she muttered, climbing the steps.

      She was reaching for the doorbell when the front door swung open, revealing Jessica Taylor in a tailored navy pantsuit, her curly hair pulled back into a sleek bun. Ali’s first thought was that the photograph hadn’t done her justice—Jessica Taylor was striking in person. The only thing disrupting the image of corporate perfection was a small tuft of orange fur clinging to her left sleeve.

      “Dr. Ritchie?” Jessica extended her hand. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

      Ali shook the offered hand. Jessica’s grip was firm, her palm warm and soft. Ali noted her own slight awareness of the contact—a professional hazard when working with attractive clients. “Please, call me Ali. And I’m happy to help. Vivian was very special to us at Healing Paws.” She lifted the cat carrier slightly. “I hope you don’t mind, but I brought a colleague. Chairman Meow helps with initial assessments.”

      Something flickered across Jessica’s face at the cat’s name—the briefest quirk of her lips that vanished almost immediately. “Chairman Meow,” Jessica repeated. “Creative.”

      “I wish I could take credit, but he came with the name,” Ali said. “And he’s very insistent about using his full title.”

      “Come in.” Jessica stepped aside. As Ali passed, she caught a hint of expensive perfume, subtle yet inviting. “I was just about to make coffee.”

      Ali followed her into the house, immediately scanning for the resident cats. Ernest Hemingway was in his usual spot on the windowsill, and she could see Scout peering cautiously from the top of the bookshelf.

      The interior of the house was unchanged from Ali’s last visit—eclectic furniture, colorful rugs, and overflowing bookshelves. The only new addition was a sleek laptop set up on the dining room table, surrounded by file folders and legal pads covered in bold, precise handwriting.

      “Working remotely?” Ali asked, setting her bag on a chair and placing the cat carrier on the floor.

      “Trying to,” Jessica said as she moved through the house. Her heels clicked against the hardwood with a rhythm that drew Ali’s attention to the elegant wiggle of her hips before she caught herself. “I have a conference call in an hour, but I thought it would give us enough time to discuss my new... situation.”

      Ali followed Jessica into the kitchen, where an expensive-looking coffee maker, clearly not Vivian’s, was already gurgling.

      “I see you’ve met Ernest,” Ali said, nodding toward the orange fur on the woman’s sleeve.

      Jessica glanced down, grimaced and plucked the fur from her jacket before depositing it in the trash and sanitizing her hands.

      “Yes, he seems to have claimed the sunspot in the main window, as well as the upstairs hallway, directly in the path to the bathroom.”

      “That’s Ernest,” Ali smiled, leaning against the counter as Jessica prepared coffee. “Creature of habit. Vivian could set her watch by his napping schedule.”

      Jessica’s movements were economical as she prepared two mugs of coffee, as though her time and effort were the most precious commodities. When she reached for the mugs on a high shelf, Ali noticed the line of her neck, then immediately redirected her attention. Get a grip, Ritchie!

      “I tried to retain the services of the previous housekeeper, but she had other plans, so I’ve researched some options for the... animals,” Jessica said, handing Ali a mug. Their fingers brushed briefly during the exchange, causing Ali to pause, taking in the long digits and neatly manicured short nails.

      “There are several reputable long-term boarding facilities that could take them and—” Jesssica continued.

      “What? No,” said Ali, accepting the coffee and now fully engaging in the conversation. What was this woman thinking? “That won’t work. You can’t move Vivian’s cats. They were her rescues, and this is their forever home.” She paused. “I’m guessing the will stipulates they remain here, right?”

      Jessica’s eyebrow arched. “You’ve read my aunt’s will?”

      “Not directly, but Vivian discussed her plans with me.” Ali took a sip of coffee. It was rich and full-bodied. “She was specific about keeping the cats together in their home.”

      “This is my home now,” Jessica said, then seemed to catch herself. “Or it will be, after the six-month period.”

      “Of course,” Ali nodded. “But for now, the cats need stability. They’ve just lost their person.”

      Jessica leaned against the counter, cradling her coffee mug. For a moment, Ali caught a glimpse of uncertainty in her expression—was that a crack in her tough exterior? If it was it only seemed to add to her allure.

      “I understand you’re an expert, Dr. Ritchie⁠—”

      “Ali, please.”

      “Ali,” Jessica said. “But I know nothing about cats. I’ve never had a pet. My schedule is demanding, and my lifestyle isn’t conducive to animal care.”

      “That’s why I’m here. To help you navigate this transition.” She opened the cat carrier door. Chairman Meow emerged with dignity, surveying his surroundings before sitting and grooming his paw.

      “He’s missing an eye,” Jessica observed.

      “Lost it in a street fight before I adopted him,” Ali explained. “He’s much more refined now, though he maintains his tough-guy image.”

      “And what exactly does his assessment entail?” Jessica watched the cat with guarded curiosity.

      “He’s mostly here for moral support. Mine, not yours,” Ali admitted with a grin. “But he’s also good at reading the resident cats’ reactions. They’ll be more relaxed with a fellow feline who’s calm in my presence.”

      “I see.” Jessica didn’t look entirely convinced. “And what does this arrangement cover? How often will you be here?”

      “Initially, three times a week. As you and the cats become more comfortable with each other, we can scale back.” Ali pulled out her notebook with its curled corners. “Shall we begin by meeting everyone? Or would you prefer to discuss your concerns first?”

      Jessica checked her watch, a vintage silver piece that shone against her brown skin. “We have forty-five minutes before my call. Let’s meet the cats.”

      Ali suppressed a smile at Jessica’s businesslike approach. “Great. Let’s start with Ernest, since you’ve already been formally introduced.”

      Chairman Meow followed them as they moved toward the living room. Ernest was still in his window seat, a massive orange Maine Coon with six toes on each front paw. He opened one eye as they approached.

      “Ernest Hemingway,” Ali said. “Seventeen years old, rescued from a hoarding situation when he was ten. He has arthritis in his back legs, which is why Vivian had the little steps installed by his favorite windows.”

      Jessica nodded, absorbing the information with a serious expression.

      “You can approach him slowly,” Ali encouraged. “He’s the most sociable of the group.”

      Jessica hesitated, then stepped forward. “Hello, Ernest.”

      The cat yawned, then extended his neck for a better look at Jessica.

      “You can offer your hand for him to sniff,” Ali suggested. She found herself moving slightly closer, ostensibly to demonstrate, but really just drawn by the moment of vulnerability in Jessica’s hesitation.

      With visible reluctance, Jessica extended two fingers toward the cat. Ernest considered them for a moment, then leaned forward to give them a delicate sniff. After a moment’s consideration, he bumped his head against her hand.

      “That means he likes you,” Ali explained. “You can scratch under his chin if you’d like.”

      Jessica complied, her movements mechanical. Ernest leaned into her touch, a rumbling purr emanating from his substantial form.

      “He’s vibrating,” Jessica said, withdrawing her hand with an edge of wonder in her voice.

      Ali laughed. “That’s purring. It means he’s happy.”

      “I know what purring is,” Jessica said, her tone sharp, then eased her frown just a little. “I’ve just never felt it before.”

      The admission surprised Ali, but she did her best to not let it show. “It’s something, isn’t it? Cats can purr at a frequency that actually promotes healing, both for themselves and the humans around them.”

      “You don’t have to sell them to me. As you pointed out earlier, I’m stuck with them whether I like it or not.” Despite her words, Ali noticed Jessica’s expression continue to soften, not smile or come close to enjoyment, but enough to suggest the experience wasn’t awful.

      “It’s science,” Ali explained. “Several studies have shown that the frequency of a cat’s purr—between twenty-five and one hundred and fifty Hertz—can promote tissue regeneration and decrease healing time.”

      Jessica looked almost impressed despite herself. “You know your subject.”

      “Animals or healing?” Ali asked with a smile.

      “Both, apparently.” A hint of warmth colored Jessica’s voice.

      They moved through the house, with Ali providing introductions to each cat they encountered. As they walked, Ali her new client intently, taking in the tiny details, like the way she unconsciously straightened paintings as they passed, or the subtle tension in her shoulders increasing as she noticed something in the house that wasn’t just so.

      They found Mozart hiding under the guest bed, only his frightened eyes visible in the darkness.

      “Mozart was found alone and scared after his owner died,” Ali explained softly. “He’s very insecure and needs lots of reassurance.”

      To Ali’s surprise, Jessica knelt beside the bed, despite her immaculate attire, and peered underneath.

      “Hello, Mozart,” she said, her voice softer than Ali had heard it so far. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The small tabby retreated further under the bed.

      “He’ll come around,” Ali said, touched by Jessica’s approach. “It took him months to trust Vivian.”

      She knelt beside Jessica, careful to maintain appropriate distance, though she was aware of their proximity in the small space.

      Chairman Meow approached the bed and sat a few feet away, blinking slowly in Mozart’s direction. To Ali’s astonishment, Mozart blinked back.

      “Well, there’s something I don’t see every day,” she murmured.

      “What do you mean?” Jessica asked, turning slightly toward Ali.

      “Cat communication,” Ali explained. “The slow blink is like a smile in cat language. It’s a sign of trust or at least non-aggression. Chairman is telling Mozart that you’re safe.”

      “Are you saying your cat is vouching for me?” Jessica sounded doubtful.

      “Essentially, yes. He’s a good judge of character.”

      As they moved back into the hallway, Ali checked the time. “We still need to find Zelda and Empress, but it looks like we might be running up against your call.”

      Jessica nodded. “I should prepare.” She hesitated, then added, “We can continue this later.”

      “Of course. While you’re in your meeting, I could do some observation and make notes for our care plan if you want?”

      “That would be helpful.” Jessica hesitated, then added, “Thank you.”

      The words seemed to cost her something, though Ali wasn’t sure what. But she found herself curious about the woman behind the professional exterior—the one who knelt to speak softly to a frightened cat, who admitted she’d never felt a cat purr before and then just as quickly snapped back into business mode.

      It was going to be an interesting assignment.
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