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  CHAPTER ONE


Entering the living room, I found my cousin Danu sitting in one of the oversized leather chairs, her feet propped up on the matching ottoman. Her thumbs flew over the phone’s keyboard and a smile lit her face.  
That was different. She’d had a rough year, and happiness wasn’t an expression I often saw on her. Wanting to see who had her in such a good mood, I walked around behind the chair and peeked over her shoulder.
A guy I worked with on the school newspaper had just sent her a text. He was a junior, a grade between Danu and me. He’d begun showing interest in her near the end of the school year, but I hadn’t known they kept in contact over the summer.
“Jorge, huh?” I plopped down on the sofa, bringing my legs up and crossing them on the leather seat.
Danu’s head jerked up, a scowl replacing the smile on her face. “Not that it’s any of your business.”
“Hey, I think he’s a great guy. Y’all planning on wearing matching outfits to school tomorrow?” The thought made me giggle. 
Tomorrow was the first day of school. The first day of my senior year. I had mixed feelings about that.
Dodging the pillow Danu threw at me, I leaned forward and snatched the remote from the coffee table.
Before I could turn on the TV, the doorbell rang. I jumped up and hurried to the door, hoping it was Jackson, even though I wasn’t expecting him. Just the thought of my best friend, who had recently morphed into my boyfriend, brought a flutter to my stomach. I grinned as I opened the door, ready to fling my arms around him.
Instead, a man stood there. A man I hadn’t seen in a year.
My mouth refused to form words, so I just stood there gaping at him.
“Hi, Charley. Is your Aunt Nadine here?” The man’s shoulders hunched, but his gaze held my own.
“Dad?” Danu’s voice whispered behind me, and I turned to see her eyes wide with shock, her normally olive skin pale.
Uncle Adrian’s head snapped up and his spine straightened. “Danu, baby.”
A choking sound came from my cousin, but she didn’t speak until he tried to move past me into the house. She held up her hand, and he stopped. “Mom’s not here. She’s showing a house.”
He nodded and looked at me. “Can I come in?”
Not having a clue what to do, I looked at Danu. She shook her head.
“I’m sorry, Uncle Adrian. But I think you need to talk to Aunt Nadine first.” 
His shoulders slumped once again, but he looked back at his daughter. “Danu, honey…”
She shook her head again, her hand covering her mouth. She stood close enough I saw tears shimmering in her eyes.
My uncle blew out a breath and rubbed a hand across his dark wavy hair. His green eyes, tinted with brown flecks, pleaded with her. “I know I have some explaining to do, and I will. I—” 
A sob tore from my cousin’s throat as she ran from the hallway. I closed my eyes, trying to keep my own tears from falling at the pain I knew had ripped through Danu. She’d worked so hard during the summer to work through her issues resulting from her father’s abandonment of her and her mother.
“I’m sorry,” I said again. “I think you need to talk to Aunt Nadine.” My hand was on the door as I stepped back. “I have to go check on Danu.” 
He nodded, tears glistening in his own eyes. Just before I closed the door, I heard him say he had the same phone number. Not that he’d answered it over the past year. The back door slammed as Danu fled the house.
I didn’t know what to do about my uncle showing up unannounced after he’d just up and left with no word. I yanked the phone from my back pocket and called my mom as I ran toward the kitchen.
“Hi, Charley. Can I call you back in just a minute, I’m in the mid—”
“No! Don’t hang up.” I flung open the back door and stopped to look around. Danu was nowhere in sight. She must have gone to their cabin. I raced to the back fence.
“What’s wrong?” Mom’s voice rose, but she remained calm.
Opening up the gate, I ran through it without stopping to close it. “Uncle Adrian showed up.”
“What?” my mother shouted in surprise. 
I stopped to catch my breath out of earshot of the little house where my cousin and aunt lived. “Yeah. Just showed up at the door. Danu’s upset and didn’t want to see him. So, I told him to talk to Aunt Nadine first.” 
“Is Danu okay?” I heard Mom telling her assistant, Caren Williams, she had to leave.
“She’s really upset. She ran out of the house and to their cabin. I’m almost there now.” I focused on the door, making sure my cousin didn’t come outside. “I thought you should warn Aunt Nadine so she’s not caught off guard like Danu.”
“I will. We’ll both be home soon.” Her car door slammed just before the call disconnected.
Just a couple of minutes outside and the scorching heat of August in Texas already had me sweating. I pulled the fabric of my tee-shirt out and away from my body, but there was no wind to give any relief.
I walked the short distance to the porch and up the steps. I hesitated just a moment before I knocked on the door. 
“Go away.” The sound of Danu’s crying caused my heart to lurch.
I pushed open the door. “Danu?”
My cousin sat with her legs pulled up, knees against her chest in a large turquoise chair. Her forehead rested on her knees. She didn’t even look up when she once again said, “Go away.”
“I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” I sat on the arm of her chair.
Danu lifted her head, eyes red and her face already puffy. “Why now?”
 I pulled her into a hug. “I don’t know.” A thought struck me and I said, “Maybe he came back for your birthday.” 
Danu would be fifteen in a few days. 
Her head jerked up and a hopeful gleam entered her eyes before she visibly deflated. “He didn’t bother to come back for anything else.”
I blew out a breath. “I don’t know why he left or why he’s back.” When she said nothing, I added, “But maybe he had a good reason, Danu.”
She snorted a laugh mixed with tears. Then pulled back, looking at my shirt. “Uh… sorry. I think I got snot on you.”
I laughed. “Not the first time. At least this time it wasn’t intentional.”
Danu grinned a wicked smile. “You never know.” Then her face crumpled. “I just don’t understand how he could just leave for a year with no word and then show up like nothing happened.”
I contemplated my words before I spoke. “I saw his face, Danu. I don’t think he thinks nothing happened. He seemed worried and sad.”
She pushed away from me, her eyes widening. “So, you’re taking his side?”
“Of course not. I’m always on your side.” I got up and went into the bathroom returning with a box of tissues. I handed it to my cousin. “I just know you didn’t get a good look at him.”
“Whatever.” She wiped her face and blew her nose.
“I called my mom to let her know what happened, and she’s going to get your mom. They’re on their way home.”
She nodded. “I’m going to go wash my face.”
When she returned, Danu’s eyes were still rimmed in red, but she looked better. And, thankfully, she didn’t look like she might fall apart. I had been so afraid she’d let the appearance of her dad ruin all the work she’d done in therapy over the summer.
I stood. “Should we go wait at the house for our moms?”
“Might as well.” Danu walked to the door and opened it, stepping through.
I followed, and we made our way down the steps and were halfway across their yard when a terrified mewling stopped me.
“Did you hear that?”
Danu stopped and listened. “Wha—”
Meow! Meow! Meooow!
“Oh. That,” she said.
We walked toward the treeline, the heavy scent of the forest invading my senses as we drew closer. I loved the smell of pines, oaks, and elms and the abundant floral fragrances. 
The mewling came again, and we stopped moving, looking around the trees and flora. Birds fluttered out of the trees and my head tilted upward, taking in the branches of the large oak in front of me. A tiny kitten peered over the limb, barely visible.
Danu must have seen her at the same time. “How in the world did she get up there?”
“Huh. I have no idea.” We continued to gaze upward at the baby feline. “A better question is, how are we going to get her down?”
“You could climb up and get her.” Danu waved her arm as if giving me permission.
Glancing down at my bare legs and arms, I could only imagine the scrapes that would cause. “Nope. Not gonna happen.”
The kitten’s frantic meows came faster and louder as we stared at her.
“Hey! You could use your magic to float her down. Right?” I couldn’t believe neither of us had thought of that already.
“Yeah. I could try. But, you know, this would be a good time for you to practice.”
I shuddered. “Seriously? You want me to practice my wonky magic on a helpless kitten? I’d probably make her explode or something.”
My cousin laughed. “You’re probably right. Save the practice for something inanimate.” She stood straighter and focused her attention on the cat. “Be ready to catch her, just in case.”
Being two years older than Danu, you’d think that I’d be better at the whole magic thing, but I didn’t even know I was a witch until a few months ago. I thought the witch gene had skipped me entirely. My cousin, on the other hand, got her magic right on time at thirteen and had been causing mischief with it for nearly two years.
The kitten’s cries increased in intensity as she levitated from the tree and descended slowly into my arms.
I cradled her to my chest where she curled up, shivering in fright, her nose buried into my tee-shirt. “You poor baby. It’s okay. You’re safe now.”
Danu reached out and rubbed her finger against the ball of fur, but jerked back when the kitten’s head popped up. Her eyes focused on my cousin, her nose wrinkling as she sniffed in Danu’s direction.
“Mine!” The cat squirmed in my arms frantic to leap from my arms.
“Did you hear—” Danu’s question cut off as the kitten jumped from me to her. She caught the tiny creature out of reflex but held her out as if she had no idea what to do with her.
The cat wriggled, legs pinwheeling, as she tried to crawl up her arm. “Mine! Mine! Mine!”
Danu looked stricken. “Is she saying… no way. I’m losing it.”
I laughed. One of my abilities included being able to understand and speak to animals. But, if Danu was hearing her…
“Congratulations! You now have a familiar.” I pushed her arms toward her chest. “Hug your kitten.”
“What? No! I can’t take care of a cat.” She looked terrified.
I watched the kitten snuggle into my cousin’s neck, falling almost instantly to sleep. “Of course you can. And you don’t really have a choice. She’s yours and she already loves you.”
Danu’s mouth opened and closed as if she wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the words. I wanted to laugh at the expression on her face, but managed to hold it back.
“Come on, cuz. Let’s go to the house and get her some food and water.” I started toward my backyard and picked up speed after Danu finally followed.
Once in the kitchen, Danu tried to hand the kitten off to me, but I refused to take her, knowing my cousin would convince herself that the feline wasn’t her familiar if she could. She hadn’t been good with attachments after her father left. 
I sighed, thinking of my uncle. Questions about his disappearance and return circled around in my brain as I gathered up a couple of small bowls. Filling one with water, I placed it on the floor in a corner, then opened up a can of tuna and dumped a small amount in the other bowl. 
Danu lowered the kitten to the bowls and she greedily lapped up the water. She sniffed the tuna and tried to take a bite, but gave up.
“I think the chunks are too big.” Danu scooped up the bowl and pulled apart the chunks into tiny bite-size pieces with a fork. She set the bowl back down in front of the cat who tackled it with gusto.
“What is that?” I hadn’t even noticed Babette, our miniature pig, saunter into the room.
“She’s a kitten. You know… a baby cat,” I answered sarcastically.
Babette’s eyes rolled upward. “Obviously. But what’s she doing here?”
 “What’s she squealing about?” asked Danu, looking from the pig to the cat.
“I think she’s jealous of the kitten.” 
Babette snorted. “I most certainly am not jealous. Does your mother know about this?”
Babette was Mom’s familiar and had been the only animal on the property for a long time.
“Not yet. We just rescued her. She’s Danu’s familiar.”
“I don’t think…” Danu’s denial was cut short when the tiny black kitten rubbed against her leg.
“Mine.”
I laughed. “You were saying?”
My cousin’s shoulders sagged in resignation, and she bent down to pick up the tiny animal. She held her out to look at the fur ball and shook her head. “What am I going to do with you?” 
“Mine.”
“Okay. I’m yours. But you’re going to have to call me Danu.” She scratched under the kitten’s chin.
“Danu.” The kitten’s purr was so loud I could hear it across the room.
I knew my cousin was a goner when she cradled the kitten to her chest.
The front door opened with a bang.
“Danu?” A voice rang out from the entrance hall.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Aunt Nadine rushed into the kitchen. “Are you okay, baby?” She went to reach for her daughter but stopped short of crushing her into a hug. “Where did the kitten come from?” 
Danu rolled her eyes at her mother’s endearment. “I’m fine, Mom. Or, I will be.” 
Her face fell, and I knew she was thinking about her dad’s sudden appearance. 
When she looked back at her mom, she held out the black ball of fur. “We found her in a tree out back. I magicked her down but…”
I giggled. “What she’s not wanting to tell you is that the cat is her familiar. 
Danu shot me a glare. “No she’s—” 
“Mine!” The kitten tried to crawl back toward her chest. My cousin finally relented and pulled her back in, the cat snuggling against Danu’s tee.
“Well, that’s… interesting.” Aunt Nadine studied the kitten and Danu’s tense posture. “How do you feel about that?”
“How do I feel? I can’t take care of a cat. I can’t even…” She blew out a breath. “I guess I don’t have a choice.”
Aunt Nadine pulled her into a loose hug, careful not to squish the kitten. “She’s beautiful.” She placed a finger on the top of the small head and stroked gently.
The kitten brushed her nose against my aunt’s wrist and purred.
“She is,” I agreed. “I’ll take Danu to get some supplies in a little while.”
My aunt nodded. “Thank you, Charley.” She patted my arm. Squaring her shoulders, she looked at her daughter. “First, we need to talk about your dad.” 
Tears sprang into Danu’s eyes, but she blinked them back. She rarely cried in front of anyone. Saying nothing, she brushed past my mother, who I hadn’t even realized had arrived, and moved into the living room. She sat in one of the large comfy armchairs; her legs crossed on the cushion. The kitten playfully batted at Danu’s finger.
Mom hugged me before we all followed my cousin into the other room.
The front door banged open again, and Grandma Ruby entered, muttering to herself. “That old hag has done it this time. She’s going to pay.” She paced the living room while continuing to mumble so low I couldn’t make out what she said. Her gray hair, normally a helmet against her scalp, stuck out in several places giving her an Einstein vibe. Today, her signature ruby red garment was a pair of leggings that clung to her skinny legs and a white tee that ended below her hips with a daisy and watering can with the quote, “Sometimes I wet my plants.” She didn’t seem to notice the rest of us in the room.
“What now?” My mom sank onto the sofa next to her sister with a heavy sigh. 
Grandma Ruby looked up, obviously startled from her mutterings. “Felicity Sherman thinks she can copy my rose garden and get away with it. The contest is in three days!” She plunked down in her recliner and pushed back, lifting her legs. “I’ve been working on my roses for years!” 
My younger sister, Deanna, came into the room with her best friend, Casen. “I thought Mrs. Sherman grew azaleas,” she said as they sat on the fireplace hearth.
“She did. But they looked like her, all faded out and wrinkly.” She glanced around the room. “What’s that?” She pointed at the newest member of the family.
Danu snorted. “What’s it look like? It’s a kitten.”
“Don’t make me get my broom after you!” Grandma Ruby waved her hand and her broom flew into the room, the bristles hovering behind Danu’s head.
I rushed to my cousin’s side, grabbing the broom handle. A tug-of-war ensued for a brief minute before I huffed out an exasperated, “Grandma!” 
She finally released her magic, and I stumbled backward a couple of steps before placing the broom against the wall. “That’s her familiar.”
Before Danu could protest, the black kitten sat up and hissed toward Grandma Ruby, her paw raised into a tiny claw.
Stunned silence permeated the room as we all gaped at the little spitfire of a kitten, but it was soon interrupted with laughter from everyone but our great-grandmother. She wagged her finger at my cousin. “You’re already teaching her your snark.”
Danu laughed. “I’ve had her all of twenty minutes. I haven’t taught her anything.” She pulled the furry little thing up and pressed her lips to the kitten’s head. Another stunned silence followed as we watched the cat pat at Danu’s nose and she giggled. My cousin didn’t giggle. And she definitely didn’t do sweet gestures like that. 
My mom shook her head as if to dislodge the traffic jam in her head. “Grandmother, as much as we’d love to hear more about your ongoing feud with Felicity, we have more important issues to discuss right now.” 
Grandma Ruby opened her mouth to protest, but my aunt cut her off with a soft, “Adrian’s back.”
My great-grandmother’s mouth snapped closed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her speechless before.
Aunt Nadine looked from her daughter to me. “What did he say?”
Danu lowered her head and didn’t speak. 
I said, “He wanted to come in, but Danu was upset, so I told him he needed to talk to you first.” I hesitated before adding, “He seemed really upset, though. And he said he had the same phone number.”
No one spoke for a while, everyone lost in their own thoughts. Casen leaned over and whispered something in Dee’s ear before leaving quietly. He had always been a thoughtful kid, and I was glad my sister had him as a friend.
Finally, Aunt Nadine spoke. “Well, I guess I should go call him.”
“Or, I could just hex him,” Grandma Ruby said.
“Grandmother,” Mom said. “You’re not helping.”
Aunt Nadine rose and left the room. The back door closed soon after.
“Danu, honey, are you okay?” Mom asked. 
She nodded, her gaze on the kitten in her lap. “I will be.”
The universe had a way of providing. The kitten had arrived at just the right time to give my cousin something else to focus on. 
“So what are you going to name her?” Dee asked. She’d moved over to the chair and stroked the little head with her finger.
The kitten turned over onto her back, stretching her legs out, and offered her belly up for rubs. Both my cousin and sister obliged her. 
“I don’t know.” Danu studied the small creature. “Furball?” 
The kitten’s head jerked up and turned toward Danu, eyes glaring.
“Ha! I don’t think she likes that,” Dee said.
Mom looked over at the two. “Maybe you should ask her what her name is.”
When we all gaped at her, Mom said, “She’s not a pet. She’s your familiar.”
Huh. 
The kitten must have felt all the eyes on her because she stood and stretched before preening. 
Danu rolled her shoulders. “What’s your name?”
“Katarina.” The tiny feline looked up at my cousin.
“Katarina,” Danu repeated. “Sooo… your name is basically Kat.” 
“Katarina.” It sounded like a snarl.
Danu laughed.
“What?” Dee asked.
“She’s very insistent that her name is Katarina – not Kat,” I explained. “Okay. Well, how about we go to the pet store and get some things for her?” I stood and stretched my back. There’d been so much tension in the past hour, I felt it all over.
Katarina scurried up to Danu’s shoulder and plopped down.
Mom reached a hand into her purse, pulling out her wallet. “Here.” She handed me her debit card. “Don’t go overboard.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I’m going to go check on Nadine.”
Everyone stood, including Grandma Ruby, who said, “I’ll go with you girls.”
“Why?” Danu narrowed her eyes in suspicion and put her hands on her hips.
“Because I want to.”
I took a look at her tee. “Umm… do you want to change your shirt first?”
She looked down before glaring at me and I saw the dare in her eyes when she asked, “Why? What’s wrong with it?”
I shook my head and grabbed my keys from the decorative bowl in the hallway. “Nothing.”
“That’s what I thought.”
Once outside, Grandma Ruby reached out her hand. “I’ll drive.”
My heart leapt into my throat at the thought of my great-grandmother behind the wheel of my car. Her driving scared the crap out of me. Tightening my fist around my keys, I continued to the driver’s side of my black Kia Soul. “Thanks, but I’m good.” I got in and closed the door before she could say anything else.
Even through the closed windows, I could hear her give an irritated huff. I’d probably pay for it later, but nope. She wasn’t going to drive my car.
I laughed when she slapped Danu’s hand from the passenger side door. 
“You. In the back.” Grandma Ruby gestured with her thumb, then hip-bumped my cousin, and slid right into the passenger seat. 
Although I didn’t see it, I knew without a doubt that my cousin rolled her eyes before getting into the car, Katarina still on her shoulder. 
My sister sat behind me and when my gaze met hers in the mirror, I saw laughter sparkling in her eyes. We were both entertained by the antics of our cousin and Grandma Ruby. As long as we were kept out of it, that is. 
I adjusted the vents on the A/C away from me before turning the key in the ignition.
Grandma Ruby shielded her face from the blast of hot air that burst through the vents in front of her. “Why do you have the heater on?”
I snorted. “It’s a hundred and fifty degrees outside. It’s going to take a while for the air to cool down.” Okay, a slight exaggeration, but it was over a hundred.
My grandmother wiggled her fingers at the dashboard and cool air jetted out. 
I sighed and adjusted the air to flow over me. “Thanks.”
Grandma Ruby buckled her seat belt but could still turn toward me. “You could have done that yourself, you know.”
Shaking my head, I said, “No, I couldn’t. The car would probably explode or something. You know my magic is still wonky.”
“You have a point. We really do need to get you and your magic sorted out. You need more practice.” 
“I know. But it seems like every time we start doing any training, something happens.” I thought about my boyfriend surprising us once and causing me to set my best friend Grace’s hair on fire. I found it funny now, but only because we had been able to cover it up and avoid a disaster. 
Jackson still didn’t know my witchy secret, which made me feel incredibly guilty. I needed to tell him. And soon. But I was scared. I just didn’t know how he would take it and if he’d feel the same way about me. We’d just made it to this new stage in our relationship after some misunderstandings, and I was afraid to ruin it before it even got started.
“Well, we’ll work on it when we get back home.” Grandma Ruby’s words were issued in a tone that allowed no argument. 
“Okay.”
The short drive into town was uneventful until my grandmother yelled out, “Stop!”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


I slammed on the brakes, causing us all to lurch forward. Katarina flew off Danu’s shoulder and onto the back of Grandma Ruby’s head, where the cat clung while mewling at the top of her lungs. Thank goodness there’d been no one behind me.  
Panicked, I looked around but didn’t see anything. “What?”
“Why did you slam on the brakes like that?” Grandma’s hands pulled at Katarina trying to dislodge her from her scalp, but wasn’t having much luck. “Let go, you mangy—”
My head snapped around so I could glare at my grandmother. The kitten hissed and swatted a paw at grandma’s hand. “Not mangy!” Her voice echoed in my head. She hissed again and hopped back into Danu’s arms.
“Because you yelled at me to stop!” My incredulous gaze took in Grandma Ruby calmly patting her hair down.
Grandma Ruby looked at me as if I was the one who’d lost my mind. “I just want to get out here. I’ll meet you at the pet store.” Before anyone could utter a word, she unbuckled and was out of the car in a flash. I swear that seventy-year-old woman could move faster than me.
“Crazy old bat,” Danu said as she cuddled the kitten to her chest.
Grandma Ruby turned around and pointed at my cousin before heading down the sidewalk.
“Uh-oh. She heard you.” Dee made the sign of the cross. We weren’t even Catholic.
Looking around, I noticed we weren’t around any shops. There were a few houses on the street and a bed-and-breakfast around the corner. 
“Does she have a friend who lives around here?” Dee asked.
Danu snorted out a laugh. “That woman doesn’t have any friends.”
I laughed, even though I knew it wasn’t true. Grandma Ruby had very loyal friends she’d known since childhood. But none of them lived in the downtown area.
A horn honked, jolting me out of my reverie. I gave an ‘I’m sorry wave’ at the pickup behind me and continued on toward the pet shop. 
I watched as my cousin got out of the car, the kitten attached to her shoulder as if she’d always been there. It surprised me how quickly Danu had adjusted, considering how opposed she’d been just an hour ago.
The bell above the door tinkled as we entered the shop. 
“Be right with you,” a woman’s voice came from the back of the store.
Mrs. Henderson came into view a short time later, wiping her hands on a paper towel. “Those puppies are rambunctious today.” Her wide smile lit up her face. “What can I help—” She cooed when her gaze landed on the kitten now in Danu’s arms. “Well, aren’t you the cutest little thing?” She held her hand up for the kitten to sniff before scratching its head.
“This is Kat.” The feline hissed at Danu. “Arina,” Danu finished
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