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        Her future holds more danger, magic, and…cats than she anticipated.

      

      

      

      When Erica Randal learns her beloved aunt has disappeared, she rushes home, desperate to find her. But when she arrives, everything in her aunt’s house appears normal. Except for the missing cats.

      No cats means big trouble.

      Instead of the simple explanation Erica hopes for, she discovers her aunt is not who she thought. Magic is real. Deadly enemies gather to overwhelm her world. And a powerful destiny awaits her.

      If she’s brave enough to embrace it.
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        To all the fierce warrior cat-women.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to my family. For everything.
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      Erica Randal walked into her Aunt Jilly’s small house hoping for the sound of her aunt’s voice but expecting the ammonia stench of unchanged cat litter boxes and hot muggy air.

      She got neither of those things.

      “Aunt Jilly?” she called as she let herself in with her key.

      Her aunt had given her that key three years ago, right before she’d moved to Chicago for her dream starting job as an assistant professor of social history at the university. The key was a promise that she’d always have a place to return to if she needed it. A promise that had made the move to Chicago from Upstate New York a lot easier.

      But she wasn’t here for her own needs right now.

      She still couldn’t believe it had taken her mother a week to tell her Jilly was missing!

      On the flight here, Erica had just about convinced herself that her mother had something wrong. That it was a misunderstanding. That Jilly had just gone on a cruise and hadn’t told her sister. That Jilly was mad at her sister for some reason and not taking her calls.

      But Erica’s mother had a key to Jilly’s place too. She was convinced her sister was missing.

      Since Jilly was as close to Erica as a sister, more so since Erica didn’t have any siblings, Erica had taken the first flight she could get from Chicago to Buffalo. She’d come right here from the airport, willing Jilly to be here and this to be a mistake of some kind.

      The air inside Jilly’s small, one-story house was a little warm, like she hadn’t bothered with the air conditioner yet even though it was the middle of the day and the temperature was climbing. It had been cooler overnight. September, rolling into October, tended toward cooler nights but some pretty hot days still. And this was one of those weeks. A good time to save money by shutting the air conditioning off as often as possible.

      But since Jilly had a clowder of cats in her care, she didn’t ever let the house get too hot. She kept it at a cat friendly temperature all year round, even if that meant driving up her electricity bill in the summer to keep the place nice and cool for her fury family. The fact that the air conditioner wasn’t on yet, but the house didn’t feel stifling hot, like it had been off for days, was encouraging.

      The fact that no cats came to greet her, or at the very least inspect her, was less encouraging.

      Nothing to panic about, though. Jilly’s seven cats tended to keep to themselves and didn’t deign to acknowledge visitors unless they were in a mood. None of them were particularly skittish around guests, except maybe Galahad. Galahad swanned out of the room every time she entered his space. She hadn’t been able to befriend him at all. Jilly had claimed it was because he was more standoffish after losing his mother as a kitten.

      But the rest of the cats… They tolerated people in their space just fine. Sometimes they even greeted her like she belonged here—although that hadn’t happened since she’d left for Chicago.

      As she made her way through the familiar house, though, the fact that there were no cats coming out to greet her felt…off. Wrong.

      She started her search in the living room with its oversized couch covered in blankets against the cat hair and a large flatscreen fixed to the wall over an unused fireplace. Nothing. She called her aunt’s name as she checked the kitchen. Dishes in the dishwasher, but they were clean. The sink empty. There was food in the refrigerator, but not much—a gallon of milk approaching its expiration date and a pile of fresh cat food on the top shelf. Some apples in the fruit and veg drawer that still looked okay, but maybe getting close to not being edible anymore. She wasn’t a big fruit person so all apples looked mildly inedible to her. There were some condiments in the fridge door, a frozen loaf of bread and some frozen meals in the freezer. But that was about it. Not a lot. Definitely not the full fridge Jilly usually kept.

      Erica also took that as a good sign. That her aunt had planned to go away and wasn’t missing.

      The cats’ food and water bowls were lined up neatly on a matt at one side of the small, eat-in kitchen, near the breakfast nook that looked out onto the backyard. There wasn’t anything in the bowls. No water. No leftover food.

      Was that a good sign or a bad sign?

      When Jilly planned a trip, she usually got someone to come in and look after the cats. There were too many of them to take them to a cat hotel—or so Jilly told her. Erica didn’t know the first thing about cat hotels—so Jilly hired a friend to come over and check on the cats twice a day if she went out of town. The first thing Erica had done after her mother’s call was to call Jilly’s usual cat sitter. Bethany hadn’t been hired to cat sit. In fact, she said she hadn’t spoken to Jilly in a few weeks.

      Could Jilly have taken the cats to an outside place? Maybe she’d found somewhere that would keep all seven cats together?

      Erica glanced briefly out to the backyard. No cats. No Aunt Jilly. Just a lot of wildly growing grass and flowers and weeds that Jilly said were good for the environment. Her annoying next door neighbor had other ideas, but Jilly just ignored the notes about needing to cut her grass. It was her backyard. The neighbors could, in Jilly’s words, “Shove off.”

      There was a reason Erica loved her aunt so much.

      She made a quick pass through the small laundry room off the kitchen, poked her head into the garage, also just off the kitchen. Jilly’s Prius was still there, but that wasn’t too suspicious. Jilly took taxis to the airport. If she’d gone on a trip, she would have left her car locked up in the garage.

      Erica went deeper into the little house and checked in Jilly’s office-crafting room. A combination of desk and computer on one side, a wall of supplies for a bunch of arts and crafts Erica had never gotten the hang of on the opposite wall. The computer was off. The supplies in the white shelves were all neatly tucked into their drawers and cabinets. Nothing was out on the small crafting table in front of the supply shelves.

      Still no cats.

      Finally, Erica turned toward the door to Jilly’s bedroom. For all the time she spent in this house, she never went into Jilly’s bedroom. The door was always closed. And it hadn’t really occurred to Erica that she hadn’t been in or even seeing the interior of Jilly’s room in years. There was a small cat door set into the bedroom door, which Erica considered a bit eccentric. But the bedroom was where the cats retreated if they wanted to get away from visitors, so the cat door did make a strange kind of sense if Jilly also wanted to keep the door closed.

      Erica stood in the hallway for a long moment. “Aunt Jilly?” she called.

      She pressed an ear to the thin wood. No sound.

      She really really didn’t want to invade her aunt’s privacy. But with no sign of the cats, and no sign of Jilly, and her mother filing a police report for her missing sister…

      Erica turned the door knob, the smooth, cool brass giving easily. No lock. She pushed the door open and stood in the doorway blinking in the dimness, taking the place in.

      Still no cats. And no overwhelming stench of cat boxes. Jilly was strict about the care and cleaning of the boxes so the house didn’t stink. In fact, while the place did always smell like cats, and the cat hair built on the couch and carpets despite daily vacuuming, the house never smelled bad. Never that ammonia-heavy cat urine stench that could choke a person not inured to it.

      If Jilly were missing, and the cats were still here, the place would stink by now. There’d be no getting around it. The entire house should have been overwhelmed by the stench of cat urine. And there would likely be a whole lot more yowling and hissing going on.

      But there was no cat stink. And no cats.

      Just a giant cat tree that took up one whole corner of the room. In fact, the
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