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      I'd been driving in circles for three months, and the Upper Peninsula wasn't letting me go.

      The Pampered Paw rumbled along Highway 41, forest pressing close on both sides. October had painted the maples in shades of orange and crimson that would've looked fake in a photograph. I'd planned to make it to Montana by now. Maybe Oregon. Somewhere I'd never been, somewhere that didn't know my name or remember the woman I used to be.

      Instead, I kept finding reasons to turn around.

      "Just one more job," I told Rinse, who occupied his usual spot on the passenger seat. The tuxedo cat blinked his green-gold eyes at me with what I interpreted as profound skepticism. "I mean it this time. After this grooming in Marquette, we're heading south. Tennessee, maybe. I hear Nashville's nice."

      Rinse began washing his white paw with the kind of dignity that suggested he'd heard this speech before.

      He had. Four times, to be exact.

      The van handled the curves like an old friend who knew my driving habits. I'd inherited The Pampered Paw from my grandmother Estelle three months ago, along with a cabin I hadn't worked up the nerve to visit and one extremely judgmental cat. The van came with a full grooming setup, a decent client list, and a strange insistence on pulling me back toward Copper Falls no matter which direction I aimed the steering wheel.

      I'd chalked it up to grief. Estelle had raised me after my parents died when I was twelve. She'd been the one constant in my life, the person who never made me feel like I was too much or not enough. When the lawyer called to tell me she'd passed peacefully in her sleep, I'd been in the middle of serving divorce papers to a man who'd spent twenty-five years explaining all the ways I was doing life wrong.

      The timing felt like Estelle's final gift. Freedom and an escape route, delivered simultaneously.

      The grooming van meant I could work anywhere. I'd started in Marquette, taking over Estelle's old appointments while I figured out my next move. Then I'd driven to Houghton. Then back to Marquette. Then up to Copper Harbor. Then back to⁠—

      Well. The pattern was pretty damn clear, even to someone as practiced at denial as I'd become.

      "I'm not ready to deal with the cabin," I said to Rinse. "That's all this is. Once I sort through her things, I'll be able to move on."

      Rinse made a sound that wasn't quite a meow. More of a judgmental chirp.

      "Don't start with me. You're a cat. You don't get an opinion about my life choices."

      I'd been talking to animals my whole life. Estelle said it ran in the family, this tendency to narrate our thoughts to creatures who couldn't talk back. Healthy, she'd called it. Better than keeping everything bottled up inside.

      My ex-husband had called it embarrassing. But then, he'd found most things about me embarrassing toward the end. The way I laughed too loud. The animal-print scrub tops I wore for work. The fact that I preferred dogs to most people.

      Well, he was someone else's problem now. I felt a sharp stab of pity for whoever she was.

      The van crested a hill, and the forest opened up to reveal a vista of rolling wilderness and distant water. This was what kept pulling me back, I realized. Not avoidance. Not grief, exactly. Something about this landscape felt like coming home to a place I'd never actually lived.

      "Okay, fine," I admitted. "It's beautiful here. I'll give you that."

      Rinse stopped grooming and stared at me.

      "What? I can appreciate natural beauty without committing to a geographic location. That's allowed."

      His stare intensified.

      "Stop looking at me like that. You're making me nervous."

      He was good at that. In the three months since I'd inherited him, Rinse had perfected the art of making me feel simultaneously judged and tolerated. He ate his salmon at precisely six in the morning and six in the evening. He occupied the passenger seat like a king surveying his domain. He permitted exactly three minutes of petting per day, usually when I was trying to do something else.

      Estelle's funeral had been small. A handful of people from Copper Falls, most of whom I didn't recognize. They'd all told me the same thing: Estelle was special. Estelle would be missed. Estelle had a gift.

      Nobody had explained what that meant.

      I'd been too numb to ask.

      The GPS chimed, announcing my turn was coming up. I had a full afternoon ahead, maybe I'd finally point the van south. Maybe I'd check out that cabin.

      Maybe I'd keep driving in circles until I figured out what I was actually running from.

      My phone buzzed in the cup holder. Probably my daughter Emily, checking in to make sure I hadn't driven off a cliff or joined a cult. She worried about me, now that I was "finding myself" at fifty. As if there was an expiration date on personal growth.

      I was reaching for the phone when Rinse spoke.

      Finally. I was beginning to think the gift had skipped a generation entirely.

      The van swerved.

      Not a slight drift, a full, panicked jerk that sent us into the other lane. Luckily Highway 41 was empty this time of morning, because I'd completely forgotten how to operate a motor vehicle.

      Steady on, if you please. I've grown rather attached to all nine of my lives and would prefer to keep them.

      I yanked the wheel back, overcorrected, and brought us to a shuddering stop on the shoulder. My heart hammered against my ribs. My hands shook on the steering wheel. A metallic taste flooded my mouth, pure adrenaline and fear.

      I looked at Rinse.

      He looked back, supremely unconcerned.

      Yes, it's me. Try not to overreact.

      "I'm—" My voice came out strangled. "I'm having a stroke. Or a breakdown. That's what this is."

      How very dramatic. And how very like a human to assume medical catastrophe before accepting the obvious explanation.

      "Cats don't talk."

      I'm not talking, you tedious creature. I'm thinking. You're simply finally capable of hearing it. Estelle managed it by your age. I had hoped you might show similar promise, but apparently the Walsh family gift arrives fashionably late in your case.

      I pressed my hands against my eyes. Breathed in. Breathed out.

      Your breathing exercises are admirable but unnecessary. I assure you, this is quite real. Also, you're going to be late.

      I dropped my hands. "Late for what?"

      Your appointment in Copper Falls. Two hours from now. An important client is waiting.

      "I don't have an appointment in Copper Falls. My next grooming is—" I checked my phone.

      There was a voicemail notification from a number I didn't recognize.

      Listen to it, Rinse suggested, settling into a loaf position. Then kindly resume driving before we're late. First impressions matter, and I'd prefer not to arrive looking disheveled.

      "You're a cat. You always look disheveled."

      Slander. I am impeccably groomed at all times.

      My hand shook as I played the voicemail. An older woman's voice, warm and slightly accented. "Hello, dear. This is Oona Korhonen from Copper Falls. Estelle used to groom my cats. I was hoping you might be available today? Around noon? I know it's short notice, but it would mean a great deal. Your grandmother spoke of you often."

      The message ended. I played it again.

      There it was, that phrase. Not "the cats need grooming" or "I'd love to meet you." It would mean a great deal. The kind of thing someone says when they're asking for a favor they need, not just want.

      I stared at my phone. Then at Rinse. Then back at my phone.

      "How did you⁠—"

      I didn't do anything. The appointment made itself, as they tend to do. Welcome to your inheritance, Darcy Walsh. You are now the latest in a long line of pet whisperers, whether you like it or not.
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      I pulled over at a scenic overlook five miles later, put the van in park, and tried very hard not to hyperventilate.

      Lake Superior sprawled below, steel-gray and infinite under the clouded sky. The van's interior smelled like wet dog and pine-scented air freshener, a combination I'd given up trying to fix.

      "This isn't real," I said to the steering wheel. "I'm having some kind of episode. Grief-induced psychosis. That's a thing that happens."

      It's adorable that you think denial will help. Rinse had moved to the dashboard, where he could supervise my crisis more effectively. Your grandmother went through this exact same process. Took her three days to accept reality. I'm hoping you'll be more efficient.

      "My grandmother wasn't crazy."

      Of course not. She was a pet whisperer. As was her mother before her. As are you, though you're making a rather poor show of it so far.

      I gripped the steering wheel hard enough to make my knuckles white. Outside, Lake Superior crashed against the rocks below. The water looked cold and deep and utterly indifferent to my mental breakdown.

      My phone sat in my lap. I could call Emily. Tell her... what? That Estelle's cat was having a conversation with me? She'd have me committed before sunset.

      I wouldn't recommend that course of action. Your daughter already thinks you're having a midlife crisis. This would merely confirm her suspicions.

      "Stay out of my head."

      I'm not in your head. You're projecting your thoughts quite loudly. It's rather difficult to ignore.

      A memory surfaced, sharp and sudden. I was sixteen, watching Estelle refuse to groom a perfectly friendly-looking golden retriever. The owner had been confused, almost offended. Estelle had simply said, "He doesn't want to be here. I won't force him." Later, I'd asked her how she knew. She'd smiled and said, "He told me, Darcy-girl. You just have to listen."

      I'd thought she meant body language. Reading behavior. Normal things.

      Ah. There we are. The dawning comprehension. Took you long enough.

      "Let's say, hypothetically, that I'm not losing my mind. Let's say you're actually... thinking at me. What exactly does that mean?"

      It means, Rinse said with the patience of someone explaining basic arithmetic to a particularly slow student, that you can hear what animals are thinking. Well. Not thinking, precisely. Animals don't think in words the way you humans insist on doing. We communicate in impressions, images, emotions. You'll interpret them as something close to language, though it will feel different with each species.

      "That's impossible."

      And yet, here we are. The van chose you, incidentally. Estelle's magic has soaked into it over the years. It brought you back to Copper Falls no matter how many times you tried to leave. Rather stubborn, really, but effective.

      I thought about all those times I'd pointed the van south and ended up north. The GPS glitches. The sudden desire to take "one more job" in the area.

      "No," I said. "No. I don't get magic powers at fifty. That's not how life works."

      Life works however it pleases. And might I point out, you spent twenty-five years married to a man who made you miserable because you thought that was 'how life works.' Perhaps it's time to reconsider your assumptions.

      That hit harder than I wanted to admit.

      Now, we have an appointment in Copper Falls in— Rinse glanced at the dashboard clock with disdain, —one hour and forty-three minutes. I suggest you collect yourself and drive. Oona is expecting us.

      "This Oona, what should I know about her before we meet? Was she a friend of Estelle's?"

      Someone very important. Someone you're going to need.

      "Why?"

      Because, Rinse said, his mental voice taking on an almost gentle quality, you've inherited more than just a van and an exceedingly patient guide. You've inherited a responsibility. Estelle served a very particular community, and they're going to expect the same from you.

      "What kind of community?"

      The kind that stays hidden for very good reasons. The kind that needs someone they can trust. A neutral party. A pet whisperer.

      My head spun. This was too much. Way, way too much.

      But Estelle's voice echoed in my memory: "You're stronger than you think, Darcy-girl. Don't let anyone tell you different."

      I looked at Rinse. He looked back, unblinking, utterly sure of himself.

      "What if I just keep driving? What if I ignore all of this?"

      You won't, he said simply. You're too much like Estelle. You'll want to know. You'll need to understand. And besides— His tail twitched. —your first supernatural client is waiting. It would be terribly rude to stand her up.

      "Supernatural," I repeated flatly.

      Did I stutter?

      "Cats can't stutter. They also can't talk."

      We've established that I'm not talking. Do pay attention.

      I closed my eyes. Took a breath. Made a decision I'd probably regret.

      "If I show up to this appointment and it's just a normal cat grooming, I'm checking myself into a hospital."

      Agreed, Rinse said cheerfully. Though I suspect you'll be far too busy to worry about your mental health after you meet Oona's cats. They've been rather... agitated... since the incident.

      "What incident?"

      Rinse began washing his paw, suddenly very interested in his grooming routine.

      I put the van in drive and pulled back onto the highway. Whatever had happened to Oona's cats, Rinse wasn't talking. Which meant I was going to have to find out for myself.

      Copper Falls was forty minutes away.

      I drove faster than I needed to.
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      Copper Falls looked like someone had taken a postcard from 1952 and forgotten to update it.

      The town consisted of one main street with a handful of buildings that seemed to be holding each other up through sheer stubbornness. A general store with a faded Coca-Cola sign. A diner called the Copper Kettle with gingham curtains in the windows. A post office the size of my bathroom. And at the end of the street, tucked between a boarded-up storefront and what might have been a church once, an herb shop with a hand-painted sign that read "Oona's."

      The silence was so complete I could hear my tires crunching gravel as I pulled the van to a stop.

      I sat there, gripping the steering wheel.

      "I can still leave," I said.

      You could, Rinse agreed from the passenger seat. But you won't.

      "You don't know that."

      I've known you for three months. You're constitutionally incapable of backing down from a challenge. It's one of your few redeeming qualities.

      "Thanks so much."

      You're welcome. Now stop dithering and go inside. We're seven minutes late, and Oona is not a woman who appreciates tardiness.

      I grabbed my grooming kit from the back and headed for the shop with Rinse in tow. The door chimed as I pushed it open, a bright, crystalline sound that seemed too cheerful for how nervous I felt. I was immediately hit by a wall of scent: herbs and incense and something earthy I couldn't quite identify. The interior was cramped and cluttered, every surface covered with jars, bottles, bundles of dried plants, and items I had no names for.

      Behind the counter stood a woman who could have been anywhere from sixty to ancient. She had white hair pulled into a thick braid, sharp blue eyes, and the kind of face that suggested she'd seen everything worth seeing and hadn't been particularly impressed by most of it.

      "Darcy," she said. Not a question. A statement.

      "Um. Yes. I'm here about the grooming?"

      "Of course you are." Oona came around the counter, moving with surprising grace. "You look like Estelle. Same eyes. Same stubborn chin."

      "I've been told."

      "She spoke of you often. Worried about you, especially these last few years." Oona's gaze sharpened. "The husband?"

      "Ex-husband."

      "Good. He sounded like a waste of oxygen." She gestured toward the back of the shop. "Come. The girls are waiting."

      I followed her through a curtained doorway into a room that was somehow even more cluttered than the front. Bookshelves lined the walls, stuffed with volumes that looked older than the building. A large table dominated the center, covered with papers and what looked like star charts.

      And on the windowsill, three cats watched me with unnerving focus.

      The moment I looked at them, I heard it.

      New human. Smells nervous.

      Different from Estelle. Younger. Less certain.

      The gift is there, though. Unsteady, but present.

      I froze. The voices weren't like Rinse's clear, sardonic thoughts. These were impressions, fragments, almost like overhearing a conversation from another room. Each distinct, but overlapping.

      "I see you're hearing them already," Oona said. "Good. That'll make this easier."

      "I'm—" The word caught behind my teeth. I swallowed it back down. "I'm not sure what I'm hearing."

      "My cats. Smoke, Ash, and Ember. They're eager to meet Estelle's successor."

      The three cats were all some shade of gray, ranging from pale silver to deep charcoal. They regarded me with the kind of patience that suggested they'd already judged me and were waiting for me to catch up.

      She's going to faint, one of them observed. Humans always faint.

      Estelle didn't faint, another corrected.

      Estelle was exceptional. This one is still learning.

      "They're talking about me," I said faintly.

      "Of course they are. You're the most interesting thing to happen all week." Oona pulled out a chair. "Sit down before you fall down. I'll make tea."

      I sat. The grooming kit fell from my nerveless fingers and landed with a thud.

      From the windowsill, Rinse's voice cut through the babble. Ladies, please. You're overwhelming her. She only manifested this morning. Show some decorum.

      The three gray cats turned to look at him.

      Rinse, the palest one purred. Still pompous, I see.

      Still magnificent, Rinse corrected. There's a difference.

      "They know each other?" I asked.

      "We're all acquainted," Oona said, setting a kettle on a hot plate. "The supernatural community in the Upper Peninsula isn't large. We tend to cross paths."

      That word again. Supernatural.

      I looked at Oona, really looked at her. She moved around the cluttered space with absolute confidence, measuring herbs into a teapot without consulting any kind of recipe. The air near her felt heavier, warmer, like standing next to a woodstove you couldn't see.

      "You're a witch," I said.

      It should have sounded ridiculous. Like something from a Halloween movie or a fantasy novel. But sitting in that cramped room surrounded by cats whose thoughts I could hear, it just sounded true.

      Oona smiled. "I prefer the term hedge witch, but yes. Has Rinse not explained?"

      "He mentioned a community. He didn't specify what kind."

      "The kind that's been here longer than the copper mines. Longer than the lumber mills. We were here when the Ojibwe still controlled these lands, and we'll be here long after the humans have moved on to wherever humans move when they've exhausted a place."

      She poured hot water over the herbs and brought two cups to the table. The scent was soothing, chamomile and something mint-like, with an undertone I didn't recognize. I took a sip. The tea tasted like honey and summer grass, with a bitter edge that made me want a second sip.

      "Drink. It'll help with the shock."

      I took another sip, grateful to have something to do with my hands. "So there are... what? Witches? Living here? Just going about their normal lives?"

      "Witches, werewolves, a few other varieties of folk who prefer not to advertise their nature. We run businesses, pay taxes, complain about the weather. We're just particularly careful about who we trust."

      "And my grandmother..."

      "Was our groomer. Our confidante. Our neutral party." Oona settled into the chair across from me. "Pet whisperers are rare, Darcy. Rare and valuable. Animals don't lie. They don't scheme. They don't hold grudges beyond the immediate moment. Your grandmother could speak to our familiars, our companions, our children in animal form. She settled disputes, verified stories, provided counsel. She was trusted absolutely by everyone in the community."

      The weight of that settled over me like a lead blanket. "And now you expect me to do the same."

      "We hope you will. When you're ready."

      "I'm fifty years old. I just left my husband. I don't even know what I'm doing with my own life, let alone—" I gestured helplessly at the cats. "This."

      She has a point, one of the gray cats observed. She's rather a mess.

      Estelle was a mess when she started too, another said. Give her time.

      Oona reached across the table and took my hand. Her grip was warm and surprisingly strong. "Estelle didn't come into her gift until she was forty-seven. She spent three months convinced she was losing her mind. Sound familiar?"

      Despite everything, I laughed. It came out shaky but genuine. "She never told me."

      "She was waiting for the right time. And then..." Oona's expression softened. "Well. Time moves differently than we expect."

      I sipped the tea, letting the warmth settle in my chest. The panic that had been clawing at me since Rinse first spoke began to ease.

      "So what happens now?"

      "Now you groom my cats while I explain how things work around here. And you listen to them. Get used to multiple voices at once. Each species communicates differently, but cats—" She smiled. "Cats are particularly chatty when they feel like it."

      I looked at the three gray cats still watching me from the windowsill. They looked perfectly ordinary. Beautiful, well-cared-for, utterly normal cats.

      Except for the thoughts tickling at the edges of my consciousness.

      "Okay," I said. "Let's do this."
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      Two hours later, I'd groomed all three cats and learned more about the supernatural community than my brain could comfortably hold.

      Smoke, the palest gray, had thoughts like silk ribbons, smooth and flowing, filled with philosophical observations about the nature of time and the inadequacy of human perception. Ash, the mid-tone gray, communicated in quick bursts of practical information: the weather was changing, Oona needed to restock her chamomile, the mouse in the wall was getting bold. Ember, the darkest, barely spoke at all, preferring to share impressions, warmth, comfort, the feeling of sun on fur.

      And through it all, Oona talked.

      She explained that the supernatural community in the Upper Peninsula was old and well-established. That they maintained secrecy for protection, not because they were dangerous but because humans tended to fear what they didn't understand. That there were rules, hierarchies, old family lines with complicated relationships.

      "You mentioned werewolves," I said, working on Ember's coat. The word still felt strange in my mouth. "Are there really werewolves here?"

      "Several families, actually. Though most have moved on over the years. The Makinens are the largest pack left in the area. They run a tree farm about twenty miles outside town." Oona watched me brush Ember with a critical eye. "They look completely human most of the time. You'd never know unless they told you or you caught them during a shift. They're good people."

      I tried to wrap my head around the idea of werewolves running a tree farm. Werewolves who looked human.

      As I worked on Ash's grooming, the middle cat shifted restlessly under my hands. A feeling came through, not words, but an impression. Unease. Wrongness. Something dark at the edges.

      Something has changed, Ash communicated. The balance is off. Can't you feel it?

      I paused, brush in hand. "They seem... agitated about something."

      Oona's expression darkened. "They've been like this for a week now. Ever since—" She stopped herself. "Well. There are things that need sorting. Questions that need answers."

      Death, Ember added quietly, the impression heavy with sorrow. Death where there shouldn't be.

      A chill ran down my spine, but I kept brushing, kept my hands steady. Whatever had the cats on edge, Oona clearly wasn't ready to explain. Not yet.

      I moved on to finishing Ember's coat. As I worked, the darkest cat suddenly tensed under my hands. An impression came through, sharp and unpleasant. Old wood and money. Cold stone. The taste of metal and ash.

      That place, Ember communicated, disgust heavy in the feeling. The big house on the hill. Wrong. Has always been wrong.

      "What place is she talking about?" I asked.

      Oona's expression darkened. "The Lindquist estate, most likely. It's hard to miss if you've been around the area, massive stone mansion outside Marquette. The Lindquists have owned half of Marquette County for three generations. Timber money, real estate, investments. Very powerful family."

      "Are they... supernatural?"

      "No. Entirely human. Which is part of the problem." Oona's voice took on an edge. "Conrad Lindquist has spent decades trying to buy up land that belongs to our community. Offers way below market value, uses legal pressure when necessary, isn't above threats when nothing else works. He's been a dark cloud over this region for as long as I can remember."

      Poison, Ember added. Their house reeks of secrets.

      I finished brushing Ember and sat back. All three cats looked significantly fluffier and more dignified than when I'd started. They also seemed marginally less skeptical of my abilities.

      She's adequate, Smoke declared.

      Better than adequate, Ash corrected. She listens.

      Estelle listened too, Ember added, and there was a warmth in the impression that felt like approval.

      "Good job," Oona said, sounding genuinely pleased. "The girls are notoriously picky. If they like you, others will follow."

      I packed up my grooming kit, feeling wrung out but oddly satisfied. My head ached from processing multiple streams of feline
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