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​​Chapter 1: The Cat Spoke. I Dropped The Teacup.
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I'd just poured my third cup of tea when the cat made his opinion known.

"Earl Grey again? You really need to branch out."

The teacup slipped from my fingers. It hit the counter with a crack that should've shattered it, but somehow it just spun there, tea sloshing over the rim onto my hand. I stared at the cat.

He stared back, green eyes unblinking, tail wrapped neatly around his paws.

"Did you..." I started.

He yawned, showing every one of his sharp little teeth, then began washing his face with one paw.

I'd lived in this house for three weeks. In that time, I'd unpacked seventeen boxes, painted two rooms, and replaced the garbage disposal that had made sounds like a dying mongoose. I had not, to the best of my knowledge, lost my mind.

The cat continued his grooming routine, completely unconcerned.

I picked up the teacup with shaking hands and set it carefully in the sink. Then I turned and looked at him again. He was a large tabby, orange and white, with a perpetually unimpressed expression. I'd inherited him along with the house when my aunt died. We'd coexisted peacefully for weeks without him expressing any opinions whatsoever.

"Okay," I said to the empty kitchen. "Too much caffeine. Not enough sleep. Perfectly rational explanation."

"If you say so."

This time I actually screamed. Just a short one, barely more than a yelp, but the cat's ears flicked back in what I could only interpret as annoyance.

"Stop that," I told him, pointing one finger. "Cats don't talk."

He looked at me. Just looked. Then went back to washing his other paw.

My heart was doing something athletic in my chest. I was forty-seven years old. I had a master's degree. I paid my taxes on time and rotated my tires every six months. I did not believe in talking cats.

I turned back to the sink and started washing the teacup, focusing very hard on the simple, normal task of cleaning dishes. The water was warm. The soap smelled like lemon. These were real, ordinary things. Cats talking was not an ordinary thing. Therefore, it had not happened.

"You're being ridiculous."

I spun around so fast I nearly lost my balance. The cat was sitting in exactly the same position, but now he was looking directly at me with an expression that could only be described as smug.

"You didn't say that," I said.

"Obviously not. Cats can't talk." His tail twitched. "Except I just did. Twice. Well, three times now."

I grabbed the edge of the counter. The kitchen tilted slightly, then righted itself. "This isn't happening."

"And yet."

"I'm hallucinating. There's a gas leak. Carbon monoxide."

"The detectors would've gone off."

"How do you know about carbon monoxide detectors?"

"I live here. I pay attention." He stood, stretched in that boneless way cats do, and jumped down from the counter to wind between my ankles. "You really should sit down. You're looking pale."

I didn't sit down. I couldn't move. I just stood there, staring at the spot where he'd been sitting, while he purred against my legs like absolutely nothing strange was happening.

"This is impossible," I whispered.

"Improbable," he corrected, jumping back onto the counter in one fluid leap. "Impossible would be me doing your taxes. Though I probably could. You're terrible at organizing receipts."

"Stop it. Stop talking."

"Can't do that."

"Why not?"

"Because you can hear me now. And we need to talk."

The absolute certainty in his voice, because yes, he definitely had a voice, low and dry with a hint of amusement, made something in my chest twist. This was real. I didn't know how, didn't know why, but this was actually happening.

I pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and sat down before my legs gave out.

"There we go," the cat said approvingly. "Much better."

"How?" I managed. "How is this possible?"

"Long story. We'll get to it." He sat down again, curling his tail around himself. "But first, I should probably mention something important."

I laughed. It came out slightly hysterical. "More important than you being a talking cat?"

"Significantly." He paused, his green eyes steady on mine. "You'll want to sit down when the body turns up."

The kitchen went very quiet. Outside, I could hear a car passing on the street. Someone's wind chimes tinkling in the breeze. Normal sounds. Normal world.

"What body?" I asked.

The cat's tail twitched once. "You'll see. Probably tomorrow. Maybe the day after." He yawned again. "I'd get some rest if I were you. Things are about to get interesting."

Then he jumped down from the counter and walked out of the kitchen, his footsteps silent on the hardwood floor.

I sat alone in my kitchen, surrounded by the boxes I still hadn't unpacked, and tried to convince myself that I'd imagined the entire conversation.

I couldn't.

Because I'd heard him perfectly clearly.

And because deep down, in a place I'd been trying very hard to ignore for three solid weeks, I'd known something was different about this house. About this town. About me being here.

I just hadn't expected it to involve a talking cat and a dead body.

I got up, poured the cold tea down the sink, and went to find where the cat had gone. I had questions. A lot of questions.

I found him in the living room, curled up on the best chair, the one I'd specifically told him was off-limits, looking perfectly ordinary and completely asleep.

"I know you're faking," I said.

One eye opened. "Prove it."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. What was I supposed to say to that?

"Tomorrow," he said, closing his eye again. "We'll talk more tomorrow. After you've had time to process."

"Process what, exactly?"

"Everything." He shifted, getting more comfortable. "Oh, and you might want to introduce yourself to the neighbors. You'll be asking them questions soon enough. Might as well be friendly first."

"Questions about what?"

But he was purring now, a deep rumble that sounded entirely too self-satisfied, and clearly had no intention of answering.

I stood there for a long moment, watching my cat, my talking cat, sleep peacefully in my favorite chair.

Then I went upstairs, got into bed, and pulled the covers over my head.

Tomorrow, I decided, I would deal with this tomorrow.

Tomorrow or the day after, apparently, someone was going to die.

And somehow, my cat already knew about it.
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I spent the first hour of the next morning googling "auditory hallucinations caused by stress."

The cat watched from the windowsill, tail swishing lazily.

"Find anything helpful?" he asked.

I didn't look up from my laptop. "I'm not talking to you."

"And yet you just did."

I closed the laptop with more force than necessary. Sleep deprivation. That was the answer. I'd been working too hard on the house, not getting enough rest. Everyone knew that lack of sleep could cause all sorts of problems. Hearing voices was probably on the list.

"I don't hear voices," I muttered, carrying my coffee to the window. "Just one voice. One very specific, very sarcastic cat voice."

"I'm not sarcastic." The cat stretched in the sun. "I'm honest. There's a difference."

I took a long drink of coffee and stared out at the quiet street. Three weeks ago, I'd been living in a sensible apartment in the city, working a sensible job, living a sensible life. Then Aunt Margaret had died and left me this house, and I'd made the questionable decision to move here and start over.

Maybe that was it. Major life change. New environment. Stress. Perfectly reasonable explanation for temporary auditory...

The coffee mug slipped from my hand.

I lunged for it, panic flaring hot in my chest, certain it was about to shatter on the floor. But instead of falling, it simply stopped. Hung there in midair, a few inches from my outstretched fingers, coffee sloshing gently inside.

Then it drifted upward, came to rest gently on the windowsill next to the cat.

I stared at it. At my hand. At the mug.

"That's new," the cat said mildly.

"I didn't... that wasn't..." My hand was shaking. "The air current. Or I caught it and didn't realize."

"You were three feet away."

"Then you knocked it up somehow. With your paw."

"My paws were both tucked under me." He looked at the mug, then at me. "You saved it. Emotionally. Magic responds to strong feeling."

"There's no such thing as magic."

"Tell that to the flying mug."

I grabbed the coffee mug and walked away, heading for the kitchen because I needed to be somewhere else, anywhere else, somewhere normal where mugs didn't float and cats didn't talk.

The kitchen drawer slammed shut as I passed it.

I stopped. Turned. The drawer was closed. I hadn't touched it. It had been open earlier, I was certain, I'd been looking for a pen and left it hanging out. Now it was flush with the cabinet.

"That one was annoyance," the cat said from the doorway. "The mug was fear. Different emotions, different responses. You're actually quite strong for a beginner."

"Stop it." I pressed my hands flat on the counter. "Just stop."

"I'm not doing anything. You are."

My reflection stared back at me from the microwave door. I looked normal. Tired, but normal. Brown hair pulled back in a messy knot. Faded jeans and an old sweatshirt with paint stains on the sleeves. I looked like someone who'd been renovating a house, not someone who'd lost touch with reality.

The overhead light flickered.

"Frustration now," the cat observed. "You're broadcasting feelings everywhere. It's exhausting to watch."

"I am not broadcasting anything." But even as I said it, the light flickered again, and I felt something: a kind of pressure in my chest, like energy trying to escape. I took a breath, forced it down. The light steadied.

The cat jumped onto the counter, settling into a loaf shape. "You're doing this house a disservice. Your aunt kept things much better organized."

"My aunt is dead."

"I'm aware. I lived with her for thirty years."

I turned to look at him. Really look at him. "How old are you?"

"Old enough." His tail curled around his front paws. "Familiars live as long as there's a witch to bind us. Margaret was your great-aunt, actually. Her mother before her. The house has stayed in the family for generations."

"Familiars," I repeated flatly.

"Magic cats," he simplified. "Partners to witches. Companions. Guides. Occasional conscience, though most of us have given up on that last part."

I shook my head. This was insane. All of it. "I'm not a witch."

"You are."

"Witches aren't real."

"Neither are talking cats. Yet here we are."

I opened my mouth to argue, but the pressure in my chest was building again, that strange tight feeling like something trying to get out. The light flickered. The drawer
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