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      These kittens have a lot to say…

      

      Fostering a litter of kittens can be a rewarding yet chaotic challenge. But when those kittens have a paranormal secret that needs to be kept hidden, well, that opens a whole new can of cat food.

      

      Destined to be familiars for witches, these kittens can talk. But before they can join the rest of the cats at the cat café where I work, it’s my duty to teach them the rules to keep them safe.

      

      So when we discover their vet dead at the animal hospital with proof that she knows more about the kittens than she should, I do the unthinkable. I steal evidence. I can’t let that proof get into the wrong hands.

      

      But the killer knows what I have, and they want it. I don’t know who to trust, but one thing is certain.

      

      If I can’t crack this case, not only is the safety of my fosters at stake but so is the truth about familiars—and witches—everywhere.
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      “Nora, are you sure you can handle this?” Gemma asked as she passed me the carrier. “You’ve never had a whole litter before.”

      I eyed my friend and fellow coworker and coven member as she leaned against the side of the van used by the animal rescue. “Not one this size, but I have had kittens. And it’s summer. I don’t have classes to worry about, so it’s just work at the café and then back home to these guys. That’s more time than I typically have. Besides, how hard can seven of them be?”

      “Just wait until they start talking.”

      I held the carrier up to my face to peer in at the seven tiny furballs. Two were sleeping. Three were jockeying for prime position at the front of the cage, sticking their paws out at me, asking for attention. Two others were picking at the sides of the carrier. Even though they were small, still just eight weeks old, it had to be cramped in there. “Familiars or not, all cats talk in their own way.” Familiars just happened to talk to their humans using words as well.

      Gemma let out a small snort. “You’ve got me there. Do you have everything you need?”

      I lowered the carrier as I scanned my mental list, the words appearing in my head as if they were written on a piece of paper in front of me. Kitten food, check. Supplement if needed, check. Though given their age and healthy-looking size, I doubted they’d need it. Pet beds, cleaned and ready. Litter box, new and already prepped with litter, plus another at the ready for once they got bigger. Toys, more than I ever thought I’d need, although I’d probably end up getting more in a couple weeks once the kittens showed preferences for their favorites.

      “Think so. Anything else I can grab from the store or order online.” The kittens would love the boxes. Magical or not, nothing delighted a cat more than a brand-new cardboard box.

      “Great! Well, after their checkup, you can take them home and let them get acclimated to your apartment.”

      I toed the ground. “Are you coming in with me?”

      “You mean to tell me you can handle a litter of potential witch’s familiars but not the vet visit?” Gemma laughed, and a few of the kittens mewed in response to the sound. “You’re going to have to get over that to be a vet.”

      I sighed hard and scrunched my face. “They’re seeing Dr. Loomis today.”

      Gemma brightened. “She’s a great vet.”

      “Yeah, one who doesn’t like me.”

      “She doesn’t not like you.”

      I scoffed. “She could have fooled me.”

      Gemma placed a hand on her hip. “It doesn’t help having an attitude like that.”

      “I do not have an attitude. She does. She’s practically frigid around me.”

      Gemma raised an eyebrow. “You could try cutting her some slack. She’s threatened by you.”

      I tried to restrain an eye roll. “Me? I’m no one special.”

      “Nora, she’s the only non-magical person on staff, and you’re going to school to be a vet. You already take care of the cats at the café when they have minor issues and handle their pre-adoption wellness checks. Once you’ve graduated, there’s no reason the coven won’t get rid of her to hire you here instead.”

      I tugged at the collar of my hoodie, feeling slightly called out by one of my closest friends. I’d never really thought of it like that, though I questioned how true it was. Gemma was right. Dr. Loomis was a great vet. Top of her class, which I only knew because she’d gone to the same veterinary school I was now attending with two years left to go. Dr. Loomis’s top marks in the licensing examination was one reason why the coven overlooked her being non-magical. Not that she knew that, I didn’t think. We didn’t advertise our supernatural status, though I was sure there were rumors about us all.

      Although the cat café the coven ran had several non-magical baristas on staff, those who dealt with the animals directly tended to be of the witchy type just in case any of the familiars forgot they shouldn’t be talking until their witch or wizard brought them home. Not that all of the cats there were familiars in waiting. They weren’t. Some were truly cats. Working with the rescue to house all the cats at Feline Familiar Cat Café made our job easier. And it kept the cats—familiar or not—out of cages and in a location where they could regularly interact with our customers while they came for coffee and played any of the board games in our extensive collection.

      It was a win for everyone involved. Especially for the animals needing homes.

      A slight tug on my pants reminded me of the kittens in the carrier I was still holding. Still too little to talk and show that they were potential familiars, it was possible that these seven tiny creatures were all normal cats.

      Then again, what cat was ever truly normal?

      “I need to get these guys inside. So, are you coming with me?”

      At that moment, Gemma’s cell phone chimed, sending the kittens into a mewing frenzy once more. She held up a finger, telling me to wait while she checked her text.

      “Sorry. Gotta go help with a rescue.” She took a step forward and placed her hands on my shoulders. “You’ve got this. You can handle mean ol’ Dr. Loomis on your own.”

      I cracked a smile. “So you admit that she’s mean to me.”

      She raised her eyebrow at me once more in her signature look.

      “Kidding, kidding.” Kind of. “I’ll try to see it from her perspective, but I make no guarantees. Good luck with the rescue.”

      Gemma opened the van’s driver side door and got inside as I headed toward the vet’s office.
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      Although the veterinary office was run by members of the local coven, it was, for all intents and purposes, a normal veterinary practice.

      I opened the inner door to the building and walked to the reception desk to check in.

      Tabby—a perfect name for someone who worked at the vet’s—squealed as I gently set the carrier on the counter. “Oh my goodness! Look at them all. They’re so cute!”

      They mewed in response to Tabby’s baby cooing as she wiggled her fingers in front of them, careful to not let their razor-sharp baby claws get her as the kittens reached out for her.

      “Seven?” she confirmed as she plopped back into her chair behind the computer, looking at me expectantly.

      I nodded.

      “Any names?”

      “Not yet. Gotta get to know them first. Gemma just handed them over to me in the parking lot.” When it came to familiars, sometimes they kept the names you gave them, and other times, they told you their names instead.

      Outside of seeing their photo when I initially said yes to fostering the litter, this was my first good look at them all.

      Five tiny sets of eyes peered out at me. A different two than before were curled up in the corner and couldn’t be bothered by what was going on around them. Two black, one black and white cow cat, a calico, and three tabbies, two orange and a brown.

      “Age?”

      “Eight weeks-ish, maybe nine.”

      “Dr. Loomis might have a better idea.”

      So would I once I saw them out of the carrier. They were still too little for me to ask outright. Not that I’d do that out here in the lobby where humans, witches, and their pets sat waiting to be seen.

      “How is she today?” Working the front desk, Tabby knew everything about everyone. Or at least tried to. That included my feelings about Dr. Loomis and hers about me.

      “Better.” Then she stood and leaned over the desk to whisper, “I think she and her husband finally made up.”

      Not that I knew she was married until now, but, “Were they having problems?”

      Her eyes went wide as she shrugged in an exaggerated fashion. “She was spending a lot of late nights here. Staff had to keep telling her to go home.”

      “Oh.” That was more information than I knew what to do with. “Well, better bodes well for me, I guess.”

      Tabby smiled and plopped back into her seat. She clicked one final thing on her computer, then looked back up at me. “Okay, you can take a seat, and one of the techs will grab you shortly.”

      Thanking her, I turned toward the feline waiting area. For the most part, they separated the dogs from the cats and other small animals. The practice saw nearly every type of animal that could be a pet, though the less common ones were pretty much guaranteed to be familiars. Their ability to talk about their own health needs made taking care of them a lot easier. There were other vets we could refer nonfamiliars to when needed.

      I sat down and placed the carrier on the floor between my legs. Next to me, a woman sat on her phone with her cat carrier sitting on the seat beside her. I tried peeking in but had no luck seeing whoever was inside. Beyond her were a few more people and their cats, and one rabbit. Likely a familiar. To test, I nodded at the fluffy white and orange bunny. It nodded back. Thought so. I did the same to the witch when she caught me looking, and she returned a smile. She looked familiar. Maybe a hedge witch who rarely came to coven gatherings or a customer from the café. I had what most people called a photographic memory, but I had to concentrate to recall the everyday sort of stuff that I tried not to pay too much attention to.

      Sometime after the witch and her bunny were called into one room, I was called into the other. I grabbed the kitten-filled carrier and hurried across the waiting area to the open door being held open for me by the tech.

      Morgan grinned widely as I passed by, eyeing the carrier with excitement. A year ahead of me, she was one of my favorite techs here, probably anywhere. We’d even lived together for a short time in grad student housing on campus, which is where I’d found out she was a witch and brought her into our coven. If she hadn’t moved in with her boyfriend, we might still have been living together now.

      We exchanged pleasantries, and as soon as the door closed, she asked, “What do you think their chances are?”

      “Just met them outside, but let’s get a good look and maybe you can tell me.” I set the carrier on the exam room table and then unlatched the front.

      Three kittens spilled out as I opened the door. The two orange tabbies and the cow cat. A black kitten hesitantly came out next but soon joined the others in exploring the carrier. The calico initially seemed like she was coming, poking her head out to investigate, but she took a few sniffs of the air, then turned back around as if she was too good for this scene. Moments later, the other two kittens sleepily emerged. I peeked in to see the calico getting comfortable in what had been their spot.

      “We can let the other one be for now,” Morgan said. “We have our hands full enough already.”

      Morgan pulled a paper from her upper coat pocket and unfolded it. I immediately recognized the coven’s logo. A half snowflake representing our home of Snowhaven acting as the top of a tree of life. “Have you done one of these yet?” she asked me as she began to scrawl a few notes on top. She giggled as the once-sleepy brown tabby took interest in the pen’s movement, extending its head to sniff the moving top and then batting the tip as Morgan wrote.

      I shook my head as I corralled an orange kitten from jumping off the exam table while the other sniffed at my shirt collar, standing on its hind legs to do so while using its front to brace itself on my chest. “Not an initial one. Any I’ve done have been for known familiars.”

      She slid the paper to me. “Not much different in the beginning than a standard vet form that I complete in there.” She pointed to the laptop on the rolling cart next to her, then moved the wireless mouse to wake the screen up. “The usual vitals, temperament description, that sort of thing. There will be one for each kitten, but I’ll transfer all that over tonight and forward you copies. I assume they sent you observation forms.”

      I perused the form as I pet the cow cat who had come over to help its sibling investigate my shirt. Although the orange tabby continued to do so, the cow cat now just sat and stared at me. “Yeah. Those I’ve had for other fosters.” This may have been my first big litter, but I’d been taking one or two at a time since moving into my apartment as something to do and to give my own kitty familiar the occasional company.

      “Great, then this should be a piece of cake.” She scooped up the brown tabby. “And you can go first since you won’t leave me alone.” She lifted his tail to confirm he was a boy and then plopped him onto the scale on the counter. He mewed in protest. “Oh, I know, so cold,” she cooed as she comforted the little tabby, then reached back for her clipboard so she could record his weight. Battling my keys and wallet, I retrieved my pen from the front pouch of my hoodie—a barista was never far away from something to write with—and recorded the kitten’s weight on the coven form.

      Together we made quick work of processing the kittens, and all too soon, Morgan was gone, leaving me and the litter to wait for Dr. Loomis.
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      Keeping kittens contained on the exam table proved to be a futile effort. The moment I’d scoot to grab one from going off the edge, another would try to jump from the table to the corner counter where supplies lined the back wall. So I sat on the small two-person bench set against the wall and waited for the vet to come in while the kittens explored both the room and me.

      As if on cue, Dr. Loomis walked in with the laptop cart as I was cleaning a piddle puddle on the floor. Of course.

      She barely gave me a passing glance. “You let them run free while you waited?”

      “Glad I did, or else we’d be giving them all a bath right now.” I stood and dropped the dirty paper towels into the hole in the counter above the trash can. A minute prior and she would have seen a completely different scene—two kittens on my lap, another next to me—instead of the chaos now that had resumed only because I’d moved. “Not that it would have made much sense for me to stress them out by putting them in the carrier only to take them back out again.” Besides, letting them roam helped familiarize them with the space and hopefully led to less frightening visits in the future.

      Without another word, she surveyed the exam room as I washed my hands. Outside of finding the jar of long cotton swabs slightly shifted
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