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      To all the cats who’ve befriended me over the years, especially

      Bito & Anonymous Neighbor Cat⁠—

      I am sorry my allergies prevented me from properly returning your affection.

      I promise, I was mentally snuggling you from a safe distance.
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        Hollywood, California

        1949

      

      

      

      “Love is a luxury I can’t afford.”

      Lina Leonard trailed one long, red fingernail down the bartender’s tie, softening her voice to a throaty purr as she continued, “But why don’t you come with me, sweetheart. We can spit in love’s face together.”

      “Cut!”

      Lina blinked, coming back to herself as Jerry, her director, conferred with the cameraman and her costar rested against the bar. A few of the extras seated throughout the dark, seedy-looking set began chatting quietly to each other.

      “Fantastic work, you two,” Jerry called out as he made his way over to the lead actors. “We’ve got everything we need for this scene.” He raised his voice to include the rest of the assembled group. “All right, everyone, let’s move on to the kitchen fight!”

      The entire soundstage erupted into noisy activity, as Lina relaxed.

      “We won’t need you for the rest of this, Lina. But seriously, excellent stuff today. As always.” He smiled warmly.

      “Thanks.”

      “Enjoy the rest of your afternoon. Tomorrow’s call sheet should be ready for you within the hour.” He clapped a hand on her costar’s shoulder. “Can I have a word about that fight choreography before you head back over to makeup?”

      “See you boys later,” Lina called over her shoulder, exiting the stage and making a beeline for her dressing room.

      Her feet were killing her. As much as she appreciated the wardrobe department’s efforts to meet her request for leopard-print pumps, the shoes were definitely made for looks rather than comfort. But eager as she was to move her toes again, her haste was also due to her hope that the script for her next picture had been delivered while she was on set.

      Several crew members called out compliments on her performance as she passed. She warmed at their sincere praise, even as it felt like the same-old, same-old. She was more than ready for a change.

      Not from acting, though. She didn’t think she’d ever tire of being paid to play pretend. Lina had made a name for herself in noir films, and she wouldn’t trade her run of success for anything. But there were only so many times a gal could play a femme fatale who roped unsuspecting saps into her nefarious plans—or an unsuspecting sap roped into becoming a femme fatale. Either way, it was growing tedious to always “get what was coming” to her.

      So she’d taken a chance and asked for the opportunity to branch out here at Phoenix Pictures. Her nerves had nearly gotten the better of her when she approached the studio head, Lois Ashford, but the woman was a fellow actor who understood completely. Much to Lina’s delighted surprise, Phoenix’s producers already had her in mind for a new comedy—and while still noir-inspired, it was a promising step in the right direction.

      And if delivering a performance that would keep this new momentum going felt like a daunting task, she was determined to meet the challenge.

      Lina focused on the satisfying sound of her heels clicking on the concrete to distract from the excited—and slightly anxious—butterflies that flitted through her stomach at merely the thought of the new project.

      “Miss Leonard!” A lad in an emerald-green jacket stood, lying in wait outside her trailer. “There’s a phone call for you. They’ve put it through to your dressing room.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” She hoped it was nothing serious. Like her new film being shelved before it got started.

      The page leaned in conspiratorially when she neared. “It’s long-distance.”

      Lina fought to suppress her amusement at the awe in the boy’s tone. Though she supposed on his salary, long-distance calls were something of a wonder. She settled for a small smile as she thanked him again.

      But as she shut herself into the privacy of her room, the implication of his words sank in, eclipsing the relief that it wasn’t bad news from the studio. Who would be calling her long-distance? And at her workplace?

      Lina let out a small moan when she stepped out of her shoes, thanking the goddesses for plush carpeting as she removed her right earring and picked up the receiver of her telephone. She immediately recognized the greeting of one of her favorite operators on the lot.

      “Hi, Irma. They said there’s a call for me?”

      “Yup. All the way from San Francisco. Here ya go.”

      A click sounded, and before she could wonder who the hell she knew in San Francisco, a familiar Irish lilt crackled through the line.

      “Lina? Hi. It’s Alice.”

      An odd mix of emotions rushed through Lina—warmth toward one of her oldest and dearest friends, certainly. But also the distant unease that always surfaced with any reminder of the life she’d left behind. Lina suddenly wished she’d asked the page to bring her some ginger ale.

      She focused on the warmth, trying to infuse it into her voice. “Alice! Hey! The operator said you’re in San Francisco?”

      A tiny stab of guilt nudged her. For all they were practically sisters, their chosen paths kept them from seeing much of each other, despite the fact that they lived less than an hour apart in southern California. When Alice wasn’t on the road, at least.

      Alice replied, “I am. What with that big fire they had up here, it’s all hands on deck helping with the rescue efforts. There are lots of big and small critters that need us.”

      “Oh, right. I hadn’t thought…”

      Alice’s soft laugh tinkled like wind chimes. “Of course you hadn’t. Why would you?”

      “I did leave all of you behind once upon a time.”

      “Lina.” Alice’s voice softened. “It was fully your choice to make. And no one’s ever begrudged you that choice.”

      She allowed herself a chuckle. “I guess I just need a reminder every once in a while.”

      Lina and Alice had grown up outside Dublin, both born into a long line of powerful Celtic women. And while they might be sisters only in spirit, the likelihood of a shared ancestor somewhere in their matrilineal tree was high, given the gift they both possessed.

      If one could call the ability to shift at will into a large, wild feline a gift.

      At least they could choose their own cat—in Lina’s case, a leopard; Alice’s, a lynx.

      “Happy to oblige,” Alice answered. “And I mean it. This isn’t a calling for every one of us, and we all know it. Just like we knew you were meant to be a big, important movie star.”

      Lina snorted. “Mum didn’t seem too sure of that when I set off for Hollywood.”

      “Eh, you were sixteen. She was just worried. But we all believed you had it in ya.”

      Lina swallowed around the lump in her throat. Any more of this and she’d dissolve into a puddle on the spot. “Hey, as much as I appreciate the pep talk, this call must be costing you a fortune.”

      Alice coughed. “Right. That it is. But it’s worth it. Or at least, it will be. I hope. This might be an awkward moment to bring this up, but … I do have a favor to ask you.”

      The fine hairs on the back of Lina’s neck prickled. “What kind of favor?”

      “The kind I’d never ask unless it was an extreme emergency, and for which I will owe you big? Possibly for the rest of my life?”

      Lina groaned, sinking into the chair in front of her dressing table.

      “You know I’d never bring this to you lightly,” Alice rushed on. “But like I said, it’s all hands up here, and will be for little while, which leaves no one in my territory. Where you happen to be.”

      Their kind had been appointed by the goddesses—more generations back than anyone could count—as protectors of all cats, big and small. They stepped in occasionally when nature became too chaotic. But more often than not, unfortunately, their duty arose because their fellow humans became the threat.

      Those with the most magic to wield—and who chose to heed their calling, unlike Lina—each had a territory to watch over, and Lina had been thrilled when Alice landed a southern California region a few years back.

      “Alice. I cannot possibly be your only choice.” Even as she said it, she was certain, deep in her gut, that Alice wouldn’t ask unless she was.

      “It would be really easy, I swear,” Alice intoned.

      “Would it, truly?”

      “Probably?” Her tone didn’t exactly inspire confidence. “This area’s pretty quiet, on the whole. The zoo doesn’t have the most stellar facilities, but the staff there are reliable. Plus, there’s a relatively new animal sanctuary in the foothills that’s awfully promising.”

      “Then why do you need me?” Lina wheedled.

      “I’d be neglecting my duties if I didn’t put something in place for emergencies. And there is a circus in town right now, over in the Valley; you know how dicey they can get.” She paused. “Please, Lina? At least consider it?”

      That was the trouble. She was considering it, even though she’d never before been tempted. Too often, their brand of help came on the heels of suffering, and it pained her tremendously to see the animals in peril in the first place, even if she could alleviate it.

      “Al, I don’t know. You’ve got an awful lot of faith that I could handle anything that might come up.” She caught her reflection in the mirror, startled to see her hazel eyes sparking more gold than usual. She hoped it was only the lights.

      As if reading her mind, Alice replied, “Your magic has always been strong, Lina. Even after you chose not to use it. It’s almost as strong as mine.”

      “Modest as ever, I see,” Lina joked, and they both snickered. But she sobered all too quickly. “It’s been a while since I’ve even shifted. I’m out of practice.”

      She could sense Alice’s shrug, even over the phone. “So, practice.”

      Lina huffed. Easy for her to say. Still, she felt her resolve cracking further.

      “I’d only need to step in for something that’s absolutely, positively necessary?” she asked.

      “Absolutely. Positively. Sooo … you’ll do it?”

      “Oh, I’m going to regret this,” she grumbled. “But yes. Fine. I’ll do it.”

      For a feline, Alice made a high-pitched squeal only dogs could’ve heard. “Lina, you are the very best. I promise, I will make it up to you. Something tremendous. Anything!” She paused for a moment, and Lina could hear commotion in the background. “Listen, I’ve got to run.”

      Lina glanced down at herself. “Me too. I should probably get out of this costume soon.”

      “I won’t keep us, then,” Alice replied. “But you’ve got a spare key to my apartment. There’s a safe chest on the floor of my bedroom closet; all the instructions you need are inside. And I’ll try to phone you again tomorrow in case you have questions.”

      “How am I supposed to open the safe?”

      “It’s charmed to unlock with any of our rings. You still have yours, right?”

      “Of course.”

      Lina immediately opened the little drawer in her dressing table. A large, emerald-cut citrine winked up at her from its simple gold setting. All members of their coven of Felidae received a similar stone as children, and most set it in some kind of jewelry when they got older. Though Lina removed hers when in costume, she never took it off otherwise. It was her primary tether to her family. And when it came to magic, however dormant or unused, the unexpected was always possible, so she never wanted to be caught without a lifeline.

      “Okay, good.” Alice paused for a heavy moment. “Lina, I can’t tell you how much this means to me. Thank you.”

      She found herself smiling. “You’re welcome. And don’t worry—I will indeed come up with a massive way you can pay me back.”

      They shared one last laugh before exchanging farewells.

      As soon as she replaced the phone in its cradle, Lina let out a long exhale. She wasn’t sure if it was a blessing or a curse that she’d finished filming for the day. She’d welcome a distraction from the growing weight of what she’d just agreed to.

      At least she could start with her wardrobe; she quickly changed out of the slinky black dress, swapping it for her own charcoal gray skirt and matching sweater. She secured her favorite leopard-print belt around her waist—her go-to choice for a bit of flair and a jolt of luck—and stepped into a modest, stylish but much comfier pair of heels.

      Last, but far from least, she slid her citrine on the middle finger of her right hand, feeling its familiar, warm buzz flare momentarily against her skin. “You can do this,” she whispered to herself.

      She noticed her discarded script pages from the day’s scenes, and the promise of a real distraction occurred to her. In her rush to answer her phone call, she hadn’t realized that her next film’s script had yet to be delivered. Given her anticipation over it, she should definitely go directly to the production offices and see if she could pick it up, rather than wait.

      Lina fought the urge to roll her eyes at herself. Not that it stopped her from walking straight out the door. She’d only gone a few steps and rounded a corner when she slammed headlong into a compact, sturdy chest.

      “Oof!”

      She looked up into a pair of wide brown eyes, set in what was probably a handsome face, if she could view it from an angle that wasn’t obscenely close and therefore a bit fuzzy. She registered the man’s gingery hair and his slightly stunned expression, at the same moment a tingle of sparks lit her from within—as it had with her ring, only on a much larger scale.

      Still tangled up with him, she blinked in confusion. Her magic had been largely dormant for years. Why it should respond to this human stranger, she had no idea.

      But then she noticed it: a series of high-pitched mewls, some plaintive and others mischievous. The sound snapped them both into action, and as they attempted to disentangle themselves, Lina realized that they were inundated with … kittens?

      Well, that explains it. An odd sting of disappointment followed.

      A belated air of alarm wafted off the handsome, ginger wall of a gent. “Fucking hell!” He immediately caught himself, his cheeks flooding with color. “Sorry,” he mumbled with a frantic glance around them.

      Lina attempted to catch her breath as she took in the scene. The man sprang into motion and righted a large basket that had fallen to the ground at their feet, placing the nearest two kittens in it straightaway, all while reaching for a third. He was surprisingly agile, with an almost feline grace of his own.

      If the kittens weren’t so damn adorable and distracting, she could have watched him move all day.

      Her newly reawakened magic pulsed again, strongest near her midsection, where Lina finally noticed the brown-and-white kitty clinging to her waist. She got to work disengaging its tiny claws from her belt. No easy task, either—he was a strong wee fella.

      “I don’t believe this,” her fellow wrangler muttered testily as the previously contained kittens attempted another jail-break. He admonished one, calling it a name that sounded something like “Parm.”

      As he laid a firm but gentle hand on the little guy’s back, Lina was struck by his kindness with the kittens. Despite their current efforts, they clearly adored and trusted him.

      Her magic gave its strongest flare yet, and she fought to contain a visible shiver. Sensing it anyway, the third kitten he’d scooped up, a precious gray lass, squirmed in his grasp and reached a paw in Lina’s direction.

      The man swiftly bent to put her in the basket with the others, all while warding off further escape attempts. “Oh no, you don’t. Just because this lady gave you the chance to break out, it doesn’t mean she’s your new best friend.”

      “Hey! You ran into me,” Lina protested.

      He straightened and attempted to scowl at her. He would have been far more likely to succeed were it not for the brindled fuzzball newly attempting to crawl beneath the neck of his sweater. She nearly snickered in his face.

      He didn’t notice, instead growling, “Because you weren’t looking where you were going!”

      Her humor vanished, and she let out an indignant sound. “Neither were you,” she retorted.

      He made a largely incoherent grumble, something about “needing” and “job,” then managed to transfer his furry ascot to the basket before crouching down to snag another escapee, seconds before it disappeared underneath a nearby crate.

      Just how many kittens were in there, anyway?

      Unlike the cats, the energy sparking beneath her skin had subsided to a quieter, more controlled buzz. Now that she could finally look at her stranger with some perspective, she confirmed her earlier suspicion—he was indeed handsome, in a rugged sort of way. His nose appeared to have been broken at one time, and he’d clearly missed a couple of spots near his jaw when shaving. All in all, he was a little unpolished, but it worked in his favor.

      Too bad he was a bit of a grouch.

      Lest he catch her looking, Lina refocused on her little belt-clinger, finally getting him loose. She bent to add him to the container, only to have the rest of the kittens nearly topple the basket over in their efforts to lavish her with attention. Whoops. And there went her power, sparking anew. Probably not a bad idea to get out of here soon, since the magic suddenly seemed to have a mind of its own.

      Stepping back, she barely managed to dodge a last-minute swipe at her leg. “Not the pantyhose, my good sir,” she crooned with a chuckle.

      Mr. Sourpuss let out a snort at that, though whether he was laughing at the cat, or her, or simply battling indigestion, she couldn’t tell. Her little buddy chose that moment to refocus on his minder, both front paws reaching out to latch onto the man’s pant leg.

      He let out a long-suffering sigh. “Muenster, no.”

      Lina couldn’t contain her amused huff at the cheesy name. But the gimlet stare he leveled at her stopped any ensuing quippy comments in their tracks.

      “Here, let me help you,” she offered instead.

      They reached for the kitten simultaneously, and an electric jolt—more than just her magic—shot through her when their fingers brushed. Good goddess.

      He snatched his hand back as if she’d bitten him, which stung far more than it should have. Alone in her task now, she managed to pluck the cat from his trousers.

      Right as he snapped, “Haven’t you done enough already? Please, just leave us alone.”
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      Tony Benson regretted his words the minute they left his mouth.

      He’d just lost his cool and yelled at a movie star. Probably not the best course of action for someone trying to turn his current gig as an animal trainer into long-term work at her studio.

      But in his defense, Lina Leonard, the seductive queen of some of his favorite noir films, had nearly knocked him on his ass—figuratively and literally. He’d always thought she was a knockout, like a brunette Lauren Bacall with an even huskier, sultrier voice. But seeing her up close, up very close…

      Tony realized with a start that he’d never, before today, seen the woman in color. All her films were black-and-white. The cameras had never picked up that she had the most delightful spray of faint freckles across her nose and cheekbones. The eyes he’d assumed to be blue were, in fact, an almost golden hazel.

      And they currently flashed angrily at him.

      Dammit. Guilt zinged through him. True, she’d scattered his cats everywhere. And yes, the slightest touch of her skin against his had set off a volume of fireworks that was downright alarming … and … Anyway. He’d been rude, unforgivably so.

      But before he could begin to correct his mistake, she spoke.

      “Fine.” She returned Muenster to his previous spot on Tony’s pants before straightening to her full height, looking for all the world like she was tempted to take a bite out of him. And not the good kind.

      Lina stepped around the basket and another of the escapees. While he made a grab for the wayward cat, she sent her best femme fatale glare over her shoulder. “Enjoy wrangling your bloody kittens yourself.”

      Tony croaked a feeble protest as she stalked away. Even Betty—the (mostly) domesticated leopard he’d taken in at the sanctuary he ran when not on a movie set—had never looked as fierce as the woman he’d just offended.

      Thankfully, thoughts of Betty reminded him precisely why he needed this job so badly, which pulled him from any descent into woolgathering. A run-in with a film star would be far less detrimental to his job than the failure to get these kittens under control.

      He deposited Muenster gently back in the basket, and thankfully the others he’d managed to herd were distracted enough by their brother not to attempt another escape. He noticed, just in time, that tiny Brie had started to trot after Lina, and snagged her before she could get too far.

      He raked his fingers through his hair. His day had been going so well; the kittens aced their first morning of filming. And then … all hell broke loose, thanks to Lina. Her presence sure had riled up the kittens.

      Not only the kittens.

      He bit back a groan, as his earlier anger and anxiety—and attraction—returned. Fine, if he was being honest, he was the one being railed. Riled! Geez, she’d made Swiss cheese of his brain. Perhaps she'd zapped him with actual electricity when her hand brushed his.

      But none of that mattered now. He needed to focus. If he didn’t get his kittens rounded up, he’d never get them through the rest of this movie. And if he didn’t get through this movie, he’d never secure more work at the studio. Which would, in turn, attract the funding he needed to keep his animal sanctuary going. So he could help Betty, not to mention Rupert and the horses, and that additional new leopard they’d taken in temporarily…

      Breathe. You can do this. One step at a time. Kittens first.

      Tony bent over the basket for a head count. “One, two, three, four, five, six…” Shit. He examined the cats more closely. “Where the hell is Gouda?”

      He should’ve known. The litter would scramble when provoked, but Gouda rarely needed encouragement to pull a vanishing act. For one so tiny, she was his biggest troublemaker.

      Panic clawed up his chest more acutely than any cat’s paws. Scrappy as she might be, Gouda was still just a kitten. Wandering among huge equipment and rushing people. Not to mention that huge water tank in the north corner of the property. Tony shuddered. “Oh, god, she could be anywhere,” he muttered.

      He whipped his head around, frantic to find her. Luckily, he spied a streak of gray fluff disappearing through the doorway of Soundstage Three, where they’d been filming before their break. Relief flooded him.

      Tony swept up the kittens’ basket and made a beeline for the doorway. After the bright sunshine outside, it took his eyes a minute to adjust to the much darker stage. Once they did, his stomach plummeted all over again.

      The reason he’d taken his charges outside in the first place was so the crew could readjust the set and equipment for a new scene—and they were far from finished. The cavernous room was a giant bustle of activity. Crew in motion. Hulking equipment. Endless corners and shadows for a kitten to get lost. And hurt.

      He swallowed the panicked whimper that threatened to escape his throat. Calm. Stay calm. Gouda’s smart, you trained her well, you can find her now.

      His sharp inhale brought with it the scent of fresh lumber, which, rather surprisingly, grounded him. He could do this.

      But first, he needed to secure Gouda’s siblings in their designated pen in the corner. It was only a large child’s playpen that someone had rustled up from the bowels of the prop department, but Tony had lined it with blankets, treats, and toys. Most importantly, it was a safe space to keep the cats occupied and comfortable between takes—and nearly impossible for them to break out of.

      A lighting grip gave him a friendly wave, and Tony returned it with an approximation of a smile. While it might be helpful to enlist others in his search, he feared the repercussions. If he found Gouda, with no one else the wiser, he’d be far less likely to lose his job. And his means of protecting them all.

      Plus, Gouda had already developed a talent for vanishing even more thoroughly once she knew people were searching for her. She’d singlehandedly turn his hair gray before he hit thirty-five.

      “Oh good, you’re back!” A camera technician grinned in passing.

      Tony swallowed. “Are you ready to begin filming again?”

      “Not yet. But you wouldn’t believe how many people have stopped by, from all over the lot, wanting to play with those guys.” He gestured at the kittens and chuckled as he continued on his way.

      Tony let out a weak laugh of his own, then scanned the room as intensively, and surreptitiously, as he could. Just when he was ready to give up hope… There.

      An unused room of the apartment set contained a pair of heavy curtains—and a gray ball of fluff that did not match them. “Oh no,” he said under his breath. He noticed the curtains’ border of tasseled trim at precisely the same moment Gouda did. One tiny paw reached up to bat them. He had to get to her before she made a mess of the art director’s work.

      “Tony, hello!”

      Shit.

      He turned at the greeting to see a cheerful Nick Bradley ambling toward him. In addition to being a talented actor and comedy producer, the man was married to the head of the whole studio. Tony’s boss in more ways than one. The very last person he needed to see at the moment.

      He gulped. “Hello, Mr. Bradley.”

      Nick scoffed. “Please. It’s Nick.” He rubbed his hands together. “How’s it going? I heard the cats were a huge hit this morning, so I came by to see for myself.” He glanced at the pen behind Tony, and his eyes lit up. “Aw, they’re even cuter in person!”

      Despite Tony’s looming terror, he focused on Nick’s infectious enthusiasm. Better to keep him talking so he wouldn’t notice the stray kitty clawing at the drapes. “Cat person, are you?”

      “I didn’t think I was, till I met my wife’s.” He grinned. “Now I’m hooked.”

      They shared a chuckle. With Nick’s attention on the kittens, Tony risked a glance in Gouda’s direction … only to find her gone again.

      Fuck me.

      He’d be impressed with her stealth, if it wasn’t so detrimental to his anxiety levels.

      His eyes fell on a costume rack being wheeled across the set, and he squinted at it. Funny, it looked like the coat on the end had one plain sleeve and one fur-trimmed. It must still be a work in prog— Ohhhh shit.

      “Say, I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” Nick’s voice pulled Tony away from his horrific realization.

      “Oh?” Tony willed his voice calm.

      “We have a comedy coming up on the docket soon. It’s a fun script, a bit of a send-up of Cat People … with a hefty dash of Arsenic and Old Lace.”

      A snort of amusement slipped past Tony’s inner panic. “That’s intriguing.”

      “It revolves around a single woman who keeps a retired, tame circus cat as a pet. All is well until a string of bad luck starts to befall her uninspiring dates.” Nick smirked. “And instead of little old ladies doing mercy killings … the cat’s the prime suspect.”

      Tony’s eyebrows flew up.

      Nick raised a hand. “But rest assured, the cat won’t be a villain. Colin, our screenwriter, is coming up with a few options for the ending, depending on what the censors—and audiences—will let us get away with.”

      “That sounds rather fantastic, actually.”

      “Doesn’t it? Which brings me to my point. Got a bigger cat we can upgrade to?”

      Tony inhaled. Here it was, exactly what he’d hoped for. And he could easily blow it all, if he didn’t retrieve Gouda…

      Nick continued, “You work with less domestic animals at your sanctuary, right?”

      “I do,” Tony replied.

      “We’re still hammering out the details, but we’ll need something … wild. Circus-y. Like a panther. Or even a mountain lion could work? Anything like that up your sleeve, with a few tricks up its sleeve?”

      Tony’s heart raced with excitement, at precisely the moment the wardrobe assistant reached their side of the stage. He tried to keep his eyes on Nick, but as the costumes whizzed behind him, he risked a glance at the coat … which now lacked any fur, anywhere.

      He bit back a groan, and instead blurted, “I have a leopard.” Did that sound too desperate?

      Nick rubbed his chin absently. “Hmm. Maybe.”

      Tony didn’t have time to be disappointed, because as he ran a hand through his hair, his peripheral vision took in the rafters above them. And the kitten zipping blithely across a beam.

      Oh, for the love of… Honestly, how the fuck…?

      Blessedly misinterpreting the look on Tony’s face as the mere disappointment he longed to feel, Nick rushed on. “Not that I doubt you. It’s just, we talked about one earlier, but I wasn’t sure, what with that other film a while back, the one with Grant and Hepburn—and the leopard.” He leaned in with a grimace. “I loved it, but it didn’t do so well. Might be better to avoid comparisons.”

      “Oh, right,” he managed. “That makes sense.” Try not to panic. Or let Nick look up.

      Nick brightened, oblivious to any impending tumult. “But maybe it’s been enough years, and we can pull it off if we do it right. Let’s at least give your leopard… Does he or she have a name?”

      He willed his focus to remain on the conversation. “She. And it’s Betty,” he filled in.

      “Betty. I love it! We can absolutely give Betty an audition and screen test.”

      Tony exhaled, tentative elation chipping away at his worry. “That would be terrific. Thanks.”

      He used the excuse of again smoothing his hair to glance up at … the now-empty rafters. If he believed in reincarnation, he’d know exactly where Houdini ended up.

      A kitten-sized part of him wondered if he should come clean with Nick. He’d be shooting himself in the foot, but if Gouda roamed free for much longer, someone was bound to notice her. Or worse, she’d get herself seriously hurt. And he couldn’t live with himself if something happened to her.

      “Listen, Nick. I⁠—”

      “So sorry I’m late!”

      Tony whipped around at the husky voice and was immediately startled by a pair of golden orbs, flashing eerily in the dim lighting. He blinked to clear his mind from the tricks it clearly played on him, and found the reality of Lina Leonard, femme fatale extraordinaire, rushing toward them. Backlit as she was against the stage’s open doorway, he almost missed what she cradled in her arms, nearly the same color as her sweater. It wasn’t until she reached them that Tony spotted a pair of familiar bright blue eyes staring out at him…

      Gouda? Gouda!

      He came close to shouting her name out loud, before remembering Nick’s presence. Instead, he stared in stunned silence as Lina’s lips, which he’d watched curve seductively on screen, broke into a bright smile that transformed her entire face.

      He had absolutely no idea how Gouda had so quickly escaped the soundstage, only to end up in Lina’s hands. But between the dizzying magnificence of her smile, and his overwhelming relief, he wanted nothing more than to kiss the woman until his breath ran out. As if that would ever happen, given that she very likely thought him an utter jackass. Guilt for his earlier rudeness flooded him all over again.

      She shot him an analytical glance; then, when words continued to fail him, breezed on. “I hope I haven’t held anyone up! I completely lost track of the time.” She flashed that mega-watt grin at Nick as she gestured at Tony with her free hand. “I just adore cats, and this gent generously let me spend some quality time with this sweetheart.” She emphasized her point with a nuzzle against Gouda’s furry head.

      For her part, the little adventuress cuddled right back with the most contented purr he’d ever heard, as if she hadn’t just been engaged in all sorts of mayhem.

      “Anyway,” Lina continued. “Before I knew it, my break flew by, and I skedaddled right over here.”

      Skedaddled? The word should have sounded ridiculous in her noir-dame voice, but the fact that she used it earnestly, rather than in mockery like she would in her films, only intrigued him more.

      “I don’t blame you,” Nick replied, clearly in full control of his faculties, the lucky bastard. “These guys and gals are the sole reason I’m crashing the set today.”

      “They’re the cutest.” Lina turned deceptively guileless eyes on Tony. “Please tell me I didn’t cause any production delays?”

      His voice finally returned to him with a croak. “No.” He cleared his throat. “Not at all. Everyone’s still setting up.”

      “Oh, that’s such a relief,” she breathed.

      Their eyes locked, and Tony was once again startled by the golden hue of hers. His confusion mounted—after their previous altercation, he was baffled as to why she’d help him.

      Nick didn’t give him time to dwell on the matter. “Say, this is fantastic, you two already knowing each other.” He paused in scratching Gouda under the chin and raised his eyes to Lina. “Lois told me you’re on board to star in my new comedy. I’m so glad. It’s going to be great fun.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” she replied. “As a matter of fact, I just tried to pick up the script, but apparently it’s not quite ready yet. But Mr. Canfield said it involves a big jungle cat?”

      As Nick launched into the same details he’d shared moments earlier, Tony watched in fascination as Lina’s eyes lit up, practically glowing with her excitement.

      “And we’ve got Yvette Aaron lined up to play your character’s best friend,” Nick added.

      Lina beamed, nearly blinding Tony. “The femme fatale and the scream queen teaming up, eh? So you’re leaning into the typecasting…?”

      “While simultaneously pushing against it and playing it for satirical laughs?” Nick grinned. “That’s the aim.”

      “Well, now I’m even more ready to get started.”

      “Excellent.” Nick gestured in Tony’s direction. “Tony and I were just chatting about it. You two might be working together too.”

      “Oh. Right.” Realization hit Tony square in the chest. He’d been so distracted by how stunning Lina was in every way that it took Nick spelling it out for it to hit him. If he landed Betty this job, they’d be working alongside Lina Leonard.

      The prospect should thrill him to bits—except he’d just made a terrible first impression on her.

      “Tony,” Lina said under her breath. With a jolt, he remembered that he hadn’t even bothered to introduce himself when they’d been herding the kittens. God, what she must think of him.

      She gave Gouda a little scratch with her red-manicured index finger, and continued, “So will there be kittens involved, too?”

      Nick chimed in before Tony could answer. “Adorable and tempting, but sadly, no. Tony also has a leopard, so we’re going to give her a shot.” He paused. “Hell, I should’ve asked this sooner. You’d be comfortable acting with a highly trained but wild animal, right?”

      Lina’s lips curved knowingly, as if she was enjoying a private joke. “I think I can manage.” She turned her attention to Tony. “How about your leopard? Will she be comfortable acting with a highly trained but wild actor?”

      A surprised bark of laughter escaped Tony. “I think she’ll manage.” He sobered slightly, wanting to give Nick a little extra convincing. “All kidding aside, Betty can absolutely handle the role, even though it’ll be her first. She might not have a ton of fancy tricks in her arsenal yet, but I’ve got her well trained. She can hit marks and obey commands. And she’s great with people, truly.”

      “Betty? Cute,” Lina murmured.

      Tony fought to suppress his blush.

      “Sounds promising,” Nick answered. “The people part is the most important thing. I’ll talk to the rest of the team and see if they like the idea, but we’ll at least give her an audition.” He rubbed his hands together. “Well, I’ll let you get back to it. Tony, give me a call next week and we’ll get the ball rolling.”

      “You bet. Thanks, Nick.”

      He departed with a cheery wave, leaving Tony and Lina alone, in awkward silence. Gouda broke it with a squeak.

      “You found her,” Tony stated obviously. He exhaled, and infused his voice with his genuine gratitude. “Thank you.”

      Lina nodded. “I was on my way back when she came trotting out of the building, right in front of me. I figured she wasn’t supposed to do that.”

      “No. She wasn’t.” He tried to aim a stern look at Gouda, but he was just so damn relieved to have her back.

      Lina fingered the little tag on her collar. “So you’re Gouda.” She lifted the kitten to eye level. “Goudini, more like.”

      He laughed. “That’s a good one. And alarmingly accurate.”

      Lina kissed the top of Gouda’s head before handing her back to him. Her fingers were searing as they brushed his, and it was all he could do not to jump in surprise at their shared spark.

      All too quickly, she withdrew her hand. “I’m glad I found her when I did.”

      “Me too.” He tried to focus on Gouda’s warm weight in his hands, not Lina’s heated touch. Unsuccessfully. “Why did you help me?” he blurted.

      Her eyes widened, but she didn’t answer right away.

      So he blustered on. “With Nick, I mean. You didn’t have to cover for me. But you did. Even though earlier, I was…”

      “Cranky?” Those gorgeous lips curved into a smirk.

      “I was going to say a right ass, but … yeah, that too.”

      She watched him for a moment, assessing his face and then taking in the way he held Gouda. “Who said I did it for you, and not her?” Her gorgeous eyes held little malice, despite her teasing. She shrugged elegantly. “Anyway, everyone has a bad day from time to time. Break lots of little legs today.” She reached over to give Gouda’s head one last scritch.

      She’d taken a few steps away when she added over her shoulder, “See you around the leopard pen.”

      Tony watched her slink away, forgetting to care that his mouth was probably hanging open. Since the moment he ran into her, he’d felt like he’d been clobbered by a two-by-four. Repeatedly. His open mouth split into a grin, as it dawned on him how much more walloping was in his future, if they ended up working together. He very much looked forward to it.

      Gouda’s velvety head butted him in the jaw, a sign of her affection.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered to her. “Go join your brothers and sisters, you little miscreant.” He paused before lowering her into the pen. “But no more tricks, missy.”

      Her replying mewl didn’t exactly sound like a promise.
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