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	Dear Readers,

	 

	Welcome to Paws, Claws, and Magic Tales, the fifth anthology from the Fellowship of Fantasy. Because our admins are apparently crazy cat people, our theme for this excursion is the magical, fantastical beast known as the feline. Oh yes, the majestic house tigers we know as cats are on full display with their elegance, grace, and ability to chase tiny red dots.

	Of course, this being the Fellowship of Fantasy, these aren’t ordinary felines. They’re crime fighters, guardian angels, and maybe even dragons. These furry friends open portals, play matchmaker, and save kingdoms.

	Enjoy the furry, the funny, and the fantastic with sixteen original tales (or should it be tails?). There are many perilous journeys ahead of you, but no graphic content. All the stories here fall below a PG-13 rating.

	The Fellowship of Fantasy is an online group of writers dedicated to presenting the best in clean fantasy stories of any stripe. Some tackle epic quests to save the world, while others prefer more urban settings. Whether you enjoy contemporary tales, romantic retellings, or something else entirely, you’re sure to find stories that speak to you.

	Happy Reading, and may your reading be meowvelous!

	 

	Sincerely,

	The Fellowship of Fantasy Authors

	www.fellowshipoffantasy.com
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The Witching Hour

	Savannah Jezowski

	 

	I sat on the window seat of my human’s personal chambers, trying to soak in the last rays of the evening sun which I believed rose for my benefit over all others. Did that make me conceited? Most definitely, but the superiority of cats could not be argued with. As far as tomcats went, I happened to be an unusually fine specimen.

	The heat glancing off the glass rooftops and spires of Lite’s capital city used to warm me right to the core, but lately—as the Alignment approached yet again—the heat couldn’t find its way through the ceilings. The glass had been growing dingy, corroded, and covered in frost due to an unusual cold spell. I’d overheard the humans complaining the last of the crops had failed.

	They blamed my human, because a crown princess couldn’t take over the throne until she found a partner, and because Isabel couldn’t seem to find one, everything must be her fault. It wasn’t that the people thought women incapable or anything, but the strain of what was required of the royal couple simply proved more than one person could handle alone. I didn’t understand the science or magic of how it worked, but the city drew its power from the king and queen. The strain on a single person proved indescribable. As we knew all too well.

	Poor Queen Sylvia had been laboring for ten years on her own, after King Rupert suffered an untimely accident with a horse. Isabel was chosen to replace Sylvia the year after his death, but no replacement king had yet been found. Sylvia wouldn’t dream of placing the burden on Isabel until she was fully grown and had found her helper.

	I suspected the future king simply didn’t want to be found, but the silly humans blamed my Isabel.

	I scratched or peed on anyone who whispered it in my presence. Isabel wasn’t perfect—she was a human being, after all—but she was my human, and I tolerated no disrespect from hairless two-leggers. I was doing everything I could to help her find a suitor, but there was only one I thought might suit us, and nobody in Lite would ever agree with me.

	Even I had to concur the glass rooftops didn’t glitter in the sun the way they used to. And this dog-eaten cold… Lite was one of the few havens left in the world. The darkness encroached on everything, draining life from the earth and bringing terrible things out of the shadows.

	I imagined I could hear the howls of the hounds scouring the darkened lands beyond our border.

	A gentle but firm hand brushed against my back. I stiffened involuntarily then relaxed into Isabel’s touch. I couldn’t help it. Even when I was in the foulest of tempers, the way her clever fingers began at my ears and stroked the length of my spine right to the tip of my tail was pure heaven. I felt a rumble growing in my middle and embraced it.

	Isabel sighed and dropped her hand. I turned my head to stare at her, halting mid-purr. She gazed at the wall, head propped against the window frame. She was a homely thing, without a speck of fur, but she had nice, thick hair that tickled my nose when she leaned over me.

	“At least I have you, Romeo,” she said in a sad, quiet way that made even my lofty heart ache for her.

	Romeo wasn’t really my name of course, but humans simply didn’t have the vocal capacity for cat speech. They couldn’t growl and hiss properly at all. Which, consequently, meant I had been saddled with an awful name like Romeo.

	Yack.

	“The chimney seems to be working better,” Isabel continued with a long, unhappy sigh. “Perhaps I won’t need the chimney sweep after all.”

	I shot a glare toward the stone chimney in question. Great plumes of black soot coughed across the stone hearth, into the chamber, and across the marble floor.

	Isabel perked up. “Oh, good,” she said as she gave me a quick scratch under the chin. “It’s still broken.”

	I hunkered again, keeping a wary eye on the chimney. I wasn’t about to let my careful planning and hard work go to waste.

	Isabel smiled for a moment, but the expression fleeted like a dog’s ability to focus. She bent over to pick her wooden lyre off the floor and settled it into her lap. I cringed and moved to take its place, but she adjusted the instrument and kept plucking at the strings. The deep, discordant notes rattled my canines. I flexed my claws and dug them into the thick fabric of her gown.

	The plucking jolted with a grating twang.

	“Romeo, be nice,” she commanded.

	I ignored her, and she went back to plucking at the lyre with a resigned sigh. The notes, badly strewn together, sounded familiar. I pondered them as I flexed my claws, the purr returning. The humans had a name for that particular arrangement of notes.

	The Witching Song. Now I remembered it. Of course, my human would play this song today. It was the day of the Alignment. An icy draft swept from somewhere and chilled me right to the bone.

	No wonder Isabel was so unhappy.

	I turned to peer through the frosted glass, out into the gray twilight. The courtyard resembled a cauldron of Cook’s harvest stew—filled to the brim with every vegetable imaginable—fat and skinny, rare and common. Every eligible bachelor in Lite lined up in the cold waiting to be presented to the future queen.

	It was Choosing Day.

	“What am I going to do, Romeo?” I hadn’t even noticed when she stopped playing. Her fingers fiddled with my left ear. “The queen is getting so tired. What if I can’t find my partner?”

	I felt sorry for her. If she couldn’t find him, the lights would probably go out. Queen Sylvia knew what needed to be done, but the lights were still dimming. And Isabel? Young, inexperienced, chosen at the age of six? She didn’t stand a chance on her own. Every year, she went to the Choosing, hoping to find her partner, but the Alignment came and went with the same results. The humans went home muttering their frustration, and Isabel wept great, horrible tears into my fur.

	If she couldn’t find a husband before old Queen Sylvia passed away, the burden would fall onto her narrow shoulders. I feared the strain would break her.

	This, surprisingly, caused me a great deal of distress. I’d never been one for unnecessary sentiment, but I made an exception for Isabel.

	A knock interrupted my musings. I glared as the old butler tottered into the room, his long hair brushing his shoulders as he peeked inside.

	“Poor duck,” the old butler mumbled with a sorrowful look toward us. “You didn’t ask for this, and yet here we are.”

	Isabel sighed. “Go away, Gran. I don’t want company.” She plucked at the lyre again, eyes downcast. Her lower lip began to wobble.

	I stared at the grungy windowpane, wondering what would happen if my plans fell through. I didn’t just want her to be successful, I wanted her to be happy. I’d scoured the kingdom for the right boy, and there was only one that seemed to spark interest in her.

	And that was complicated.

	Gran clucked his tongue and inched the door open a smidge more. “You shouldn’t be playing that song,” he said. “You’ll cry and scare away the boys.”

	Isabel scooped up a pillow and hurled it toward him. It fell sorely short and lay in the middle of the stone floor. I sauntered over to investigate, sniffing the tassels before winding in a circle and perching on the pillow to take a bath. They both looked at me, Gran with consternation, and Isabel with something that might have been embarrassment. Or pride. I wasn’t sure which and didn’t care.

	“A goose gave his feathers for that pillow,” Gran scolded, looking miffed. He bent, groaning, to shoo me away and retrieve it. His rough fingers caught on the tassels. I swatted half-heartedly at his white knee socks and buckled shoes.

	“Send him my thanks.” Isabel sounded annoyed.

	“He’s dead.” Gran frowned. “You probably ate him for dinner yesterday.”

	I licked my lips as I imagined one of Cook’s fat, roasted gooses. Or was it geese? The human language was so hard to keep straight.

	Isabel twisted to scowl at the busy courtyard below and the fellows in their fur coats and fancy boots, stamping around in circles to keep warm. “You would think with all those men down there I would be able to find one who would suit.”

	I almost padded over to comfort her. I didn’t like this side of her, the girl who cowered in her chambers with her nose pressed against the glass, watching the world spin by without her.

	She rarely took me out to sniff the flowers anymore. Especially now that the frost had killed them all off. The gardens were a wilted, slimy mess. They smelled quite interesting, actually.

	“Honestly, Gran, why do I bother? We should just cancel the Choosing; we all know I won’t find a match.” The princess flopped against the pillows with the air of a martyr. I gave Gran’s shiny shoe one last swat before sauntering back to the window seat and hopping up beside her. This comforting business was a trying chore, but someone had to do it. I lifted my nose for a chin scratch, which she obliged giving.

	“It’s chilly in here,” she complained as her finger rubbed that hollow place beneath my jaw. “Hasn’t the sweep arrived yet?”

	“Oh, yes,” Gran said as if he’d only just remembered the fact.

	I opened my eyes just a slit, satisfied when I saw the interested gleam in my human’s pale eyes.

	“Then why isn’t he here?” She jabbed an imperious finger toward the floor. A bit of pride stirred inside me. I liked this side of her; it was almost feline.

	Gran looked baffled. I pictured the memory escaping him, frolicking just out of reach like dandelion seeds on a summer breeze. I flicked my tail, and the memory burrowed deeper out of reach.

	But then a knock sounded on the door. The memory flared to life the way a spark catches fire in dry kindling.

	“Ah!” The old butler lifted a gnarly finger. He remembered now.

	I huffed and returned to my bath. There was a patch of fur just under my front leg that refused to lay right. “He sent me ahead to announce him.”

	“Thank you, Gran,” Isabel said with a sigh. “That’s most helpful.”

	“I live to serve.”

	“I’m sure you try. Now, please show the sweep in before I freeze to death.” She fluffed her hair and ran a hand down the front of her day gown—the one with the scratchy lace around the collar I despised.

	I left the window seat and darted behind the door as the old man swung it open, my paws itching with anticipation. Something pleasant churned in my belly as I hunkered down to wait for the chimney sweep to enter.

	“You’ve been announced,” Gran whispered noisily to the person waiting outside the door.

	The sweep known as Ives inched into the room, head appearing first and tipping side to side as he scanned the room. He was even more homely than Isabel, a tall, skinny fellow with unruly dark hair and large ears. He paused, staring at Isabel, hair partially covering his eyes. The silence became tangible and tasted of repressed longing. I rolled my eyes as Ives eased into the room, shoulders hitched as if he were expecting an imminent blow. Loath to disappoint him, I launched out of my hiding place and pounced on his boot as he passed, raking his ankle with my claws. He bellowed and shook me off, but I sank my claws through his trousers and into his leg.

	Other than Isabel, Ives was my favorite human in all of Lite.

	“Oh, Romeo!” Isabel cried.

	Hands grabbed me roughly around the middle. Confused, I tightened my grip on the human’s leg. I gave in after several good yanks, mostly because the hands squeezing my bulging stomach made me feel like I needed to hurl. My attacker lifted me by the scruff of the neck until I was eye level with a human male I’d never seen before, but his resemblance to Ives suggested he must be related.

	“What a nice cat,” the newcomer exclaimed. He stared at me, hard, something glinting in his pale eyes. “Oh, you are a beauty, aren’t you?”

	I hissed and tried to swipe a paw at his nose, but the way he had me scruffed afforded little mobility. “Feisty old girl, too.” He glanced at me and then amended with an apologetic smile, “Old boy. So sorry. Does this one give you much trouble?”

	“Oh, loads, but he’s a dear,” Isabel said as she approached and held out her arms to take me. She hugged me against her chest, my face mashed against that dratted lace, and I twisted to glare at the two sweeps.

	“Bad cat! That was very naughty. Very, very naughty.” She shook me gently before lifting her eyes to the chimney sweep, suddenly shy. “Good morning, Ives.”

	The chimney sweep inched toward the fireplace, eyes downcast but flickering toward us. “Good morning, your highness.” Another painful silence dangled between them.

	I yowled pointedly. Ives’s face turned an unsightly shade of red. I pierced him with an unrelenting stare until his shoulders wilted in submission.

	“Good morning, Romeo,” he finally muttered. “This is my brother, Cyril.”

	I glared at the newcomer and fretted he would ruin my plans. Why was he here?

	Cyril winked at us and offered a mock bow. “I’m here to help Ives with this chimney and am delighted to assist a fair maiden and her charming kitty.” I couldn’t believe his cheek. A growling sound churned deep inside my chest.

	“That cat’s a menace,” Ives warned as he made his way to the fireplace. “Don’t try to pet it. You’ll get rabies.”

	“Oh, really,” Isabel said, sounding exasperated, but the beginnings of a smile tweaked the corners of her mouth, her pale cheeks flushed with color. They usually were whenever Ives showed up to fix the chimney. She liked him. This, more than anything, made him the perfect choice. He was astonishingly aloof for a human, a trait only cats can truly appreciate. He knew his place and fought desperately to stay in it. I wouldn’t mind if he dandied himself up a bit or flirted with Isabel occasionally, but it was too much to expect him to become a cat.

	Ah, but that would have made him perfect.

	Cyril shot me another inscrutable smile before following Ives. “How long has this chimney been giving you trouble?”

	“Forever,” Ives muttered.

	At the same time, Isabel chimed, “Oh, not long.”

	The two humans exchanged an awkward look. Then, they blushed and glanced away from one another. I rolled my eyes.

	“Well,” Isabel began with a nervous laugh. “Perhaps it has been a rather long while.” Her hand began petting me with more force than was necessary.

	“This is the fourth time this month I’ve been summoned to fix a chimney that logically doesn’t have a thing wrong with it.” Ives seemed to be clenching his teeth as he knelt on the hearth and opened his sack to distribute his tools in a tidy row. I coughed, and one of them slid sideways. He started, adjusted it, and pulled out another.

	“Oh, cheer up, Ives.” Cyril let his own pack of tools shift from his shoulder and clunk against the marble floor. “It won’t be as bad as last time. I’m here.”

	Ives shot him a frustrated look. I relaxed into Isabel with a satisfied purr. Last week, after Ives labored over the chimney for most of the day, the clog in the chimney shaft disintegrated, exploding out both ends of the chimney. It was said the soot cloud puffing from the tower could be seen for miles, and Ives had left the palace as black as a chunk of coal, convinced the thing was out to get him.

	I’d been rather proud of that one.

	“Obliged for the reminder,” Ives said, quite bitterly.

	“My pleasure.” Cyril rocked back on his heels with a knowing smile. This human warranted watching.

	“I do apologize about the chimney,” Isabel said, sounding as if she were trying to justify its existence, “but it’s always so nice when you come to fix it.”

	The way Ives looked at her then made me wonder if he knew what she was really trying to say. He looked like a hopeless, lost kitten staring at a bit of catnip dangling before his nose, knowing he could never have it.

	Cyril snickered suddenly. I speared him with a glare, startled to find him staring right at me.

	Ives turned abruptly and knelt in front of the fireplace. I licked my lips and suppressed an excited wiggle as a black cloud of smoke billowed into the room. Ives tumbled backward onto his bottom, coughing and waving his hands. He fished a dirty cloth from his pocket and smeared the soot around his face trying to get it off.

	Cyril waited for the soot to settle before hunkering down beside him, narrow shoulders hunched around his ears as he leaned in to peer up the chimney shaft. “So tell me, old girl, what’s troubling you?” He laid his hands on the stone hearth and leaned forward to listen.

	I sat up with sudden interest. There was something odd about this brother, as if he knew things he shouldn’t. Ives pretended to ignore him, but he seemed as interested as me in hearing Cyril’s prognosis. Even Isabel was quiet, her hand still against my spine.

	After several minutes of listening, Cyril settled back on his heels, dusting his hands against his work shirt. “Well, that explains a lot.”

	“What? Can you talk to chimneys?” Isabel asked with a shaky laugh.

	Gran snorted from the doorway where he’d taken up his silent vigil, and Ives coughed.

	Cyril only smiled at her, that annoyingly knowing smile. “On the contrary, I just know a bewitchment when I see it, and you’ve got a bad one, your highness.”

	I stiffened and then began yacking as if I needed to hack up a hairball. Isabel plopped me onto the floor. For the first time, she looked alarmed, but not at my imminent vomiting.

	“Heavens, no. There’s no enchantment,” she said, but it was obvious by her pained look that there was an enchantment. And she had known about it.

	We’d both known about it.

	“Why didn’t you tell me?” Ives exclaimed. “Here I’ve been wracking my brains over something I can’t even fix. I’ve no gift for enchantments. You need a wizard, not a chimney sweep.”

	Isabel crossed her arms defensively. “There isn’t anything wrong with my chimney.” But her pitch was a tad too high, her coloring too pink. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Humans were such terrible actors. They possessed no nonchalance or style.

	When Ives raised a sooty eyebrow, she had the good sense to blush and look away. “I mean, nothing that can’t be fixed,” she hedged. She looked at him from under her lashes, and I knew what she was thinking: she’d enjoyed his visits and hadn’t wanted the chimney to be fixed.

	“I understand your reasons for secrecy.” Cyril fished a cloth from his pocket and wiped his hands. His gaze lingered on me and not Isabel. “But this chimney is enchanted.”

	I realized I’d forgotten about the hairball and resumed yacking. It wasn’t anywhere near ready to be dislodged, but the humans wouldn’t know that.

	Cyril leaned over with a “Poor kitty” and tapped me hard between the ears. I narrowed my eyes at him but discovered my hairball had abruptly shifted and grown in size.

	I began yacking in earnest. It took me a whole minute of agonized wheezing and dry heaves before the nasty thing came out. The narrow log of dark hair and unpleasant tummy things landed on the marble floor.

	“Gross,” Ives groaned.

	Isabel sighed and pressed a hand over her eyes.

	But Cyril gave me another firm tap on the head. “Good kitty,” he said with a wink. I glared at him, a new sense of unease mingling with respect.

	This human wasn’t a common chimney sweep like Ives.

	The door opened behind us, hinges creaking. Panic flooded through me as an elderly human entered the room, dressed in a fine gown, her pearl-white hair a pile of waves and poofs around her head.

	Why was she so dog-eaten early?

	Ives lurched to his feet, kicking over a bucket of ashes. His ears burned hotly as he tried to manage a bow that was as awkward as Cyril’s was graceful. Under other circumstances, I would have found this hilarious, but today wasn’t a day for frolicking. I had work to do, and the old queen was going to interfere.

	“Oh,” Queen Sylvia said, sounding surprised. Deep lines of exhaustion creased her weathered face. “You have guests. What a good thought, Isabel. It is good luck to see a sweep on your wedding day.” The chimney puffed another cloud of soot into the room, but I made sure Ives received the brunt of it.

	“They’re here to fix my chimney,” Isabel declared, sounding alarmed.

	The queen laughed—even her laughter sounded weary. If Isabel didn’t find a suitor this year and take over for the old girl… I shuddered to think what would happen if the darkness flooded over Lite. There’d be no more sunshine through windowpanes, that was for sure. And there’d be an alarming number of hounds—horrible, doggy things. “Don’t be embarrassed, dear. A little extra luck can never hurt.”

	Considering it had been ten years since the princess’s choosing and she was yet to find a potential husband, I couldn’t argue with the queen’s logic. My human needed all the luck she could get, which was why she had me.

	And the chimney sweep.

	“Will you be attending the ceremony?” the queen asked. She leaned on a pearl-handled cane, somewhat heavily. Her bearing was erect. She had been keeping the throne for nearly twelve years on her own, waiting for her successors to be chosen to replace her.

	Ives kept his eyes trained on the floor. “No, my lady, I am but a common sweep.”

	“Everyone is invited to attend,” she reminded him. “No man is beneath a kingship.” I glanced between them, unable to believe my good fortune. Finally. A human who saw reason.

	“Thank you for the invitation,” Ives stammered, his gaze flickering upward briefly before returning to his sooty boots. “But we all know it wouldn’t be a good idea.”

	Commoners had never been well received, as far as kings go. I could only recall two common kings, and it had been several centuries since the last one.

	“Perhaps we are due for some changes around here,” Queen Sylvia continued with dogged persistence.

	“Please, your majesty,” Ives said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “I’ve as much chance of being chosen as king as I have fixing this awful chimney.”

	Isabel coughed softly.

	“I will attend,” Cyril said, out of the blue, “to represent our family.”

	Ives stared at him, horrified.

	“You will be most welcome,” the queen said with another weary smile. “I am sure our gathering will be the better for it. You are welcome, as well, Master Ives,” she said, turning back to him. “I’ve heard good things of your work. Our chimneys thank you.”

	I sniffed, and the fireplace poofed again. Ives went red all over and mumbled something noncommittal. The Queen took a hasty step back to avoid the plumes of soot dancing across the floor. Ives snatched up a handheld broom and tried to sweep them back toward the chimney, but they danced out of his reach and continued their revelry. Now that the cat was out of the bag, I didn’t see the need to be subtle any longer.

	“Well.” The Queen lifted a dainty foot as a soot cloud danced past her out into the hall. She watched it go, unalarmed. This sort of thing happened rather frequently, and she’d probably gotten used to it. I couldn’t help myself. “Ahem. Come now, Isabel, the Hour is approaching.”

	I looked out the window. Sure enough, the sun had sunk behind the city, a red orb of angry light reflecting off the smudged glass rooftops that dotted Lite’s skyline. The Choosing would begin shortly and last until the clock struck midnight, when the Two Sisters aligned.

	Then all activity would cease.

	For the Witching Hour.

	A shiver worked up my spine and seemed to buzz between my ears. A painful, stilted silence pervaded the room. They were all thinking about what might happen if Isabel failed to find her match tonight. The darkness pressed relentlessly against the borders, the hounds prowling just outside the city walls.

	Waiting. Biding their time as ours ran out with each passing year.

	At last, the Queen cleared her throat. “Come now, Isabel. We must prepare. Leave the lads to their work.” Her heeled shoes clacked against the marble floors as she retreated from the room.

	This time, Isabel obeyed, but with a reluctance she did little to hide.

	Ives watched her progress, something lost and troubled in his expression. For a moment, one glorious one, he looked as if he might say something to her. His lips even parted, but then something dark filled his eyes, his jaw tightened, and he looked at the floor. Casting him a disgusted look, I padded after Isabel, mewing in distress, wishing I could console her and tell her all would be well, that I had a plan…

	The door banged shut in my face.

	“Let’s get out of here,” Ives said, a little too loudly. “Hurry, Cyril. Wave your arms or something and fix this stupid fireplace.”

	I spun about, spine arching. I hadn’t worked this hard to have him spoil everything now. I hissed, and a wrenching groan belched from the mouth of the fireplace. Cyril slipped his hands into his pockets and took a step back. “I don’t think the fireplace wants to be disenchanted,” he said with a knowing look at me.

	Ives began to throw his tools into his sack. “Then we’ll come back and work on it tomorrow.” There was something almost desperate in his movements. I stalked toward him, determined to drive him to the Choosing gagging on soot if I had to. Soot clouds churned down the chimney and advanced on him, but he had his nose in his tool bag and didn’t see them coming.

	“I think we should stay for the ceremony,” Cyril announced.

	I froze. The soot froze too, curled just above Ives’s form like a giant paw about to smack him against the hearth. I was tempted to let it do just that, but I needed to figure out what game Cyril was playing. It almost seemed like he was trying to help me, but that was ridiculous.

	Humans weren’t clever enough to know what I was up to. Even Isabel hadn’t figured it out yet, although she knew well enough I was to blame for her chimney.

	“Are you crazy? They’d laugh us from the room.”

	Cyril rocked back on his heels, that knowing smile plastered across his infuriating face. Now here was a human with a style. “You heard the queen; we were invited.”

	Ives rose from a crouch and yanked his tool bag closed. Frustration mottled his disproportioned features. “We’re not staying.”

	I let the soot paw fall. Great plumes of smoke billowed into the room, but they curved around me and left me alone. Cyril swept a lazy hand, and the soot curled away from him as it settled to the marble floor around the perimeter of the room. That proved it, then.

	Cyril was a wizard.

	This explained why he wasn’t a sweep like Ives. Wizards were rare in Lite and spent most of their time trying to bolster the protection spells around the perimeter of the city to keep the darkness and the hounds at bay. It explained why I’d never met him before today, even though Ives had been coming to fix our chimney for months.

	When the cloud settled, Ives stood shaking on the hearth, as black as a man carved from pure coal. He blinked his eyes and rubbed at them. “I—I can’t see a thing,” he complained. A note of desperation seeped into his voice. “This chimney is out to get me. It hates me.”

	“Somebody hates you, but it’s not the chimney,” Cyril said, as if he were discussing tea and biscuits and not an infuriated enchantment. He smiled at me as he walked to his brother and clasped his shoulder. Cyril gave him a gentle shake. “You can’t go home yet, Ives. The princess will freeze if you don’t get a fire going.”

	The sweep’s shoulders wilted in resignation. The bag of tools hit the floor with a noisy clang. As Ives knelt to reopen his kit, I planted myself in front of the door, just to be safe. Cyril made himself comfortable in the window seat, eyes fastened on me with an intensity anyone but a cat would find disconcerting. For once in my life, I found myself almost a little thankful for a human.

	This wizard was proving rather useful.
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	I held out until the music began filtering down the empty corridors from the throne room. The sky had grown dark outside the window, the only light coming from streetlamps and from within the buildings across Lite. The glow was feeble against the oppressive shadows. Cyril snored from the direction of the window seat, having finally grown bored with staring at me, and Ives muttered under his breath as he worked to get the damper open I’d been holding shut. The strain of maintaining the enchantment for so long was beginning to wear on me. I could feel the headache growing between my ears. I needed Isabel to give me a good petting.

	With a meow of annoyance, I let the enchantment dissolve. The damper creaked open, and the mass of soot I’d been hoarding inside the chimney exploded into the room. Cyril woke in a fit of violent coughing.

	“What’s going on?” he asked around coughs. He left the comfort of the window seat and stumbled toward the fireplace.

	Ives appeared out of the cloud, waving a hand in front of his face. “I think I fixed it,” he growled. “No thanks to you.”

	“I don’t envy the maids having to clean this up,” the wizard said with a dismissive laugh.

	The soot settled at last, leaving a neat arc of untouched marble floor around me. I smiled to myself and licked a paw. Ives seemed to notice me for the first time, a frown pulling down his lips. But he said nothing—merely repacked his tools and hefted the bag over his shoulder.

	“Let’s get out of here,” he muttered.

	“You aren’t going to the Choosing looking like that,” Cyril said.

	Ives reached the door and eyed me warily. “I’m not going to the Choosing at all.”

	I hissed and arched my back. I’d bet my last whisker I could change his mind on that score. He was going to show up for Isabel’s Choosing, or one of us would be dead. He tried to edge me aside with his foot, but a hiss from me sent him skittering backward.

	“Out of the way, Romeo!” His cheeks reddened beneath the soot. “I’ve no patience left for the likes of you.”

	“Be nice to the poor kitty,” Cyril said with a yawn as he stepped around his brother and leaned to scoop me up. I yowled in dismay and scrabbled to get free, but he scruffed and pinned me against his chest, subjecting me to a rough, manly scratch under the chin.

	Ives bolted for the door and out into the hall. Cyril followed, laughter reverberating inside his chest. “Oh, don’t go that way,” he said, still laughing to himself. When Ives paused with a questioning look over his shoulder, Cyril tightened his grip on my scruff. I glared at Ives, wishing I could chew his brother’s hand off. “Not if you want everyone to see you. There’s a back entrance we should use.”

	“Good idea,” Ives muttered and pivoted on his heel.

	I squirmed and tried to kick my back paws as Cyril moved after Ives, his steps surprisingly graceful for a human male. Most men of his species lumbered around like three-footed dogs who couldn’t find their own tails. The females were little better, always sniggering and talking and never paying attention to where they put their pointy shoes.

	“There, there, be a good cat,” Cyril said.

	“You should get rid of that thing while you can.”

	“He looks hungry. I thought I’d drop him in the kitchens on our way out.”

	I hissed and blinked rapidly, but instead of dropping me, Cyril rapped the top of my head, and a strange, fuzzy sensation seeped into me. The magic slipped just out of my reach. I grappled for it with a growing sense of panic. What was he doing?

	We turned down another corridor and were halfway to the staircase at the opposite end when I realized where we were. The corridor Cyril suggested we use flanked the backside of the throne room. There were several doors along the hallway that led to small balconies overlooking the auditorium. If I could free myself from Cyril, I might toss Ives over one of the balcony railings and get him onto the main floor. Sure, he might break a leg when he landed, but it would be a small price to pay.

	He’d forgive me once he realized kings didn’t have to concern themselves with bewitched chimneys.

	The mournful notes of the Witching Hour song filtered from behind the closed doorways.

	“Ah,” Cyril said, sounding smug. “The ceremony has begun.”

	I squirmed with renewed determination. As the Alignment approached, my time was running out.

	Ives plodded onward with renewed vigor. “Terrific,” he muttered. “No one will see us leaving then.”

	“Quite true. Let’s pop into one of the balconies and watch.”

	“No, thanks.”

	But Cyril released his grip on me and snaked a hand out to scruff his brother instead. I felt the fog around my magic evaporating like dew in the morning sun. I smiled and twitched my tail. The nearest balcony door swung open with a bang. I considered summoning a nice whirlwind to bluster us out onto the balcony, but it wasn’t needed. Once the door opened, Cyril hustled us out of the corridor in prompt order, Ives squirming and growling the whole way.

	The balcony was empty, but for a thin maid with a broom peeking around one of the drapes. She gave us a cool stare and went back to spying on the events unfolding below. Cyril stopped once we reached the railing. I sprang free and flounced a foot or two away, where I sat preening at my indignity. Cyril leaned one elbow against the railing but kept a firm hold on Ives, who yanked against the hand on his shoulder, more determined than ever to be free of us both.

	The royal musicians continued to play The Witching Song, and a human with a pleasant tenor sang the words. The melancholy notes pulled even at me, as if filled with a magic of their own.

	 

	Black is the Glass at midnight,

	Strong the shadow’s power,

	Blacker the soul that falters

	When strikes the Witching Hour.

	 

	 

	Down below, Isabel stepped daintily along the long line of would-be suitors. She walked with squared shoulders, head lifted, as if she were daring the world to accuse her of anything other than doing her best. She looked remarkably pretty for a human, in a gauzy dress of pale blue and silver, her hair a cascade of curls around her narrow shoulders.

	Ives stopped struggling as she continued walking down the line, a glowing orb of light bobbing above her head. It swayed side to side, as if inspecting or searching. The light possessed a life of its own, flickering and swirling. As it inspected each young man, the light dimmed as if in disappointment before bobbing to the next one. Isabel hardly looked at the faces she was passing as if she already knew the orb wouldn’t choose them.

	My heart ached for her; she was giving up on herself.

	The man with the nice voice entered the second stanza, the strings and wood flutes building in volume.

	 

	Black is the Lite at midnight,

	Black the shade and crow.

	The song of bats and belfries

	Brings blood with winter’s snow.

	 

	Shadows crept over the throne room as the Alignment progressed. As the sisters joined, the light of the far moon shrank to a sliver. Soon, the moons would be as black as the midnight sky, and if Isabel didn’t find a husband, the old queen would have to persevere another year.

	I worried she didn’t have it in her. For the first time, I began to doubt my plan. Ives was, after all, just Ives. I could see his better qualities—a strong sense of duty, hard-working, logical, determined—but I feared the rest of the kingdom may not be able to see beyond the soot of his unfortunate profession.

	The singer moved into the final stanza, the notes reaching their highest, the music swelling to the deepest point. Even the glass windows and roof panels began to vibrate the notes back down to us, a desperate cacophony of words, notes, and longing.

	 

	Black are the tides at midnight,

	Black the moon, her Sister.

	The hounds are hungry—seeking—

	Beware the Witching Hour.

	 

	 

	A blur of elbows, drapes, and flailing paws interrupted the ceremony. One minute, I was perched on the balcony planning how to get Ives to ground level before Isabel reached the end of the line and the Alignment passed. The next thing, Cyril’s elbow launched me over the edge. I yowled and grabbed for the massive scarlet drape that ran from the top of the balcony to the floor before, my claws raking for purchase in a desperate attempt to slow my descent. I caught myself halfway to the floor, heart beating so fast I thought I might be in danger of hyperventilating.

	“Oh, that poor cat! Ives! You better save him!” Cyril’s voice, far too chipper to be truly concerned, wafted from the balcony above me.

	Worthless, devious, hateful human!

	If I thought hanging from the drape was bad, it became ten times worse when Ives flopped over the railing and tumbled after me. I yelped as he careened downward, sooty hands grappling with the unwieldy fabric, long legs kicking and wheeling. Thick-soled boots skidded toward my head. It was flight or death, I was sure, so I released my hold on the drape and attached myself to Ives instead. We both yowled all the way down the drape and across the floor. We skidded to
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