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CHAPTER ONE
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Mr. Mittens first spoke to Sophie on her fifteenth birthday.

His mouth did not move when he talked, but the velvety, masculine voice was bell-clear in her head.

His first words were Someone has died.

Sophie felt a chill pour down her spine, like a Slurpee spilled down her back. She had owned the cat for almost a decade, but he had never spoken before. She studied him, thinking she had imagined it, knowing she had not.

He was staring out the window, watching a scraggly old tabby slink toward the backyard from the overgrown field beyond. The striped red-orange cat was favoring its right front paw. Every few steps it would drop to the ground as if spooked, jerking its head around in panic. She could see its muscles tensing and relaxing, coiling and uncoiling, and she kept expecting it to zip away. But the animal just kept coming, warily picking its way through the scrubby brush of the field. It must have come through the park on the other side and over the sports fields beyond. Past that was the highway. Maybe the injured cat had come from an accident over there, like the one that had taken her parents.

Someone has died.

Sophie felt her stomach flip and swallowed a couple of times at the bitterness rising in her throat. She pushed down the emotion and stood so she could see more of the yard below. Her bedroom was on the second floor, facing away from the street. She shifted her view to the other window so she could peer between the tall bushes that lined the border of their property. When the cat reached the chain-link fence just behind them, it gathered itself for a moment and then clambered awkwardly over. Mr. Mittens whisked his tail at that.

By now, Sophie had almost convinced herself that the voice in her head wasn’t real—that she’d overheard the neighbor’s TV or that she’d fallen asleep or something—when Mr. Mittens spoke again:

Get your hidey bag, he said. We have to go.

The voice tickled her ears like his whiskers did sometimes, but it wasn’t exactly as if he’d formed the words out loud. Instead, the voice emanated from some interior world, almost as if she were wearing headphones inside her head.

“Buh . . . buh,” she stammered.

No time, the cat declared. We have to go now.

“But you’re a cat!” she protested.

Mr. Mittens swung around to face her. He was all black except for the white on his feet and the white strip that ran down from his chin to a star on his chest. His hazel-green eyes regarded her with their typical inscrutability. The voice in her head was at once superior and exasperated.

Thank you for clearing that up, he said. I was beginning to worry that I was just a dog who’s been genetically engineered to be elegant, intelligent, and graceful. Get your bag and meet me outside.

He leapt from the window and padded downstairs. Sophie gaped at the empty room for a moment, but then she closed her mouth, opened her closet, and pulled out the Big Blue storage tub. At the very bottom, beneath the sweaters and towels and blankets, was her hidey bag. In all honesty, she’d completely forgotten about it. She remembered smuggling it in here five years ago when she’d moved in with Betty and Tom, her foster parents, but she couldn’t remember what was inside. She lifted out the pink neon bag, placed it on the floor, and began rummaging through it: candy, ribbons, barrettes, Barbie, aspirin, a change of clothes (looking ridiculously small now), three books, a flashlight, twenty dollars in a velcro wallet, a folded photograph, and a very old cell phone. She pulled out one of the books. The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.

“This is stupid,” she announced, and went downstairs in search of her suddenly-talking cat. He was out back on the deck, arguing with someone. Sophie was strangely unsurprised to find the scraggly tabby perched on the expensive loveseat and speaking in her head.

I had nowhere else to go, Scraggly Cat was saying. Thaddeus is dead, Mittens. He killed him. Murdered him.

I don’t care, Mr. Mittens replied. You need to go somewhere else. We can’t help you. Sophie’s Mommy and Daddy are dead and no one else has come yet.

But I was pulled here, the tabby whined. I went to Denton and Amberley first, but there was no one left in either place. Just dead Hexes and smoking ruin. I don’t know where else to go.

Go to the Greenville. You said Castor and Clytemnestra might be there. There is no—

Mr. Mittens stopped suddenly and raised his nose. Sophie could see the fur on his back begin to rise. Scraggly Cat cowered and looked back toward the field beyond the yard.

What’s out there? Mittens asked.

What do you mean?

There’s something there. I can smell it.

What? the tabby asked. I don’t smell anything.

Liar. It’s awful. Like something dead. Or something that’s rolled in something dead.

I don’t know what you’re talking about.

Sophie craned her neck and gazed into the field. There was something big at the far edge of the field—a cow or a deer maybe—moving off to the left and out of sight behind the bushes. Otherwise, the field looked empty.

Mittens seemed to relax a little bit. He turned to the tabby and fixed it with his stare.

Tell me what happened.

Scraggly Cat squirmed under his scrutiny, but complied.

It was just under a week ago, the cat explained. Thaddeus and I were getting ready for the Mummer’s Fair—

“Thaddeus?” Sophie said, stepping out onto the deck.

The tabby yipped at the sound of her voice and tumbled off the loveseat.

“Are you talking about Thaddeus Novak?” she demanded. “Is he the one who’s dead?”

Thaddeus Novak had come to study with Sophie’s mom at the library almost seven years ago. It had been the summer before the car accident, just a few weeks after Sophie’s eighth birthday. Thaddeus had been sweet and awkward and very studious. Sophie remembered him copying reams and reams of recipes into an old leather journal with the help of her mother. She did not remember him having a cat.

“Well?”

Every time she spoke to him, Scraggly Cat recoiled as if kicked. His gaze bounced between Sophie and Mr. Mittens with a very un-catlike amazement.

She can hear me?

Of course she can, Mittens replied. She’s a Hexe now.

But Hexes can’t hear other people’s cats. Only their own.

Mr. Mittens’ right ear twisted back. It was clear that he had not known this.

It doesn’t matter, he said. Answer her.

The tabby flinched when Mittens took a step closer.

Okay! Okay! Yes, his name was Thaddeus Novak. We were covenanted when I was just a kitten, so have some pity.

Sophie could hear a slim thread of anguish underneath the cat’s weird not-voice. It reminded her of her own grief at the loss of her parents.

“Go on,” she said. “What happened to him?”

Well, okay. See, we’d just driven in for the Library Days and we were getting ready for the Mummer’s Fair at the Midnight Market when this strange Hexecat shows up outside my window. She tells me that there’s a Nipper out by our barn and she’ll share it with me if I’ll give her a blooming spell. I figure she must be new at this, despite her age, so I agree to her terms. A bloomer is fairly simple, so I think that’s a pretty easy—

Get to the point, Mittens said.

I am, okay? All right. So, she gets me out away from the rental house and she starts asking me all this crazy stuff, like do I enjoy being a monkey’s slave and what’s it like, being the pet of a dog-lover. I don’t know what to say, so I just kind of ignore the questions and start asking about the city she’s from. I’m chatting away like a Siamese kitten, when all of a sudden I can’t find her. I look around the barn, I smell for her trace, and finally I realize that she’s headed back toward the house. I’m halfway there when I hear this terrible ripping noise and Thaddeus starts screaming. Like really screaming. And I realize that she’s lured me away from him so he wouldn’t have any defenses.

Lured you away?

Yeah. Her Hexe was there to kill Thaddeus. Without me, he was easy pickings.

But why didn’t you—

A distant voice interrupted them. It was rough and raspy, like a thirty-year smoker’s voice. It was singing, “Here, kitty. Here, kitty-kitty-kitty.” Unlike the cats’ voices, this one was not in Sophie’s head but rather calling out loud. It was nails-on-the-chalkboard, tongue-on-the-popsicle-stick, hair-on-the-back-of-your-neck disturbing. Both of the cats froze in place as it moved slowly from right to left behind the bigger brush and trees out in the field. When it was almost gone around the side of the house it paused.

“Oh!” it cooed, and then moved on.

Mr. Mittens spun back on the cringing tabby. He smacked Scraggly Cat twice in the face.

You stupid litterclump! he snarled. You led the Yenne to her?

Just one, the other cat protested. It found me after Thaddeus died. I thought I’d lost it at the highway, but it must have found me again.

So you were coming here to sacrifice me and Sophie in order to get away?

No, no. It’ll be okay. She can stop it.

Stop it?

Yeah, stop it.

With what? Mittens asked. She doesn’t know any gramaryes.

What? But that’s impossible!

No, it’s not, Mittens assured him. Today is her waking day and I already told you we don’t have a Scrivener anymore.

The tabby looked at Mr. Mittens for a long moment.

You don’t know anything?

How would I? There was something like shame in Sophie’s cat’s voice. I never had a Scrivener; we don’t have a bochord here. I’ve learned all I can, but with no teachers and no grammars there’s almost nothing I can do.

But surely—

“Sophie!” the smoky voice sang. “So-phie!”

It was on the right again but much, much closer now. When the voice’s owner poked its head out above the bushes lining her yard, Sophie almost fainted. It was big, like a bull. She had been right about that. But everything else was unlike any animal she had ever heard of.

The creature had a massive skull, with huge, grinning teeth. It was four or five feet tall at the shoulder and almost ten feet long. Its head was vaguely dog-like, but longer and thicker in the jaw. It had a ridge along its back—either bone or fur—covered with tufts of hair like a lion’s mane. Its spine seemed almost fused straight, so that when it turned to gaze at Sophie with its baleful yellow eyes, it had to rotate its entire body in order to look at her.

“Ah!” it chuffed. “Sophie!”

Then it retreated and circled the fence to the left again until it was out of sight.

“What?” Sophie gasped. “What the Fred was that?”

A Yena, Mittens answered, climbing the patio table to make sure it was gone.

“A what?”

A Yena. You know, like a hyena.

“No,” Sophie shook her head. She’d seen hyenas on TV and they did not look like that.

Mittens dropped from the table and moved toward the house.

Quick, he said. Grab your hidey bag and let’s get down to the school’s library. We should be safe there. If we had any spells we might be able to kill that thing. For now, though, all we can do is run.

“Spells?” Sophie’s head was spinning.

Mittens paused at the open, sliding-glass backdoor.

Yes, he said. Spells. You are a Hexe, Sophie. A witch. Or a sorceress, if you prefer. Your mother and father were both powerful witches. They got me for when you came into your inheritance. I’m your rel-cat.

“Rel-cat?”

Yes, but let’s talk about it at the library. Now, we need to go, before the Yena comes back. Come on, Sophie. Sophie?

Sophie felt the panic spread like a blush across her face.

“I can’t!” she whispered.

Sure you can. Just—

“No,” she said. “I can’t! I can’t move my feet!”

In fact, her entire body below the waist seemed to have turned to stone. She could twist her torso, but she couldn’t pick up either of her feet.

“What’s happening?”

The Yena, Scraggly Cat said. It was circling us. It must have come around thrice.

What does that mean? Mr. Mittens asked.

Don’t you know anything?

Mittens swatted him again.

Ow! Okay, stop! the tabby mewled, backing away. They say that the Yenne can paralyze their prey if they circle it three times.

Right, Mittens said. I remember reading that.

Well, we saw it go around twice. It must have come around again.

Sophie held out her hands, as if balancing.

“Wait!” she cried. “Prey? I’m its prey?”

She could hear the hysteria rising in her voice.

No, Mittens said. You’re not. Not if it knows what’s good for it.

He rubbed against her legs and stretched up to nuzzle her hand. As always, this calmed her a little. At least, until the Yena came around the house again.

Sophie shouted a warning when she saw it and started grabbing at her jeans, pulling up and trying to shove her legs with her hands. The monster seemed to notice, but made no move to hurry. It could see that all her tugging was having no effect. She was trapped and it was going to get her. The Fosters were up at the university, the nearest neighbors were on summer vacation, and her friends weren’t due for another couple of hours. No one was coming to help her.

“No, no, no, no, no,” she whimpered.

It was all happening too fast. She couldn’t die like this. Not on her birthday.

The creature was right up next to the fence now, looking as big as a tank. It seemed to smile at her while it considered the barrier behind the bushes. Then it bit into the hurricane fence and backed up a few steps, pulling the entire thing back with it. There were sharp popping sounds as the metal top-braces snapped and clanged down. The chain link broke and pulled back, dipping outward like a sagging coffee filter. The Yena dropped the top-bar from its mouth and stepped gingerly over the folded-back fence and past the sprawling juniper bushes. Mr. Mittens tiptoed to the edge of the deck to meet it. Sophie heard a low, terrifying growl and was startled to discover that it came from her own cat.

“Well, hello kitty!” the Yena murmured, strolling across Betty’s immaculate lawn. “Let’s play cat and mouse. You can be both.”

Go away, Mittens said, still growling. I’m warning you.

“You’re warning me?” The Yena made a deep huffing sound that may have been a laugh. “I am chastised. Terrified. Perhaps I shall leave you be.”

Really? Scraggly Cat asked hopefully.

“No, of course not,” the beast rumbled. “I’m going to feast on your bones. Do you want to be the appetizer?”

The tabby squeaked and compressed into a tiny ball, as if he could shrink into non-existence. Mittens leapt up onto the table again.

I warned you, he said.

Then he exhaled and a misty shadow floated from his mouth. After a moment, it coalesced into the shape of a cat, exactly the size and shape of Mr. Mittens himself. Sophie heard Scraggly Cat’s cry of astonishment. Then the ghost cat flowed up at the Yena, sailing straight into the creature’s skull. The monster dropped instantly.

Mittens also slumped, almost falling from the table. Gradually, Sophie began to regain motion in her legs. Pins and needles stung her as if her legs had fallen asleep.

“Mitney,” she called to her cat. “What did you do?”

Catshade, the tabby whispered, clearly awed by the magic.

“What’s catshade?”

But before either cat could answer, the Yena coughed and stumbled to its feet. It swung its body from side to side and spat out black bile from its mouth.

“Now that was a trick for a Mayday parade!” It vomited out more blackness. “How many more of those have you got?”

As many as I need, Mittens replied, and sent another cat shadow at the Yena. Again, both cat and creature fell. After another moment, however, the groggy monster rose again. Black lines of blood, gall, and spittle hung in ropes from its maw. It grinned.

“I have been fortified for this,” it confessed. “I think you will fall before me, Captain Cat o’ Nine Tails.”

We’ll see, Mittens wheezed. He sent another ghost cat and this time he did fall from the table.

Stop it! Scraggly Cat screamed.

The mackerel tabby scrambled out from under the patio chair and scuttled away from both the fallen Mittens and the inexorably advancing Yena. He brushed against Sophie and an electric shock coursed through her. Something shifted in her mind, unlocking a place inside, and suddenly she remembered a secret she had never known: how to kill the Yena.

The tabby twirled to face her.

It can’t be! he gawked. You just read me!

“I . . .” Sophie put a hand to her head, confused. “I’m sorry.”
But the Yena was rising again and so was Mittens.
Run, Sophie! he said. Run!

Wait! Scraggly Cat cried, limping forward. Mittens, wait! She can read me. She’s a Goshop! You don’t need to do this. Just wait! She can kill it. She can—

The Yena had reached the steps to the deck. As it began climbing up, Mittens sent another catshade. The tabby shrieked in frustration as cat and Yena fell again. This time, however, Mr. Mittens could not get back up. He tried to lift his head, but his entire body kept sliding sideways.

When the Yena rose again, Scraggly Cat started shrieking, hissing, and yowling.

Kill it, girl! he begged. Kill it!

When Sophie did not respond, the cat took two hesitant steps and then attacked. He jumped at the Yena and clung around its neck, biting, clawing, and kicking like a kangaroo with his back legs. But the creature’s hide was too tough. It reached a paw up and swiped the cat away from its body. Then it pinned the poor tabby to the ground and bit into its middle. Scraggly Cat’s dying screams were the most horrific things Sophie had ever experienced.

“Stop it!” she wept. “Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!”

But the Yena did not stop. He just looked up at her and grinned a bloody grin.

That’s when the magic came. Somehow, the spell Scraggly Cat had planted in her brain found its way to her lips.

“Kápse to!” she said, hearing Scraggly Cat speak the foreign word in unison with her, and there was a blinding flash that filled the backyard with light. For a moment, it was so bright that Sophie couldn’t see anything but the shadows in her periphery. Then the Yena came back into focus. It looked confused but not hurt.

“What did you—”

Then the sparks started. First, a little snap at the monster’s teeth. Then, an arcing shock over its ears. Then a sparking fireworks show over the Yena’s entire body. Flesh began to burn, hair began to curl, fur began to crisp.

And the Yena began to howl and howl. Like those of the tabby cat, the monster’s screams were horrific. But they were satisfying too. Sophie did not turn away.

When the creature was nothing more than a charred corpse, Sophie snatched up Mittens and hugged him to her. His heart was still jack-hammering in his chest and she stroked him fiercely. Normally, he would have wriggled from her arms, but he was still too weak to resist her affection. After a few moments, they both seemed better.

Sophie let Mittens down and they approached the tabby’s broken body. She squatted a few feet away and contemplated the pile of fur and bones. The cat was dead. His mouth was open and his little teeth were bared, as if he were still fighting, even in death.

Sophie slumped down on the grass a few feet away and began to sob. Now that the encounter was over, she was shaking uncontrollably. She was scared and distraught over the dead cat, and she still had no idea what had just happened.

It’s okay, Mittens said, although it wasn’t.

“What was his name?” she asked.

What?

“The cat. What was his name?”

He had saved her life, somehow, and she didn’t want to have to keep thinking of him as just the Scraggly Cat.

Mittens flicked his tail in irritated little swaths.

He was the worst named cat in history.

“What was it?”

Goodluck, the cat replied. Goodluck Kitty.
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They buried Goodluck Kitty in the garden, behind Betty’s prized azaleas.

Sophie did all the digging, of course, and she was dirty, tear-stained, and blistered by the time she was done. Gazing at the damage done to her backyard, she almost started crying again. The fence was destroyed, the grass burned, and the Yena a smoldering heap.

She shook her head.

Her foster parents were going to freak.

She hugged herself and thought about what she should do next. The Yena was going to be a problem. The creature’s corpse was much too big for Sophie to move on her own. And digging a grave was completely out of the question, unless she could find a backhoe somewhere.

“What am I going to do?” she murmured.

Mr. Mittens tip-toed up to the Yena and began pawing at its head. His white feet came away charcoal-stained.

Go to the kitchen, he instructed. Get Tom’s barbeque tongs.

The gorge rose in Sophie’s throat, but she didn’t throw up. Not yet at least.

“We are not going to eat that thing!”

Of course not, Mittens assured her. But hurry now. This is important.

Dazed, Sophie shuffled to the kitchen. She was well aware of just how insane it was for her to be following the directions of a cat, but that didn’t stop her. She found the tongs in their place in the pantry. Then she pulled the big butcher’s knife—Betty called it a santoku—from the woodblock on the counter. She knew it would do little good if more Yenne came, but it made her feel better anyway.

Mittens noted the blade when she came back outside, but he said nothing about it.

Come here, he urged. You need to get this.

Reluctantly, she approached the monster’s body. The smell—a combination of burnt hair, grilled steak, and sewage—was making her sick, so she tried breathing through her mouth, but that just burned her throat.

“What?” she asked.

There. The cat gestured with a nod. In its eye. Do you see it?

Sophie leaned forward. In the Yena’s left eye was something dark and glittery. She poked at it with the tongs and the eyeball popped like a soap bubble. Sophie gagged as the liquid oozed out. Aqueous humor? Vitreous humor? Something like that. She’d had a test on the anatomy of the eye just a few months ago, but she couldn’t remember anything right now.

Can you get it? Mittens asked.

Covering her mouth with the hand holding her knife, Sophie once again stuck the tongs into the eye. They closed on something hard and she pulled them out again. Mittens hopped around the body.

Let me see.

She opened the tongs and a smooth, obsidian stone dropped onto the grass. When Mittens began licking it clean, Sophie turned and vomited into the nearby planter. It was inevitable, she guessed, considering how her throat and stomach were feeling. When she finished retching and dry-heaving, she wiped her mouth on her sleeve.

“That is so nasty,” she said.

Mittens looked up at her solemnly.

It gets worse, he told her.

“Worse?”

Yes.

She sighed.

“Of course it does.” She jammed the tongs and the santoku into the turf and then sat down cross-legged in front of the cat. “What do I have to do?”

Take the stone, he said.

She picked it up and examined it. It looked like volcanic rock, smooth and shiny. It was warm, as if it had been sitting in the sun all day. She wrinkled her nose. At least Mittens had cleaned all the gunk off.

“Okay,” she murmured.

Put it under your tongue, the cat ordered.

She cocked her head.

“Are you trying to make me puke again?”

No, he replied. I know it sounds strange, but it might help us see what to do next.

She held up the stone between her thumb and forefinger.

“Do I have to?”

Mr. Mittens gave the equivalent of a cat-shrug.

It may not even work, he admitted. It may just be an old cat’s tale.

She nodded, but did not look at him.

Get it? he asked. Cat’s tale? Cat’s tail?

She nodded again. Everything was getting a little fuzzy. She wondered if this was what going into shock felt like.

The stone is a hyaenia, or scrying stone, Mittens explained. According to the stories, it’s supposed to confer the gift of prophecy on the user. But it has to be used immediately or the stone’s potency will—

Sophie stuck the slick rock beneath her tongue. Thankfully, it had no taste to it. Mr. Mittens watched expectantly, but no visions came. She wondered if the stone might be hallucinogenic rather than oracular. Like dropping acid or something.

She had just decided that nothing was going to happen when a series of images overlaid themselves on her field of view. Half a dozen cats, in different colors and sizes, appeared and began talking in their lyrical cat-voices. One of them, a Siamese, had an eye that looked completely gouged out. The last one, a gray shadow standing on a tall railing, with the light of the university bell tower in the distance. Then another Yena came. No, two of them. Grinning and pleased with themselves. She spat the stone out.

What did you see? Mittens asked.

“Two Yena.”

Yenne, the cat corrected. The plural is Yenne.

“Two Yenne then,” she said. “And a bunch of other cats. Maybe six or seven.”

Six or seven? Were they rel-cats or hollow-cats?

“What’s a holla-cat?”

A normal cat.

“How would I know?” Sophie asked. “They could all talk though. Can a holla-cat talk?”

No, of course not! Mr. Mittens sounded offended. Do you remember what they said?

Sophie pinched the brow of her nose.

“It was all kinda mixed together,” she said. “But I think most of them had come to me because their masters had died.”

We don’t have masters.

“Okay. Sorry! Their witches. They’d been murdered. Like Goodluck Kitty’s.”

Bast in a basket, Mittens cursed.

He paced away from her and then prowled back. He looked like he wanted to bite something. Sophie understood the desire. The grey numbness was fading, but it was being replaced with a growing sense of anxiety.

“Do we need to run?” she asked. “I mean, if the cats’ . . . witches . . . are being killed, and I’m a witch too, then they’ll be coming after me, right? Maybe we should just skip town. What do you think? Should we run? Hide?”

I don’t think so, the cat replied. When did the Yenne come? Before or after the rel-cats?

“After, assuming everything happens in the order I saw it. Assuming it happens at all.”

Suddenly, she was a little woozy again. She reached out to locate the planter in case she needed to throw up once more. Mittens came over to her, concerned.

We should be okay for now, he declared. But keep your hidey bag ready, just in case. We’ll make a run for it after the first rel-cat arrives.

“I don’t understand. What’s a rel-cat?”

I am! In fact, I am your maneki-neko.

“My whatey-who?”

Maneki-neko, Mittens said slowly. It’s what we call a rel-cat when it first bonds to its Hexe. Actually, it’s a translation of Goodluck Kitty’s name. Or vice versa. It’s Japanese.

“Japanese?” Sophie tried to take deep breaths through her nose. She’d been told by her soccer coach that this was an effective calming technique, but the Yena-stink ruined any chance she had for calm. Mittens rubbed against her leg.

You know the little porcelain cats at Mr. Chopsticks? The ones by the checkout counter that wave at you? Those are called Maneki-neko too.

“How do you know about those?”

I follow you sometimes when you go out.

“That’s creepy,” she said, pressing a thumb against her forehead. “But Mr. Chopsticks is Chinese food, not Japanese.”

Chinese merchants like them too.

“Maneki . . .”

Maneki-neko. It literally means something like a “beckoning cat” or a “welcoming cat,” but it signifies good luck and prosperity. It’s a popular name for Hexecats, especially among children.

Sophie nodded and swallowed carefully.

I met that tabby when he was in town the last time, with Thaddeus, although I don’t know how he found us here at the Fosters’ house. I remember that the boy had been with him ever since they were both kittens. Hence the childish name.

“Goodluck Kitty.”

Yes. Because it’s good luck to discover your Hexecat.

Sophie reached out absently and stroked his back.

“So you’re my hell cat?”

Hexecat, he amended. Not hell cat.

“Matter of opinion,” she said.

He butted his wedge-shaped face against her palm, obviously pleased to see her returning to normal. She rubbed along his cheeks and atop his head until he nipped at her, as he always did. His purr was a low thrum that she found more calming than any breathing of her own.

“What exactly is a Hexecat?” she asked.

A Hexe is a witch, he told her. Like you. A Hexecat is a rel-cat who has found his witch and covenanted with her.

“And rel-cat?”

It’s short for reliquary-cat.

“Uh-huh,” Sophie said. “Is that Japanese too?”

Mittens batted at her playfully.

A reliquary is a repository or a receptacle for sacred items, like a saint’s bones. In this case, the relic isn’t physical. It’s magical. We keep the gramaryes—the spells—for our Hexes. When you need one, you can touch us and we can access it for you.

“Like an external hard drive.”

Maybe. Mittens rose and stalked a few feet away. A rel-cat can’t get too close to computers or our energies will kill them, but I think it’s the same idea.

Sophie eyed him suspiciously.

“Are you the reason our cell phones keep dying?”

I have no idea what you mean, Mr. Mittens claimed, and began a fastidious cleaning of his paws. In any case, rel-cats hold the magic in our bodies until our witches need the spells. That’s why we spark sometimes in the winter.

Sophie couldn’t tell if this last bit was true. Cat humor was odd, she thought, and she was just starting to catch the nuances of the cat’s voice in her head.

“So why don’t you have any granaries for me?”

Gramaryes, he enunciated. And I don’t have any because the only books I could get were non-magical.

“Wait!” Sophie held up her hands. “You read books?”

Of course. How else would I learn the spells?

Sophie shook her head and rose, plucking the tongs and the knife from the earth.

“Okay,” she groaned. “We’ll come back to this later. And don’t think I’ll forget about the phones either. For now, though, we need to figure out what to do about this disgusting thing. Any ideas?”

Mittens bounded up onto the nearby table.

We need some help, he decided. Someone we can trust.

“All right. You have anyone in mind?”

Of course, he responded. Let’s call the Itty Bitties.
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The Itty Bitties stared at Sophie with wide, expectant eyes. Ronnie and Princess were still outside in the driveway, so Sophie was stalling. She only wanted to have to say this once. When Mari reached over Ashley to mute the TV, Sophie pretended to get a call on her cell and stepped into the kitchen to take it. Mr. Mittens followed her, leaping up onto the counter beside her.

“Am I allowed to tell them I’m a witch?” she asked quietly.

The rel-cat flicked his tail once.

That’s up to you, he said. Some prefer to stay secret; others tell those they trust.

Sophie hunched her shoulders and looked up at the huge skylight above.

“No secret witch police are going to show up and take me away for violating some stupid secrecy rules, are they?”

Mr. Mittens cocked his head to one side and stared at her.

“Okay,” Sophie said. “So you don’t have any secret witch police. But you should know, if some owl from the Ministry of Mxyzptlk comes sweeping down on us, I’m not going to protect you.”

Mittens yawned and put his head down on his front paws.

There will be no owls, he said. And I wouldn’t need protection from one anyway. I’ve read all those books too, you know. She didn’t get much right about real witches. And she should have given Crookshanks a much bigger role.

Sophie started to argue, but then decided she wasn’t ready to discuss literary criticism with a cat. Plus, she still had to decide what to tell her friends and what to do about the dead monster in the backyard. She checked the time on her phone. Only two hours before her foster mom came home. She placed the phone well away from the cat—it was still under warranty, but better safe than sorry, now that she knew what had killed the last two—and moved over to scratch his ears. He purred. 

“Can I tell them about you?” she asked. The nice thing about their mental conversations was that he was still able to purr and speak at the same time.

Again, that’s up to you. I wouldn’t have suggested you call them unless I trusted them as much as you do. Under the chin, please.

Sophie obliged and then laughed. 

“We have a dead monster outside, we could be in mortal danger, we have a room full of friends with no clue what to tell them, and you want your chin scratched.”

Priorities, he purred.

“Priorities,” she repeated, amused.

A warm hand touched her shoulder and she jumped. Spinning around, she saw that Mari had come into the kitchen behind her. Sophie’s startled expression brought a look of deep concern to her best friend’s face.

“Sophie, what’s wrong?” she asked. “You okay?”

Mari grabbed her and pulled her into a tight hug before Sophie could answer. Then she pulled back, so she could study Sophie more carefully.

“I’m okay,” Sophie said, but tears sprang up in her eyes, much to the surprise of both girls. “I just need everyone’s help. I have a . . . big problem.”

“What’d you cock up this time?” Tracey asked from the doorway. Her London accent made everything she said sound a bit more elegant, even if Tracey herself insisted that she wasn’t posh. She stepped in and grabbed a coke from the fridge. “Does it have something to do with that manky stench?”

“I . . . uh—”

She was saved, for now, by the entrance of Ronnie and Princess through the kitchen door (only strangers used the front door). Ronnie dropped her keys on the counter and sighed.

“Out like a light!” she declared.

Sophie peered out the window at the beat-up old pickup.

“Will she be okay out there?” she asked. “It’s getting kinda hot.”

“Abuelita likes it hot,” Ronnie assured her. “I invited her in, but she just wanted to sit in the truck and listen to some NPR podcast on her phone. She’ll be asleep for at least twenty minutes, but we can’t miss her hair appointment or she’ll be pissed.”

Twenty minutes. Could she tell them she was a witch and get rid of the Yena all in twenty minutes? Probably not. But at least Ronnie had brought the truck. She was the only one of them with a learner’s permit, and Chulo’s truck might be able to transport the monster’s corpse, if they could chop it up or something. Sophie picked up Ronnie’s keys and hung them on a hook by the door.

This was going to be complicated, but it was do-able. She glanced one more time at the hoopty. Ronnie needed a licensed driver with her in order to be legal. Luckily, her abuelita yaya was the person who accompanied her most often. Señora Martinez had a valid driver’s license for four more years, but she was as blind as Matt Murdock without his superpowers. If they could load up the Yena without her knowing, then maybe . . .

Sophie backed into the living room and ushered the others in with her. The rest of the Itty Bitties were circled around the TV. Sophie didn’t know why they bothered, since her foster parents didn’t believe in cable. Sharon turned off the TV and dropped the remote on the table. She was clearly irritated, but had tried to mask it by channel surfing, which wasn’t easy to do when there were only five choices. Ashley also looked put out, but she pretended to examine the nicks on her softball bat. Softball was her least favorite sport, and SS SUX had been burned into the wood of the barrel.

“You finally gonna tell us what’s up?” she growled.

“Yeah, I guess.”

Sophie motioned for the others to be seated and moved over in front of the fireplace.

“Budge up!” Tracey commanded, and the other girls scooted over to make room for her on the leather two-seater. Mari and Princess eased down in the two chairs on either side and Ronnie perched on the back of the mini-couch behind Ashley.

Princess gestured at Ashley’s sports bra and short-shorts.

“Your mama let you go out like that?”

Ashley’s grip squeaked as she tightened it around her softball bat.

“I was fixin’ to go for a run,” she explained, “when someone sent me a 911 text. I sprinted over here but there wasn’t a perv, or burglar, or stalker-boy in sight. So I’ve been sittin’ here on this couch for the last twenty minutes, waitin’ for your bitch-ass to arrive. And when y’all finally get here, you didn’t even bring me a Slurpee!”

“We did,” Ronnie claimed with a grin, “but Abuelita drank it.”

“You said that last week!” Ashley cried. “You tell that woman to keep her paws off my Slurpees or I will take her down! I ain’t afraid of no thievin’ grandmas.”

Princess laughed. “Shows what you know!”

“Sophie,” Mari said, cutting through their banter. “Tell us what’s wrong. Is it something with the Fosters?”

Sophie felt her stomach flip and her face turn red. She shook her head.

“No,” she replied. “At least, not yet.”

If they couldn’t get rid of the Yena, of course, it might be a different story. 

“You’re moving away,” Tracey predicted.

Ashley thumped her bat against the floor. “You cain’t move! We need you, Soph! The team needs you!”

“No, I’m not moving,” Sophie said, without being certain it was true. In all honesty, she might indeed have to leave. Or run. 

“Look, I’m sorry,” she said, holding up her hands. “Maybe I was a little too dramatic with my text. I do have an emergency, but it can wait just a few more minutes. I’m going to need all your help on this, but first, I need to tell you something.” 

“Then tell us,” Mari encouraged.

She smiled at Sophie and Sophie smiled back. Then she gazed at each of the Itty Bitties in turn. Marisela Hurtado had been the first one to welcome her into the group all those years ago at soccer camp. Her dad was Colombian and her mother American, although her black hair and beautiful, dark eyes could have come from either one of them. She was Sophie’s closest friend, even though they were very different people and had almost no interests in common. When she thought about it, Sophie admitted that their friendship only worked because Mari gave and gave, and Sophie let her. On their soccer team, Mari was the striker and would have been the star if it hadn’t been for Ashley. She was a very, very fast runner, and scored most of her goals on breakaways.

Closest to her on the little couch was Tracey Wu. Racially, Tracey was Chinese, but she was born in London and still spoke with a British accent. Around the Itty Bitties, Tracey almost never shut up, but she was always super-quiet around people she didn’t know well. So quiet, in fact, that Sophie initially thought she was an exchange student who didn’t speak much English. When Tracey first called out to one of the other girls with that lilting London cadence, Sophie didn’t even recognize the words as English. She was the tiniest of the Itty Bitties, which was saying something, and she looked like someone’s seven- or eight-year-old sister, even more so when sitting next to Ashley.

Ashley White was actually the youngest of all of them, but she was the tallest and most athletic girl in school. She played almost every sport, but she was especially good at soccer and swimming. On Spirit FC, she was the heart of the team, both physically and metaphorically. At school, she played JV with the other girls, but she also started for the varsity team. She was one of the best center mids in the state and had been invited to the summer ODP camp for the last two years. Like Tracey, Ashley had an accent that Sophie adored, but hers wasn’t the posh or cosmopolitan inflection of a sophisticated traveler, but rather the sweet Texas twang of a down-home country girl. Sophie saw that it sometimes embarrassed her normally uber-confident friend whenever someone commented on her southern pronunciation, but she also noticed that Ash never abandoned her y’alls, or her fixin’ tos, or her ma’ams. Sophie loved her a little more for that, especially since she had no real heritage of her own to cling to. Ashley’s long, sun-bleached hair was usually loose or tied up in a ponytail, but now it was being braided by Ronnie, who was balanced on the sofa-back behind her. After a few moments, Ashley absently swatted her hands away, and knotted the entire blonde mass into a sloppy ball at her neck.

Ronnie Martinez looked like she still wanted to fix the other girl’s hair, but folded her hands on the back of the couch instead. Her own black hair was shorn close, so there was no braiding that. Her mother had wailed and wailed when Ronnie had first cut her hair—“Veronica, you look like a boy!” she’d said—but Sophie thought the short hair looked good on her. She was the only one of Sophie’s friends whose family might have been described as “poor,” but Sophie secretly loved going to her house and spending time with her enormous extended family. The various, omnipresent cousins sometimes weirded her out, with their wispy almost-mustaches and haunted, watchful eyes, but Sophie admired Señora Martinez and doted on Ronnie’s little sister, Lupita. Plus, the family’s authentic Mexican food was amazing. The Martinez-Gomez-Sanderson house may have been small, but it was brimming with spices and love and vibrant, noisy life. The sacred-heart Jesus who greeted guests at the doorway sometimes even made Sophie believe in a benevolent, personal god.

Sharon Sinnot also described herself as a Christian, but she was much freer with the church’s rules. Her curly blonde hair, diminutive stature, and mischievous green eyes made her look a little Shirley Temple-esque, but she was proudly rude, crude, and socially unacceptable. She reveled in acting “unladylike” and “common,” belching, cursing, and generally shocking anyone of good taste within a five-mile radius. On the field, she was scrappy, mean, and occasionally dirty, earning as many red cards for her mouth as for her aggressive play. She had an absurdly rich boyfriend and enjoyed regaling the other girls with tales of their sexual adventures. Sophie liked having her around, not only because she found her funny, but also because Sharon made Sophie appear much more refined and well-behaved in comparison. Somewhat surprisingly, the girl had the voice of an angel. She was so shockingly good that she had made first chair alto in the state choir as a seventh grader. Sometimes, Sophie would get lost in that voice, and then Sharon would say something unspeakably obscene and ruin it. More than once, Sophie had marveled that such beauty and such profanity could issue from the same little lollypop mouth.

Princess Jones, who sat in the chair to Sophie’s right, was one of only three black girls in their entire school. Worse, she had two openly gay mothers who regularly flaunted their lesbianity in front of the entire community. Carthage was mostly a white, conservative, xenophobic town, except for the university. In such a town, Princess should have been doubly-shunned, but as far as Sophie could tell, she was genuinely liked by just about everyone in school, even if the Itty Bitties were her only close friends. It would be no surprise if Princess ended up being their high school class’ valedictorian. She was thoughtful, inquisitive, and possessed a much stronger work ethic than any of her peers. She was almost as tall as Ashley and nearly twice as wide. She was the starting keeper for the Spirit, although she wasn’t really into sports, and could be unexpectedly dangerous whenever she forgot that fact. She had literally knocked two girls unconscious in different collisions last season when the opponents had tried to charge her goal. Despite this ferocity and power, however, Princess was one of the gentlest souls Sophie knew. She looked up and offered a shy, silver-braces smile now.

Sophie felt her chest expanding. Surely, the Itty Bitties would understand. These girls were her six best friends in the world. They had all played on the same soccer team for the better part of a decade, and were as close-knit as any teenage girls could be. They had taken Sophie in five years ago when she’d come here to live with Betty and Tom, and she loved them like sisters.

“Spill it!” Sharon demanded, “Or I’m going to kick your ass so hard you’ll have to sneeze to wipe yourself.”

Most days, Sophie thought. Most days she loved them like sisters.

Mr. Mittens jumped up into Mari’s lap and was instantly rewarded with her attention. He purred under her hand but looked up at Sophie. She shrugged at him. She figured she had to tell them the truth now—that she was indeed a witch—but how was she ever going to get them to believe her? 

Like a Band-Aid, Mittens said.

“What?”

Mari frowned. “I didn’t say anything.”

“No,” Sophie waved a hand at her. “Not you. What did you say?”

“Soph—”

Like a Band-Aid, the cat repeated. Do it fast.

Ah! Good advice.

“I’m a witch!” she blurted out. “A real one! One that does magic!”

Whatever reaction Sophie had expected, she got something entirely different. Mari and Tracey laughed, Sharon called “Bull-Fred,” and Princess didn’t miss a beat.

“Sharon’s the witch,” she said. “You’re the wood elf.”

Sharon held up three fingers.

“Read between the lines, Fredder!”

“Wait,” Tracey protested. “I thought I was the wood elf!”

“No, you’re the annoying pixie.”

“But piskies are pranksters,” Tracey said. “And they’re usually naked!”

Then she smiled wickedly.

“Sounds brilliant!”

Sophie looked to Mr. Mittens for help. This was not going at all how she’d hoped. Betty would be home soon and she’d be shipped back to some sad orphanage for teenaged losers.

“Fucking Fred!” Sharon yelled over the din. “This isn’t funny. You called a 911, Soph! That’s bullshit! Don’t you know how scared we were? We thought you were being attacked or something.”

“I was being attacked,” Sophie said softly.

“What?” Ashley leaned forward and raised her bat. “Who attacked you?”

“That part’s over. We’ll get to it.”

When they realized that Sophie wasn’t joking, the Itty Bitties looked either confused or concerned. Or both.

“What do you mean, you were attacked?” Mari asked.

“I’ll tell you in a sec.”

“Okay. Then what do you mean when you say you’re a witch?”

“Just what I said. I’m a witch. I can do magic.”

“You can do magic?”

“Yes. Mr. Mittens told me.”

“Mr. Mittens told you?”

“Yes. And stop repeating everything I say. I’m not crazy.”

“You’re not—” Mari began, then pressed a hand to her mouth.

There was real unease on their faces now, maybe even a little fear. Only Tracey seemed to think this might still be some sort of joke.

“You’re barmy!” she exclaimed with delight.

“I am not,” Sophie muttered.

Unless, of course, she was. If she were crazy, then the whole episode with Goodluck Kitty and the Yena could have been a hallucination. Even now, she might be imagining Mr. Mittens’ voice in her head. For all she knew, she could be nuttier than Mari’s pecan-on-cashew double-nut brownies.

You’re not, Mittens assured her, but she didn’t think pronouncements from a talking cat counted for much on the question of her sanity

“Sophie,” Princess said. “You do realize just how looney tunes this sounds, right?”

Sophie nodded, remembering what Daddy used to sing when she got a little too rambunctious as a kid: Goin’ off the rails on a crazy train!

Mr. Mittens jumped out of Mari’s lap and onto the coffee table. He looked up at Sophie and then back at the Itty Bitties. 

This is going well, he said. 

Sophie wanted to kick him. Just a little.

“I’m not crazy,” she said again, more vehemently this time.

“Fine!” Sharon said. “You’re not crazy. You really are a witch. So, do a spell for us, Soph. Make the cat fly or something.”

Pardon me? the cat said.

Sophie blinked.

She hadn’t thought about the fact that, without Goodluck Kitty, she couldn’t do even the simplest of spells. That she couldn’t prove any of this. Well, she could show them the Yena carcass in the backyard (if that wasn’t a delusion too), but she wanted to wait a little longer before she sprung that on her friends. 

Turn around, Mr. Mittens said.

“What?”

“I said do a spell for us,” Sharon repeated.

Turn around. I have an idea. Trust me. 

Mr. Mittens jumped from the coffee table to the brickwork around the fireplace. He rubbed against her leg and flicked his tail around her calf.

She did as he asked. 

“Sophie? What the Fred? Why are turning your back on us.”

Now, tell them to hold up numbers in front of them, he said.

Sophie caught on.

“Please,” she said. “I’m going to show you something. It might help. Everyone, put your fingers up in different numbers in front of you.”

“What?” Mari asked. “Why?”

“Please, let me show you,” Sophie pleaded.

She heard movement behind her, and then Sophie rattled off the numbers that Mr. Mittens dictated to her: “Mari three, Princess one, Tracey two, Ashley five, Ronnie two, and Sharon . . . one. And flipping me the bird isn’t cool, Sharon.”

There was a moment of solemn silence and then Tracey asked, “How did you do that?”

Sophie took a deep breath.

“Mr. Mittens told me.”

More silence. Sophie wanted to turn back around but waited a moment.

They’re all staring at me now, Mittens reported.

Sophie was sure they were. But that might mean they were starting to believe her, or it might mean they thought she was bonkers and had nowhere else to look. Sophie wasn’t sure which one would be better in the long run. She sighed and turned back around. The stares of her friends were a little less judgmental than she had expected.

“I didn’t hear him say anything,” Ronnie murmured. Sophie noticed that she was grasping the silver cross she wore around her neck.

“I hear him in my head,” she told them. 

Sharon swiped a finger at the air. 

“No. No. It’s a trick. You have a mirror somewhere. Or there’s a reflection or something. I don’t know why you called us here just to play this trick on us, but it’s—”

Sophie didn’t let her finish. She stepped forward and grabbed Sharon’s hands. Sharon stood readily, but it hurt Sophie’s heart a little when Ronnie recoiled at her advance and fell off the little couch. Normally, that would have been funny. No one was laughing now.

Sophie took Sharon’s hands and placed them over her eyes. She kept her own hands there as well.

“Make sure I can’t see,” she instructed. “Now, everyone do the finger thing again.”

After a brief pause, Mr. Mittens provided the numbers and Sophie repeated them again. Sharon pulled her hands away and took a step back.

“El gato Diablo,” Ronnie whispered. 

“He’s not a devil cat, Ronnie,” Sophie snapped. “He’s a Hexecat.”

Mari and Princess both mouthed out the unfamiliar word.

“He might be a devil cat,” Tracey observed. “How do you know he isn’t?”

“He’s not, okay? Just shut up for a second.”

“But cats have always been witches’ familiars,” Tracey persisted. “In the middle ages, they thought those cats were demons. Maybe even the devil himself. Did you know that people believed witches had extra nipples so they could feed their demons?”

“Shut up, Tracey,” Sophie and Mari said in unison.

“I need some water!” Ronnie bleated and took off for the kitchen.

“Ronnie, wait!”

“Show us your pickles,” Tracey demanded. Pickles was a funny word that the Itty Bitties substituted for nipples. No one really remembered how it started.

“What?”

“Show us your pickles. Prove to us that you don’t have a . . . what did they call it? A supernumerary teat. An extra nipple.”

“I don’t have an extra nipple.”

“Prove it!”

“You’ve seen my nipples.”

“Not recently.”

Ashley smacked her bat against the coffee table.

“Y’all shut up for a second!” she barked. When everyone was silent, she grinned a little uncertainly. “Sophie, sweetie! You can talk to your cat!”

“Yeah,” Sophie admitted meekly.

“But that’s . . . that’s . . .”

“Freaky?” Sharon finished, backing away from Mr. Mittens. “Can he, like, read my mind or anything like that?”

Sophie had been heading toward the kitchen to check on Ronnie, but the question stopped her halfway. She didn’t know if Mr. Mittens could read minds. In truth, there was a lot she didn’t know.

“Can you?” she asked the cat. “Can you read their minds?”

No, Mr. Mittens replied. Just yours.

“Wait, you can read my mind? You didn’t tell me that!” 

If you can hear me, then I can hear you. 

Sophie shook her head and turned back to her friends. 

“No, he can’t read your minds.”

“Can you?” Sharon asked. She may have sounded worried.

Sophie again shook her head.

“So, what can you do?” Princess asked.

“Um . . .” Sophie was at a loss as to what to tell them. Her one spell had died with Goodluck Kitty. How was she ever going to explain that? She wasn’t even sure she understood cat-spells herself.

“Aieeeeeee!”

Ronnie’s scream came from the sunroom off the kitchen. The rest of the Itty Bitties jumped up and followed Sophie and Mr. Mittens as they ran into the other room.

Ronnie’s face was white. She pointed out the window, dancing a little terror-dance. 

“What the Fred?” she screeched.

Sophie sighed. 

“And that’s the real reason I called you,” she told them all. “I need your help getting rid of that nasty old monster carcass.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Itty Bitties stood ranged around the Yena in a loose semicircle.

“Fred me,” Tracey whispered.

“Amen,” Sharon agreed. “That is one fucking huge piece of Fred! Sophie, what is that thing?” 

“That,” Sophie said, “is a Yena.”

“What’s a Yena?” Princess asked. 

“It’s sort of like a hyena, except it’s not.”

“That makes absolutely no sense.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Sophie poked at it with the shovel she’d used to bury Goodluck Kitty. “From what Mr. Mittens told me, it’s how people used to think hyenas looked, I guess. And maybe they actually do, since there’s a dead one right here in my yard.” 

Sophie knew her answers weren’t helping, but she was just about to the city limits of Patience and Understanding.

“What happened to it?” Ashley asked. 

Once more Sophie wondered what she should tell them. If they got freaked out by the truth, then she didn’t know what she would do. She felt that now-familiar anxiety rising up in her again. She needed their help and she needed to keep them as friends.

They’re all still here, Mr. Mittens observed. Even after you told them that you’re a witch.

If they even believe, Sophie thought in his direction. All they know for sure is that I can talk to cats. Or at least make it look like I can talk to cats. How do I explain this? Or that some evil warlock is trying to kill me?

We don’t know that it’s an evil warlock, Mr. Mittens responded. It could be just a regular old witch who’s gone crazy.

Sophie wasn’t sure if this was cat logic or cat humor. 

“Soph?” Ashley brought her back to the task at hand by tapping on the shovel with her bat. “What happened to the hyena?”

Sophie looked her in the eyes.

“I happened to it.”

She let that one sink in a bit.

“Sophie, please tell us what’s going on,” Mari said. 

She took a deep breath. 

“I’m not sure, Mari. All I know is that this strange cat came into the yard to talk with Mittens and this Yena thing followed it and it circled the house three times and that means you can’t move because there’s some kind of magic rule or something, and then it threatened me so Mr. Mittens sent these ghost cat things these catshades or catshadows at it but that didn’t stop it so I thought I was dead, but then the strange cat whose name was Goodluck Kitty he brushed up against me and suddenly I knew this spell and I realized that I can kill this thing and so I said it out loud even though it was Russian or Bulgarian or Slovenian and then this ball of light came out all around the Yena and kshhhhhh!”

She made explodey motions with her hands and then shrugged.

“Dead as Fred.”

Her friends stared at her, literally open-mouthed. She could almost see the hamsters spinning in their minds as they tried to absorb what she’d said.

“Another cat?” Mari asked. “Where is it?”

“Um, it’s gone,” Sophie answered. She knew Mari. The mention of a dead cat would probably start her crying.

“So, do another spell and get rid of the body,” Sharon suggested.

Sophie shook her head.

“I need the cat to do another spell.”

“What about Mittens?” Princess asked.

“He doesn’t know any.”

Tracey shook her head.

“Useless git,” she proclaimed.

“I don’t understand,” Ashley said.

“Me neither.”

“Look,” Sophie began, but she was interrupted by the blaring of a car horn.

“Oh, Fred!” Ronnie cried. “Abuelita!”

She turned and pushed her way through the others to go back through the house to the driveway. Sophie considered following but didn’t. She’d seen how shaken the girl had been over all the witch-business. She just hoped Ronnie wouldn’t leave. As the only one with access to a car, she was probably going to be needed.

So, it was your idea to call the Itty Bitties for help, she thought towards her cat. What’s the rest of the plan?

That all of you would come up with the rest of the plan, Mr. Mittens replied.

She glared down at him. When they finally got rid of the Yena’s body, she was going to grab him and rub his fur the wrong way. For several minutes. 

If Mittens heard that thought in her mind, he ignored it and ignored her. He licked his right paw and rubbed it over his head.

“So, what do you need us to do, Soph?” Sharon asked. 

“I’m . . . well, I’m not sure. I just knew I needed help, so I called you guys. We have to get rid of this thing before my foster parents come home or I am royally screwed. Like, ship-me-off-to-the-orphan-farm screwed”

“I don’t know, Sophie,” Princess said, tugging her pink Rebel Alliance shirt down over her stomach. “Maybe this is the kind of thing they should know about. I mean, they’re adults. They should be able to handle it.”

“Just ‘cause your moms can handle it, don’t mean the Fosters can.”

“Yeah, Donald and Janice wouldn’t either. You know they’d squirt their panties!” 

Sophie felt a knot form in her stomach. Involving the parents was the last thing she wanted to happen. She caught Mari’s eye and the other girl nodded minutely.

“I think we can do this,” Mari said. “We can do anything. We’re the Itty Bitties. And we’ll be lucky seven again when Ronnie gets back. That’s like magic, right?”

Sophie gave a small grin that she hoped her best friend caught. Mari to the rescue once again!

“Okay!” Ashley said decisively. “Let’s do this!”

She prodded the still-smoking carcass with her softball bat.

“My lord, that sucker is big!”

“And it stinks like hell,” Sharon added, taking the shovel from Sophie and joining Ashley in her examination of the corpse. Mari and Tracey were clearly repulsed by the thing, staying far away and gripping one another for support.

“Well,” Sharon said. “I think shoving it down the garbage disposal is out.”

“Ewww!” Sophie wasn’t sure who said it. More than one though. She decided that she had been right to give them the edited version of her encounter with the Yena. She had deliberately omitted the part where she’d stuck the eyestone in her mouth. That definitely would have grossed them out.

Ashley and Sharon came back around to stand beside the others. They all just swayed there in silence for a moment. Sharon pulled her phone out of her pocket and lifted it to take a picture, but Ash put a hand on it and pushed it down.

“We could cart it off to a barbecue joint,” Princess suggested.

“You’re disgusting,” Mari said, looking a little green.

“Nah,” Princess said. “My cousins in Tuscaloosa would love that thing. Them’s good eatin’s right there!”

Mari put a hand to her throat.

“I think I’m going to puke!”

“Princess, stop it!” Sharon admonished. “We’d have to get some sauce for barbecue. We should just peel off some strips and make beef jerky. That’d be easier to do and my cousins in Kernersville would eat it up!”

The girls squealed and gagged as Sharon mimicked eating the Yena-strips.

“Okay,” Sophie said. “Okay! Enough hijinks and hilarity. I’ve only got a little over an hour before Betty gets home, so we’ve got to get moving. Ideas?”

“Could we bury it?” Princess asked.

“I don’t think so. I’ve only got the one shovel, but even if we had a dozen I don’t think we could get it done. We’d need an entire construction crew to get this thing dug under.”

“Call Ronnie’s cousins,” Sharon said. Ashley smacked her.

“Besides,” Sophie continued. “Where would we bury it? We could try the field, but how are we going to drag it out there? And what about the bushes and the fence? That’s already a mess without trying to get the Yena over it.”

“Move it to the pits?” Mari offered.

“I don’t think all seven of us together could lift it,” Ashley said. “And even if we could, it wouldn’t fit into Ronnie’s truck bed.”

“We could get the basketball team to help,” Mari proposed, blushing just a little. Sophie knew Mari followed the team on social media and had crushes on at least two of the players.

“Ashley’s sports bra would help with that,” Princess noted.

“No!” Sophie yelped. “Nobody else can know. Look, I trust you guys, but no one else, okay? I don’t want anyone else involved.”

“Okay, okay! Chill.”

They fell into silence again as they contemplated the problem.

Finally, Sharon sighed.

“Are
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