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  Author's note


This book is written in New Zealand English. It may contain more 'u's and 's's than you're used to! 
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  Chapter 1

Cleo


Mornings are the worst, but this morning was worse than most. I’d been out till just before the sun rose, making sure the other cats in the area knew where my territory lay. All the way to the edge of the forest, in an ellipse around our tree.  
She got up even earlier than usual. The sun had barely begun to warm my part of the bed, and I was due another four hours of snoozing before breakfast. But instead of letting me catch up on my much-needed sleep, she yanked me out of bed. Worse still, she pulled out her broomstick. “What about breakfast?” I tried to ask her, but she was in too much of a hurry to pay attention.
“On you get,” she ordered, patting the bristly end meaningfully. 
I hate that thing. It’s bad enough when it’s on the ground, but up in the air, I have to cling on for dear life. I don’t mind heights as a normal thing — up a tree, for example — but on the back of a broomstick, nothing is normal. 
I reluctantly climbed on; at least I get the widest part to sit on, but half the time it gives me splinters. I sank my claws in. She took off with a rush of air, which ruffled my whiskers. She was obviously in a hurry. I crouched low and hoped my claws would keep me safe. 
A few anxious minutes later, she levelled out, and I dared to look down. My favourite thing when on a broomstick is to see birds from above. Even seagulls look catchable from up there. Ravens, too. Not that she’d let me go for ravens. It’s always no, ravens are sacred, keepers of thought and memory. Don’t touch the ravens. Like birds even have a brain. Maybe I should ask for a bird as a Halloween gift.  
“Isn’t it a marvellous morning?” she said enthusiastically. “Halloween is the best day of the year. But we have to get a lot done before dusk. Our first stop is the village. I’m all out of ingredients for my do-it-yourself luck charms.”
If I had a paw to spare, I’d have covered my eyes. The village is full of people and their dogs. And those do-it-yourself luck charms she makes are going to get us both into trouble one day. There are just too many random variables when you put luck into the paws of non-cats. 

      [image: image-placeholder]






  
  Chapter 2

Elodie


We were soaring high over the forest when I realised I’d forgotten to feed Cleo before we left. No wonder she was grumpy this morning. Even when she’s grumpy, she’s unbearably cute. I just adore the way she clings onto my broomstick. Her green eyes were as wide as I’d ever seen them. You’d think she was scared of heights or something. But I don’t believe that; she’s a cat after all. 
“Oh, I’m sorry, Cleo. We had better get you some breakfast in the village,” I told her. She didn’t even meow back at me, which was worrying. She’s usually pretty opinionated with her meows. Perhaps she didn’t want breakfast. It was Halloween, after all. A tricky time for everyone, but also a time of celebration. I had a lot to do today, starting with collecting supplies from the village to make more of my trademark DIY luck charms. They’re my main item of trade, but they take a lot of ingredients. 
Despite my hurry, I took the time to do a flyover of the forest before heading towards the village. I like to make sure no rogue goblin gangs or woodcutters have entered the forest. There are so many ingredients I can only get there, it’s vital for it to be protected. This morning, the sun shone warm on my back despite the early-morning cold breeze that you get up high. The air was clear and sparkling. I was really enjoying the ride when I spotted smoke rising from the trees. 
“Looks like we’ve got company, Cleo,” I said, flying towards the smoke. 
Perhaps it’s a forest fire, I thought. Though we hadn’t had a storm lately to spark a fire with lightning. In fact, it hadn’t rained for weeks. “It’s so dry. It’s risky having a fire in the forest at all. Why would someone do that?” 
I banked my broom before we actually entered the smoke (no point in risking smoke inhalation) and peered towards the ground. 
“Can you see anything down there?” I asked Cleo. I was having trouble making out any details through the trees. In stories, forests always seem to come with lots of handy clearings, so you can see below the canopy. But there was nothing so obliging for me this morning. Just an undulating sea of green, grey-green and khaki. “We’re going to have to land and look from the ground.”
Cleo meowed then, but it was more of a wail than a mew. I guess she hates forest landings more than village ones. I do too, actually. Try flying through leafy branches at speed. It’s not fun. Still, a witch does what she has to do, so I angled my broom just so, and we headed down. I tried weaving a bit, to dodge the bigger branches, but it didn’t work that well. I took a twig to the hat, which fell off, but not down, since I have a chin strap for just such eventualities. The strap dragged on my neck as my hat caught the breeze. 
Whoever designed witch hats was thinking about waterproofing, not flying. They’re great in the rain if you’re on the ground. In the air, they have a tendency to fly off with the least bit of breeze (or branches). But you have to wear them, otherwise no-one would know you’re a witch, right? Image is important when you’re trying to develop a business. My clothes were lilac with a black trim to match my hat and my cat, even though black is a hot colour to wear at this time of year. That’s why I have a broom, too. I mean, a magical vacuum cleaner would do a better job of cleaning, and a bespelled sailboat would fly better, but it’s not really witchy. 
The second layer of leaves was even thicker, and I had to swerve to avoid a bird’s nest. Cleo gave an irritated mew. I think she would have liked to investigate that nest. I put on a bit of extra speed to move us away from feline temptation, which meant that we burst out of the canopy right above the intruders. 
It looked like it was a hunter with a pack of dogs. I figured he was a hunter because of the massive knife I saw on his belt, and the bow and arrows propped nearby against a tree. He was wearing camouflage clothes, and his dirty blond hair faded into the light bark of the trees around us.
The dogs were big ones, white with red-brown ears, and they and the hunter were clustered by the smoky fire, apparently waiting for something to cook. I tried to make the best of it by giving a showy swoop, which is when Cleo gave a loud, despairing meow, and fell off. 
“Cleo!” I shouted, and turned my swoop into a dive. I landed in a shower of leaves, twigs and dust, seconds after Cleo landed on her feet. Trust a cat to do that — thank goodness. I left my broom where it lay on the leafy forest floor and scrambled towards her. I gently picked up my beloved black cat. “Are you all right?” I asked her. 
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  Chapter 3

Cleo


You can trust humans to ask the stupid questions. ‘Are you all right?’ she asks, when I’ve just plummeted from the skies, tail streaming behind me, straight into a glade full of dogs. Naturally, I’d made a good landing, but it’s lucky she didn’t start her aerial acrobatics any higher, or I would have very sore paws. I gave each paw a careful lick to make sure that I hadn’t acquired any scratches or bruises in that ridiculous escapade.  
What had she been thinking? I’d just finished the last paw when she dived on me, messing up my fur and squeezing me far too tight. I hissed and flexed my claws to let her know, and she released the squeeze at once. I suppose she does listen to me once in a while. But both of us had bigger problems right now.
My eyes were on the dogs, and their eyes were on me. I could see their hackles were raised, and more than one had that mean look in its eyes that told me it was seriously considering using its teeth in the very near future. 
She noticed when my hair stood on end. I look twice the cat I usually do when that happens. My claws may have dug into her too, because she screamed, then stood up rather hastily. I had to use my claws again, for balance. It’s not my fault they caught her in sensitive places. I do wish she hadn’t screamed, though. The reaction of our audience was rather extreme. 
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  Chapter 4

Elodie


I screamed when Cleo dug her claws in. You’d think I’d be used to her claws by now — I’ve had her for years — but it was still a shock to my nerves. Anyway, I couldn’t help the noise I made, but I never expected it to have such an effect. 
The hunter, who’d been staring at us with his mouth open (rather detracting from his otherwise appealing face), dropped his kebab stick and leaped towards us. The hounds likewise jumped up and bounded our way, tongues lolling in toothy jaws. I wanted to run, but we were surrounded. 
“Good doggies,” I quavered, taking a step backwards. I’m really not a dog person. Cleo hissed, her hair standing on end and her claws digging into me even more. The dogs were on us in seconds. I froze in terror. My hands were quickly covered in dog spit as the dogs licked and licked. 
“Down, Scout. Down, Dasher. Down, Crusoe,” ordered the hunter, who was now only a step or so away from me. 
To my immense surprise and relief, the dogs obeyed. That left just one dog, frantically sniffing me. I shifted myself discreetly, trying to get the remaining dog’s nose away from... me. 
“Come away, Rover,” the hunter said firmly. “Now.” 
At last, I was dog-free. Those seconds had felt like eternity. 
“Thanks?” I said uncertainly. I’m not used to hunters in my woods. Goblins are easier to see off — they’re afraid of witches’ potions, so I just have to wave around a packet or so of herbal tea and they scurry away. Woodcutters respond well to a disembodied voice emerging from on high, an effect easily achieved on a broomstick. I wasn’t sure how to scare off a hunter.
I quickly rallied when I looked at the fire burning merrily between the trees. There was a sort of clearing in the undergrowth here, because of the extremely thick canopy above. “You’d better put that fire out quick,” I said. “It’s not safe to have fires at this time of year.”
The hunter looked at me with puzzlement. 
“Why not? It’s contained.”
I sighed. Time to educate the newcomer. He had to be new around here, if he didn’t know about the fire ban. 
“Rocks and dirt aren’t enough to contain a fire if there are fire sprites around. They migrate through here every autumn. It may be a chilly morning, but you should put that fire out right now.”  
“My breakfast’s not done,” he protested. 
I shrugged. “Eat something raw, then. I’m sure your dogs will eat, raw or not. Whatever that is.” I waved a hand at whatever he was barbecuing. He’d rescued the stick and was turning it around, trying to brush the dirt off. 
Cleo protested the hand wave by clawing at me again. 
“Ouch. Cleo would probably eat it, too. If your dogs stay back long enough. She needs breakfast.” That was stretching the truth a bit. She needed breakfast, but Cleo’s very particular about food. 
The hunter waved at his dogs, who sat in a row and looked up at him beseechingly. There was the faintest suggestion of tail wagging, quickly stilled. 
“I know they’d eat it. But I don’t want them to have the power of flight. Not yet, anyway.” 
I felt my mouth fall open and closed it hastily. There’s only a few things that can make a dog fly. Most of them are illegal. If it was something he was planning to eat himself... I probably shouldn’t ask. 
“What is it then?” I said. No-one has yet accused me of being circumspect.  
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  Chapter 5

Cleo


She  stood around talking to the hunter after he called his vile dogs off. I don’t know why she didn’t just grab her broom and get us both out of there. I mean, why stay? It only risked more interactions with dogs. I tried to let her know she was making a mistake in sticking around, but she just patted me (fine, good, but not the point) and told me to settle down.
In the end, I leapt off her shoulder, dodged the dogs as they made a lunge at me, and climbed straight up the nearest tree. The trees in this part of the forest have lovely bark for climbing, plenty of traction for the claws, and some nice horizontal branches that I definitely did not miss when I jumped off the broomstick earlier. After all, a cat never misses. Once safely out of reach of those vile creatures below, I settled in for a good grooming. 
I could see some fire sprites dancing around the flames of the bonfire as I groomed myself. Surprisingly she did nothing about them, but then she was acting very oddly. Maybe she hadn’t noticed the sprites. Even though they were dancing jigs. Or possibly reels. Cats don’t inquire after the dancing practices of non-rodents. 
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