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      I had no idea the cat could talk until I launched my escape plan.

      “I hope you realize that’s not going to work,” the cat announced. He clawed up my curtains, collapsing onto my windowsill to recover. Huffing, he waddled toward me. His tail — the only slim part of him — swished with all the self-importance a cat can possess.

      “You have no idea what works and…” I paused and studied my stepmother’s pet. He was a handsome, plump, pompous creature with long, silky black fur. He would’ve made a perfect familiar for any self-respecting witch if not for his paws. They were all white. “You can talk!”

      The cat sat in front of me, tail curled neatly around him. His eyes glowed yellow, and his nose wiggled with disdain. “Humph! Clearly. But can you listen? Probably not. You’ve been spending too much time with humans.”

      “You mean my father and his wife?”

      He shuddered. “An infectious lot if ever there was. You’re practically one of them now.”

      I bristled at the suggestion I was human. I certainly looked and sounded like one. But that was as far as it went. I lifted my chin. “I’ll have you know I’m a witch, and not just any. I’m the granddaughter of Penelope Evian Puddlewick, Grand Dame of the Wavily Clan, and a member of one of the most important families in the witch world. You, on the other hand, are a mere cat.”

      “Which goes to show how little you know. Clearly you’ve been contaminated with unsavory notions after a lifetime of frequenting the home of the human you refer to as Father.” He sniffed, then began licking one of his front paws.

      I decided the best course of action was to ignore the pesky feline. Besides, a talking cat wasn’t that impressive, at least not for witches. The surprising part was that no one — including my powerful grandmother — had identified the cat as a potential familiar instead of a mere non-verbal house cat.

      The cat stretched, bounced onto my bed, and flopped down. “She’s set traps, you know. Grande Dame Puddlewick knew you’d try to sneak away.”

      “I’m not sneaking. I’m leaving.”

      “In a sneaky way.”

      “I’m quite aware of what my grandmother is capable of, cat.” I double-checked the contents of my bag. Was I missing anything? I felt like I was. Something important⁠—

      He hissed. “My name isn’t cat. That’s what the human female calls me. An insult to the feline race everywhere. How I’ve suffered in silence.”

      “I’m sure. I suppose I’m ready to go now.”

      I surveyed my bedroom one last time. I was sorry to have to leave it. But even more wretched was the arranged marriage Grand Dame Puddlewick insisted I enter.

      “A fine match,” she’d declared. “He comes from a distinguished lineage almost as exalted and ancient as ours, Storm. And he’s a noble. His family’s acceptance of the union is nothing short of a political triumph. Yes, he shall do nicely.”

      I wasn’t opposed to marriage in general, just this specific one. I was a witch, not a mere woman to be married off at the convenience of her family. I wanted to marry for love, not for political and social maneuvering, even if it did benefit my family.

      That aside, Queen Victoria was well established on her throne. Didn’t that account for something? If the greatest monarch of the greatest empire of the world was a woman, then surely the plight of women everywhere — witches or humans — should likewise improve? The queen held sway over the lives of millions. So why couldn’t I decide with whom to produce offspring?

      Alas, Grand Dame Puddlewick wasn’t so enlightened.

      The Grand Dame of the Wavily Witch Clan and permanent member of the European Witch Council had very different ideas. Traditional ideas. It was she who insisted on locking me and my younger sister Misty in the dungeon for a month after we released a basket of toads into the kitchen. She made it clear she was punishing us not for the crime of disrupting the kitchen but for being caught.

      Nor were we allowed to refer to her as Granny, Grandmother or any similar term of familiar endearment. We had to call her by her title. She was the most witchiest witch I knew of.

      I was looking forward to my new life, one free from her domineering rule. I had a plan, and a decent one at that. And I wasn’t about to deviate from that plan by a smidgeon, regardless of sentimentality or the dubious advice of a fat cat.

      I still hesitated.

      Was this confusing mess of emotions what my mother experienced when she left us to join a circus?

      I pushed the question into a mental box labeled Do not open on pain of death and closed the lid. It didn’t matter what my mother thought or felt when she ran away. She made her choice. My father — a human through and through — made his and married another human.

      My stepmother wasn’t a bad woman. She was just… well, human. Grand Dame Puddlewick hadn’t approved and immediately moved in to ensure that Misty’s and my training continued in the witch way.

      “Aren’t you going to take this?” The cat nudged the chicken egg housed in a small wicker box on my bed.

      “Oh! Yes. I almost forgot it.”

      “This is why you need me to accompany you.”

      “Out of the question. I can’t take you. That would be stealing.”

      “You can’t steal what nobody owns. And I belong to no one.”

      “I don’t really like cats.”

      “That’s all right. I don’t like people. I’m coming with you.”

      “Who are you to say so?”

      “An excellent question. Allow me to answer.” The cat puffed out his chest, tipped his chin up, and stated, “I am Sir Dedrick Bartholomew Pocock O’Doherty the Third, descendant of the Egyptian cat goddess Bastet. You may now bow before your superior. Or curtsy. I’ll accept either as homage to, and worship of, my lofty station. Proceed.”

      “Hmm. I shall call you Pooky.”

      The cat’s whiskers whipped upward. “I beg your… How did… Blasphemy! That sounds nothing like my name, you hairless primate.”

      “You don’t really expect me to call you Sir Dedrick something, something the Third. I can’t remember that many names at once.”

      “I expect exactly that. My name is distinguished, regal and full of historical significance.”

      “Your name’s longer than you are.”

      Pooky’s jaw dropped, and his whiskers quivered. “Beware, witch. I’ve suffered in silence long enough. I shall never forget this outrage. I’ll shed a fur ball in your tea when you least expect it. It’s what cats do as a second resort.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Do you want to hear what we do as a first resort?”

      “No.” I checked the window latch, searching for any sign of tampering.

      Grand Dame Puddlewick had been quite thorough in locking all possible escape routes. And I didn’t doubt Pooky’s assessment. She almost certainly had set traps. She wasn’t above using spells, curses and the occasional bear snare if someone tried to defy her orders. Her lightning curses in particular were legendary.

      But I was prepared. After all, I was a member of the Wavily Witch Clan. A water witch, and one with a decent amount of talent, even if I was still in training.

      I still needed to be careful. Humans hadn’t entirely abandoned the unsavory habit of persecuting any woman they suspected of witchcraft or intelligence. It wouldn’t do for any of them to actually see me perform a spell.

      To be honest, I was more worried about being caught by Grand Dame Puddlewick. Another stint in the dungeon was not in my plans. Neither was marrying Lord Percival Paaveling Wavily Moats, a toad of a warlock. Rumor had it he was something of a ladies’ man and had adopted an unseemly number of human habits and fashions. That being the case, he probably only bathed once a month. I assumed his smell was as abhorrent as his reputation.

      Pooky plopped on my pillow and clawed at it. “Do you want to hear how I was knighted? It’s a marvelous tale of tragedy and triumph.”

      “Now’s not a great time. I’m trying to run away. It’s what young ladies do as a second-to-last resort. Do you want to hear what our last resort is?”

      “No. I wouldn’t open the window if I were you. And I thank the cat goddess I’m not.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want to be a primate, especially a female one.”

      “I mean why not open the window?”

      The cat shrugged. “Feel free to do so, if you wish. After all, it’s the closest to the tree outside your room. Correct?”

      “Obviously. That’s why I…” I paused.

      Pooky snickered. “Obvious to you. Obvious to the Grand Dame.”

      “Hmm. I suppose you’re right.”

      “Was there ever a doubt?”

      “For a creature who claims to be a descendent of a goddess, you’re rather rude.”

      “Of course. You’re my inferior. Try the other windowsill. No, not in this room. In your sister’s.”

      I hesitated. I’d hoped to avoid seeing Misty. She was much younger than me, a child by both witch and human standards. And I didn’t want her creating a scene, which she’d do if she found out I was leaving. She was a soft-hearted, sentimental sort, the poor thing.

      “I’ll wake her.”

      “I doubt it. I once dangled a live mouse above her face, and she didn’t stir. I suppose I’ll have to do all the thinking for us. Follow me.” Pooky slid backward off my bed, leaving scratch marks on the blanket, and shambled toward my door.

      “Grand Dame Puddlewick’ll hear me if I go into the hallway,” I whispered.

      “She’ll certainly hear you if you try opening one of your windows. All of London will. She set an alarm spell.”

      “How have you kept your true identity hidden for so long?”

      “Talent. I have many of them, but I won’t exhaust you with a full recitation of them. Are you going to open the door, or stand there staring at it?”

      “You mean you don’t have the talent for opening doors?”

      “Humph. Why bother when I have you to do it?”

      “Of course. I feel like there’s something else I’m forgetting.” I paused at the door and stared around my room. The room in which I’d grown up, learned my first spell, set fire to Misty’s hair. Fond memories.

      Hair.

      My gaze settled on the sharp shears on my writing desk.

      “Are you always going to be this slow?” Pooky followed me to the writing desk. “We’ll never escape at this rate.”

      “Why do you need me to escape? You’re a feline of many talents. All you have to do is go outside and keep going.”

      “Humph. But who will feed me? Open doors for me? Set out a platter of cream at the appropriate times?”

      “Certainly not me.” I lifted up the scissors and rotated them. Candlelight flickered on their shiny surface.

      The cat nudged my hand. “You don’t really mean that, do you? Especially the cream. Life without cream is… There simply isn’t life without cream. Imagine life without tea.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Exactly.”

      I grabbed a thick chunk of my hair. It was long and black. Everyone said I was the spitting image of Grand Dame Puddlewick when she was younger.

      I frowned at the thought. Looking like my grandmother sounded a lot like being like my grandmother. And that was one woman I didn’t wish to emulate.

      “Tick, tock,” Pooky said.

      “Yes, yes. Give me a minute.”

      A woman’s hair was one of her most prized possessions. Nobody much cared what was under her lovely locks. Her brain was of little importance in this day and age. But her hair? That was the symbol of beauty, femininity and the ever-important fertility.

      “It has to be done,” I whispered.

      My plan involved pretending to be a boy. A boy could be given useful work. But a woman? An unaccompanied woman on a ship or in a new city was good for only one thing, and I had no intention of cooking for anyone.

      I stared at my reflection. My eyes glowed like a cloud-free summer sky after the rains have passed. Still staring at them, I pulled the clump of hair over my shoulder, settled the scissors against it, and squeezed.

      The blades snicked together. The hair fell loose in my hands. I let it drop. It floated down and settled at my feet, covering the hardwood floor with black strands.

      “Don’t stop now,” Pooky said. “You look lopsided.”

      I sniffed back a tear and kept chopping until all of my wavy hair was on the floor around my chair. Grimacing, I stared at the mirror. I hardly recognized myself. My black hair stood up around my face in jagged clumps.

      “I look like a boy now.”

      The cat snorted. “Not everywhere. And do boys wear nightdresses?”

      “Oh! That’s what I’m forgetting.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I hurried to my wardrobe and opened the bottom drawer. Sifting through the clothes, I pulled out the pantaloons I’d stolen from my stepbrother.

      “You’re going to have to be better than this,” Pooky lectured. “What would people say if you’d wandered outside in a nightdress for women, and a haircut for boys? They would’ve committed you to the insane asylum.”

      “It was a small slip-up.”

      “A small…” The cat coughed, gasped, spluttered, then spat out a hairball. “It’s hardly a small anything. These details are critical for our successful escape. I’m beginning to wonder. Perhaps you aren’t the best choice of companion, after all.”

      “Do you see any others lining up to take you away?”

      “Good point.”

      “Turn around. I’m not comfortable with you watching me.”

      “Hurry up, then.” He turned his back on me and began grooming himself.

      I hastily changed, pulling on my stepbrother’s pantaloons, suspenders and an oversized shirt. The costume hid my feminine qualities reasonably well. I added a long jacket and studied the results. “Much better. No one will notice what I am. I daresay I could fool Grand Dame Puddlewick.”

      Pooky made a rude noise. “Highly unlikely. No one can fool her.”

      “You did.”

      “Naturally. I’m a cat. Can we go now?”

      I’d already delayed long enough. If I didn’t leave tonight, I never would. The engagement party was set for the day after tomorrow, followed almost immediately by the wedding. Security would be tight as witches from high-ranking families across Great Britain came for the festivities.

      My bedroom door was locked. Fortunately, I’d long ago learned the invaluable skill of lock picking. I’d never told anyone, not even Misty. I was lucky I’d managed to keep this skill a secret.

      In a few minutes, my lock pick set had done its work, and I eased the door open. I held my breath, waiting. All was quiet. I stepped into the hallway.

      Something screeched underfoot. I jumped away, preparing to kick whatever it was.

      “You clumsy female,” Pooky said. “That was my tail.”

      “Then keep your tail out of my way. And keep quiet.” I held up my candle, hoping its light was dim enough not to attract attention.

      “Come on. We’re almost there.” The cat meowed and nudged his nose against Misty’s bedroom door.

      Another door creaked open from around the corner.

      Without thinking, I blew out the candle. Shadows descended around me, cloaking me but not nearly enough. If Grand Dame Puddlewick chose to, she could easily use an advanced night sight spell. I’d yet to master it, but she was the master of all things and all people.

      “Just getting some water, dear,” Father murmured.

      “Open the door, open the door, open the door now!” Pooky punctuated his command by clawing at my leg.

      “Ouch!”

      “He’s coming.”

      I shouldered Misty’s door open and slipped inside her room. Just in time. A puddle of light stretched into the hallway as Father padded toward the stairs.

      Had I closed my bedroom door?

      I gripped the candle tightly enough to squish the wax, scrambling to remember. Had I closed it? If not, Father would wonder why it wasn’t closed and locked. Did I dare use a spell to make sure? But any spell strong enough to reach down the hallway would be strong enough for Grand Dame Puddlewick to detect, even in her sleep.

      Father’s soft humming passed by Misty’s door and continued to the stairway.

      I exhaled sharply.

      “Hurry.” Pooky pattered to the windowsill.

      Misty’s window wasn’t close enough to the tree for me to climb down it, but perhaps I could use the drainpipe.

      “Storm?”

      I almost bit my tongue. Misty’s soft voice reminded me of the one thing I would desperately miss.

      “Storm, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. I thought I heard you call for me.”

      Misty’s yawn was loud enough to make me wince. “No. I don’t think I did.”

      “Good. Go back to sleep.”

      “I’m not tired. Can you get me some water?”

      “Make her go to sleep,” Pooky said. “Another door opened. I think old Puddlewick is awake.”

      Misty lit a candle and blinked in the soft glow. “Who said that?”

      I sat next to Misty. “No one. No one at all.”

      The cat hissed. “How dreadfully wrong you are on all levels. I’m hardly a no one.”

      “The cat⁠—”

      “Misty, ignore the cat.”

      The cat’s tail twitched angrily. “It’s rather difficult to ignore something as magnificent⁠—”

      “Please get over yourself,” I snapped.

      Misty grabbed my hand. “You’re going, aren’t you?”

      I was tempted to lie. But what would be the point? She’d find out soon enough. Besides, I wasn’t exactly dressed for going back to sleep. And my hair! “I have to.”

      Misty’s expression hardened a bit. “Yes. That warlock really is a toad. I’ll go with you⁠—”

      “Absolutely not,” Pooky said.

      “Unfortunately, I agree with the cat.”

      “Because I’m correct as usual. It’s bad enough I have to babysit one witch. But two? There are limits even for one of my numerous talents.”

      “It’s going to be okay, Misty.” My throat constricted as I wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “Will you come back and visit me?”

      I hesitated. I desperately wanted to say yes. But it was a promise I couldn’t keep. So I said the next best thing possible. “I’ll try. I promise you, I will try.”

      She nodded, sniffed back a tear and got out of bed. “Are you really going to climb out my window?”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “You’re not very good at climbing.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “Without breaking a bone?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “You might need all your bones to get away from here.”

      “Misty?” an elderly woman called out.

      Misty and I froze. Grand Dame Puddlewick was awake.
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      Our grandmother’s voice echoed down the hallway and trickled under the door. Even Pooky flinched.

      “She’s awake,” Misty whispered. “And she’s coming here!”

      “I know! Lock your door.” I dashed to the window and peered down. Misty was right. I wasn’t going to escape the house with all my bones intact. But turning back wasn’t an option, either.

      A walking stick thumped against wood as Grand Dame Puddlewick stalked down the hallway. “Misty, who’re you talking to?”

      “Myself, Grand Dame Puddlewick.”

      I pushed open the window and tried not to stare down.

      “Wait.” Misty reached under her bed. “I have something you can use. I’ve been keeping it for an emergency. We can tie it to my bed.” She pulled out a long length of rope.

      And for the first time that day, I smiled.

      I wasn’t smiling a minute later. Climbing down a rope while it swung back and forth across a rough stone wall was not how I imagined my escape. My imagination had seen me gracefully clambering down a tree and leaping to safety.

      But now? I was more likely to tumble to the ground and break a vital bone such as my back or neck.

      “Can’t you keep this thing still?” Pooky screeched as he clawed my back.

      “It would be easier if you’d retract your claws!”

      “You want applause?” Misty whisper-shouted. “Who’ll steady the rope if I clap? Maybe later⁠—”

      “Not you, and keep quiet,” I cried out.

      “If I retract my claws, I’ll fall,” Pooky said.

      “You have nine lives.”

      “I value each and every one of them.”

      “You’re terribly heavy.”

      “Are you saying I’m fat?”

      “No, but now that you mention it⁠—”

      “I’m not fat. I’m fluffy. It’s all the fur.”

      “It may be fluffy, but it’s also weighing me down.”

      The bedrooms were on the third floor. It didn’t look so high up from the sidewalk. But I was now reassessing the height as I dangled somewhere between Misty’s window and the hard cobblestone below.

      Misty peered at me, her face squirreled up with worry. “Grand Dame Puddlewick’s knocking on the door. What do I do?”

      “Don’t let go, that’s what!”

      “You’re almost there.” Misty’s skin flushed as she attempted to lie.

      “I’m going to die,” I groaned.

      “You’d better not,” Pooky said. “I’ve committed my well-being and care into your primate hands. So unless you can turn yourself into a zombie⁠—”

      “She’s insisting I let her in, or she’ll blow up my door,” Misty loudly whispered and retreated from the window.

      “Misty, come back,” I cried out as the rope spun. My knees banged against the rough wall.

      She reappeared. “Can’t you jump?”

      “Why would I jump?”

      “Why, indeed?” Grand Dame Puddlewick stepped up to the window and peered down at me, her nostrils flaring. “I’m tempted to let you succeed in this foolish escape, but I’ve already sent out the wedding invitations. So you’ll have to return at once.”

      “Jump it is.” I let go of the rope.

      Misty screamed, the cat howled, and I yelped as I landed heavily on my bag.

      “Am I dead?” Pooky asked, crawling out from underneath me. “Tell me I’m not. I already lost one life to the neighbor’s manic dog. I can’t keep losing lives like this.”

      “We’re alive,” I whispered. “We’re alive! And no broken bones.”

      Grand Dame Puddlewick pursed her lips and reached into her pocket. She was about to pull out a small vial of water that all water witches carry with them for emergency use. That meant she was going to perform a spell. I knew by the hardness around her mouth who would be the target.

      I stumbled to my feet. My bag dragged heavily on one shoulder, and Pooky hung off the other. I nodded at Misty and started running down the road.

      “Faster, witch, faster,” Pooky urged. “She has water in her palm. It’s starting to glow. Glowing blue steam’s rising up⁠—”

      “I don’t need the details, cat,” I said.

      “Save your breath for running, not talking.”

      I pumped my arms, willing myself to go faster. I didn’t bother stopping to pull out my own water vial. Grand Dame Puddlewick was far too powerful for me to take on in a spell duel.

      “Come back here at once, or I’ll curse you forever,” Grand Dame Puddlewick shouted.

      “I’m too beautiful to be cursed,” Pooky said. “Can’t you speed up?”

      We were almost at the end of the street. I was fairly confident I’d be safe if I rounded the corner. The stone should block whatever spell she tossed at me.

      “I’ll find you wherever you go, Storm,” Grand Dame Puddlewick shrieked. “There’s no point in running. The deal’s been made, the wedding contract signed. Resistance is futile. Running away will only prolong your agony.”

      “I’m not going to lie, witch,” Pooky hissed in my ear. “It doesn’t look good. Is that blue lightning she’s throwing?”

      I almost tripped over my own feet. Blue lightning! Grand Dame Puddlewick was deadly serious about stopping me — emphasis on deadly — if she was tossing blue lightning at me. Lightning made by a water witch was never a good thing. If not lethal, it definitely inflicted pain, suffering and a curse or two.

      I lengthened my stride, more determined than ever to escape.

      A lightning bolt flashed past me, exploding into a nearby gas streetlamp. The flame fizzled and sparked.

      “That was a close one. It almost singed the tips of my whiskers. It looks like she has more where that came from.”

      “Not… now… Pooky!”

      “I’m merely trying to help. But if you’re going to be so ungrateful, I’ll keep quiet.”

      “That would be great.”

      “You might want to duck.”

      I hunched over, and another lightning bolt zipped far too close for comfort. My hair frizzled from underneath my cap, and my nose twitched at the scent of ozone.

      “Maybe I’m a good luck cat,” Pooky said. “It’s the only logical explanation why she hasn’t zapped you yet.”

      “Those were warning shots, Storm,” Grand Dame Puddlewick said. Magic magnified her voice across the neighborhood.

      I reached the corner just as something nipped at my heel. I staggered against the wall, tripped over a small pile of garbage, and tumbled to safety. I remained seated on the damp stones for a moment, catching my breath.

      “That was close,” Pooky said. His plump body quaked as he pressed up against me. Whiskers jutted out on either side like he’d been zapped by the bolts. “Let’s never do that again.”

      “Storm Puddlewick of the Wavily Clan, return at once!” Grand Dame Puddlewick’s voice boomed after me.

      “No rest for the witches.” I rubbed my heel. Did one of her blue bolts hit me? Was I now cursed?

      Pooky lifted his chin. “Pick me up, then. I’m ready to proceed.”

      “Makes one of us.” I scooped Pooky up in one arm and my bag in the other. I hesitated, listening for any sign of pursuit.

      Nothing.

      Only the soft fizzle of a streetlamp and my raspy breath interfered with the silence. That made me even more nervous. Either Grand Dame Puddlewick was summoning the stableboy to saddle her fastest horse, or she’d hit me with her curse. Or both. And if the bolt had found its mark, she’d eventually find me no matter where I hid.

      It was a good thing I’d anticipated this possibility. Now was the time for the next stage in my master plan. The only way I was going to avoid the whole unwanted wedding fiasco was by leaving not just my home, but my country.

      Not that I was particularly attached. The weather was dreadful, and the humans were on the whole a savage lot. Being a water witch, I wanted to avoid being thrown onto a flaming pyre while still breathing.

      “I’ll have to stay at sea until I find a strong enough anti-curse spell,” I decided.

      “Why ever would we do that?”

      “I will do that. You can come or not, as you wish.”

      “Again, why?”

      “Water witches prefer freshwater. Salt interferes with spells, especially long-distance ones. It’s a good thing my plan includes a trip over the ocean.”

      “Fascinating.” Pooky yawned. “Anytime now, witch.”

      “Hmm. I’ll worry about those details later.”

      “You mean where we’ll find cream for my breakfast? I like the way you’re thinking. You clearly have been well-trained.”

      I started jogging through the quiet streets, praying no one would see me. It was well into the witching hour. Decent, honest, God-fearing people didn’t wander around outside at this time of night. Only ghosts, demons and those up to no good came out to play.

      “Where shall we live once we’ve completed our great escape?”

      I paused at an intersection. Quiet. I wished I’d thought of escaping closer to sunrise, at the beginning of the day’s hustle and bustle. I could easily hide among the crowds of unbathed humans and horse-drawn carriages. No one would notice a modestly dressed young man heading toward the port.

      “It’s going to be a while before we find a place to settle down, Pooky,” I warned him. It was best to crush his lofty expectations as soon as possible.

      “You did manage to bring some funds with you, did you not?”

      I patted my pocket. “Enough to set up a new life in the New World.”

      “The New World?”

      “Yes. You know. The colonies. The American Republic. I hear they still have wolves and buffalo.”

      Pooky twisted in my arms and narrowed his eyes at me. They glowed with hostility, brighter and more yellow than the gas street lamps. “Do you mean to tell me we’re going to traverse monster-infested oceans surrounded by unwashed sailors? And why would anyone in their right — or even wrong — mind want to live over there? Wolves and buffalo. Humph! What a thought.”

      “It’s the only place I can go where I’ll be safe from Grand Dame Puddlewick. Especially if her curse hit me. The oceans’ll dilute its effect.” As if thinking about the possibility aggravated it, my heel started to ache.

      “You’re serious. You’re really going?”

      “Absolutely. New World, here I come. That’s the plan.”

      “What’s wrong with the Old World? It’s true the humans are barely educated and smell worse than their dogs. And don’t get me started on their atrocious grooming habits. But at least they have milk cows here. Do you think they have milk cows over there, across an ocean? No, of course not! Do you know how I know this? Because cows don’t swim! Not for that distance, at least. And then what’ll I do?”

      “Chase rats, I suspect.”

      “Chase…” His nose quivered, and his eyes widened until they were luminescent. “I’ve clearly overestimated you. I don’t chase anything. Unless it’s yarn. I’ll lower my standards for a ball of yarn. But that’s where I scratch the line. Rats. Humph! Do you know how many diseases those rodents carry?”

      I glanced over my shoulder. My shadow stretched out long behind me as I approached another street lamp. “You’re welcome to not go with me. I’m sure I can manage from here. I’ve already purchased a ticket on the SS Cedric that’s leaving this morning.”

      “What about going up to Kilkenny? It rains a lot over in Ireland. Rain washes away sunshine, so it’ll dilute any curse you might’ve received.”

      “It has to be ocean water. Salt, remember? Otherwise, she’ll find me, then force me to marry that horrible, stinky water warlock she’s picked out for me.”

      “Have you met the male in question?”

      “No. We were supposed to meet tomorrow. But I’ve heard a lot about him, and none of it good.”

      “Then how do you know how he smells?”

      “Because most people smell.”

      “A fair point. Although you don’t.”

      I sniffed loudly. “I should hope not. I’m a water witch. We bathe at least once a day.”

      “I approve.”

      “We also brush our teeth and groom our hair.”

      “You sound more like a cat than a human.”

      “Thank you. I think.”

      “This male water witch must also bathe, then.”

      “I’m still not interested.”

      “Maybe he can be encouraged to bathe more regularly to lower the overall stench level.”

      “I thought you wanted to escape?”

      “So did I, but having to chase rats isn’t my idea of an escape.”

      A door squealed open. I pressed my back against the wall of the nearest building. No one exited any of the houses lining the street, and the door slammed shut inexplicably.

      “I don’t know exactly what he’s like. But I’ve certainly heard enough from people who do know him. Besides, I want to choose my own husband. Is that so difficult to understand?”

      Pooky huffed. “That sounds like a lot of hassle. Who cares what he’s like? The only question you need to answer is if he can
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