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      Ever wish you could get an inside look at the thoughts of a cat? Me too! That’s why I wrote Cat Magic, the first Lily Singer adventure devoted solely to our intrepid feline hero, Sir Edgar Allan Kipling, magical talking cat extraordinaire.

      For fans of the Love, Lies, and Hocus Pocus series, this is a fun side adventure that can be read at any point during the series, though it happens chronologically after the fourth book (Legends).

      For new readers, welcome! I hope you enjoy this cute little standalone that revels in the joy of snarky cat humor and magical adventure. Once you are done with this novella, there is a whole series waiting for you to indulge in, so be sure to check it out starting with Book 1 - Love, Lies, and Hocus Pocus: Beginnings.

      Happy Reading!
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          THE FIRST RULE OF CAT

        

      

    

    
      The First Rule of Cat is simple: never beg.

      Ever.

      Begging is the fine, immovable line that separates cats from dogs, and it is never to be crossed. Cats do not ask, we tell. Whether or not we are obeyed, of course, is another matter entirely.

      “I already told you, Kip, you are not coming with us.” Lily Singer, a wizard who also happens to be my human, stared down at me with a dour expression, hands on hips. The fact that I was the irresistible picture of feline perfection—large and sleek, with long, silky hair as gray as the shadows but for the white splashes on my front paws, tail-tip, and throat—did not soften her expression. Not even the white markings around my nose and eye which gave me the dignified look of a mustached and monocled gentleman could make her smile today. Faced with such stern resolve, I tried a different tack.

      “You know, the last time you went off without me, you got yourself kidnapped. We wouldn’t want to repeat that episode, now, would we?” I lifted one front paw and licked it slowly, giving her plenty of time to remember the unpleasant particulars. Normally, there would be no question of my accompanying her. For one thing, Lily was my human, and therefore my responsibility. For another, being a wizard meant trouble followed her wherever she went. I hardly dared take my eyes off her.

      Lily shook her head, stray bits of her chestnut hair waving at the motion. The sensible bun at the back of her neck never seemed capable of restraining it all, and inevitably a curl or two escaped. “That was completely different, and you know it. Besides, Sebastian is coming. You might as well deputize him, because the friend he and I are visiting is highly allergic to cats and you will not be accompanying us, cat magic or no.”

      I stared up at her, yellow eyes narrowed to slits as I considered the Second Rule of Cat. It was slightly more complicated than the first: always give humans what they need, not what they want.

      That might seem a tall order. After all, what do cats know? Quite a bit, I can assure you, and I more than most, since I had been cursed with human intelligence.

      Horrible, I know.

      My human calls it magic, but calling a cat “magical” is redundant. The very state of being a cat has a magic all on its own. Take physics, for example. We always land on our feet, we go wherever we want regardless of doors and locks, and we can fit into impossibly small spaces. Like vases. And goldfish bowls. And any box we come across. But in doing so we don’t defy the laws of physics, we simply have a better understanding of them than humans. Ergo, Cat Magic.

      To be fair, I have more than my fair share of magic due to a bothersome incident involving a witch, a demon, and an ancient tablet of unimaginable power. I might be persuaded to speak of it later, if you bribe me with salmon. Fresh salmon, mind you, and a side of cream.

      But I digress.

      The point is, regarding the Second Rule of Cat, that no matter how much we might appear to care only for ourselves, in actuality, our greatest concern is the welfare of our humans. Well, perhaps second greatest concern, but who is keeping track? The question I needed to answer was, what did Lily need more? My presence? Or absence?

      Lily, obviously assuming she had won the argument, adjusted her glasses, gave me one last narrow-eyed look, and went back to packing. I allowed her to mistake my thoughtful silence as acquiescence and lifted one back leg to wash as I considered my next move.

      Dogs think they have a monopoly on being man’s best friend. They are wrong. Unlike dogs, cats understand that the most important part of friendship is tough love. Dogs are all mushy licks and worshipful groveling. They serve humans because they have an instinctual need for approval, and humans fulfill that desire. But because dogs are hardwired to please, they haven’t the faintest idea what humans actually need.

      A cat’s love is much more sensible. We don’t give a squirrel’s tail what humans think of us, which gives us the freedom to do what must be done.

      Let me give you an example. Dogs foolishly think they can protect humans from the perils of the world with barks and growls. They assume that if they can make their human happy, everything else will be fine. Cats, on the other hand, understand that life is much more complicated. We don’t waste our precious time protecting humans—naps won’t take themselves, after all. We focus on making them stronger so they can protect themselves. We teach them the secret art of unassailable confidence, how to ignore people that annoy them, and the effectiveness of sneak attacks. We make them more self-sufficient.

      Like us.

      Now, I know what you’re thinking: What about all the cats out there who are just plain mean?

      I told you the Second Rule of Cat was complicated.

      Cats differ on their interpretation of “what humans need.” One might argue that whatever is good enough for a cat, is good enough for a human. Therefore, whatever cats want is what humans need. This philosophy is largely to blame for the phenomena of “dog people”—those humans who mistakenly assume they do not like cats simply because they have not yet met the right cat.

      The right cat knows what their human needs: fuzzy cuddling and purrs, or indifferent stares and claw-avoidance training. Or, maybe their human is just a miserable scumball, in which case all bets are off. In any case, I take my duties as a cat very seriously, and derive utmost pride in ensuring my human’s ultimate health and happiness. What happens along the way, of course, is all about building her character. She will thank me eventually.

      What made the current situation complicated was that my human takes a great deal more looking after than most. So much looking after, in fact, that I am not able to teach her all the skills she needs to survive, but must employ a more “paws-on” approach. This is primarily because—in true cat fashion—her curiosity is stronger than her common sense. Oh, and because of the whole wizard thing.

      No, she is not a witch. She is a wizard.

      The witch in the equation is Sebastian, her closest companion and future mate—not that she realizes it yet, but then humans can be rather dense when it comes to the opposite sex. Cats, on the other hand, have a nose for such things. In any case, Sebastian was a skilled witch with plenty of alley cat smarts to counterbalance Lily’s underdeveloped survival instincts. He would be coming by later to pick my human up, and together they would venture forth to visit this supposedly cat-allergic friend for a few days. But would his presence make up for all the important things only I could provide?

      “Kip, did you hide my underwear again? You know that won’t keep me from leaving, right? I can just buy more.” My human’s thoroughly annoyed voice drifted out of her open closet door where her various grooming implements resided, along with those ridiculous things called clothes that humans insisted on wearing. I once suggested she simply grow fur. Then she could dispense with the bothersome necessity of shopping and spend all that extra money on fresh salmon for me. She did not take kindly to my suggestion. I haven’t the faintest idea why.

      “The only thing I have done to your underwear is ensure they are coated with the proper amount of fur. It’s cold outside. What kind of cat would I be if I allowed my human to freeze to death?”

      She made no reply, but I could hear her eyes roll from my perch on her bed—we cats have very acute hearing. Left hind leg clean, I switched to my right and tried to regain my train of thought.

      Ah yes. Wizards and witches. What is the difference, you ask? Well, in Lily’s words, “Wizards are born, witches are made.” But I prefer to think of it as the difference between cats and dogs. Wizards, like cats, have all the power and know it. Witches, like dogs, want power but do not have it, and so must break the First Rule of Cat to get it. They call what they do “trading,” not begging, but to a cat it’s all the same.

      I have not yet shared this helpful comparison with my human’s witch. While I know it would make Lily smile, I suspect Sebastian might be inclined to take offense. So, let’s keep it between us, shall we?

      Don’t misunderstand me. I have the utmost—well, at least a moderate amount of—respect for witches in general, and Sebastian in particular. I have less respect for dogs, but that’s because they are filthy and uncivilized. They dare to chase me, for catnip’s sake, the great Sir Edgar Allan Kipling, Magical Talking Cat Extraordinaire. What savages. Witches don’t chase me, at least not usually, so they’re much more tolerable.

      Dogs—and witches—have their uses, of course. But they work best when employed sparingly, and from a distance. Lily always seemed to agree, and for many years we lived a simple life, content in each other’s company. I ran the household and made sure all surfaces were properly covered in fur, while my human kept my food bowl full and a warm lap in reserve at all times.

      But magic changed everything. Completely aside from the dangerous and disruptive adventure which our magical lifestyle seemed to engender, something far, far worse had insinuated itself into our household. For with magic came expectations, and we all know how disgustingly inconvenient expectations can be. Upon my “Enlightenment,” as I call it, Lily realized that she and I could understand each other perfectly, and from that point onward she expected me to do all sorts of ridiculous things like “behave” and “obey.”

      As if.

      I acted as swiftly and decisively as possible to impress upon her that obeying was for lesser beings, like dogs. To an extent, I was successful. But every now and then—all right, nearly every day—she forgets and tells me to do things as if she actually expects them to happen. Like right now. I was still undecided on whether or not I would let her get away with it.

      “How do you know your friend is allergic to cats? What if that’s simply a ploy to avoid admitting her inability to handle my magnificence? It has happened before.”

      “You mean that time with Mrs. Pettibone? Kip, she ran out of the house because you waved your tail under her nose after I specifically told you to stay away. She broke out in red blotches and could barely stop sneezing.” Lily emerged from her closet, arms full of clothes and a resigned expression on her face. Using a sticky roller—the bane of my existence—she meticulously removed all my hard work before carefully folding and tucking each item into her suitcase.

      “Humph,” I grumbled. “I was conducting an experiment. Sacrifices must be made in the name of science.”

      “Or you were just annoyed that she called you a mangy street cat and said you probably had fleas.”

      I paused my ministrations long enough to give her my signature stare. “If I recall correctly, by the time she fled the house screaming, you were muttering hexes under your breath yourself.”

      “That’s not the point. The point is that she really was allergic to cats, and so is my friend. Therefore, you are staying here. Furthermore,” she continued, straightening to eye me with pursed lips, “I don’t want you wandering about and getting into trouble while I’m gone. It won’t kill you to remain in the house for a few days. You can catch up on all that sleep you complain about missing. I’ve asked Penny to look in on you every day to make sure your food and water are topped off and that you remain where you’re supposed to be.”

      I did not deign such nonsense with a response. She acted as if I were some naughty puppy in need of a sitter. Lily knew she couldn’t keep me confined, whether by mundane or magical means. But she seemed to think her exhortations, combined with third party monitoring, would do the trick.

      Were I a normal cat, I would have rebelled by hiding under the couch. But, since I was a civilized feline, I decided that sulking was beneath me. Instead, I resolved to go about my business exactly as I pleased. After all, stupid rules had only themselves to blame for not being followed.

      At least the unlucky soul saddled with “looking after” me was none other than Penny, my human’s assistant at her place of work. While a cat’s duties are fairly simple—eat, sleep, tend to your human, repeat—humans seemed to delight in taking on odd and rather superfluous tasks. My human, for instance, is a Book Guardian at a small women’s college. She spends her days fussing over dusty tomes as if they were her kittens and roaring like a she-tiger at anyone who so much as looks cross-eyed at them. The boring human term I believe is “archivist” or “librarian.” But having been on the receiving end of her wrath—it isn’t my fault I don’t have thumbs, how was I supposed to put the books back on the shelf?—I think you would agree that Book Guardian is a more accurate title. And it is not just mundane books she guards, but wizard ones as well. For beneath this college’s library is hidden…you’ll never guess…another library.

      Shocking, isn’t it? I thought so, too.

      Supposedly, it is a top-secret archive known only to wizards, but whoever said that has obviously never met me. In any case, it was not long after my Enlightenment that I made my first excursion into this magical abode, all the while allowing my human to think she had “let” me in. After a thorough inspection, I gave it a solid “B” for soft things to lie on and an “A-” for the quality of its “up” spaces. There were many interesting things among its shelves that made my nose tingle, which I rather like. But in the end I stuck with an overall “B” rating because of the giant, deformed stone squirrel atop one of the wooden cabinets. I don’t know what species of squirrel a “gargoyle” is, but the hideous thing has no tail, barely any fur, and a lumpy, misshapen face. Its eyes always seem to follow me, and my nose itches so violently when I approach it that I nearly always sneeze.

      There are many strange and amusing things that happen in the library above and library below that keep me entertained. Once, a particularly dense student brought her lunch into the sacred “stacks” and was caught eating it while reading a book. Silly human. I suspect everyone within the surrounding three blocks heard Lily’s cry of outrage once the unfortunate student was discovered. The girl certainly won’t be breaking library rules again any time soon, not after her lengthy visit to my human’s secret torture chamber. What, don’t believe me? Just because I have not seen it doesn’t mean it’s not there.

      When not distracted by dim-witted students or piles of paperwork, my human retreats to the library below to practice magic. She is quite good, though I usually prefer to observe, just in case, so I often accompany her—sometimes with her knowledge, sometimes without.

      That is why, though Lily had already assured me her trip was purely “social” and would involve no magic whatsoever, I was still tempted to ignore her command and stow away in her car anyway. One can never be too careful when it came to wizards.

      The only thing that held me back was, in fact, the Second Rule of Cat. Contrary to popular belief, I was not in the habit of raising my human’s blood pressure simply because I enjoyed watching her squirm. That was Sebastian’s job. Though, if one was inclined to be technical, I did allow him to go about it with complete freedom, perhaps even encouraging him a time or two. But that’s beside the point. Regardless of my own desires, my presence would most likely detract from Lily’s enjoyment of her friend’s company, and she had few enough friends as it was. With Sebastian accompanying her, I could not argue that her safety would not be looked after—that witch was the only being besides my human’s wizard teacher, Madam Barrington, whom I trusted to keep her more-or-less in one piece. Sebastian did tend to attract trouble like catnip attracted cats, so his presence was somewhat of a double-edged sword. But I knew he was trustworthy and had plenty of tricks up his sleeve.

      This did not mean I intended to stay in the house, of course. With Lily gone, who would guard all her books? Penny would surely appreciate the help. In any case, my nose was tingling that morning, which was always a sure sign of adventure on the horizon. The sight of my human zipping up her suitcase and hauling it to the front door did not give me any ill feelings of foreboding, so I surmised that the coming adventure would be best found among the silent shelves of my human’s library. After all, when the wizard is away, the evil denizens of the deep come out to play. At least, I hoped they would. I hadn’t gotten to maul anything in far too long, and my claws were going positively dull.

      Silent as, well, a cat, I hopped down from the bed and followed my human into the living room, where I took up a position on the back of the couch to observe the proceedings. It was not long before I heard the dulcet tones of Sebastian’s radioactive scrap pile approaching. That is my human’s name for it, in any case. Since her first encounter with the artfully arranged layers of trash coating the car’s interior, she has refused to set foot in the vehicle. Sebastian calls it theft insurance. Lily calls it disgusting. I choose to remain silent on the issue.

      To be fair, the trash is not just a symptom of Sebastian’s laziness. He actually uses it to ferment aged pizza, a delicacy preferred by a certain mold fae named Grimmold whom he employs from time to time. Unfortunately, I am strictly forbidden from interacting with any of Sebastian’s fae minions. The humans seem to think I would be inclined to eat one. Silly humans. I could tell from the little creatures’ smell that fae would taste positively awful—like plants, to be exact. Which does not mean I wouldn’t enjoy their squeals of terror as they fled from my razor-sharp cla—I mean, no, of course I would never dream of chasing Sebastian’s little friends. What kind of monster do you think I am? Alas, my plight would be far less painful if the dratted creatures did not flit about in such a tantalizing manner. I swear they do it simply to torture me.

      The life of a cat is positively agonizing. Some days, I don’t even know how I survive.

      In any case, Sebastian’s sense of interior decorating meant that Lily insisted on taking her car for the trip while Sebastian left his at the apartment. The clank and puff of his aged steed was not yet within human hearing range, so Lily was oblivious to its approach and hurried back to the bedroom to complete her preparations.

      While she was thus distracted, Sebastian finally arrived, parked, and mounted the front steps. But instead of ringing the bell, he peered through the front window, brown eyes searching. Spotting me on my perch, he grinned and pointed down at the doorknob with one eyebrow raised.

      I considered my options for a good long second, then took it upon myself to be helpful and let the witch in instead of bothering my obviously busy human. Hopping down to the floor, I…what? Did you expect me to give away all my trade secrets by describing how I managed to unlock and open a closed door?

      Humans. So demanding. Suffice it to say: Cat Magic.

      “Hey, Kip. You ready to have the house all to yourself?” Sebastian asked, closing the door carefully and crouching down to give me his trademark dazzling smile—which, by the way, doesn’t work on cats. His long, nimble fingers scratching under my chin and down my spine on the other hand, were another matter entirely. I rewarded him with a purr and a head-butt on his knee to show my acceptance of his offering. He chuckled, his dark, unruly hair and rumpled clothes the picture of unabashed disarray. After a sufficient amount of time spent showering me with adoration, he straightened his lanky form and glanced around for signs of Lily. “Bedroom?”

      I twitched my tail in affirmation and sauntered toward the hall. It was a pity the only person who understood my meows was my own human—something about the nature of my Enlightenment and the magic connecting us. Fortunately, Sebastian was as clever as they came and picked up on my cat signals with little trouble. He followed me dutifully down the hall as I acted the gracious host and showed my guest around the house—Lily’s room first, of course.

      Nosing open the bedroom door, I hopped up on the bed and settled down, tucking my feet under me to observe the action. My human calls this a “catloaf” position, but I resent such comparison of the noble cat to a common bakery item.

      “Kip, is that you?” Lily asked from her clothes dresser, back to the doorway. “Will you do me a favor and keep an eye out for Sebastian? He should be arriving soon if he isn’t late again.”

      Sebastian, who was doing a very poor job of hiding his mile-wide grin, leaned against the doorframe and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Hey, Lil.”

      My human gave out a most satisfying squeak and half spun, one hand clutching her dresser for support, the other over her heart. After shooting me a truly dirty look that I knew held little promise of salmon and cream, she turned said glare upon her guest.

      “Don’t do that, Sebastian. Just because I adjusted my wards to let you come and go freely does not give you permission to saunter into my bedroom unannounced.”

      “What do you mean?” The witch spread his hands wide, almost as innocent looking as me. “Kip let me in. I assumed that meant I was welcome to make myself at home.”

      Lily’s lips made a tight, white line as she looked back and forth between the two of us. I blinked lazily in response, having accomplished my mission for the day.

      “Whatever.” She threw up her hands and turned back to the dresser, grabbing a few last things before shooing her friend out the doorway and down the hall.

      I yawned, enjoying a brief respite after a job well done as I eavesdropped on the humans now headed for the living room. Lily was grilling Sebastian, ensuring her witch had brought enough spare clothes and toiletries. After she had gone through her own checklist twice, she sent Sebastian outside with the baggage and got to work raising several wards that would keep her abode secure from strangers while she was away. I decided it was time to make my appearance.

      Taking advantage of shadows and my human’s own inattention, I “appeared” on the back of the couch just as Lily finished her casting and turned around, eyebrows lowered. They lifted as she spotted me.

      “There you are. I thought you might be sulking under the bed or something, since I said…well…you’ll be fine, won’t you? It’s just a few days.”

      “I would be more fine if you added a cream dispenser beside my water bowl.”

      My human’s worried look broke as her lips twitched upward—which, naturally, had been my objective all along. “Only if I also get you an exercise wheel.”

      “Agreed.”

      “In your dreams, buster.”

      I sniffed disdainfully.

      Lily stepped forward and picked me up. It was not something I generally enjoyed—lap snuggling was my preferred method of human contact—but she obviously needed reassurance, so I allowed it. With gentle fingers she stroked my ears, then hugged me tight. I purred loudly, assuring her of my continued, if rather exasperated, affection. She was my one and only human, and I would do anything for her. Well, anything she needed, anyway. And I did appreciate the ear rubs.

      Setting me down, she gave me one last, stern look. “Behave. Please? At least stay out of trouble and don’t run Penny ragged. The poor woman has to manage everything while I’m gone, and she doesn’t need you adding to her stress, all right?”

      “I promise to do nothing Sebastian would not approve of.”

      “Sir Edgar Allan Kipling!”

      “Oh, very well. I promise not to get into trouble…”

      “That’s better. Penny will be by every morning to check on you before she goes to the library. Now, have a good time napping and I’ll see you in a few days.”

      With that, she opened the door and stepped outside. Sebastian was waiting at the bottom of the steps and gave me a wave. “Be sure to eat all the ham and cheese scones for me while we’re gone!” he yelled, eyes sparkling with mischief.

      “Shush! Don’t encourage him.” Lily pulled the door shut and the lock turned with a click. I felt the magic of her wards slide into place as the sound of their footsteps faded; then car doors slammed and an engine rumbled to life.

      “…unless absolutely necessary.” My meow echoed in the empty house, and I allowed myself a moment of smugness before I got back to cleaning myself, confident that trouble would come knocking all too soon.
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