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      I handle stress poorly and yet here I was, planning a two-year anniversary celebration for my business. I run the cat café in Waverton, Kentucky. As the witch familiar capital of the United States, of course, my cats were all familiars waiting to adopt a witch.

      September was an excellent time for an anniversary celebration. The mayor had pressed me to go all out even though it was only two years. The celebration would bring in more outsiders to our little town and outsiders always brought money. My café was good at bringing in outsiders. Last year, the mayor had given me a little pawprint plaque with my name, Jade Owlens, on it, along with thank-you.

      I paused to catch my breath, sinking down into my favorite chair in the cat portion of the café. My employees had closed the shop an hour ago and I’d been working on the anniversary celebration plans with my best friend, Natalie. Natalie runs the hotel in town and is very proud of the fact that it has the best space to hold an event. She’d taken it upon herself to help me plan the anniversary celebration.

      For now, I had to rest. Charlene, one of my employees had made sure the familiars were snoozing in their kennels in the private area in the back. I felt a tingle of magic along my skin, the tickle raising the hairs on my arms. It came from Mason, my ginger and white bi-color familiar who sat up on the top perch on the wall to my left.

      The wall was really spectacular. My other best friend, Trinity, works at the local specialty library and she’d spent time investigating all sorts of things to make the room interesting to cats and feel safe for shyer feline familiars. We had an assortment of shelves, multiple sets of stairs to climb, posts to scratch on, even a few boxed-in areas where cats could hide.

      This section of the café was done in all greens and tans which felt very calming. It made a nice visual contrast, too. When you came into the feline section, you left behind the old, dark-stained wood with bright red accents of the front section. It was like leaving the bright, busy-ness of the world to come into nature, or so I liked to think.

      The club chair I sat in was deep brown microfiber and one of my favorite places to relax. I should have gotten a second one for my apartment upstairs. I’d just come in to get Mason and go up, but the chair drew me. I sat there and let the smells of old coffee reach me. Spells kept the scent of the litterboxes out of the room. The music that normally played in the background had been turned off and I reveled in the near silence, the occasional passing car a low rumble in the background.

      Moments later, Mason leaped down from the high shelf where he always perches.

      “You should take the stairs. You could hurt yourself leaping down,” I said. I talk to Mason out loud, most of the time. I have to touch him to hear him telepathically. Our communication was particularly clear, for which I was grateful. I have a knack with feline familiars, hence the café.

      Mason leaped on the chair and placed his paw on my arm.

      Like you didn’t feel the spell to protect me. The hairs on your arm rose. Mason shifted a bit to get comfortable on the arm of the chair, the little ginger heart on his back appearing to beat as his muscles moved.

      “You couldn’t see that,” I said. I was wearing my sweatshirt. The days had been unusually cool this September. I had to say I wasn’t ungrateful after the particularly intense heatwave we’d had earlier in the summer. I’d about had my fill of sun, and it takes a lot of sun to fill me up.

      I’d like my dinner. Mason tapped his paw against my arm to make his point.

      I’d have liked my dinner, too, but I was tired. I’d been running around like crazy and the stress was starting to get to me. While I loved my friends and was glad for their help, once again I was going upstairs alone but for Mason.

      As much as I love my cat, when I was tired like I was now, I longed for companionship. Someone who could bring in some food or perhaps make dinner for me while I took a bath to relieve the stress. My thoughts turned to Trinity’s brother Tyson.

      I’d had a crush on him since I’d been a teenager. I’d had boyfriends and dates and I’d told myself I’d moved on, but this past summer when Trinity had been accused of murder and I’d spent more time with him than I had since he’d moved out of the family home, I felt all the old feelings.

      We’d even had a dinner date, a reward for saving his life, though in doing so, I had saved mine, so I’m not sure I needed a reward. The evening had been awkward and he’d never indicated any desire to repeat it.

      I could wish for the perfect man to walk into the café and sweep me off my feet, but he’d have to get through the locked front door, first. I smiled a little.

      I could create one, Mason suggested, having picked up my thoughts.

      “Nah. I’ll wait for the real thing,” I said. “I’m just tired.” I rubbed his ears. “Maybe a walk home?”

      I live just upstairs. Mason and I usually just walk out the back door. Tonight, perhaps a walk out the front and around the block would be just the thing. When I’d let Natalie out, the evening had felt cool but pleasant, the earlier rainfall having stopped.

      As I expected, Mason was immediately agreeable. He trotted out with me and I locked up the front door.

      I only put Mason in a carrier on the hottest of days or when the snow was deep. In both cases, I worried about his little pink toes getting too hot or too cold. He hates the carrier with a passion. According to him, it’s undignified. It’s not like he really needs it. Familiars don’t wander off unless it’s for a very good reason, like saving a life. Even if they got separated from their witch, the bond allowed us to find each other again.

      As we set off on our walk, I noticed Mason raise his feet a couple of times, disliking the wet pavement. I almost offered the carrier, though Mason doesn’t always get jokes like that.  He raised his nose, distracting himself with the pleasant after-rain scents.

      I’m sure we made a fine sight, a fairly short woman, a bit too heavy in the hips, walking along with her ginger and white cat in the cool, slightly cloudy evening.

      My heart thrilled to see Tyson come out of the front of his building at the end of the next block. I raised a hand, hoping it wasn’t shaking.

      Tyson nodded at me and finished locking the door. Then he headed towards us. The gold light from the lampposts allowed me to see his smooth rounded features and his blue-black hair, cut short against his head in the gray twilight. He had on a navy blue suit, tailored perfectly, as always.

      “Out for a walk?” Tyson asked when he was just across the narrow side street.

      “Just finished up with Natalie. It seemed like a pleasant evening to take the long way home,” I said, hoping that was sort of a joke. Mason started to sit and then stood up again, not wanting to get his butt wet.

      “How are things with your anniversary celebration?” Tyson asked. He glanced over to make sure no cars were coming and then crossed the street.

      “Okay. I think I have everything worked out,” I said.

      Tyson nodded. He looked awkward like he wasn’t sure what to say.

      For a few moments, I struggled with what to say next. I couldn’t remember what I’d told him and hadn’t told him. Ever since we’d had dinner there’d been this awkwardness between us. The pause lengthened into something that was getting uncomfortable, making my arms tingle ever so slightly.

      Our search for safe topics was broken by the squeal of brakes and the yowl of a cat.

      I looked down, expecting to see Mason. As I moved to look for him, I realized he wasn’t right next to me. I couldn’t feel him at my feet. For some reason, he’d taken off.

      Tyson saw my look and was already jogging to look around the corner. I followed as quickly as I could. Fortunately, I wear sensible, rubber-soled shoes to work.

      A car sat stopped outside my café. Mason limped heavily to the sidewalk. I saw him glare back at the guy in the car.

      “Oh my gods!” I cried. I rushed towards my familiar, scooping him up.

      My mouth went dry. My heart beat too quickly. Tears threatened.

      “He just jumped into the street,” the driver of the car said.

      I knew him, probably, at least slightly, but the name didn’t come to mind.

      “I…I tried to stop.” The driver seemed every bit as distressed as I felt. No doubt I would feel the same way if I’d hit someone’s familiar, though they rarely jumped in front of cars.

      “I’ll call the vet,” Tyson said.

      In Waverton, we have three vets, all specialists in familiar medicine. Familiars may share most physical traits of their species of non-magical animal, but there were magical problems that could arise as well.

      Mason cuddled in my arms. I felt him purr heavily. I sensed pain from him. He wasn’t saying a word to me.

      I started to sniffle. I loved cats. All cats. I’d worked in the local familiar shelter, but we always had more cats than dogs. It wasn’t just that felines were popular familiars, they bred faster, too. And cats could be odd. Now and then they just decided they didn’t like their witch and severed the bond. When that happened, we tried to adopt them to a non-magical family or into a magical family that didn’t need a familiar. Then they could live their lives pretty much as normal cats.

      Some of the cats never found new homes. We had fosters and kennels, but even we sometimes ran out of space and one of the farms would take them for barn cats. It broke my heart, though, to see cats not get homes. We needed a way to get word out about our adult familiars, which really were the perfect familiar for a younger witch.

      Adult cats knew the magical ropes and could guide a developing witch in their powers. Unfortunately, most families thought of a young person and a young kitten. I had hoped to change that, but hadn’t gotten anywhere in the shelter. As I read more about cat cafes, I wondered if such a thing could work with familiars. Then, I’d be able to do some educating about adult familiars and hopefully place a few more.

      Since setting up the café, I was responsible for eight familiars, though they came and went as they were adopted and the shelter sent new faces. Mason helped me keep them all in line. He was my rock.

      When I said I wasn’t usually lonely, the biggest reason was Mason. The weight of him at the foot of the bed let me know someone else was there if I woke in

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/secondchancedinner3.jpg
%LEOl\D LHAI\LL
)INNER

A Short Story






