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Ruby was gone.

Winston leaned against the front counter of his magic shop, rattling the empty glass potion bottles. Behind him, the beaded curtains clinked, still moving from the violence of his panicked run through them. 

He had searched every inch of the shop, called her name, looked beneath shelves and inside boxes. He picked up his coat, peered behind cabinets, and tossed aside piles of books.

Ruby, his familiar, was missing.

His hands shook, not sure what to do next. Ruby was a petite black cat, barely nineteen months old—a child really, a teenager, who thought she knew the world and didn’t.

Had she slipped outside? It was March, cold, damp, drizzly March. Ruby loved her comfort. She hated getting her paws wet. She often asked him to carry her from the store to the car.

She would never go outside in this kind of weather, at least not voluntarily.

And that’s what scared him.

He took a deep breath. He had to calm down. He had to go about this logically. Ruby was a familiar, and she had a distinct personality, but she was a cat. Perhaps something intrigued her enough to overcome her aversion to cold air and water-covered sidewalks. Maybe she had gone outside and he hadn’t noticed.

But how? He’d been working in the back all morning, doing potions. He’d worked steadily and quietly, no radio, no stereo, nothing to accompany his work except his own breathing. He hadn’t heard the bell over the door jingle. He hadn’t felt the wall shake as it often did when the door closed.

Ruby had come in with him that morning, like she always did. She watched him mix for a while, and then she went through the beaded curtains to flop on the counter. 

He hadn’t seen her since.

“Ruby,” he said, “if you’ve somehow made yourself invisible, please, make yourself visible again.”

He knew that wasn’t possible, but she was a familiar, and she was young. Maybe she’d learned new tricks and hadn’t told him about them.

“Or speak to me. Please.” His mouth was dry. “This isn’t funny and I’m really scared.”

There. He’d said it. He was scared. For Ruby, yes, because even though she was smart and funny and strong, she was still a 6 pound cat who had not spent much time outdoors. But he was also scared for himself.

Wizards needed their familiars to keep their spells pure. When he was a young wizard, fresh out of training, he’d thought he didn’t need a familiar. He’d thought himself too good, too talented. Then he’d mixed an aphrodisiac for a young woman in San Francisco. She’d nearly died. Fortunately, her boyfriend hadn’t tried it and managed to rush her to the emergency room.

She lived, but the cops were after Winston, thinking him a drug dealer. He’d left San Francisco so fast that his head still spun thinking about it. He didn’t stop running until he found Seavy Village and its gothic landscape.

At the cliffside house he rented and eventually bought, he found his first familiar, Buster. And when Buster died a few years ago, Ruby showed up.

Winston hadn’t been alone since.

He had to think. He bowed his head and rubbed his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He was so terrible in emergencies—the kind of man who usually froze, thought too much, and acted way too late. He was behaving that way now.

Panicking would do him—would do Ruby—no good.

He needed to search for her and he had to have some questions answered. He also had to stay here, in case she turned up somehow. She’d expect him to be here.

She would also expect him to find her.

He raised his head. He couldn’t do this alone.

Winston slipped behind the counter and picked up the phone. Only one other person in Seavy Village knew that Ruby was a familiar. One other person had ever heard Ruby talk, and that was a policeman. Officer Scott Park had been introduced to Ruby—the real Ruby—in the middle of a murder investigation the year before. Ruby convinced Park that magic existed and that Winston wasn’t guilty of the crime, and she did it with her usual grace and finesse.

Winston’s heart twisted. He clung to the phone as if it were a lifeline, dialing Park’s number direct. The line rang, and for a moment, Winston was afraid Park wasn’t there.

That would be odd, because Seavy Village was a small town with almost no crime. Everyone got traffic duty, of course, but Park usually avoided it. He handled the real crimes—the thefts, the rapes, the once-every-ten-years murder—and he usually solved them.

Then he picked up. “Park.”

“Scott.” Winston’s voice didn’t sound like his own. It sounded strangled and small, as diminished as he would be if Ruby didn’t come back. “It’s Winston.”

“Winston? What’s wrong?”

“Ruby’s missing.”

“What?”

He had Park’s attention now. He could tell by the sharpness in Park’s tone—all business.

“She was in the store, then she wasn’t. No one came in and I didn’t open the door. I don’t know what to do, Scott. I know I have to look for her, but I also have to check on some magic things about familiars—”

“Can she just—?” Park lowered his voice, as if he were afraid someone would overhear him. “Can she just come and go on her own?”

“No,” Winston said. “She’s a cat. In most things, she’s just a little housecat.”

His eyes burned. She was all he had. Surely Park would understand that.

“Would she come to me?” Park asked.

“Of course,” Winston said.

“I’ll be right there,” Park said, and hung up.

Winston let out a small sigh. He wasn’t going to be alone with this after all. He had help.

He’d never really asked for help before.

He went around the counter, and pulled open the shop’s front door. The bell jangled, just like it was supposed to. Still, he slipped outside, pulling the door closed behind him.

A rainstorm had blown in from the ocean. The rain slanted sideways in the wind, cold and harsh. Ruby wouldn’t be here, not voluntarily. He called her name, crouched and looked up the sidewalk, under awnings, on the concrete entrances of nearby stores. But he didn’t see a slight black cat huddling against the wood doors, trying to keep dry.

Then he made himself look in the street. His shop was off Highway 101 on a side street that rarely got traffic. Still, tourists drove by very fast, forgetting that speed limits applied even when someone was on vacation.

No black cat lay injured on the road. No black cat lay against the sewer grate. No black cat had died in front of his store that morning.

Winston went back inside the store. He was soaked through and he’d only been in the rain a few minutes. He shook himself off, then went into the back and grabbed a towel, wiping his face and hands. 

Ruby’s food dish sat in the bathroom, the Fancy Feast Turkey and Giblets mush still sitting in the bowl. She usually ate her morning treat right away, even though she complained that it wasn’t people food. She had taken a bite that morning, and told him she would come back later for the rest—after it had a moment to settle.

She hadn’t been back.

The bell above the door jingled. He tossed the towel on the sink and went out front. 

Scott Park stood in the center of the store, looking official. He was a freckle-faced redhead who looked younger than he was. For once, his Seavy Village Police Uniform was pressed. He must have just gotten it from the dry cleaner. 

“Winston,” he said. “Has she shown up?”

Winston shook his head. The panic that had threatened to overwhelm him since he knew she was gone surfaced again. He pushed it down.

“What do you think happened?”

“I don’t know.” But Winston told him the entire series of events, from the lack of a jingle on the door to the uneaten cat food. “Scott, she’s ten percent familiar and ninety percent cat. I’m really worried about her.”

“Hmm,” Park said. 

He went back to the door, examined it, then let himself out. He stood in the rain for a moment, looking up and down the street, then he pulled the door open. As he did, he reached for the bell, but he wasn’t quick enough. It jingled.

“Well,” he said, “that blows that theory.”

Winston understood immediately. Park thought someone might have snuck in, made sure the bell didn’t ring, and then left with Ruby.

Park was peering up at the bell. “No one tampered with this, right?”

Winston shrugged.

“You heard all the customers come in and out the last few days?”

“There haven’t been any customers the last few days,” Winston said. His business was mainly mail order. He kept the storefront so that he had a place to go every day. “And no one could have come in the back without me seeing him.”

Park nodded. “All right then. Do you have a picture of Ruby?”

Winston had to think. He hadn’t done any of the normal cat owner things. She didn’t wear a collar (“C’mon, big boy,” she’d said when he had tried to put one on her. “What do you think I am, stupid? I’d find a way to call you if I got lost.”) and she didn’t have a little chip in her shoulder. She was fixed, even though she’d been mad at him for a month for that. (“I’m a big girl,” she’d said as he drove her to the vet. “I know better than to let every Tom, Dick, and Harry—” [and then she’d chuckled at her own puns] “—have his way with me. A litter of kittens is something I don’t want.”)

“Winston?”

“Sorry,” he said. “I was thinking.”

Park raised his eyebrows, as if he expected some sort of answer from Winston. 

“You know, Ruby told me once she’d call me if she got lost.”

“Does she know how to dial?”

Winston nodded. “I made her memorize the numbers. She can push the buttons with her paw. We tested it.”

Park looked stunned for a moment, then he shook his head. “Let’s call her fifty percent familiar and fifty percent cat, shall we? I’m not used to a feline phoning home.”

“She hasn’t done that yet.” 

“But she might. Have you checked the house?” 

“She knows where I am. She has this number too.”

Park was still shaking his head. “So, do you have that photo?”

“Let me see.” Winston went through the beaded curtains. He pulled open a drawer, found old Polaroids he’d taken of his house for insurance purposes.

The cat in most of them was Buster. He’d been a marvelous cat, so very different from Ruby. Ruby was flash and sarcasm, mixed with some incredible gentleness. Buster had been stronger, quieter, and tougher. Exactly what Winston had needed in the old days.

It took some digging before he found a photograph of Ruby. She was sitting near the fireplace—her favorite perch in the house—and she had her “where’s the tuna?” expression on her face. Her golden eyes looked at him through the photo, so alive, so vibrant.

“Ruby,” he whispered and resisted the urge to clutch the photo to his chest. Instead, he took it to Park. 

Park glanced at it. “Doesn’t really do her justice.”

“Nothing does,” Winston said.

“Okay. I’m taking this around. I’ll even make a sign for you and we’ll post it. I hope someone just picked her up and brought her inside a store, but I’ll check. I have a few ideas. What will you be doing?”

Winston bit his lower lip. He always felt uncomfortable talking about magic to anyone, even someone who knew it existed, like Park. 

“I’m going to call an old friend.”

“Here in town?”

“No, no.” Winston wasn’t explaining this well. “I want to know how much time I have. I might try a locate spell, but I don’t dare try without knowing whether or not my familiar must be here.”

“Locate?”

“It’s a little sophisticated for me, but it should be able to give me Ruby’s location.”

Park nodded. “I was wondering why you weren’t casting some kind of spell. I guess I know now, huh?”

That and the fact that Winston’s magic was very small. He was stretching things when he said that a locate spell was very sophisticated for him. It was a degree of difficulty above most spells he tried. He used to think his magic would grow, but over time he learned that what he had was all he’d ever have. Enough to make one-time potions and do a few tiny spells. But never anything else.

“Please find her, Scott,” Winston said.

“I’ll do what I can,” Park said, and left, Ruby’s photograph in his pocket.

Winston watched him through the shop front windows. Park was calling Ruby’s name as he walked down the street. He looked concerned, as if he had forgotten to tell Winston something.

Winston didn’t want to know. He was extra vigilant most of the time. He knew that black cats were often targets of teenagers, particularly at Halloween. But this was March. Surely no one would take her for violent purposes. Not out of a store on a weekday morning. 

He picked up the phone a second time, and dialed slowly, heart pounding. He hadn’t spoken to his mentor in six years. Gerry Bellier was a bona fide wizard of the first order. He could cast a spell that could destroy a city, if he chose to do, or he could make the wind blow in the opposite direction. He was so powerful that he forgot that others rarely had that kind of ability.

Bellier had hated having Winston as an apprentice. He’d thought Winston’s small talent not worth his time at all. But he was a conscientious teacher, answering questions, helping where needed.

And he was a good man. Fortunately. With all that power, he could have harmed anything and anyone who crossed his path. But, so far as Winston knew, Bellier had never used his power to hurt a living creature.

Someone picked up
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