Searching for the Familiar
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch
Ruby was gone.

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

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

Ruby, hisfamiliar, was missng.

His hands shook, not sure what to do next. Ruby was a petite black cat, barely nineteen months old—a
child really, ateenager, who thought she knew theworld and didntt.

Had she dipped 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 outsde in thiskind of wegther, at least not voluntarily.
And that'swhat scared him.

Hetook a deep breath. He had to calm down. He had to go about thislogicaly. Ruby was afamiliar,
and she had adigtinct persondity, 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 al morning, doing potions. He'd worked steadily and quietly,
no radio, no stereo, nothing to accompany hiswork except his own breathing. He hadn't heard the bell
over the door jingle. He hadn't felt the wall shake asit often did when the door closed.

Ruby had comein with him that morning, like she aways did. She watched him mix for awhile, and then
she went through the beaded curtains to flop on the counter.

He hadn't seen her since.
“Ruby,” hesad, “if you've somehow made yoursdlf invishble, please, make yoursdf visbleagan.”

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

“Or gpeak to me. Please.” Hismouth was dry. “ Thisisn't funny and I'm redlly scared.”

There. HEd said it. He was scared. For Ruby, yes, because even though she was smart and funny and
strong, she was still a6 pound cat who had not spent much time outdoors. But he was aso scared for
himsdf.

Wizards needed their familiarsto keep their spells pure. When he was a young wizard, fresh out of
training, held thought he didn't need afamiliar. Hed thought himself too good, too taented. Then hedd
mixed an aphrodisiac for ayoung woman in San Francisco. Sheld 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 adrug deder. HeEd | eft San Francisco so fast



that his head gtill spun thinking about it. He didn't siop running until he found Seavy Village and itsgothic
landscape.

At the cliffsde house he rented and eventudly bought, he found hisfirst familiar, Buster. And when
Buster died afew 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 usualy 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.

Shewould aso expect himto find her.
Heraised his head. He couldn't do thisaone.

Winston dipped behind the counter and picked up the phone. Only one other person in Seavy Village
knew that Ruby was afamiliar. 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 amurder investigation
the year before. Ruby convinced Park that magic existed and that Winston wasn't guilty of the crime, and
shedid it with her usua grace and finesse.

Wingon's heart twisted. He clung to the phone asif it were alifeling, diding Park's number direct. The
linerang, and for amoment, Winston was afraid Park wasn't there.

That would be odd, because Seavy Villagewas asmall town with amost no crime. Everyone got traffic
duty, of course, but Park usudly avoided it. He handled the real crimes—the thefts, the rapes, the
once-every-ten-years murder—and he usualy solved them.

Then he picked up. “Park.”

“Scott.” Wington's voice didn't sound like his own. It sounded strangled and smdl, as diminished ashe
would beif Ruby didn't come back. “It's Winston.”

“Wington? What'swrong?’

“Ruby'smissng.”

“What?’

He had Park's attention now. He could tell by the sharpnessin Park'stone—all business.

“She wasin the store, then shewasn't. No one camein and | didn't open the door. | don't know what to
do, Scott. | know | haveto look for her, but | also have to check on some magic things about
familias—"

“Can shejust—7?" Park lowered hisvoice, asif he were afraid someone would overhear him. “ Can she
just come and go on her own?’

“No,” Wington said. “ She'sacat. In most things, she'sjust alittle housecat.”



Hiseyesburned. Shewas dl he had. Surely Park would understand that.

“Would she cometo me?’ Park asked.

“Of course,” Wington said.

“I'll beright there,” Park said, and hung up.

Wingon let out asmdl sigh. He wasn't going to be alone with this after dl. He had help.
Hed never redly 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 dipped outside, pulling the door closed behind him.

A raingtorm had blown in from the ocean. Therain danted sdewaysin 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 adight black cat huddling against
the wood doors, trying to keep dry.

Then he made himsdlf look in the street. His shop was off Highway 101 on asSide Street that rarely got
traffic. Still, touristisdrove by very fast, forgetting that speed limits gpplied 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 therain afew minutes.
He shook himsdlf off, then went into the back and grabbed atowe, wiping his face and hands.

Ruby's food dish sat in the bathroom, the Fancy Feast Turkey and Giblets mush till Stting in the bowl.
She usudly ate her morning treat right away, even though she complained thet 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 officia. He was a freckle-faced redhead who looked
younger than hewas. For once, his Seavy Village Police Uniform was pressed. He must have just gotten
it from the dry cleaner.

“Wingon,” he said. “Has she shown up?’

Winston shook his head. The panic that had threstened 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 ajingle on the door to
the uneaten cat food. “ Scott, she'sten 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 himsdlf out. He stood in the rain for amoment, 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.

“Wadl,” hesad, “that blowsthat 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 al the customers come in and out the last few days?’

“There haven't been any customersthe last few days,” Winston said. His businesswas 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 acollar
("C'mon, big boy,” she'd said when he had tried to put one on her. “What do you think | am, stupid? I'd
find away to cdl you if | got lost.") and she didn't have alittle chip in her shoulder. She wasfixed, even
though sheld been mad at him for amonth for that. ("I'm abig girl,” shed 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 pung]
“—have hisway with me. A litter of kittensis something | don't want.")

“Wingon?’

“Sorry,” hesad. “1 wasthinking.”

Park raised his eyebrows, asif he expected some sort of answer from Winston.
“Y ou know, Ruby told me once shed cal meif shegot lost.”

“Does she know how to did?’

Winston nodded. 1 made her memorize the numbers. She can push the buttons with her paw. We tested
it

Park looked stunned for amoment, then he shook hishead. “Let's cdl her fifty percent familiar and fifty
percent cat, shal we? I'm not used to afeline phoning home.”

“She hasn't done that yet.”

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

“She knowswhere | am. She has this number too.”

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

“Let mesee” Winston went through the beaded curtains. He pulled open adrawer, found old Polaroids
he'd taken of his house for insurance purposes.



The cat in most of them was Buster. He'd been amarvelous cat, so very different from Ruby. Ruby was
flash and sarcasm, mixed with someincredible 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€sthe tuna?’ expression on her face. Her golden
eyeslooked at him through the photo, so dive, 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 redlly do her justice.”
“Nothing does,” Winston said.

“Okay. I'm taking thisaround. I'll even make asign for you and welll pogt it. | hope someone just picked
her up and brought her ingde astore, but I'll check. | have afew ideas. What will you be doing?’

Wingon bit hislower lip. He dways felt uncomfortable talking about magic to anyone, even someone
who knew it existed, like Park.

“I'mgoing to cdl an old friend.”
“Hereintown?’

“No, no.” Wington wasn't explaining thiswell. “I want to know how much timel have. | might try a
locate spdll, but | don't dare try without knowing whether or not my familiar must be here”

“Locate?”’
“It'salittle sophisticated for me, but it should be able to give me Ruby'slocation.”
Park nodded. “1 was wondering why you weren't casting some kind of spell. | guess| know now, huh?’

That and the fact that Winston's magic was very smdl. He was stretching thingswhen he said that a
locate spell was very sophisticated for him. It was adegree of difficulty above most spellshetried. He
used to think his magic would grow, but over time he learned that what he had was dl held ever have.
Enough to make one-time potions and do afew tiny spdlls. But never anything else.

“Please find her, Scott,” Winston said.
“I'll dowhat | can,” Park said, and left, Ruby's photograph in his pocket.

Winston watched him through the shopfront windows. Park was calling Ruby's name as he walked down
the street. He looked concerned, asif he had forgotten to tell Winston something.

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

He picked up the phone a second time, and dialed dowly, heart pounding. He hadn't spoken to his
mentor in Sx years. Gerry Bellier was abonafide wizard of thefirst order. He could cast a spdll that
could destroy acity, if he choseto do, or he could make the wind blow in the opposite direction. Hewas
so powerful that he forgot that othersrarely had that kind of ability.

Bdlier had hated having Wington as an apprentice. Hed thought Wington's smal talent not worth histime



at al. But he was a conscientious teacher, answering questions, hel ping where needed.

And he was agood man. Fortunately. With al that power, he could have harmed anything and anyone
who crossed his path. But, so far as Winston knew, Bdllier had never used his power to hurt aliving
cresture.

Someone picked up the phone on the other end. “Gerdd Bellier.”

The voice made Wington stand straighter. Just the sound of it reminded him what afailure hewas at
everything hetried. “Gerry,” hesad. “It's Wington. I'm sorry to bother you, but | have an important
question.”

Bdlier sghed. “Can it wait? | have alecturein fifteen minutes, and I'm revisng my notes.”
“I'm sorry, no,” Wington said. “My familiar has disappeared.”
“Hold on,” Bdlier said. “I'm switching phones.”

He hung up, but the connection remained. After amoment, he picked up. In the background, Winston
could hear piano music—a CD of some sort. Obvioudy Bdllier had moved into his office.

“What kind of familiar isit?’ Bellier asked without preamble.
“She'sacat,” Wington said. “Ruby.”
“How long has she been gone?’

“That'swhat | wanted to ask you about. How long are my powers—such asthey are—till fresh? | want
totry alocate—?"

“Technica questionsin aminute, Wington,” Bellier said. “Answer mefirst. How long has she been
gone?’

“I don't know exactly. | opened the store at 10. It's—" he looked at the clock he kept beside the cash
register—"11:30 now. Shewaswith mefor thefirst haf hour the store was open.”

“Anhour.” Bdlier let out asmal breath.

It seemed like longer. It seemed like she had been gone for weeks. But Winston didn't know how to
communicate that to Bellier. Bdllier, who was so in control of everything.

“There may betimethen.”

“Timefor what?" Wington asked.

“Look, I'm going to cancdl my lecture and come up there. Y ou'rein what—Astoria? Seasde?’
“Seavy Village” hesad.

“Wherethe hdl'sthat?

“Centra Oregon Coast,” Winston said. “Between Y achats and—"

“It doesn't matter,” Bellier said. “I'll be therein fifteen.”

Winston could hear Bellier star to put the receiver down. “Wait! Wait! What's going on?’



He heard another rustle, then Bdllier brought the phone back to hisear. “Taking won't help her, Winston.
Wehavealimitedtime.”

“Please,” Wington said. “She'sdl | have. Tell mewhat'sgoing on.”
Bdlier sghed. “You don't follow the trades, do you?’

Therewas no point in following the trade publications. Winston wasn't that powerful, and heredly didn't
fed like part of the main circle of wizards. He didn't belong.

But Bellier knew that. The question had been rhetorica. He continued. “ Familiars are being kidnapped al
over the West Coast. Kidnapped and, well—" His confident voice actualy broke. “I lost Harristo this”

Harriswas his pot-bellied pig. Bellier doted on Harris, even though he was the meanest pig Winston had
ever seen.

“But | hadn't had Harriswith me that day. He'd been gone at least 12 hours when | found out. We have a
chance with your Ruby. I'll be there soon.”

And then he hung up.
Kidnapped. Winston pulled the phone to his chest. How? Why? Why would anyone take familiars?

Familiars only worked with their chosen masters. Their powers were no good to any other wizard. Even
if the origina master died, the familiar could not help anew master. The familiar and the wizard were
bonded for life—usudly the familiar'slife, but not ways.

Winston was shaking. If they didn't find Ruby soon, sheld be dead. And, from the undertone of anger in
Bdlier'svoice, the death wouldn't be a pretty one.

He knew better than to call Bellier back. Bellier would be here shortly, and then Winston could ask him
al the questions he needed to.

But Wington felt the clock ticking. Every second lost might mean the permanent loss of Ruby. So he
made one morecall.

Thistime, the phone was answered on the first ring.

“Spellbound,” awoman's voice said.

“Agatha?’ he asked.

“I'll get her,” thevoice said, and put him on hold. Muzak played in the background.

Winston leaned againgt his counter, feding asif theworld had passed him by. When had the trade
magazine for wizards become big enough to have agt&ff, et done a phone system that played Muzak
and put people on hold? The last time he had spoken to Agatha Ritchie, she had been answering her own
phone and putting people on hold by setting the receiver down while she searched through the piles of
papers on her desk.

“AgathaRitchie”

At least she sounded the same. Her voice was deep and throaty, with atrace of an English accent. She
had been afriend in his San Francisco days—more than afriend for awhile—and he till missed her.



“Agaha” hesad. “It'sWington.”
“Wington!” She sounded ddlighted. “How long hasit been?’

“I don't know,” he said, although hedid. “Listen, I've got aSituation here. My familiar's missing. | spoke
to Gerry and he said that there's been arash of these things. He's coming here, but | thought maybe you
could tell memore.”

“Oh, god, Wington, I'm sorry.” Asif Ruby were already dead. “Y ou're not going to likewhat | have to
tell you. Theway they found those familiars—"

“That's not what | want to know,” he said quickly. “1 want to know if there are any leads, any ideas asto
why thisis happening.”

The bell over the door jingled and Park came back in. His uniform was soaked. He shook off the water
like adog who'd run through a sprinkler.

“No oneknows,” Agathasaid. “ The disgppearances are dl unusud, asif there's been some magic
involved, but other than that, theré's no indication it's one of us.”

“Because we know there's no point in stealing someone el sesfamiliar,” Wington said.

“Wedon't know that,” she said. “ Thereisatheory that the familiars are the true magicians and we are
their pawns, hereto do their bidding.”

Ruby would like that idea. She would probably agree withit.
“Wingon,” Park said.
Winston held up hishand, slently asking Park to wait.

“If that'strue,” Agathawas saying, “then there is achance that they might confer their powers onto
someone new if coerced.”

“Doyou bdieveit?’

“What | believe doesn't matter. 1t's what these kidnappers believe that matters. When did you lose your
familia?

“Thismorning.”

“Then therés sometimeyet.”

“That'swhat Gerry said.”

Agatha made adismissve sound. Sheld never liked Bdllier.

“What dseisthere? Winston asked. “Have the police found anything?”

“There hasn't been policeinvolvement,” she said asif he were abit dense. “They'd seethisasan animal
cruelty case. In most tates, that's a misdemeanor, not worth their time.”

Park waswatching him closdly.

“S0 no one has looked at the evidence or anything?’ Winston asked.



“Just our folks, and | haveto tell you, Wingston, the usud stuff doesn't work.”
“What usud suff?’

“Locate spdlls, dl of that. These cregps have figured out waysto block that. They seem to expect a
magical response to what they've done.”

“How were the others found then?’” Winston asked.
Park came closer. He was frowning.

“Accidentaly. All of the cases were reported. When the animals were found—and believe me, it was
aways dramatic—then the wizards were called.”

“Thisian't good, Agatha, isit?” Winston asked, hoping somehow sheld tell him otherwise.

“No, itisn't, Wington. I'm sorry.” She paused, asif she were going to add something else and then
thought the better of it. “Let me know how it turns out.”

“I will,” he said, and hung up. Then heturned to Park. “Y ou didn't find her.”
Park shook his head. “What's al that about?’

Wingon told him.

Park closed hiseyes. “1 liked that little cat.”

Winston felt himsdlf bristle at the past tense. “ She's not dead yet,” he said, and wondered if hewasthe
only onewho bdlieved it.

* * % %

Bdlier arrived ten minuteslater in apuff of blue smoke. He was shorter than Winston remembered, and
heavier too. Hisbad head glistened in the store's fluorescent light.

He looked around and said, “Thisisyour place, Winston?’ asif he couldn't believe someone would be
herevoluntarily.

Park was gaping a him. Apparently the police officer had never seen anyone smply appear out of thinair
before.

“Wedon't havealot of time,” Winston said, amazed he could sound so forceful with hismentor. “We
need to get right onit.”

Bdlier nodded. He was wearing acharcoa gray sk suit and wingtips. His hands had been manicured.
Hed obvioudy gotten alot of money somewhere, somehow.

“I'm Scott Park.” Park took a step forward, his hand out. Bellier looked at it asif it were covered with
worms.

“Y ou've broken the code of silence?’ Bdlier asked Winston, asif Park weren't even there.

“Technically no. Someone else told Scott about us.” Winston wasn't about to confess that Ruby had
been that someone else. “It won't hurt you to say hello to him, Gerry. Hes my friend and he's helping.”

Park had withdrawn his hand. His arms were crossed now and he was watching Bellier asif Bellier were



about to bregk thelaw. “Wheresyour familiar?’

The question was designed to put Bellier off baance. Winston instantly wanted to apologize, but he
didnt.

“Safe” Bellier said. “Y ou don't think 1'd bring him here, do you?’
“Please” Wingon sad. “Let'sfind Ruby.”

“Give me something of hers, and I'll get to the locate spell,” Bellier said.
“Agahasad that won't work.”

“Agatha? Y ou spoketo her?’

Winston nodded.

“Wall, she's not an expert on anything except publishing these days.” Bellier looked at the beaded curtain
with distaste. “I suppose your supplies are back there?’

“Therésnot much,” Wingon said. “1 don't have your abilities.”

“I'll ssewhat | canfind.” He pushed hisway through the curtain and disappeared into the back. After a
moment, he cdled, “Thefood bowl ishers, | takeit?’

“Yes” Wington stared at the curtains, but he couldn't bring himself to go through them. He didn't want to
see the contempt Bellier had for Winston's workspace, for Winston's world.

“If it's not going to work, then why's he doing it?” Park asked.
“| guessfor the same reason weve been searching for her,” Winston said. “We have to do something.”

Bdlier pulled the beaded curtain aside. “Y ou cal thisaworkgtation, Winston? Where are your redl
supplies?’

“Thisiswhat | have,” he sad.

“Thisisgoing to be harder than | thought,” Bellier said and disappeared into the back again.
Wingon flushed.

“Why do you let him talk to you that way?’ Park asked.

“Hesmy mentor. He trained me.”

“Ishedill training you?’

Winston shook his head.

“Then you should tell him to treat you with more respect. Y ou're agood guy, Winston, and you're bright.
Y ou don't deserve to be talked to that way—"

Something exploded in the back. Winston winced.

“Never mind!” Bdlier shouted. “It's not a problem.”



“Seemsto me,” Park said, softer thistime, “that he's only going to get in theway.”

“No one'stried thisearly before,” Winston said. Then he frowned. No one had tried rea police methods
either. And he had ared life policeman—one who had been trained in Sesttle, one who knew how to
investigate difficult cases.

“I suppose | should go back out there,” Park said. “1'm not doing Ruby any good dtting in here.”
Winston caught hisarm. “ Scott, if you were investigating this as anon-magic case, what would you do?’
“Nothing, Winston. We don't ook for lost pets.”

“What if it'sakid?”

Park tilted his head back, asif he hadn't thought of this. “ And thiswas a pattern?’

Winston nodded.

Park tapped his chin. He walked around the store, looking &t it asif held never seenit before.

Another explosion echoed in the back. “I'm fixing it!” Bellier shouted. “Why don't you label your
potions?’

“Do you need to help him?’ Park asked.

“Hell figureit out,” Wingon sad, feding asif hewererebdling againg Bdlier for thefirst timein hislife,
Park continued to walk the store. Then helooked at Winston. “1 need some answers.”

“Okay.”

“No, fromyour friend in there.”

Winston took a deep breath. “ Go ask him.”

Park did around the counter, and pulled the beaded curtain back. Smoke wafted out of the back.
“Excuseme,” Park said as he disappeared into the darkness.

“I'm not to be disturbed,” Bdllier said.

Winston straightened his shoulders and joined the other two. The back wasamess. All of hiscarefully
measured vials were scattered around the room, and the potions he/d been working on were stacked in a
corner. There were two smoking holesin thefloor.

“I'll fix it,” Bellier said, dthough there was no gpology in hisvoice. More of adismissvetone, asif it
weren't hisfault.

“I have some questionsto ask,” Park said.

“I don't explain magic,” Belier said.

“I'm not asking for an explanation,” Park said.

“He wants to know some things about the kidnappings,” Winston said.

“Y ou told him that too?’ Bdlier frowned at him.



“He'shdping us search for Ruby.”

“Asif hishep will matter,” Bellier said.

Park's skin flushed the same color red as his hair, but he didn't say anything.

“It mattersto me,” Wington said. “We haveto do al we can. It'll only take aminute, Gerry.”
Bdlier looked up. “ Then you get me some garlic while I'm wasting my timewith him.”

Wington walked to his ruined worktable, avoiding the holesin the floor, and reached into his supplies. He
found the garlic without any trouble at all.

“When the bodies were discovered,” Park said, histone al business, “how far away from their origina
homeswere they?’

“Not far,” Bdlier said.
“How far? Same city? Same state? Same block?”’

“Samecity,” Bdlier said. “A mile or two a most. That's one of the many things that makes these events
S0 upsetting. Not that you could understand—"

“Were they found in ahouse or ayard or awooded area?’
“I don't know,” Bellier said.

“What about Harris?” Wington asked. His ssomach was churning. He should have thought of these
questions.

“Harris—" And to Winston's surprise, Bellier's voice broke again. “Harris was found in the basement of
anearby house.”

“A rental?’ Park asked.
“How should | know?”’
“Think!” Winston snapped.

Bdlier looked a him asif he had grown fangs. Then hetilted hishead sdeways, in the position he dways
used when he was considering things. “I believe it was arentd. And it smelled odd aswell. Not just
because of—Harris—but because someone had tried to create magic.”

“Create magic?’ Park asked.

“The non-magica,” Winston said. “ Some of them believe they can do spdlls.”
“Can they?’ Park asked.

“Smdl ones” Bellier said. “ Onesthat even our Winston would consider easy.”
Wington fdlt his cheeks grow warm.

“Like preventing abell from jingling?’ Park asked.

Bellier snorted. “Y ou, Officer Park, could do that now. | could show you how. It'smore of aparlor trick



than aspdl.”

Park glanced a Winston, amost in gpology. Then he asked, “What €lse? Do you know how many
people wereinvolved?’

“I couldn't control Harris,” Bdllier said, “and heand | werefriends. It would take at least three people to
hold him, and they would have to be strong.”

“There are no spellsto control animals?’ Park asked.
“Not familiars” Wington said.

“And not that anyone without magicd ability could do,” Bellier said, “no matter how many books they
read.”

“Except on solgtice,” Wington said.

“Eventhen,” Belier sad.

Winston leaned againgt his shaky desk. “ Agatha said that the locate spdlls didn't work.”
“It wasthetimelimit,” Bellier said.

“What if it wasn't?” Wington said. “What if they did some kind of magica blocking spdll?’
“They'd haveto be awfully sophisticated,” Bellier said.

“They're seding familiars,” Winston said. “ That's sophi sticated. How do they even know who has
familiars? As opposed to pets, | mean. Not too many people know about me.”

Bdlier's shoulders dumped. It was asif the state he had worked himsdlf into when he discovered that
Ruby was gone had evaporated. “I had just assumed they would know. But you're right. Y ou've been
hidden al these years. To the uninformed, your mail order business lookslike some herba supplement

company.”

Winston started. He hadn't expected Bellier to know anything about Winston's business.
“They shouldn't have found you.”

“But they did,” Park said. “ Y our customersdl know about Ruby.”

“I haven't had customers for dmost aweek,” Winston said.

“Someone dsetold them,” Bellier said. “ They must have figured you were easy pickings, being up here
by yoursdf.”

Winston felt a shiver go through him. Someone had targeted him. Him and Ruby, just because they were
here. Alone.

Although they had gone after Bellier too. He was visblein his Southern Cdifornia offices, with his
speeches and his classes. Maybe that made him vulnerable aswell.

“If they're using amagica block spell, | can't find them with alocate,” Bdlier sad. “ They'll be counting on
that spell coming their way.”

“Waell,” Park said. “It looks like we need to do some footwork. They'll bein avacation rental along the



coast, but there are hundreds of those, and dozens of real estate agenciesthat handle them. I'll get some
of the officersto work this—"

“Walit,” Wington said. “We can't locate Ruby through their block spell, but can we locate their block
spell?1t can't be avery strong one, not if they're not really magical.”

Bdlier looked a Wington in surprise. “ Of course, we can. Brilliant, Winston. That'll make this much
quicker.”

“How much quicker?’ Park asked. “Because | can get my guyson thisright away.”

Bdlier snatched the garlic from Wington's hand. “WEell be therein aminute or two, if Winston helpsme
with theingredients.”

“Any magic | do might curdle” Wington said.

“Y ou have twenty-four hours after your familiar leaves,” Bdlier sad. “Moreif shesill dive. Y ou should
know that. Didn't you bury afamiliar?’

Winston felt panic rise. “Yes, but | figured any spdlls| did then were dlowed because it was apecid
circumstance.”

“Wadll, so'sthis,” Bdlier said. He searched the shelf of potions. “Where's the rubbing acohol 7’

Winston got that out of the bathroom cabinet. Then he got the other ingredients before Bellier asked for
them. Bellier mixed everything together in a.clean marble bowl. Park watched asif he were studying the
sl himsdif.

When it was done, Bdllier recited an incantation in Latin—jprobably to show off—and then awindow
opened where Winston's desk was.

A weather-beaten house at the end of gravel road. The house overlooked the ocean. Three large trucks
were parked in front of the house, obscuring the address, but the street sign was clear. Southwest Jetty
Road.

“I'monit,” Park said and started out the back door.

“Wait!” Wingon said.

“Let him go,” Bellier said. “We should do this ourselves.”

But Park stopped. “Do what?’

“We're going—right, Gerry?’ Winston said.

Bdlier frowned, but it too seemed to be for show. “I suppose you want him to come along.”
“Yes” Wingon said.

“All right then,” Bdllier said, and with asnap of hisfingers, everything vanished.

* k % %

Winston hated the way the world went white in atransport spell. He knew it meant that for amoment he
did not exist anywhere on Earth. And he despised that.



Then hefelt wood beneath hisfeet. The smdll of the ocean was strong, and he was getting wet. The
horizonta rain was peting his shirt, making him very cold.

He stood on the old house's porch. Bellier and Park were beside him. Park was so pae that hisfreckles
looked like dots made by Magic Markers.

“What now?’ hewhispered, looking at Bellier.
Winston reached for the door. The knob turned. As he eased it open, he heard afamiliar voice.

“...gupid plan. Magicislikelife, buddy. Y ou can cut me open and try to absorb my lifeforce, but when
it'sal said and done, I'm dead and you've got no more life than you did before. Same with magic...”

Ruby. Shewas dive, and |ecturing someone who was thinking of killing her.

Winston's knees went weak with relief. He started to go inside, but Park grabbed hisarm and held him
back. Park put afinger to hislips, then pulled his service revolver. Hewent inddefirg, just like they did
in the movies—gun sweeping the room before him, body following.

Bellier recited aprotect spell and expanded it to dl three of them, but he did it so quietly that Winston
doubted Park noticed. Then Bellier went inside.

“...you may get someresidua power, but it'll last an hour, maybe aday. And even then it won't do you
any good. That book you're using was written by someone without magic...”

Winston entered last. Ruby's voice was the guide. It was strong and firm, and had no fear in it at all.

“..if dl you want is power, then you should talk to my boss. He makes potionsfor everything. We can
giveyou thet little bit of charismayou're missing, or that girlfriend you want, or that huge boost of
intelligence you need, fdla..”

Great. Shewasinsulting them. They'd kill her just to shut her up.
“...I can make sureit won't cost you adime. It would certainly be easier than...”

Theliving room of the house smedlled moldy and damp. The furniture was old, Stuff that the owners
obvioudy didn't care about. Three suitcases sat near the door and a briefcase lay open on the dining
room table.

“...Y ou do know that magical power isbased on size. I'm petite. I'm not that powerful, and even if your
goofy ideaworks, which it wont, | won't be able to help you much...”

Park glanced at the briefcase, then caught Bellier's eye. Bellier came over and |ooked, then shook his
head.

Winston didn't care what wasin the briefcase. All he wanted was Ruby.

“...20itwould be best if you just let me go. No on€ll believe me about this whole thing, and my boss
probably doesn't even know I'm goneyet...”

Her voice quavered on that last. She believed it.

Wington entered a narrow halway. He saw them, five large men huddled around afull-sized bed. They
were dl looking down, probably at Ruby. One of the men held aknife. Another held alarge book.



They were al so much bigger than hewas.
But Bellier had put a protect spell around him. They were non-magical. They couldn't hurt him.

Winston walked into the room, squaring his shoulders and looking as tough as he could. As he got closer
to the bed, he could see Ruby in the center of it. Her forepaws had been bound with duct tape. So had
her hind legs.

“That'smy cat,” he said, making sure hisvoice carried. “Y ou have no right to her.”

“Wingon.” Ruby's head swiveled toward him. He saw rélief in her golden eyes. Relief and fear mixed.
He shoved two of the men aside, and reached for her.

“Wington!” she shouted, looking over his shoulder.

Heignored her cry of fear. Instead, he grabbed her, cradling her againgt him. The man with the knife
dashed at him, and Winston turned away, deflecting the blade.

He hadn't redlized the flaw in his plan until now. He was under a protect spdll, but Ruby wasn't.
“No onemove.” Park stood in the door, his gun trained on the room. He looked menacing.

“| can arrangethat,” Bellier said and snapped hisfingers.

The men around Wington froze in place. Bdllier walked toward them, his mouth set, eyes narrowed.

“It wouldn't take much, Winston.” Bellier stopped in front of the first man. He was a beefy man, with
powerful shoulders and muscular ams. “A few smple spells. We could take away his power of speech
forever.”

Ruby squirmed in Wington'sarms. She knew, as he did, that the men, even though they couldn’t move,
could hear and see everything.

“Or,” Béllier said, moving to the next man, “we could take away his ability to reason. Of course, we
would leave the memory of how his brain had worked before. That would frustrate him.”

“Boss?’ Ruby whispered. “Whao'sthat?’

Wington held her dose. Shefdt so smdl and frail againgt him. “His name's Gerry Bdlier,” Winston said.
“They killed hisfamiliar.”

At hiswords, hefdt the tension in the room rise, even though the men couldn't move. Park was il
watching from the door.

“Or we could end their lives” Bellier said. “Sowly. In just the way they ended Harriss.”
He looked at Winston. He was actually consdering it.

“We can't,” Winston said. “Y ou know that, Gerry. Y ou're the one who taught methat. It's so easy to let
the power go to our heads. Even for the wrong cause. Causing bodily harm—"

“Aneyefor an eyeisdlowed.” Belier'svoice was soft.

“Let Scott take care of it now,” Winston said. “He's the police.”



Bdlier waked around the man with the knife. That man was till gripping the knife asif he were going to
useit, asif hewerein the middle of adownward blow againgt Winston.

“What would you do, Officer?’ Belier asked Scott. “What would you arrest them for?’

Park shot Winston an apologetic glance. “Anima cruelty. And even that won't be bad, unless some of the
other cases werein the state.”

“Not good enough,” Bellier said. “ Today they attempted murder against this beautiful cresture.”
He reached for Ruby. She cringed against Winston. He kept her out of Bellier's grasp.

“And they committed murder, al in the name of magic.” Belier put his hand on the knife-wielder's
shoulder. * So you thought you could get magic by steding it. Isn't that right, Miss Ruby?’

Ruby swallowed hard. “ That's what they told me.”

“They'refools, and they destroyed marvelous cresturesin their quest,” Bellier said. “Y ou've met Ruby,
Officer Park. My Harriswas just as specid. So were the others. That's murder.”

“Unfortunatdly,” Park said, “no one can prosecute it that way.”

“Canweleave?’ Ruby asked Winston. “My paws hurt, but | don't want you to use that knifeto get this
Stuff off.”

Wington turned. The knife still hung there, glistening in the gray light coming in through the windows.
“But you can gtill get them for attempted murder,” Wington said.
“What do you mean?’ Park took astep inside the room.

“They tried to kill me,” Wington said. “ They stole my cat and when | cameto get her, with you a my
dde, they tried to kill me.”

Bdlier clasped his hands behind hisback. “Will that work, Officer Park? Or must | imprison them mysaif
for the next fifty years?’

Park's gaze went from the knife to Winston to Ruby and then back again. “Tel youwhat,” hesaid to
Bdlier. “If we can't successfully prosecute these guys, I'll make sure you get achance at them.”

Belier amiled. “It'saded.”
“But you'll haveto give us a statement—Ieaving out the magic,” Park said. “Can you do that?’
“Of course,” Bellier said. “I give statementsleaving out magic dl thetime.”

“Let me get some back-up here,” Park said. “Isthere anyway to cuff these guys when you unfreeze
them?’

“Sure,” Bellier said.
“Bigguy,” Ruby said, using her pet name for Winston. “Please. Can we leave?’
“Canwe?’ Winston asked Park.

“It would be better if you were here when the other cops arrive,” Park said. “It'll make the court case



esser.”

“Here.” Bdlier touched the duct tape. It unwrapped itsalf from Ruby's paws. “Isthat better, dear?’
“Why do you think you have the right to call me dear?’ she asked.

Bdlier looked at Winston. “ She has guts.”

“Yes” Wington said. “One of us needsthem.”

“Don't let him con you. Y ou have guts.” Ruby shook her front paws. Shewaslyingin hisamslikea
baby. “ Can we & least leave the room? These guys are cregping me out.”

“Sure” Wington said.

Hetook her into the hallway and down the hall. Then he put her on his shoulder and she nuzzled against
his neck. He was shaking dl over and so was she.

“I didn't think you knew | was gone,” she said.
“I figured it out.”

“I thought they were going to kill me and therewas nothing | could do. | didn't think you could do
anything either. They'd bought some spdlls from some guy in Ohio. Potions, like magic blockers and
slencers. That's how they got around the bell.”

Winston nodded, not trusting hisvoice. He didn't think they'd find her dive. He hadn't redlized it until
now, but he had been afraid she was dead from the moment she disappeared.

“It'sdl inthat briefcase,” she said. “They kept reading the spells from the book and reading them wrong.
| was so scared.”

She had to have been scared. She'd never admitted weskness before.

“I don't likethis,” shesaid. “I want to go home. Can we close the store and stay home this week?’
“Sure” hesaid.

“And I'm not going to leave your Side. Ever. | don't careif you don't like that.”

“I likeit,” hesaid.

She pushed againg his ear, her nose cold againgt hisskin. “Y ou figured out | was missing and you got
hep?”

“yes”
“Both Scott and the scary guy?’

“yYes”

“All the other familiarsdied?’

“Yes,” hesad, wishing she hadn't heard that.

She sghed and snuggled even closer. “ Y oure amazing.”



“ Me?!

Her paws were kneading his shoulder. He wondered if she even knew shewas doing it. Sherarely had
kitten moments any more.

“Yes you,” shesad. “All these other big powerful wizards, they lost their familiars. But you acted fast.
Y ou rescued me.”

Heleaned hishead againgt her smdler one. “Youredl | have, Ruby.”
“I'm going to let you believethat,” she said, “only because it benefits me.”
She lifted her head and pushed on his shoulder, looking around the room.
“Say,” shesad, “do you think they have some tuna around here?’

And that was thefirst time since held found her that he knew sheld be dl right. That they'd both be dll
right.

After the police talked to them—to him, actualy, since only Park knew that Ruby could spesk—and
after Bdlier |eft, they would be able to go back to their smdl, comfortable lives.

Winston would haveto learn afew new spells, beef up their own security, and find away to protect
Ruby even when shewas done. Hed also have to start following the trades so that he wouldn't be
surprised again.

But those were small changes. Easy changes. Changesthat he didn't mind, considering how close he had
cometolosngital.

“Wdl?" sheasked. *Y ou think they got tuna?’
“No,” hesaid. “And even if they do, you don't want to et it.”

“Good point,” she said. “ Y ou know, things are easier for cats. Wed kill the s.0.b.s, or run them off, or
something. Thislegd stuff isgoofy.”

“Weve had this discussion before, Ruby,” he said gently.
“Andweéll haveit again,” shesaid.

Then they looked at each other. She bumped her head againgt his chin, and he ran his hand down the soft
fur of her back.

Y es, they'd have the discussion again. They'd have alot of discussions again, thanksto the help from
Park and Bellier—and to his own quick thinking.

Ruby was right. He had succeeded where greater wizards had failed. Even though hedidn't have an
arsend of spdlslike Belier or agun like Park, heéd managed to save his Ruby.

And that was all that mattered.



