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Portia Meadows runs one of the few pet stores
in the entire world that sells familiars to the magical.
Familiars—delicate, moody creatures that they are—keep magic clean
and pure. To lose a familiar means losing magic. And on a bright
afternoon, Portia’s assistance discovers that something essential
has disappeared, threatening not just the magical within the store,
but in the entire world.
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“Okay, this is just
weird.”

The voice came from the back of the store.
It belonged to my Tuesday/Thursday assistant, Carmen. High school
student, daughter of two mages, Carmen had no real talent herself,
but she was earnest, and she loved creatures, and I loved her
enthusiasm.

“I mean it, Miss Meadows, this is
weird.”

Oddly enough, weird is not a word people
often use in Enchantment Place. Employees expect weird. Customers
demand it. What’s weird here is normal everywhere else—or so I
thought until that Tuesday in late May.

“Miss Meadows….”

“Hold on, Carmen,” I said. “I’m with a
client.”

The client was a repeat whom I did not like.
I’m duty bound at Familiar Faces to provide mages with the proper
familiars—the ones that will help them augment their talents and
help them remain on the right path (doing no harm, avoiding evil,
remaining true to the cause, all that crap). I do my best, but some
people try my patience.

People like Zhakeline Jones. She was a
zaftig woman who wore flowing green scarves, carried a cigarette in
a cigarette holder, and called everyone “darling.” Even me.

I called her Jackie, and ignored the “It’s
Zhakeline, dahling.” Actually, it was Jacqueline back when we were
in high school and then only from the teachers. The rest of us
called her Jackie, and her friends—what few she had—called her
Jack.

Whenever she came in, I cringed. I knew the
store would smell like cigarettes and Emerude perfume for days
afterwards. I didn’t let her smoke in here—Enchantment Place, for
all its oddities, was regulated by the City of Chicago and the City
of Chicago had banned smoking in all public places—but that didn’t
stop the smell from radiating off her.

Most of my creatures vacated the front of
the store when she arrived. Only the lioness remained at my feet,
curled around my ankles as if I were a tree and Zhakeline was her
prey. A few of the mice looked down on Zhakeline from shelf
(sitting next to the books on specialty cheeses that I’d ordered
just for them), and a couple of the birds sat like fat and sassy
gargoyles in the room’s corners.

Nothing wanted to go home with Zhakeline,
and I didn’t blame them. She’d brought back the last three
familiars because the creatures had the audacity to sneeze when
they entered her house (and silly me, I had thought that cobras
couldn’t sneeze, but apparently they do—especially when they don’t
want to stay in a place where the air is purple). We were going to
have to find her something appropriate and tolerant, something I
was beginning to believe impossible to do.

On the wall beside me, lights shimmered from
all over the spectrum, then Carmen appeared. Actually, she’d
stepped through the portal from the back room to the shop’s front,
but I’d specifically designed the magical effect to impress the
civilians.

Sometimes it impressed me.

Carmen was a slender girl who hadn’t yet
grown into her looks. One day, her dramatic bone structure would
accent her African heritage. But right now, it made her look like
someone had glued an adult’s cheekbones onto a child’s face.

“Miss Meadows, really, my parents say you
shouldn’t ignore a magical problem and I think this is a magical
problem, even though I don’t know for sure, but I’m pretty certain,
and I’m sorry to bother you, but jeez, I think you have to look at
this.”

All spoken in a breathless rush, with her
gaze on Zhakeline instead of on me.

Zhakeline smiled sympathetically and waved a
hand in dismissal. Bangles that had been stuck to her skin loosened
and clanked discordantly.

“This hasn’t really been working, Portia.”
Zhakeline said with a tilt of the head. She probably meant that as
sympathy too. “I’ve been thinking of going to that London
store—what do they call it?”

“The Olde Familiar.” I spoke with enough
sarcasm to sound disapproving. Actually, my heart was pounding. I
would love it if Zhakeline went elsewhere. Then the unhappy
familiar—whoever the poor creature might be—wouldn’t be my
responsibility.

“Yes, the Olde Familiar.” She smiled and put
that cigarette holder between her teeth. She bit the damn thing
like a feral F.D.R. “I think that would be best, don’t you?”

I couldn’t say yes, because I wasn’t
supposed to turn down mage business and I could get reported. But I
didn’t want to say no because I would love to lose Zhakeline’s
business.

So I said, “You might try that store in
Johannesburg too, Unfamiliar Familiars. You can see all kinds of
exotics. But remember, importing can be a problem.”

“I’m sure you’ll help with that,” she
said.

“Legally I can’t. But you’re always welcome
here if their wares don’t work out.”

The mice chittered above me, probably at the
word “wares.” They weren’t wares and they weren’t animals. They
were sentient beings with magic of their own, subject only to the
whims of the magical gods when it came to pairings.

The whims of the magical gods and
Zhakeline’s eccentricities.

“I’ll do that,” she said.
Then she turned to Carmen. “I hope you settle your weirdness,
darling. And for the record, your parents are right. The sooner you focus on a
magical problem, the less trouble it can be.”

With that, she swept out of the store. Two
chimpanzees crawled through the cat doors on either side of the
portal holding identical cans of Fabreeze.

“No,” I said. “The last time you did that we
had to vacate the premises. Or don’t you remember?”

They sighed in unison and vanished into the
back. I didn’t blame them. The smell was awful. But Fabreeze
interacted with the Emerude, leading me to believe that what
Zhakeline wore wasn’t the stuff sold over the counter, but
something she mixed on her own.

Without a familiar, which was probably why
the stupid stuff lingered for days.

“Miss Meadows.” Carmen tugged on my sleeve.
“Please?”

I waved an arm so that the store fans turned
on high. I also uttered an incantation for fresh ocean breezes.
(I’d learned not to ask for wind off Lake Michigan; that nearly
chilled us out of the store one afternoon). Then I followed Carmen
into the back.

Walking through the portal
is a bit disconcerting, especially the first time you do it. You
are walking into another dimension. I explain to civilian friends
that the back room is my Tardis. Those friends who don’t
watch Doctor Who look at me like I’m crazy; the rest laugh and nod.

My back room should be a windowless 10x20
storage area. Instead, it’s the size of Madison Square Garden. Or
two Madison Square Gardens. Or three, depending on what I need.

Most of my wanna-be familiars live here,
most of them in their own personal habitats. The habitats have a
maximum requirement, all mandated by the mage gods and tailored to
a particular species. Each bee has a football-sized habitat; each
tiger has about a half an acre. Most creatures may not be housed
with others of their kind, unless they’re a socially needy type
like herding dogs or alpha male cats. The creatures have to learn
how to live with their mage counterparts—not always an easy thing
to do—and its best not to let them interact too much with other
members of their species.

Theoretically, I get the creatures after
they complete five years of familiar training (and yes, you’re
right; very few familiars live their normal lifespan. Insects get
what to them seems like millions of years and dogs get an extra two
decades; only elephants, parrots, and a few other exceptionally
long-lived species live a normal span).

That day, I had too many monkeys of various
varieties, one parrot return who’d managed to learn every foul word
in every language known to man (and I mean that) during his aborted
tenure with his new owner, several large predatory cats,
twenty-seven butterflies, five gazelle, sixteen North American
deer, eight white wolves, one black bear, one grizzly return,
one-hundred domestic cats, five-hundred-sixty-five dogs, and dozens
of other creatures I generally forgot when I made a mental
list.

Not every animal was for sale. Some were
flawed returns—meaning they couldn’t remember spells or they
misquoted incantations or they were temperamentally suited to such
a high-stress job. Some were whim returns, brought back by the mage
who either bought on a whim or returned on a whim. And the rest
were protest returns. These creatures left their mage in protest,
either of their treatment or their living conditions.

All three of Zhakeline’s returns had been
protest returns although she tried to pass the first off as a flaw
return and the other two as whim returns. It gets hard for a mage
after a few rejections. Eventually she gets a reputation as a
familiarly challenged individual, and might never get a magical
companion.

And if she goes without for too long, she’ll
have her powers suspended until she goes through some kind of
rehab.

Fortunately, that’s never my decision. I’d
seen too many mages fight to save their powers just before a
suspension: I never want all that angry magic directed at me.

Carmen was standing on the edge of the
habitats. They extended as far as the eye could see. My high school
assistants didn’t tend the habitats the way that civilian high
school assistants would tend cages at, say, a vet’s office.
Instead, they made sure that the attendants that I hired from
various parts of the globe (at great expense) actually did their
jobs.

Each attendant had to log in stats: food
consumed, creature health readings, and how often each habitat was
entered, inspected, and cleaned. Then they’d log in the video
footage for the past day—after inspecting it, of course, for
magical incursions, failed spells, or escape attempts.

Carmen had called up our stats on the clear
computer screen I’d overlaid over the habitat viewing area. She
zoomed in on one stat—product for resale.

I frowned at the numbers. They were broken
down by category. The whim returns and most of the protest returns
were listed, of course, along with byproduct—methane from the cows
(to be used in various potions); shed peacock feathers (for
quills); and honey from the bees that had convinced the mage gods
to make them hive familiars, not individual familiars.

Those bees only went to special
clients—those who could prove they weren’t allergic and who could
handle several personality types all speaking through their
fearless leader, the sluggish queen.

“See?” Carmen asked, waving a hand at the
numbers. “This week’s just weird.”

I didn’t see. But I didn’t have as much
experience with the numbers as she did. And, truth be told, I
didn’t think her powers were in spell-casting. I believed they were
in numerology—not as powerful a magic, but a useful one.
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