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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.
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