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1

CATCH OF THE DAY



It all started with Aldwyn’s whiskers beginning to tingle—the way they always did when he got hungry. Food had been getting tougher to come by these last few months. The back alleys weren’t littered with their usual fish guts or chicken gizzards, and a stray cat had to fight a little harder to get even one full meal a day.

The whisker tingling began early one morning, when Aldwyn sat perched atop a shingled roof, casually taking in the scenery. His mangy coat of black-and-white fur looked as if it had never been washed—which was more or less true. A chunk of his left ear was missing, a bite-size reminder of a skirmish with an angry pit bull from when he was a kitten.

Looking out, Aldwyn could see all of Bridgetower. There were rows upon rows of two-story stone buildings lining the narrow cobblestoned streets. Robed city custodians were hurrying to finish their predawn chores: one used a bell-shaped snuffer to extinguish the candles in the waist-high lampposts lining the city’s darker alleyways; another laid down straw on the main artery to quiet the click-clacking of the wagon wheels and mule hooves that would soon be rattling across the roadways. Aldwyn’s eyes were drawn to the spired watchtower of polished white marble that stood taller than the rest of the skyline. Its guard post had been empty for more than half a century, ever since the brave and noble wizard Queen Loranella helped fight back the Dead Army Uprising. A flag billowed at the very top of the watchtower, bearing the Bridgetower coat of arms: a double-headed eagle, holding a bow and arrow in one talon and a wand in the other.

Aldwyn could see beyond the white walls that encircled the city as well: just to the west, hugging the outer wall, the Ebs River; to the east, the Aridifian Plains and forests of the queendom. But he had never set foot outside Bridgetower, and he never intended to, comfortable on the city streets he knew so well.

With dawn’s first ray of light, a morning bell chimed brightly, waking Aldwyn from his daydream. He turned his attention to the back door of the local fish and fowl shop, waiting patiently for the fishmonger to appear with the catch of the day. Stealing was one of Aldwyn’s favorite schemes to fill his belly, but he used many. Just last night, he found himself acting—cooing like a pigeon to get bits of cheese from a blind lady feeding birds in the park.

Sure enough, right on schedule, there was the fishmonger, carrying a heavy, dripping burlap bag toward his store. And even though Aldwyn couldn’t see what was inside the bag, he could smell it: river flounder! As the old man closed the door to his shop behind him, Aldwyn started counting the toes on his paw.

One…two…three…four.

Like every morning at this precise time, the fishmonger opened the window, airing out the kitchen as he dumped the fish into a bucket beside him. Now Aldwyn could begin his descent from the rooftop. He scaled down the wall, his claws leaving scratch marks on the wood siding. He crossed the alley, darting around puddles from last night’s rain. A short-eared raccoon limped out from behind the corner, trying to keep his weight off an injured hind leg.

“Morning, Aldwyn,” said the raccoon. “Heard the milk wagon is taking a detour tomorrow to avoid the Shield Festival. It’s going to be heading through Hangman’s Square instead.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Aldwyn called back. “I’ll try to push a jug off the back of the cart when it rounds the Glyphstone. Make sure you’re there for lick up.”

Aldwyn had made a habit of thinking three meals ahead. He relied on everything from careful observation to back alley alliances. Finding food was a full-time job, and an exhausting one at that. A freak hailstorm had struck in the middle of the summer, wiping out most of Bridgetower’s typically plentiful fall harvest. Hungry townsfolk now ate the tripe and organ meats they once threw away.

The raccoon gave an appreciative nod, and Aldwyn quickly returned to the task at hand. After jumping onto the crates stacked up outside the fishmonger’s window, he waited, watching the old man clean and gut the flounder. Aldwyn was nothing if not patient; he knew from experience that there would be a moment when the fishmonger got distracted. An early customer knocking at the front door, a trip to the outhouse, or a dull blade in need of sharpening would give Aldwyn the opportunity he needed to strike.

“Get up here, there’s a spider on the bed!” hollered a shrill voice from the top of the stairs.

So today it was his wife. The fishmonger set down his knife and hurried from the kitchen.

“I’m coming,” he called.

Aldwyn didn’t hesitate. As soon as the old man was out of view, Aldwyn leaped to the window-sill and slipped through. Once inside the kitchen, he quickly took in the mess of wooden chopping blocks, knives in need of a cleaning, and pewter scales stained with dried fish guts on the work surface. Then he pounced to the wooden floor below. The overpowering stench of brined eel, which was permanently soaked into the pine floorboards, invaded Aldwyn’s nostrils, making his stomach growl with delight. The fishmonger’s apron, smeared with dirty handprints, hung on the door handle of the salting closet. It was long overdue for a scrub in the river. The fancier shops on the main square might keep their counters cleaner, but so what? The flounder here tasted just as good.

Aldwyn moved stealthily to the bucket, grabbing a large flat fish in his mouth. Soon, he’d be feasting in the privacy of the city’s chimney tops, enjoying a nice—

Thwack!

A cat trap snared his tail, missing his neck by a matter of inches. Aldwyn spun around to see a metal coil twist around his fur. He fought the urge to let out an earsplitting cry, instead burying his whiskers in the back of his right front paw and emitting a muffled whimper. After the initial shock had passed, there was just one question left on his mind: Since when did the old fishmonger set traps?

Then things went from bad to worse, because out from behind the salting closet door emerged the dark, foreboding figure of a man cloaked in black, his face scarred with claw marks. He wore black leather boots with bronze spikes protruding from the toes and carried a crossbow slung over his shoulder. His eyes lit up with cruel delight.

“Gotcha,” said the mysterious figure.

Aldwyn desperately tried to free himself from the rusty metal vise, using his hind legs to push at it.

“Teach you to steal from me, cat,” snarled the fishmonger, popping his head around the corner, a satisfied glint in his eyes.

Aldwyn couldn’t believe that he had walked right into an elaborate trap! He, the most clever alley cat in all of Bridgetower, had let himself be outsmarted! That was only supposed to happen to mice and cockroaches. Not him.

The man in black took a step forward, pulling out a long wooden pole with a circle of rope at the end. At the sight of the dreaded noose stick, Aldwyn’s survival instinct kicked in. He leaped for the window. Aldwyn’s torso twisted through the open crack, but the metal trap dangling from his tail was too big for the narrow slit. Stuck between inside and outside, Aldwyn glanced back to see the cloaked figure fast approaching. His paws pushed at the bottom of the window pane, trying to lift it enough to set himself free. The figure reached out to snatch him, but then, at the last second, the window budged up another few inches, allowing Aldwyn to pull the trap through. He tumbled backward into the alley, away from the man’s grasp.

Aldwyn landed on his feet—one of the advantages of being a cat—and took off running, the metal trap dragging painfully behind him. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the fishmonger come up alongside his scar-faced accomplice at the window.

“He’s getting away!” hollered the fishmonger.

“Well, he won’t get far,” responded the man with the bronze-tipped boots, not looking the least bit concerned.

Aldwyn sprinted down the alley, sparks flying as the metal scraped against the cobblestoned streets, fighting hard to keep his balance. He had been chased before, but never with a trap pinching his tail like an angry crab. Usually, Aldwyn would have made a dash for the rooftops to get away, but he couldn’t, not with this thing weighing him down. He glanced back to see his pursuer exit the fish and fowl shop, pulling his crossbow from his side.

Still carrying the fish in his mouth, Aldwyn darted between two buildings and found a hiding place in a pile of scraps discarded by the neighboring swordsmith. He dug his way in, then remained very still.

“Hey, whiskers, what’s the big idea?” asked a voice from behind him.

Aldwyn turned to see a skinny rat gnawing on a piece of moldy bread with several of his rodent friends. With the fish between his teeth, Aldwyn whispered, “Gentlemen, nice to see you all again. Don’t mind me. Just passing through.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” said the skinny rat, now recognizing Aldwyn. “Last time you said that, you brought a knife-wielding butcher into our scrap heap.”

“Which we can all agree was really quite funny when you think about it,” said Aldwyn with a chuckle. “Right?”

The rats just stared back at him coldly, none too amused.

“I can tell this is a sore subject. But I’m more than willing to let bygones be bygones if you are.”

One of the other rodents, short and stout with curly whiskers, looked down and saw the cat trap around Aldwyn’s tail. “You’re in some kind of trouble, aren’t you?”

“What, this?” replied Aldwyn, pointing to the metal vise. “It’s the latest fashion. They come in three different shades of rust.”

The skinny rat peeked his head around the corner, then darted back with panic in his eyes.

“It’s Grimslade!”

And suddenly Aldwyn knew that he really was in trouble: Grimslade was the infamous bounty hunter. Flyers plastered around the city advertised his services to kill any pest or vermin in exchange for a bounty, whether it was paid in gold coins or jewels. Grimslade loved his job. Especially when he got to hunt cats. Rumor had it that his distaste for felines went back to his childhood, when his mother paid more attention to her five Abyssinian shorthairs than to him. While his mother’s cats had been allowed to curl up in the warmth of a bed each night, young Grimslade was forced to sleep on the cellar floor. Those early years of neglect had turned him into a bounty hunter: the vindictive, ruthless killer of all creatures who walked on four, six, or eight legs that he was today. Yes, Grimslade was what was commonly known as extremely bad news. And he was stalking Aldwyn through the streets of Bridgetower. Aldwyn tried to keep his cool, but there was real fear in his eyes now.

Together, the rats began pushing Aldwyn out from their hideaway.

“All right, so long,” said the skinny rat. “Buh-bye now.”

“Wait,” said Aldwyn, pretending to be a friend. “From one furry animal brother to another, please help me out. You know I would do the same for you.”


Without a moment’s hesitation, the rats shoved Aldwyn back into the open, right into Grimslade’s line of sight. The bounty hunter took aim, firing his crossbow and sending a bolt whizzing past Aldwyn’s shoulder.

Word had traveled across the rooftops that Grimslade kept a collection of paws from his previous bounties, but Aldwyn did not want to become part of his trophy case. As Grimslade readied his crossbow for another shot, Aldwyn darted for cover behind one of the lampposts lining the street. Grimslade fired again. This time, his bolt shattered the glass bowl housing the candle above Aldwyn’s head, sending a shower of still-warm wax onto the ground. Aldwyn stood there panting, pondering his next move. Then he heard the sound of metal smashing against metal, and he had an idea. He took off running for the nearby swordsmith’s workshop.

In the soot-covered and smoke-filled smithy, a large man was hammering flat a broadsword, the kind used by the queen’s soldiers when they patrolled the streets for pickpockets and vandals. The swordsmith, protected from the embers that were jumping from the hearth by nothing more than a leather apron, was covered in sweat from the heat of the dancing flames. He kept pounding away at the sword, sending tiny bursts of blue sparks from the anvil into the air. Aldwyn leaped for the iron worktable, carefully positioning his tail directly between the falling hammer and the sword. With a loud clang, the hammer came down square on the metal trap, splitting it in half, allowing Aldwyn to slip his tail free. He made a mental note to add this to his list of greatest escapes, then bolted out through a side door before the swordsmith could even realize what he had done.

Finally trap free and back at full speed, Aldwyn’s paws barely touched the ground. He ran through the copper district, where merchants were busy setting up displays of candlesticks and cooking vats outside their shops. But Grimslade emerged once more, not to be denied his prize. This was, after all, the same man who was said to have burned an entire building to the ground just to root out a single roach. When Aldwyn looked back, he was emboldened by the growing distance between him and his pursuer, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He kept running at full speed. The next time he looked back, he saw that Grimslade had done something unexpected: he had stopped dead in his tracks. He loosened the gold draw-strings of a leather pouch hanging from his belt and a shadowy puff of smoke burst out, quickly assuming the shape of a dog. Aldwyn tried hard not to panic, because just as tales of Grimslade’s villainous doings had spread through the back alleys, so, too, had stories of his shadow hounds. Concocted from black magic, these canine apparitions were conjured from a mix of obsidian, black mondo grass, and burnt lupine hair. The tongueless Cave Shamans from Stalagmos, who brewed these predatory demons, found they could fetch a rich purse in the Sewer Markets from assassins like Grimslade. And they were well worth the coin. First created to guard the pitch-black jasper mines of Udula, shadow hounds could see in the complete absence of light, and their teeth could cut through chain mail. It was enough to make any feline fugitive’s paws tremble. Aldwyn was beginning to wonder if the flounder he still held in his mouth was really worth the trouble.
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The shadow hound sped toward him, avoiding the beams of morning light. It let out a supernatural growl that made the fur on the back of Aldwyn’s neck stand up. Picking up the pace, Aldwyn headed straight for what appeared to be a dead end: a fifteen-foot-high fence that surrounded the sacred rock gardens of Bridgetower’s Sun Temple. With the shadow hound closing the gap, Aldwyn got a better look at the beast chasing after him. No eyes, no nose, just a moving cloud of black that left wisps of smoke in its wake.

Aldwyn hit the wooden planks of the fence running, his claws vaulting him up and over the top. He landed in the rock garden on the other side, confident that no dog would be able to scale the same height. But the shadow hound was no ordinary dog. It moved straight through the fence like vapor, re-forming on the other side. Aldwyn’s eyes went wide as he took off once more, heading for the front steps of the Sun Temple. Not taking time to admire it more closely, he dashed through the entrance to save his skin.

Inside the temple, citizens of Bridgetower had come to pray for the sun to heal their ruined fields, kneeling before a meditation pool illuminated by rotating mirrors. Rays of morning sunlight shot through a hole in the domed roof, bouncing off the glass reflectors and causing the water to glow brightly.

Aldwyn passed between two bronze offering bowls filled with flower petals and shiny coins. Overhead, grand pictures in gold leaf showed a bearded warrior on a horse pulling the sun across the sky. Aldwyn hoped to run through the temple and sneak out the other side, but found that the silver exit doors had yet to be opened. He turned back for the entrance, only to see the shadow hound blocking his escape. The pads of his feet began to sweat.

“Maybe we can discuss this,” pleaded Aldwyn, dropping the flounder to the floor. “What do you say we go halfsies on this fish? Fifty-fifty.”

The shadowy apparition let out a ferocious but silent snarl that sent tentacles of mist toward Aldwyn. He felt a terrible cold as the mist enveloped his white paw, but the tentacles retreated as quickly as they came.


“Sixty-forty works, too,” said Aldwyn.

A few of the worshippers looked up from their prayer as the dog moved into the attack position. Baring its jet-black fangs, the hound leaped forward, flying through the air, straight for Aldwyn’s neck. Aldwyn dodged out of the way, finding himself cornered up against one of the large rotating mirrors. Just as the shadow hound got ready to pounce again, Aldwyn thought fast.

He flicked his paw, spinning the sun reflector so the concentrated beam of sunlight was directed right at the smoky beast. The light seared a hole straight through the apparition, and it let out a blood-curdling scream. Then, in a flash of black, the hound exploded. Only a sprinkling of powdered obsidian was left behind.

Aldwyn took a deep breath, picked up the flounder, and exited the temple with an air of cockiness, ignoring the commotion he had caused among the worshippers. He crossed through the garden, climbed up a nearby tree, and leaped over the fence to the neighboring street.

Crossing the merchant square, Aldwyn passed an elderly woman with a patch of chin fuzz selling potted plants from her handcart. He looked around and realized that he had never been down this block before. At first glance, it looked no different from any other row of stores selling cauldrons, spices, or books. But he had never seen steam pour out of an empty cauldron or the pages of books flip on their own—although there was a good chance it was just the wind. And, come to think of it, why was the old lady with the chin fuzz selling plants that were shriveled up and dead? What use could they have? Well, it didn’t really matter, as long as there was a flat rooftop where he could finally eat his flounder in peace and catch a long nap afterward.

Thwoop!

Aldwyn could feel his teeth vibrating as the fish was shot straight out of his mouth with a bolt from Grimslade’s crossbow.

“You’re an impressive foe,” Grimslade called out, “but the chase ends here.”

For a split second, Aldwyn was torn between running for his life and retrieving the fish, which was now pinned to a wooden barrel by the arrow. A second bolt that brushed past the fur on his head helped him make up his mind. Aldwyn dashed around the corner and ran for the first window he could find, leaping into where he did not know.








2

UNFAMILIAR SURROUNDINGS



At first he could hardly see anything, so dark was the inside of the room. Then Aldwyn’s eyes adjusted to the dimness, and he noticed dozens—no, hundreds of cages, stacked floor to ceiling. Inside were animals of all kinds, from butter newts and salamanders to periwinkle falcons and three-toed sloths. There were spoon-billed mockingbirds, badgers, and hedgehogs covered in poisonous-looking needles. In a nearby glass tank, six diamond-shelled tortoises levitated in a circle while fast asleep, floating a few inches above the bottom. On a shelf beside them, a mouse with a single ivory horn sticking out from its head was in the midst of a heated debate with a hairless aardvark.

“You can’t cast a proper hex without black lichen,” argued the mouse.

“Yeah, well, you’d be surprised what you can do with locust dung,” said the aardvark. “It’s a pretty versatile component.”

“But who wants to smell that stuff?” responded the mouse, cringing.

Aldwyn didn’t have the faintest idea what they were talking about—hexes, components, locust dung—so he decided to turn his attention to a neighboring cage, where a buck-toothed wombat was munching on the last bite of a baby carrot stick. After finishing, she gave her tiny tail a shake and disappeared. Aldwyn blinked, not sure if the light was playing tricks on his eyes. He gave a quick glance around, and spotted the wombat now standing on the store counter, stuffing her furry pouch with more carrots from a wooden bowl.

It was a lot for Aldwyn to take in, these unusual creatures with their unusual talents. But before he could give it any more thought, he spotted a rotund, middle-aged man with curly red hair walking out from the stockroom with a cup of appleberry cider in his hand.

“Hey, you,” a voice whispered behind Aldwyn. “You better get back in your cage.”

Aldwyn turned and saw that the warning had come from a large-eyed lemur who was hanging upside down in his cage. On second thought, it couldn’t be a lemur since, as far as Aldwyn knew, lemurs definitely did not have two tails.

Aldwyn spotted an empty cage and scurried over to it. He figured this would be a perfect place to lie low for a little while. Grimslade would never come looking for him in here, and if he did, he wouldn’t be able to find him among this bizarre collection of animal oddities. He was probably still combing the back alleys looking for kitty droppings. Aldwyn tried to pull open the handle with his paw, but lacking a thumb made gripping and turning the metal knob a bit of a challenge. As the shopkeeper crossed through the store, Aldwyn used his teeth and tail to help unclasp the cage door. With a pop, the gate finally swung open, and Aldwyn slid inside just as the curly-haired man passed by on his way to the counter.

A tiny bell over the door rang as two customers and a gust of air swept in from outside. Aldwyn had a clear view to the front of the store, where a bald, mustached elderly man dressed in a black robe decorated with tiny stars was accompanied by a young boy, whose green eyes peeked out from beneath his dirty blond hair. The shopkeeper put down his cup of cider and walked over to greet them.

“Ah, Kalstaff, I’ve been expecting you,” he said before turning to the young boy. “And this must be Jack.”

“It is. And it’s his birthday,” replied Kalstaff. “He turns eleven today.”

“Then you’ve come to the right place. I have the best selection of familiars east of Split River.”

Ah, so that explained all the extraordinary creatures in this store: they were familiars, the animal companions of wizards and witches or any spellcaster. It was common knowledge that familiars assisted their humans in tasks both remarkable and mundane. That they possessed magical powers of their own was known only by those who had had a firsthand encounter with a familiar—a select group that Aldwyn was now a part of. He turned his attention back to the boy, who appeared overwhelmed by the choices before him. He’d begun to wander around the shop, peeking into this cage then that.

“How do I choose?” asked Jack.

“That depends on what kind of wizard you wish to become,” replied the shopkeeper. “Say you’re keen on healing magic. Then perhaps your talents would best be complemented by a raven.” He gestured to a black bird sitting on a perch. “Ravens are capable of mending wounds with a stroke of their feathers.”

“I want to be a Beyonder,” said Jack. “I want to travel to distant lands and fight off enemies. Maybe I’ll be the first one to find the center of Necro’s Maze.”

“In that case, we can skip past the elephant snails and ponder toads,” replied the shopkeeper.

Aldwyn watched Jack head in his direction, with Kalstaff right behind him. As they got closer, he noticed that the stars on Kalstaff’s robe were rotating like constellations in the sky, and what had to be a magic rod was floating at his side. Aldwyn had never seen one in the flesh before, but going by the looks of these enchanted items, it was easy to guess that Kalstaff was a wizard and the boy had to be one of his pupils.

Aldwyn, like everyone, knew that spellcasters walked among the non-magical majority of Vastia’s population. Often indistinguishable from regular folk, magicians lived peacefully alongside those who didn’t have the gift, serving as teachers and healers and protectors of the queendom in times of peril. At least that’s what Aldwyn had once overheard two town elders discussing while he was hiding under a loose floorboard in an all-you-can-eat sausage parlor. Not that he’d been paying close attention—he’d been rather distracted by a puddle of pork grease that had dripped to the floor beside the buffet table.

Jack pointed to a snake-like creature with little wings on its back.

“What’s this?”

“That’s a pocket dragon. They can breathe fire.”


Aldwyn watched with a sense of wonder as wisps of flame shot out from the pocket dragon’s nostrils.

“But they also have a tendency to burn your hair off,” continued the shopkeeper. “I don’t recommend them, unless you want to be as bald as Kalstaff.”

While burning your hair off might be an unpleasant side effect to a human, it was downright terrifying to a cat. Aldwyn would be keeping his distance from pocket dragons.

“This is one of my personal favorites,” said the shopkeeper as they passed a brass pot with a small crab sitting in a pool of water. “Chameleon crabs. They specialize in camouflage spells that can make themselves and their loyals blend in with their surroundings.”

Loyal? Aldwyn had never heard the word used in this way before. But it was clear that the shopkeeper was referring to a familiar’s human companion.

The store owner dipped his hand into the pot for a demonstration, and within seconds his skin began to change color, starting with his feet turning the same dark brown as the floor. Then his legs and torso transformed into the metallic gray of the cage doors behind him. Before he was entirely camouflaged, he pulled his hand out of the bowl and immediately returned to his normal state.

The boy stood with a look of awe on his face.

“I just don’t know,” said Jack, clearly torn between too many options. “They’re all so amazing.”

“Yes, they are,” said the shopkeeper with great respect. “But count yourself fortunate. There was a time when young wizards in training didn’t have so many choices, when they had to go and find their familiars out in the wild. That’s why my great-grandfather opened this store: to make certain that spellcasters would get the best assistance the animal kingdom could offer.”

“It was at this very shop that I chose Zabulon as a boy,” said Kalstaff. “And the queen found her familiar, Paksahara.”

Jack turned and spied a six-inch-long green lizard wearing a tiny saddle on its back, peering out from between two candlesticks on the countertop. The shopkeeper came up behind the boy. “That’s a riding lizard.”

“For what? Ants?”

“No, for people,” answered the store owner. “Rub the back of its head.”

Jack stood there reluctantly at first. Then curiosity got the better of him. He reached his hand out and ran his finger across the back of the lizard’s scaly scalp. The diminutive reptile flicked out its tongue, striking the boy’s fingernail and causing him to shrink to the size of a peanut and land on the lizard’s back. He fit perfectly in the miniature riding gear.

“Hey, what happened?” squeaked Jack, who had to grab onto the reins for dear life as the riding lizard sprinted down the counter, leaping over ink pots and feeding dishes. Jack managed to brace his now minuscule feet in the stirrups as the galloping reptile charged for the edge of the countertop, racing straight past Aldwyn, who watched from inside his cage.

As the lizard sped toward the three-foot drop, the inch-tall Jack seemed half terrified and half thrilled, his hair bouncing in and out of his eyes. Then the two went airborne, and the shopkeeper snatched the lizard out from under the boy. As soon as Jack was no longer touching the magic reptile, he expanded back to his normal size and landed with a thud on the floor.

“I think I’m going to pass on that one,” said Jack, shaking off the after-effects of the spell before dizzily rising to his feet. He was starting to look a little discouraged.

“Just remember Pharkum’s three T’s of animal companionship: temperament, toughness, and talent,” advised the shopkeeper. “At least two should match your own.”

Kalstaff put a reassuring hand on the young boy’s shoulder.

“But what’s most important is that you find a connection with your familiar,” he said. “Its magic skills won’t help you, however impressive they may be, unless you share this deep bond. You’ll know when you feel it.”

The shopkeeper gestured to the cage next to Aldwyn’s, with the large-eyed lemur—or whatever it was—still hanging upside down.

“This one came from the jungles north of Vastia. It can see through solid objects. Useful talent but impossible to get any privacy.”

Jack only half heard, as he had already moved on to Aldwyn. The boy bent down and looked straight into his eyes. Aldwyn was attempting to lie low and not call any attention to himself, but here he was being singled out. He tried to look bored and as uninteresting as possible.

“This cat’s got green eyes, just like me,” said Jack.

The shopkeeper walked over and looked at Aldwyn.

“I don’t remember where I got that one. Must have been one of the telekinetic bicolors I picked up from Maidenmere.”

“Ooh, I want to see!” exclaimed the boy.

They all waited expectantly, but Aldwyn just lay there.

“The truly powerful don’t need to put their talents on display,” said the shopkeeper. “His gifts must be especially strong.”

Aldwyn couldn’t believe just how mistaken the store owner was. He was an ordinary alley cat, whose only real talent was for getting into trouble.

“I’ll take him,” Jack blurted out.
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Aldwyn thought he hadn’t heard right. Had the young wizard apprentice—in this shop filled with countless amazing animals, one more magical than the next—really picked him as his familiar?

“Are you sure?” asked the shopkeeper. “This is not like a wand or a hat. A familiar must be chosen very carefully.”

Jack reached into the cage and stroked the underside of Aldwyn’s chin with the backs of his fingers. Aldwyn instinctively nuzzled his cheek against the boy’s hand, and a little purr of pleasure escaped from his mouth. He felt his tail curl, something that rarely happened. He didn’t know why, but Aldwyn felt a connection to Jack, an instant sense of belonging that could only be described as magical.

A smile crossed Kalstaff’s face. “He’s sure.”

The bald wizard handed the shopkeeper a leather purse filled with coins, and Jack pulled Aldwyn out into his arms.

“I’m going to name him Mittens!” he said excitedly to Kalstaff. Aldwyn shuddered at the thought.

“This is no ordinary pet,” replied the old wizard. “You don’t name them. Familiars reveal their names to you.”

“But how?” asked the boy.

“Vocarum animale, a simple but powerful spell created by Horteus Ebekenezer, the great forest communer. You’ll see later.”

Before they reached the door, the shopkeeper called out to Jack with one last piece of advice. “Don’t expect too much from him at first,” he said. “He will reveal his powers when the time is right.”

With Aldwyn in his arms, Jack nodded and followed Kalstaff back out to the street. Aldwyn spied Grimslade lingering on the corner, his crossbow menacingly in hand. A most distressing image flashed through Aldwyn’s mind: his own fur laid out on Grimslade’s sitting room floor as a catskin rug. Quickly, Aldwyn nestled deeper into Jack’s arms, hoping he would remain hidden.

“Let’s pick up some fish for your new friend before heading home,” suggested Kalstaff.

Aldwyn felt his whiskers tingling and couldn’t hold back another happy purr. It had been a rough start to the day, but at long last things were looking up.
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