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      Elena had made it almost an entire day without incapacitating a customer - or herself. All machinery was in working order and, unlike the week before, there’d been no ill-timed glitter explosions. Unfortunately, it seemed her good luck was about to end.

      “You want a caramel latte?” she asked, hoping she’d heard the perky blonde woman on the other side of the counter wrong.

      “Low-fat milk, extra foam, and sugar-free syrup,” the woman confirmed, wrapping her hands possessively around the rainbow-frosted cupcake in front of her.

      Elena’s stomach clenched and she fought to keep the smile fixed on her face. “I’m so sorry, the barista has had to step out for an hour and -”

      The woman cut her off with a flippant wave of her hand. “Oh, don’t worry, I’m not a coffee snob, darling. I’m sure you’ll do a perfectly fine job.”

      Elena’s smile faltered.

      There was a reason she normally avoided being left alone at Sprinkles & Stuff, the quaint cake shop where she worked. But Jessica had promised she’d be no more than an hour at the wholesaler. Besides, the weather outside was so miserable that Elena hadn’t expected many customers for the afternoon. She’d reluctantly agreed to hold the fort, telling herself that she could of course survive a mere sixty minutes without causing too much damage.

      “Are you sure I can’t tempt you with a refreshing herbal tea?” she tried again, a tinge of desperation creeping into her voice. “We’ve got a wide selection.”

      The woman clutched her chest, expression aghast. “Herbal tea? Oh, good lord no! I simply wouldn’t make it through the day without my coffee.”

      Elena nodded, a numbness settling over her as she resigned herself to her fate. Slowly, she turned to face the dreaded coffee machine.

      The lights in the shop flickered as her racing heart caused her magic to pulse with nervous energy. She cast an uneasy glance towards her waiting customer, but the woman had her head buried in her phone and didn’t seem to have noticed a thing.

      Maybe it won’t happen this time. She crossed her fingers as she turned her attention back to the machine. Holding her breath, she jabbed the button to start grinding the beans.

      Her magic flared again, and the cash register drawer popped out with a loud BING. Elena leapt a foot in the air, barely smothering her yelp.

      The customer didn’t even raise her head.

      Elena bit down on her lip hard enough for the stinging pain to become her sole focus. Pull yourself together. It’s only a stupid coffee.

      She repeated that mantra over and over as she hit the button to grind the beans. Rich brown liquid streamed into the waiting cup, a faint chocolatey aroma tickling her nose. Behind her, the customer was busy replying to a voice message about two people called Debbie and Max, who apparently weren’t doing as good a job as they thought at keeping their affair secret. Elena prayed the woman’s distraction would continue just a little longer.

      Her hand trembled as she set about steaming the milk. When she couldn’t delay any longer, she took a deep breath, squeezed her eyes closed, and poured the hot, creamy liquid into the coffee.

      The lightening of the jug in her hand warned her that she was near the point of overflow. She tentatively peeled one eye open for a quick glance.

      That was all it took.

      Her body went rigid and her eyes shot wide, ignoring every warning signal from her brain. As the pattern on top of the milk foam took shape, her gaze grew unfocused. No amount of wishful thinking was going to tear it from the latte now.

      The pattern on the foam darkened as coffee mixed with milk and it sharpened into the form of a scraggly black cat. The feline cowered in an alley that bore a suspicious resemblance to the one behind Sprinkles & Stuff. Two huge figures closed in, their broad, muscled shoulders nearly wide enough to block the feline’s escape. Elena had only a second to note the rough ginger stubble that coated the jaws of the two men and the rainbows that reflected in their eyes before they closed in.

      She heaved in a breath, jerking backwards as she tore herself from the vision.

      Leprechaun mercenaries.

      And that was a familiar they had cornered.

      Her heart thundered in her ears and a cold sweat broke out on her forehead as she tried to process what she’d just seen. The customer continued to yammer away on her phone on the far side of the counter, oblivious to the fact that anything was wrong.

      But it was. Very wrong.

      Panic tightened like a band around her chest and squeezed as an unrelenting sense of urgency bore down on her. Her visions were unpredictable at the best of times, but they never showed her anything too far in the future. Which meant there was potentially a familiar in the alley who needed help.

      She slammed the latte down on the counter harder than she meant to and grimaced. “On the house.”

      The woman blinked at her in surprise, her attention finally drawn away from the device in her hand. She opened her mouth, but Elena didn’t give her a chance to speak. She hurried around the counter and pushed the cup into the customer’s hands.

      “I’m very sorry.” She ushered the baffled woman towards the door, acutely aware that her smile had taken on a manic edge. “I need to close up early.”

      Elena slammed the door after the woman and snapped the lock into place. Jessica would be horrified if she saw how Elena was behaving with a customer. But her very human friend would never understand.

      Praying to Hecate that for once her vision would be wrong, Elena hurried to the kitchen at the rear of the shop. She grabbed the largest baking pan she could find and forced herself to take a slow breath. It was fine. She was just going to take a look, that was all.

      The fire exit that led to the back alley was to her left, and as she slowly edged towards it, she heard the clatter of a bin lid and muffled noises from beyond the door. Any hope she’d had of the vision not coming true fled with a sickening drop of her stomach.

      Her palms grew clammy as she gripped the baking tin tighter and stared at the closed door. She could turn around, go back into the shop and pretend nothing was happening. But then she’d be leaving a familiar defenceless against two highly trained mercenaries. She could never live with herself if she did that.

      The thought was enough to force her feet forward, but not enough for her to convince herself her actions were anything other than insane. Her hand trembled as she reached for the door handle.

      Despite her best intentions, she couldn’t bring herself to open it. Then a feline screech sounded from the other side.

      Before she could second-guess what she was doing, she shoved the fire door open and lurched out, baking pan raised in the air.

      She swung wildly with her makeshift weapon, and a yell of pain accompanied the jarring thud that reverberated down her arm. There was a flash of light, and then, to her shock, a large muscled body crumpled at her feet.

      Elena had only a moment to gape at the unconscious leprechaun before the second mercenary turned his attention from the scraggly black familiar he had cornered to growl at her.

      She let out a strangled squeak as he stalked towards her, menace glinting in his rainbow-coloured eyes. He grinned, revealing four golden teeth as he reached out a meaty hand to grab her.

      Two things happened at once.

      The black cat leapt through the air, claws extended as he aimed for the leprechaun’s back.

      And the fear that Elena had been only just keeping in check broke free of its constraints.

      Another blinding flash of light filled the small space. Time hung suspended for a heartbeat, then Elena gasped in a breath.

      She blinked, frantically trying to clear her vision. Then continued blinking, unable to believe her eyes as she stared at the second leprechaun, who now lay unconscious on the ground next to his partner.

      The black familiar sat atop him, head tilted as he assessed her. “Neat trick you’ve got there.”

      Elena’s cheeks heated as she wondered what in the name of Hecate she’d done. But shock quickly replaced any embarrassment as realisation dawned on her.

      The familiar had just spoken to her.

      Her mouth dropped open as she stared at him. It wasn’t possible. She wasn’t able to talk to familiars. Her magical ability was nowhere near that level of skill. In fact, it barely even registered on a skill chart. She was losing her mind. That was the only explanation.

      “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

      “You… I… I mean…”

      Before she could form a coherent sentence, the first leprechaun groaned, his large muscles twitching as he stirred. Elena’s heart leapt into her throat.

      Unperturbed, the cat glanced down at him and then to the baking pan still hanging limply in Elena’s hand. “Mind if I borrow that?”

      The baking pan floated from Elena’s grasp and rose in the air above the leprechaun’s head. It smashed down on the hard skull with a thud so loud it even rattled Elena’s teeth.

      The leprechaun stilled.

      “Should I hit that one too?” The familiar nudged the second leprechaun with his paw, but the mercenary gave no response.

      This time Elena did cringe in embarrassment. It was bad enough that she’d accidentally roofied the leprechaun with her unruly magic. What would the familiar think when she admitted it had happened before - enough times for her to be confident they had at least twelve hours before he woke?

      Averting her eyes, she gave a small shake of her head. “No need. We should get out of here, though.” The last thing she wanted was to be standing here when the two huge, terrifying men woke up.

      She indicated to the still open fire door. Her knees were shaking, and sitting down seemed like a much safer option right now. “Come inside. My apartment is upstairs, and they won’t be able to track you once you’re behind the wards.”

      Of course, they couldn’t hide inside forever. What were the chances leprechauns didn’t hold grudges?
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      Elena hurried to lock every door, window, and access point, no matter how small, as the familiar followed her inside. Her pulse was still thundering in her ears as she ushered the cat up the stairs to the small apartment she rented from Jessica.

      Magic tingled over her skin as she pushed open the door to reveal a cosy living room. An oversized grey sofa filled most of the space, with a fluffy teal rug and colourful abstract paintings adding vibrant accents. She took a deep inhale, letting the lingering aroma of lavender wash over her.

      Home.

      Behind her, the familiar hesitated at the threshold, clearly unsure.

      “It’s okay. You’ll be safe here,” she promised.

      He hesitated for a moment longer before stepping inside just far enough for her to pull the door closed. Her wards snapped into place and she slumped against the wall in relief.

      She didn’t allow herself to get distracted by the sense of safety for long, however. Wards were one of the few areas where she trusted her magic implicitly, but she had no doubt that the mercenaries would set up camp outside the building if they realised where the familiar had escaped to. So, even though there was no direct line of sight from the alley to her apartment, she hurried to the two small windows and yanked the blinds down.

      That done, she turned her attention to the scraggly black cat who remained next to the door watching her with open curiosity. “Are you hurt? Can I get you anything? Oh Hecate, I haven’t even introduced myself. You must think I’m so rude. I’m Elena.”

      She snapped her mouth shut, suddenly aware of how much she was babbling. She shoved a strand of magenta hair behind her ear, fighting the urge to fidget.

      The familiar’s yellow eyes sparkled with amusement and he gave a polite incline of his chin. “Paws, at your service, ma’am.”

      Paws took in the small space. His gaze lingered on the paintings that adorned the walls, and Elena found herself shifting from foot to foot as she self-consciously wondered if he liked them. She wasn’t a professional by any sense of the word, but these had been some of her favourites to work on.

      He returned his attention to her, head tilting to the side. “So, do you go around knocking out people on a regular basis?”

      Choking on her surprise, she gaped at the familiar. “Of course not!”

      The high-pitched edge to her tone made her wince inwardly.

      “Why were they after you anyway?” She pointedly shifted the attention back on him, folding her arms across her midsection. Her magic wasn’t on trial here - not this time, at least.

      Paws glanced away, the casual gesture clearly feigned. “No idea. I was simply minding my own business when one of them tried to put a bag over my head. I managed to get away, but they followed me here. You saw the rest for yourself. How did you know I needed help anyway?”

      This time it was Elena’s turn to look away as she chewed on her lip. No doubt he thought she was odd enough already, thanks to her little magical roofie mishap. She could only imagine what he’d think if he knew about her visions. So, she let silence be her answer as she considered his story.

      There was no way he’d been targeted at random. Leprechauns were mercenaries - and damned good ones at that. If they’d come after him, it could only be because there was a contract on his head. And given he was a familiar and should have been out of bounds for the mercenaries, it was clearly an illegal one. She couldn’t leave him to their mercy.

      “You’re safe here for now.” She reached into her pocket for her phone. “I’ll call the Feline Familiar Society and explain the situation. I’m sure they’ll be able to get to the bottom of what’s going on.”

      Paws stiffened. “Oh, that won’t be necessary. I’ve caused you enough trouble already.”

      Never taking his eyes from her, he edged towards the door. “I’ll just be going so you can get on with your day. Much obliged for the assistance.”

      Pivoting, he leapt for the door handle. A shimmering barrier rippled through the air and sent him rebounding back to the floor. He frowned, giving himself a shake.

      When he jumped again, the same thing happened.

      This time it was Elena’s turn to frown. What in the name of Hecate was going on with her door? And why had he gotten so spooked at the mention of the FFS?

      Energy prickled over her skin as Paws used his magic to try open the door. An odd blue light glowed around the doorframe, but the door stayed resolutely shut. Paws shot her a glare.

      She shrugged helplessly. “I’m not doing anything. Maybe my wards are trying to tell you it’s not safe to go outside right now?”

      Even as she said it, she had the odd sense that it was only partially true. While the leprechauns were likely still in the area, there was no reason for her wards to actively try to keep him from harm. Was there?

      A strange tugging sensation started beneath her sternum, and she rubbed her palm over it absently as she considered their options. The leprechauns were unlikely to awaken from their imposed slumber and simply go on their merry way. Which meant that, at the very least, Paws needed time for them to wake, scour the area, and decide he’d gotten away before he was safe to venture out again.

      “Why don’t you stay the night?” The words came out of her mouth before she even realised she was going to say them, and she blushed at her own presumptuousness.

      “I’m sure you’re more than capable of fending for yourself,” she hurried on, “but I’d feel better knowing the leprechauns were gone before you left.”

      The familiar eyed her warily.

      No doubt he thought she was buying time to call the FFS. And really, it would be the smart thing to do. She wasn’t sanctioned to have a familiar of her own, never mind the trouble she could get in for harbouring one with an illegal contract on his head.

      But he’d already made it clear he’d run if she contacted the FFS. And even if she ignored his wishes, how would she explain her role in incapacitating the leprechauns? The last thing she needed was to have her magic under an even bigger spotlight. They’d strike her off as a witch for sure.

      Despite the hint of mistrust lingering in his yellow eyes, Paws didn’t argue. So, Elena nodded. That was settled.

      “Why don’t you get freshened up and make yourself at home? I’ll fix us something to eat.”

      She turned on her heel and strode from the living room, aware of him watching her as she did. Once she was alone in the small kitchen, she released a shaky breath. What in the name of Hecate was she doing? She’d just invited a random familiar for a sleepover. One who was wanted by illegal mercenaries, no less.

      For a few minutes, Elena simply stared at the cupboards, her thoughts
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