
  
    [image: Larry's Familiar Tale]
  


  
    
      LARRY'S FAMILIAR TALE

      THE CROSSROADS KEEPER PREQUEL

    

    
      
        SAMANTHA BLACKWOOD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Barghest Press Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. It’s Too Late

      

      
        2. Life’s A Bitch

      

      
        3. Hostile Takeover

      

      
        4. The Back of Beyond

      

      
        5. Home, Sweet Home

      

      
        6. Night Watch

      

      
        7. Nobody Listens

      

      
        8. The Ladies in Black ... And Purple

      

      
        9. Cerridwen’s Priestess

      

      
        10. Are We Winning Yet?

      

      
        11. The Demons Descend

      

      
        12. That Ship Hasn’t Sailed

      

      
        13. Awakening

      

      
        14. Familiar Forces

      

      
        15. Scrapyard Skirmish

      

      
        16. Moving Forward

      

      
        17. Plan Your Plan. Work Your Plan

      

      
        18. Crunch Time

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Samantha Blackwood

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright © 2021 by Samantha Blackwood

      First Edition.

      Barghest Press Publishing.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN-978-1-955624-02-2

      Cover Design by Blackbird Book Covers.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to Larry the Kibble Guy, my trusty, snarky, and very much loved real-life poodle, who is the inspiration for the canine protagonist in this novel. Larry is a rescue dog found wandering the streets of south San Antonio with his friend, a Bassett Hound. Now, Larry sleeps on the bed at night, and spends his days playing, sunbathing and demanding treats, lol!
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      “Look, I’m telling you, I don’t think her death was natural. I’m sure that bitch killed her.” Larry’s fierce gaze swung around the room, blasting everyone present with fiery defiance.

      Meows, growls, and chitters of protest filled the tense silence that followed Larry’s furious outburst.

      “Come on guys, this isn’t right and you know it.” Larry cajoled the gathering. “We need to investigate Mabel’s death. We can’t just let that bi—uh Litha take over as High Priestess without making sure she’s worthy of the role.”

      The ornate clock high on the large room’s wall chimed twice, its deep bong echoing from through the room. Glowing embers in the fireplace reflected white and green in the animal eyes of the gathered Familiars.

      A sleek, ebony feline jumped from her chair onto the conference table, her back arching in a sinuous stretch. “Are we going to keep listening to this mangey canine’s ranting for much longer? It’s well after midnight, and I’d like to get back to the hunt. I’ve got better things to do than listen to mad conspiracy theories.”

      “He does have a point, though, Cleo.” A midnight black raven perched on the mantle objected, his feathers ruffling in the warm draft from the fire’s rising heat. “Mabel was only just over two hundred years old. She should have had a good couple more centuries left in her, at least. I’ve even known witches who made it past the half millennium mark. Maybe we should investigate things. It’s just a little too convenient that Litha was with Mabel when she died, right after she supposedly appointed Litha as her successor. We only have Litha’s word for that.”

      The raven’s inquisitive yellow eyes questioned the cat. “As magical Familiar to the coven member that everyone expected to be the next High Priestess, I’d have thought you’d be eager to discover if there’d been any foul play or shenanigans concerning the succession.”

      Cleo snorted in derision and fixed the raven with a narrow-eyed glare. “Listen, Sid, I’ve been Jesse’s Familiar for almost a century. If anyone would know that she’s not suitable to lead this coven, it would be me. She. Is. Not. Worthy.”

      Voices rose in protest at Cleo’s statement.

      “Now hang on a minute.”

      “You can’t believe that.”

      “Jesse’s always been good to me ....”

      “She’s the smartest witch we have.”

      Larry closed his eyes and heaved a dejected sigh. Not enough voices protested Cleo’s words. Not nearly enough. Most of the Familiars ranged around the room kept their silence and avoided eye contact with each other. And with him. He’d lost, despite support from a few valiant souls. There would be no investigation of Mabel’s untimely death. Litha would be sworn in as the new High Priestess on the next Full Moon, in only a week’s time.

      Goddess help them all.
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        * * *

      

      Jesse reclined under the swaying branches of the willow tree. The gentle murmur of water splashing over the rounded stones along the riverbank soothed her grieving soul. Mabel was dead. Her High Priestess and best friend for almost a century had crossed into the Otherworld, leaving her and the coven confused, saddened and at odds with each other.

      When Litha had returned from her walk with Mabel a few days ago, she’d baldly stated that Mabel was dead, her body absorbed back into Mother Earth. Jesse had been saddened and slightly overwhelmed but determined to carry out her new duties as High Priestess for the sake of the coven.

      Then Litha had shocked everyone with her next pronouncement. “Mabel told me months ago that she no longer thought Jesse the best fit to run the coven in the event of her death.” Litha had smoothed her fingers down the length of her heavy flaxen braid, a small smile on her lips. “She’s been training me ever since to take over as High Priestess, should anything happen to her.”

      Amid shocked gasps, and with accusing eyes pinned on her, Jesse had simply nodded and turned away to mourn her friend and mentor. What did it matter, she’d mused sadly. She’d always wondered at Mabel’s wisdom in appointing her as successor all those years ago. She had never really fit in with the other coven members, who typically kept her at a distance. The social exclusion had made her an introvert. But she’d always faithfully performed her coven duties, despite private doubts about her fitness for a future leadership role. Maybe Mabel had finally seen the error of her ways. But Litha? No, it surely couldn’t be.

      A faint breeze whispered through the waving fronds of the willow, causing soft leaves to whisper across her face. Jesse remembered her last conversation with Mabel. They’d sat in the dim light of Mabel’s study, sipping deep red wine from crystal goblets. A heavy frown had wrinkled her friend’s brow.

      “What’s the matter, Lady Mabel? You look worried. Is it the wine? Should I get you a fresh glass?”

      Mabel had shaken her head and forced a smile. “Nothing’s the matter, Jesse. I’m fine. There’s a situation with one of the coven members that’s concerning me a little. No matter. I’ll handle it.”

      “If you tell me about it, maybe I can help.” Jesse had sipped her wine slowly, leaving time for Mabel to decide whether to share her worries.

      “I think—no, I suspect ....” Mabel had rubbed her eyes with a sigh. “I would really rather not say too much until I’m sure. But I’ll tell you this. Someone’s had their hand in the coven’s coffers. That, I’m sure of. And there’s, uh, more. I just need to confirm my suspicions before I share them with you, dear. I wouldn’t want to accuse the wrong person.”

      The breeze stiffened, blowing the willow’s fronds into a merry dance. Jesse shivered, but not from the chill wind. She should have pressed Mabel for answers. Now, it was too late.
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      Larry gobbled down the last of his evening meal, then burped. He ran his tongue around the bottom of the shiny metal bowl to ensure he hadn’t missed a piece of kibble. No such luck, though. No more kibble. No more Mabel. Ears flattened against his massive head in sadness, Larry heaved a dejected sigh. This was surely one of the last meals he’d eat at Mabel’s house. In less than a week, it would be the Full Moon. Litha would be sworn in as the new High Priestess, and he’d be officially out of a job.

      Even if Litha wanted him to stay on as her Familiar, which he highly doubted, there was no way he would agree. He couldn’t work magic with a witch he despised ... and who he suspected of murdering his last magical partner. She’d just have to choose another or bring her ancient toad Familiar with her when she took over as High Priestess. Burt wasn’t the sharpest toad in the shed, or the most magical, but he’d do in a pinch.

      The pantry door swung open, revealing Cleo’s smug smile. “You’d better chow down now, mutt, as you’ll be out on your ear soon.”

      “Oh stuff it, Cleo,” Larry snarled. “What are you doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t you be helping Jesse get ready for the Full Moon induction ceremony?”

      Cleo’s sinuous body slunk into the pantry, then sprang onto a shelf high above Larry’s head. She casually licked her paw before running it over her dark fur. “Jesse doesn’t need my help. Anyway, I’m too busy assisting my soon-to-be new partner prepare for the ritual.”

      Recently eaten kibble roiled in Larry’s stomach, leaving him nauseous. Oh, no. “So Litha’s chosen you as her new Familiar, has she?”

      “Yep.” Cleo’s muzzle wrinkled in a feline grin.

      “Figures. So, what happens to Burt?”

      “He’ll be retiring from the coven. Permanently. It’s about time for him to return to the Underworld so that those losers at DEAF can issue him a new Familiar form and assign him a new gig, don’t you think?”

      Larry schooled his features so the horror he felt didn’t reflect on his face. “Litha plans to sacrifice him at the ritual, doesn’t she?” His heart hurt for Burt. His untimely arrival at the Supernatural Council’s Department of Eternal Animal Familiars for reassignment would be so unnecessary. That bitch.

      “It’s a High Priestess’s prerogative to request a new Familiar when she ascends to the role. You know that.” Cleo balanced on the high shelf then dove over Larry’s head before landing on a shelf on the far wall.

      Sickened, Larry growled in disgust. “Usually, it’s just a personnel shuffle. It’s been centuries since a High Priestess sacrificed a Familiar. Why can’t she just let Burt find a new magical partner? Or assign him to Jesse? If you’re leaving her, she’ll need a new Familiar—”

      “Jesse already has a new Familiar. You.”

      “What?!” Larry barked in shock. “I thought I’d head back to DEAF for a new assignment, after I take care of something ... I had, er, have plans.”

      “You don’t have a choice, I’m afraid.” Cleo stared coldly down at Larry and snickered. “Litha has already cleared your new Familiar assignment with your case worker at DEAF. You and Jesse are a team now. I warn you, she’s not the easiest witch to get along with. She’s ... distant. Not too bright. A bit of a prude. Doesn’t think the ends always justify the means ... if you know what I mean.”

      Larry held back a growl. He’d be damned if he’d let Cleo see how her cruel words affected him. “Jesse is the smartest—and most powerful witch in this coven of magical misfits ... and you know it. I’ll be proud to become her Familiar.”

      Larry pranced out of the pantry with his head held high. He’d make sure he and Jesse had a great magical relationship. But first, he’d have to break the news to her that her long-time Familiar had deserted her for greener magical pastures. He didn’t think she’d be too upset about it, though. Jesse wasn’t a cat person—even if that cat was her Familiar. And Cleo was SUCH a cat. Then he’d enlist Jesse’s help to discover the truth about Mabel’s death. Once they’d done that, they could sort out that bitch, Litha.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you aren’t bothered that Cleo has left you?” Larry studied Jesse through narrowed eyes. She was taking the news of Cleo’s defection even better than he expected. Rather too well, in fact. He wondered if her lack of reaction resulted from depression over Mabel’s death, or from her diminishing leadership prospects within the coven. Probably a bit of both, he reasoned.

      “Nope. Never was a cat person. And Cleo was such a cat.” The mound of pillows surrounding her head where it rested on the bed muffled Jesse’s matter-of-fact statement. “I’m perfectly happy to be without a Familiar for the foreseeable future.”

      Larry sneezed to cover his snicker at Jesse’s unknowing repetition of his own low opinion of Cleo. He jumped onto the bed so he could observe Jesse’s face when he shared the rest of his news.

      “Um, I’m afraid there’s more.”

      Beating back the encroaching pillows, Jesse shifted from her prone position and sat up, a flicker of interest lighting her face. “What? Don’t tell me the Familiars voted to investigate Mabel’s death at your meeting last night. I figured those losers would go along with Litha’s plans to take over.”

      “They’re not all losers.” Larry cocked his head in consideration. “Just enough of them. The ones with the loudest voices.”

      “So, you lost the vote, then. There’ll be no investigation.” Jesse’s face fell in resignation.

      “Well, no—and yes. If you’ll help, that is.” Larry widened his chocolate-brown eyes in entreaty.

      Jesse snorted a reluctant laugh. “Don’t give me those puppy-dog eyes, you little weasel. They may have worked on Mabel, but they won’t work on me.”

      “How about if I throw in a head tilt and a raised paw?” Larry preceded the words with the actions, then threw in a big doggie grin for good measure.

      “Oh, go on, then. Spit it out, mutt. I’m listening.” Jesse’s formerly surly expression softened. Lips twitching, she struggled to contain a smile.

      Pleased that he had lightened Jesse’s mood, Larry hoped his next words didn’t bring back the dark thunderclouds that had figuratively surrounded his new magical partner when he first entered the room. “Two things. The first isn’t negotiable, as I’m told it’s already a done deal. The second is one I’m hoping you’ll support, since you feel the same as me on the topic. At least I think you do.”

      “I’m all agog, you furry menace. Speak for goddess’ sake!”

      “Okay then, here goes. First, I’ve been reassigned as your magical Familiar. Apparently, Litha has some pull with the Council. They requested the transfer from DEAF, who approved it without consulting me.” Larry realized his tone had grown annoyed and amended his statement. “Not that I mind, of course. I think we can work well together.”

      “Okay.” Jesse’s one-word response held no enthusiasm. Neither did it hold resentment.

      “Okay? That’s all you’ve got to say. Litha is moving pieces on the coven chessboard before she’s even officially sworn in as High Priestess and ‘okay’ is all you can say?” A deep, frustrated growl rumbled in Larry’s massive chest.

      “Keep your socks on you flea-bitten fur-ball. I’m fine with you as a magical partner, so it doesn’t matter to me that it was Litha who arranged it. Although, I do wonder about her motive.” Jesse’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “What is she up to now, I wonder?”

      Larry curled his lips, his long canines gleaming in the sunlight streaming in the window. “That brings me to item number two on the news list. I’d also like to know what Litha is up to ... and whether she—or anyone else—had anything to do with Mabel’s death. Since the coven Familiars won’t investigate, and their witch partners don’t appear to have a brain cell or backbone between them, I’m thinking why don’t we look into things? You and me?”

      Various emotions flitted across Jesse’s face before surprise won out. “Us? But how? And what do we do with what we discover? No one’s going to listen to us.” Jesse’s head drooped until her chin rested on her chest.

      “Well, we can try.” Larry shook his head, jowls and ears flapping against his face with each shake. “I want to know what happened the day Mabel died and I think you do, too. Her death wasn’t natural. I’m sure of it. I also highly doubt she suddenly changed her mind about who she wanted to take over the coven in the event of her death. Litha’s only been with the coven for a few years and she’s a magical lightweight. Not to mention a complete bitch. You’ve been Mabel’s chosen successor for almost a century. And you have more power in your little toe than anyone else in the coven, including and especially Litha.”
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        * * *

      

      Jesse remained silent for so long that Larry worried he wouldn’t gain her support in his investigative mission. When she finally spoke, her words were measured, intertwined with both hope and despair.

      “I agree with you, Larry. We should honor Mabel’s memory by doing what we can to right the wrongs Litha and her supporters are doing to this coven. But I have to warn you, I’m not sure we’ll be successful. I suspect the rot goes deep.”

      Jesse fingered the bedcovers, tracing the outline of the hand-sewn squares on the quilt. “Mabel made me this quilt twenty years ago. She saw me admiring hers one day and told me right then she’d make me one. And she did. She always did what she said she would. And she paid attention to people’s needs and desires.”

      A lone tear tracked down Jesse’s cheek. “I’ve been lax over the past few years. Maybe I let things the coven members did—or didn’t do, slide when I shouldn’t have. I didn’t always listen and wasn’t always a good assistant High Priestess to Mabel. Maybe that’s why ....”

      Larry’s ears perked up. “Why what?”

      “Well, about a week ago, when Mabel and I were having a leadership meeting, I noticed she seemed troubled. I asked her what was wrong, but she wouldn’t tell me. All she’d say is that she suspected someone had their hands in the coven’s coffers. She indicated there was more to it, as well. But she wouldn’t tell me who she suspected ... or what the ‘more’ was.”

      Jesse’s agonized groan echoed in the room. “I should have pushed. Demanded that she tell me and let me help. But I was so wrapped up in the small stuff, internal coven bickering, redecorating the altar. Stupid stuff, it seems in retrospect.”

      “What happened is not your fault, Jesse. We all get caught up in the day-to-day grind. Sometimes we overlook the big stuff going on around us because we’re so busy taking care of the small stuff. And, as assistant to the High Priestess, the small stuff was your job.” Larry laid his head heavily on Jesse’s knee and gusted a sigh. “It wasn’t your fault ... but maybe it was mine. I warned her months ago that I suspected Litha was up to something, but she told me not to worry. She said she was sorting things out. I should have forced the issue ... done something—helped somehow.”

      Jesse’s hand paused mid-stroke. She’d been unconsciously rubbing Larry’s ears. “If it’s not my fault, then it sure as hell isn’t yours, dog-face. Did she tell you what she thought was wrong? No? Even though you asked, many times, I assume. Thought not.”

      “But—”

      “No buts about it, mutt. She wouldn’t share her concerns with either of us, even though we asked her to. That’s on her.” Jesse’s hand resumed her rhythmic rubbing of Larry’s soft, floppy ears. “We’ll both just have to live with the fact that we knew something serious was bothering her but we didn’t press her for answers. We trusted, but didn’t verify, that she had things under control. That’s on us.”

      Larry relaxed into Jesse’s ministrations, his eyes growing heavy with fatigue. He hadn’t slept well since Mabel’s death. He yelped in surprise when Jesse suddenly grabbed his head firmly and brought her face close to his.

      “Listen, fat-head. You did your job. You warned your magical partner that something was amiss ... more than once. She said she could handle it and didn’t listen to your concerns. That really is on her. Maybe you could have done something about it on your own, but more likely not. Maybe you and I should have talked and tried to come up with a plan to help, but would it have made a difference? Mabel was a stubborn old coot. Just like you—and me. We are all responsible for our own destiny, Larry. Those around us can only offer help and support and we’ll accept it when we’re ready. Or not.”

      The painful burden on Larry’s heart lightened, if only a little. “So, what you’re saying is that nobody listens to anyone else, and that’s not anyone’s fault but their own, and that everyone is responsible for their own destiny.”

      “Something like that, dog.”

      Larry jumped off the bed and shook himself from head to rump, the thick skin on his body jiggling over his muscular frame. “Well then, let’s go be responsible for our destiny. Time to investigate the hell out of that jumped-up hedge witch.”

      He fixed Jesse with a gimlet eye. “And, just for your information, I do not have fleas.”

      Jesse smothered a grin. “Maybe I should get you a flea collar.”

      “Don’t you dare. You know Familiars don’t get fleas.” Larry gave Jesse serious side-eye.

      “There’s always a first time.”

      Their good-natured bickering followed the new magical duo as they left the room to prepare for their upcoming investigation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            HOSTILE TAKEOVER

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The following evening, Larry slunk away from a clandestine meeting, spirits buoyed by what he’d just been told. If his informant’s words were true, they had Litha bang to rights. She’d tried this same takeover shit at her last coven, but the High Priestess had gotten wind of it in time and taken immediate action. She had stripped Litha and her co-conspirators of their roles and kicked them out of the coven.

      Someone on the Witch Council must be in cahoots with Litha, though, as her record had been scrubbed ... and then embellished. Larry remembered when Litha and a few of her cohorts had applied to join Mabel’s coven several years ago. Her record appeared spotless. Plus, she came with a letter of recommendation from the Council.

      Larry sighed as he loped through the darkness and considered what the investigation had turned up so far. He and Jesse had snuck into Mabel’s empty house the night before. They had ransacked the coven’s records, discovering within the faint trail of Litha’s deceit. Her coven application had not included a letter from her former High Priestess; instead, it contained one from a prominent member of the Witch Council. That was odd, but not totally unheard of. Sometimes, High Priestesses and their assistants did not get along. Too many witches in the kitchen, so to speak. Then he’d found the name of Litha’s former Familiar mentioned, along with a snippet about him remaining with her former coven when she left. That was odd, and certainly something he and Jesse could investigate. Familiars usually stayed with their magical partners wherever they went—for life.

      Well after midnight, once all was quiet at the covenstead, he and Jesse had then traveled the ley line to Carlisle, in the frigid northwest of England, to see what more they could learn about Litha’s exit from her last coven. Brrrr. Fortunately, it was a quick sixty-minute trip with only one magical layover at a Crossroads near Stonehenge. They’d make it back to the covenstead before breakfast, if they didn’t freeze to death, first.

      “Did he have any information?” Jesse’s murmur, soft on the frigid night air, startled Larry from his introspection. He slunk through the hedge until he reached Jesse’s hiding place, snug up against the gnarled branches of an ancient hawthorn tree. She clutched her voluminous black cloak closed, shivering in the chilly night air.

      “Yep.” Larry lay down next to Jesse and snuggled close for warmth. “Litha’s former Familiar, Dean, spilled the beans, and what he told me confirms our suspicions. The High Priestess discovered Litha and her cronies were plotting to take over the coven.”

      A pang clenched at Larry’s heart, but he shook off the pain of his own failure. “Dean discovered their plot and turned them in. Litha and her crew were out on their ears in less than a day. The High Priestess offered Dean a cushy job as the coven’s magical mascot, so he stayed. I get the feeling he’d have stayed on, anyway. From what I can gather, he and Litha had a rather troubled magical partnership.”

      Jesse chuckled darkly. “Let me guess. He just wanted to do a good, honest magical job for the coven, while Litha wanted to remake the coven in her image through treachery and deceit.”

      “Yep. You nailed it.” The pair made their way slowly back to the Carlisle Crossroads as they discussed their next steps. They now had proof of Litha’s previous evil deeds. But could they prove she was repeating them in her new coven? Niggling doubts grew in the darkness of a cold English autumn night half a world from their home in New England.
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        * * *

      

      Just before dawn and weary from their journey, the pair stumbled into Jesse’s cottage before collapsing on her comfortable couch. As their eyes closed, a sharp tap sounded on the window behind the couch.

      Tempted to ignore it, Larry burrowed under the soft afghan on his end of the long couch.

      Tap, tap, tap. Caw. Tap, tap. “Hey guys, let me in. It’s Sid. We need to talk.”

      Jesse groaned, then sat up and reached behind her head to unlock the window latch.

      The glossy black raven hopped over the windowsill then flew into the room before landing expertly on a large piece of driftwood decorating the coffee table.

      Sid cocked his head, his eyes bright with warning. “You guys are in so much trouble. That blabbermouth cat, Cleo, found out you two have been snooping around. She told Litha you’ve been trying to find dirt on her.”

      Jesse rolled her eyes then narrowed them at Larry. “See? I told you she’d find out. Now what?”

      Larry’s stomach sunk at Sid’s words. “What’s the scoop? What is she planning to do about it?”

      Sid ruffled his feathers in annoyance, threads of worry in his avian eyes. “She’s called an emergency meeting of the coven and asked for a Council member to attend in case there’s a need for, ah, judgement.”

      “Well, shit.” Jesse frowned, then met Larry’s worried gaze, seeking support. “But we’ve got the goods on her, right? We know what she’s been up to. She’s done it before. We have proof. Witnesses. All we need to do is get her former High Priestess and Familiar to testify—”

      Sid bounced on the driftwood, his agitation clear. “Look, you guys, those of us with any sense know that Litha is bad news, and we also suspect she had a hand in Mabel’s death. But there’s more of them—idiots, that is—than there are of us. Most people just don’t want to listen. They’d prefer to ignore the warning signs and just go with the flow, especially if they think the outcome doesn’t directly affect them.”

      Larry’s ears drooped, and he rumbled a growl. “I hear you. But we have to try. When is the emergency meeting?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It’s already started. You both better get your butts over to the covenstead if you want to have any chance of getting a say in the proceedings.”

      “What?! How can she just call a special session without informing the full coven—which, at this point, still includes us? That bitch!” Larry’s lip curled in a snarl, his sharp canines on full display.

      Jesse and Larry launched themselves from the couch and ran toward the door. Sid flew over their heads, beating them to the covenstead by a feather.
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        * * *

      

      Accusing eyes watched Larry and Jesse hurry into the coven meeting chamber. The room was stuffed to bursting, with every coven member and Familiar in attendance. The atmosphere buzzed with unpleasant anticipation.

      Litha sat at the head of the table, a smug smile on her beautiful face and ice in her eyes. “So glad you two could make it. Better late than never, right?”

      “Now wait just a minute. We came as soon as we heard about the meeting—”

      A deep, masculine voice cut Jesse’s angry reply off. “Please take a seat, Jesse. Larry, you can sit next to her. We have a lot to discuss and most of it concerns you two.”

      Councilman Jenkins sat to Litha’s right, his lanky form slouched in the ornately carved oak chair. While a bored expression blanketed his sharp-edged face, his brown eyes sparked with angry malice.

      My chair, mused Jesse sadly. That’s my chair he’s sitting in, at Mabel’s right hand … and Litha is squatting in the chair reserved for the High Priestess. Jesse sunk into a seat at the far end of the table, as far from the evil witch as she could get.

      Larry’s rumbling voice spoke into her mind. “Don’t let her see you sweat, Jess. No matter what happens, girl, don’t let any of these yahoos see you sweat.”

      Jesse raised her head and met Litha’s gaze head on. “You’ve been scheming to take over this coven for years, haven’t you? We have witnesses who will testify that you tried to do the same in your previous coven and that the High Priestess kicked you out when she discovered what you were up to. This time, though, you didn’t take any chances. You killed Lady Mabel, our High Priestess, before she revealed your treachery. And now you seek to discredit me—her rightful successor—so you can take over this coven.”

      Murmurs of disbelief and anger susurrated around the vast room, echoing from the high ceiling, giving the impression of thousands of voices rising in disagreement.

      “Quiet!” Councilman Jenkins’ voice cut through the air. “Everyone, sit down and shut up. You, too, Jesse. Do you have any evidence here today to back up your wild allegations? Witnesses? No? I thought not.”

      Larry slid a glance toward the head of the table. Litha sat, proud and straight, in the High Priestess’ chair. While she tried to hide her glee at the Councilman’s stern reprimand to Jesse, she’d couldn’t quite pull it off. What a scheming bitch.

      “Jesse, the fix is in, girl. We don’t have a chance. Besides, do you really want to stay in a coven that would allow this to happen? Especially one headed by the wicked witch of Salem?” Larry mind-spoke his questions to Jesse, purposely avoiding her gaze.

      Jesse’s defeated voice sounded in Larry’s mind. “No, I don’t want to stay here. Especially not now that Mabel’s gone. I thought … I don’t know. I guess I hoped that others would see through Litha, or we’d have time to gather evidence and witnesses against her. But she’s been one step ahead of us the whole way, hasn’t she? And my erstwhile Familiar, that devious cat, has been helping her the whole time.” Jesse snorted in disgust. “I’ve been so blind.”

      “You and me both, Jesse. Not a lot we can do about it now, though. The only choice we have is to resign before they fire us.” Larry schooled his expression so his despair didn’t show. Never let them see you sweat.

      Jesse jumped to her feet, then slammed her hand on the table, interrupting the inevitable excommunication. “I hereby renounce my membership in this coven. I quit. You win, Litha. This time. But there will be a next time, I assure you.” Jesse’s words rang out in the room, the certainty of her pronouncement a portent of judgement to come.

      “I’m so done with this festival of fools. I quit, too.” Larry growled, his gleaming teeth rimmed by curled lips. “You will all get what you deserve ... and you’ll soon discover it’s not what you think.”

      “Oh, knock off the dramatics, you two.” Litha’s smug command left no doubt she knew she’d won. “Besides, it’s too late for you to quit when you’ve already been cast out. We’ve already voted and you two have been found guilty of disloyalty to the coven and its members. Black marks on your record, for sure. No other coven will have you.”

      Dryly, Jesse responded. “Unless I cheat and have my record expunged, like you did the last time you tried this shit. And just how did you get that letter of recommendation from the Council? Hmmm? It was signed by the good Councilman seated to your right. Sleep your way to the top, did you?”

      “That’s enough!” Councilman Jenkins’ fist pounded on the table as he shouted in rage. “You will show respect in this chamber! I expect nothing less, nor does High Priestess Litha.”

      “So, Jesse’s right, then. Touched a nerve, did she?” Larry’s snarky reply enraged the Councilman even further. Larry watched with interest. If the man’s face got any redder, his head would pop off and fly around the room. No point in mincing words, Larry realized. The fix was definitely in. He and Jesse would be lucky to escape with nothing more than a transfer to the magical version of traffic duty.
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      Councilman Jenkins’ pronouncement fell into the silence of the room like a stone. “Jesse Taylor and Larry Familiar, the Council has accepted the petition put forward by the newly appointed High Priestess of the Salem City Coven and approved by a majority of coven members to remove you from coven membership. Under Section 3.6-5, subsection b, d, and f of the Witch Council Code…”

      Larry tuned out the man’s words. He’d been to this type of hearing many times before; he’d just never been the one directly affected by the Council’s pronouncements. Now he knew why the defendants always bore a look of dazed confusion. He schooled his face into impassivity and stifled a sigh, then flicked a glance at Jesse, who sat stone-faced beside him. “Jesse, keep it together. Don’t show them anything. We’ll get through this together.”

      Jesse’s eyes narrowed; it was the only outward sign she heard Larry’s mind-spoken words. “Of course, we’ll get through this, you dufus. I know that. After all, I’ve attended plenty of these hearings before over the past couple centuries.” Her lips thinned. “Just never one where I was the one under judgement.”

      The Councilman’s droning voice continued, a monotonous background noise to the mind-conversation of the two defendants. “And under Section 18.5-21, related charges, specifications and reassignments ....”

      Larry’s ears perked and he tuned back into the Councilman’s words. It was time to find out how bad their next magical assignment would be.
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      “Motherfucker. Shit. Damn. That brass-balled bitch! I’ll turn her into a toad one day, don’t you doubt me.” Jesse’s profanity-laden threats continued as she threw clothes haphazardly into a suitcase laying open on the bed. “I’m gonna curse her boobs to sag to her ankles and give her wrinkles the size of the Grand Canyon.”

      Larry reclined at the head of the bed on top of a pile of pillows. He listened to Jesse’s angry dialog with half an ear. She’d been alternately cursing Litha to the bowels of Hell and spewing lewd comments about the sexual favors Litha must have granted the crooked Councilman to get such a quick trail, verdict, and reassignment for them.

      “I hope her hoo-ha freezes shut while that prick’s dick—”

      “Jesse. Jesse? JESSE!” Larry barked to add emphasis to his words.

      “What?!” Jesse abandoned her packing efforts and sank onto the bed with a groan.

      “Maybe we should talk about our next assignment. I mean, it sounds like a cushy gig even if it is in some backwater town in Connecticut. How much work can there be at a supernatural scrapyard full of old, broken-down magical machinery?”

      Jesse ran her fingers in a familiar pattern over the hand-sewn squares of the quilt Mabel had made for her. Mabel’s death had precipitated this whole cluster-fuck. And, no matter what Larry said, she’d had a hand in that by missing the warning signs of deceit and treachery within the coven and by not demanding answers from Mabel about her concerns.

      Larry was right about their next assignment, though, although to call Bridgeport a backwater was stretching it. Of course, while the human population of the city was large, the supernatural one was tiny. Jesse’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

      “What is there to talk about? We’re being sent to the magical equivalent of Siberia.” Jesse’s hands smoothed at the quilt, unconsciously seeking what comfort it offered. “Sid told me after the meeting that the last scrapyard manager disappeared about a month ago.” She huffed a frustrated sigh. “He probably packed his bags and took off for greener pastures. Or maybe he died of boredom.”

      Nodding sharply, Jesse stood and resumed her packing. “Anyway, it makes no difference to me. I’m done being a ‘good witch’. In fact, I’m done being any kind of witch. I’m retiring. I’ll go to this stupid scrapyard. I’ve got nowhere else to go right now. But don’t count on me for any help running it.”

      Larry only just managed to hold back a massive eye roll. He couldn’t avoid an annoyed sneeze, though. Then he sneezed again, for good measure.

      “Hey! Don’t you get snot all over Mabel’s—my quilt, you disgusting creature.”

      Just to be contrary, Larry wiped his nose on the quilt. “Listen, Jesse, I know it sucks that we lost our High Priestess and best friend. Don’t forget, she was my magical partner so I’m grieving her loss, too. And it really sucks that Litha, the witch-bitch, pulled off a coven coup right under our noses. But there’s nothing we can do about it right now. If we give up, then she wins. And dammit, I’m not about to let her win. She may have won this battle, but the war isn’t over. She’ll trip up. We’ll keep digging and try to find a sympathetic Council member to hear our case.” Larry cocked his head. “Or at least one that she’s not sleeping with.”

      Jesse snorted. “Might be hard to do, though. She’s probably slept her way through most of the male members of the Council.”

      “Let’s not be sexist now. She’s probably slept with one or two of the female Council members, as well.” Larry curled his lips in a doggie smile, his massive pink tongue hanging over white teeth. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, of course.”

      The atmosphere in the room lightened. Jesse’s guffaws bounced off the low ceiling while Larry’s canine chuckle rumbled in accompaniment.

      After a while, once their laughter had abated, Jesse amended her plans. “Alright, I’ll just semi-retire, then. I’ll do what’s needed to run the magical side of things at the scrapyard, but you know that’s likely not going to involve more than keeping an eye on things. I’ll have a ton of time to pursue my non-magical interests.” A thoughtful expression settled on her face. “I’ve always wanted to play Bingo. And they have Greek diners in Connecticut. I love diner food. They usually have Early Bird specials for seniors.”

      Larry’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “Bingo? Senior specials? You’re not an old lady! You’re not even human! As a witch, you’ve barely reached middle age. You’ve got centuries of magical years left.”

      “I told you, I’m semi-retiring. Those prime of life magical years can blow. It’s my turn to do things I enjoy—and I like a lot of human things. I’ve just never had the time to do most of them. Besides, you know I can make myself look whatever age I wish.” Jesse stroked her dark blond hair. “Do you think I should go with a silver-purple color? Or maybe white with a bluish tint? Glasses? Cane or walker? Oooh, how about one of those nifty disability scooters?”

      Larry couldn’t help dissolving in amazed laughter. Jesse joined him.

      Once their mutual mirth abated, Larry wheezed. “You’re being ridiculous, and you know it.”

      “No, I’m not, and no I don’t.” Jesse sat up, hand on her side, which had a stitch in it from her prolonged belly laughs.

      “Yes, you are.” Larry sniffed in disdain.

      “No, I’m really not. Semi-retired, remember?”

      Jesse and Larry’s bickering continued through their packing and only abated once they reached the Salem Crossroads, where they would travel through the ley lines to their new assignment.

      “Ready Jesse?” Larry padded onto the ley station platform.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”

      “No one says that anymore. That’s so old-fashioned.”

      “Well, I’m an old lady, now, so if the orthopedic shoe fits ....”

      Larry rolled his eyes and snorted.

      Jesse grinned and followed Larry off of the platform into the ley line.
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      Larry and Jesse stood outside the rusted metal gates of their new magical assignment. A wooden sign hung crookedly from one gate post, announcing in peeling green paint that they had arrived at O’Malley’s Scrapyard. A smaller, but equally tattered, sign hung above an old-fashioned brass bell-pull, instructing visitors to Ring Bell for Service. A massive chain, sporting an equally large lock, secured the gates firmly closed. Another decrepit notice hung directly above the lock: Closed.

      “Holy shit!” The run-down, abandoned look of the place threatened to douse Larry’s determination to tackle their new assignment with vigor. “Well, let’s ring the bell and see if we actually get any service.”

      “No one’s here, you ding dong. We’re the ones who are supposed to be providing the service.” Jesse eyed the lock speculatively. “Give me a hand. Let’s get this lock open. I’m tired and need to put my feet up. These orthopedic shoes are killing me.”

      Larry stifled a sigh before moving to Jesse’s side. He raised his magic and directed it toward Jesse’s hand, which rested lightly on his neck.

      Jesse combined her magic with Larry’s and touched the lock with her index finger. The lock clicked and fell open, newly applied oil shining on its hasp. The gate opened with a small push, rolling smoothly on greased tracks.

      Hmmm. Larry realized someone must be caring for the scrapyard, despite its abandoned air.

      As they walked through the gates, their mouths fell open in awe. Or horror. Or a little bit of both.

      Enormous mounds of metal scrap created a mountain range that filled the vast acreage. A mammoth crusher hulked at the far end of the courtyard, its cab easily two stories above the dirt of the forecourt. Several forklifts gleamed orange from a three-sided metal shed resting against the closest fence. Weeds and spindly trees dotted the apocalyptic landscape. Above a large wooden shed hung a sign that identified the dilapidated building as the office.

      “Fuck.”

      “Yep.”

      Larry looked to the left and heaved a sigh of gratitude. After poking Jesse with his nose, he tilted his head toward a gingerbread style house partially hidden by the open gates. “The house looks nice. Cared for. Pretty garden. Lots of bushes to pee on.”

      Jesse rolled her suitcase towards the one welcoming structure in the nightmare landscape that was O’Malley’s Supernatural Scrapyard. “Let’s go check out our new home.”

      Predictably, the key was under a flowerpot adorning the front steps. It slid into the lock with ease. Again, Larry sensed someone must still be on the grounds caring for the place. The manager had been missing for over a month and, judging by the unholy mess littering the scrapyard, didn’t seem the tidy type.

      As Jesse opened the door, the sweet scent of beeswax and lavender wafted out. Larry ran through the opening and twirled around in the hallway, eyes and ears wide open. No one about that he could sense, but someone had recently been in the house and cleaned it from top to bottom. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere.

      “We’ve got a Brownie,” Jesse murmured with satisfaction. “No other creature cares for a home quite as well as a Brownie.”

      Jesse made a show of wiping her finger along the top of an elegant side table perched on spindly legs under a rather magnificent antique mirror. She smiled in delight. “Sir or madam Brownie, we appreciate and applaud your most excellent housekeeping skills. I’ve seen none better in my two centuries on this earth. I do hope you’ll agree to stay on now that the former occupant of this home has gone. We would be lost without you, as would this lovely home.”

      Larry knew Jesse’s flowery praise was meant to placate the Brownie and encourage her—or him to stay on. He hoped it worked. Jesse’s housekeeping skills were lackadaisical, at best. His were non-existent.
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      After a thorough inspection of their new home, every room as spotless as the last, the tired friends collapsed on the couch in the front room.

      “I’m starving hungry. How about you? Want some of your delicious kibble for dinner?”

      “I could do with a kibble appetizer, but what’s actually for dinner?” Larry licked his chops in anticipation.

      Jesse heaved herself off of the couch. “There’s a bunch of take-out menus on the fridge. Let’s see what looks good and order delivery.”

      Larry finished the last of his kibble and belched. Out of habit, his tongue made one last pass around the metal bowl that had housed his food. Nope. All gone.

      “Can you please stop clattering that thing around the kitchen floor? I’ll have to get a rubber mat for it so it doesn’t make such a racket on those tiles.” Jesse griped absently as she popped the last piece of a truly delicious pizza in her mouth and wiped her greasy hands on a paper towel. “Boy, they sure don’t make pizza like this in Salem.”

      “They don’t make pizza at all in Massachusetts, or in most states, in fact. What they do make is some kind of tomato pie that sits on a thick, chewy crust that’s smothered with cheese.” Larry cocked his head, lips curling in distaste. “It’s like New York style pizza and Chicago pizza got together and had an ugly pizza-baby.”

      He snickered at his joke, then stopped. “Oh wait, remember that trip we took to San Antonio when the coven was thinking of moving there? We ate at that place run by the vampire who’s a retired mobster from New York. What’s his name? Oh yeah! Vinnie.” Larry snickered again. “Vinnie the Vampire.”

      Jesse smiled and nodded her head in agreement. “That’s right. Vinnie’s pizza is the closest thing to real pizza you can get in that Italian-American food dessert otherwise known as San Antonio.” She covered her mouth and burped. “But oh, boy. This pizza almost makes it worth coming to this goddess-forsaken hell-scape that calls itself a scrapyard.”

      Larry hopped up on the chair next to Jesse. “Can I have another pizza bone? I’m still hungry.”

      Jesse broke a piece of crust off the remnants in the pizza box and passed it to Larry, who took it daintily before gobbling it in one go. No chewing required. Yum.

      Larry licked his jowls and wondered if he could get away with the rest of the crusts in the box before Jesse stopped him. “Well, if a pizza is the only thing required to get you to accept this place as our new home, I’m sure we can work something out. The Giardi’s Pizzeria menu is on the fridge and their number’s on speed dial.”

      Silence reigned as they considered a life filled with excellent pizza. There had to be an upside to their current situation. Good food worked.

      “Besides, wherever you are ... there you are.” Larry gave Jesse a doggie grin.

      “Thanks for that,” Jesse replied dryly. “It makes everything so much better.”

      Larry fought not to roll his eyes and snap a reply, but couldn’t hide a low, grumbling growl. “I thought we’d hammered this out on the journey here. We’ll soon get this scrapyard in shape, then we should be able to run it in our sleep. That’ll give you time to play at being a senior citizen and me time to continue our investigation into what happened to Mabel.”

      Jesse shot up out of her chair, almost tipping it over. She grabbed the pizza box and stuffed it in the trash can. “Not that again. Can’t you just leave it? It’s over and done with. I’m semi-retired now, remember? No more magical leadership roles. No more witch politics. I’d suggest you leave the past in the past, as well.” She sniffed, furtively rubbing her eyes. “I’m done with it all. I’m going to buy some awful costume jewelry, magic my hair purple, and join the senior center down the street.”

      “That huge one we passed on our way here? But it’s run by the Catholic Church!” Larry barked in dismay. “You’re a witch, remember? Not too sure you won’t go up in flames when you pass the gate onto church grounds.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. As you well know, during the Burning Times in Europe, many excellent witches hid themselves in plain sight in churches.” Jesse grinned wickedly. “Some even became nuns and none of them burst into flames when entering a church.”

      Larry grinned, but a shadow passed across his eyes. “Yeah, but a fair few of them, plus a whole bunch of innocent humans, had themselves lit on fire during the Inquisition. Just be careful. I know humans don’t burn witches at the stake anymore, but it’s still a good idea to keep a low profile.”

      “I’m just an elderly, frail senior citizen who wants to play Bingo and socialize.” Jesse mimicked an old-lady voice, then burst out laughing.

      Despite his misgivings, Larry couldn’t help but laugh with her.
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      After dinner, Jesse yawned, her eyes at half-mast. “I’m exhausted. I’m going to bed early. We can check out the scrapyard in the morning. Or not. Maybe not. Let’s go find a real Greek diner and have a big, delicious breakfast instead.” Happily muttering about eggs over easy, hash browns, and strong diner coffee, Jesse toddled off to bed.

      Larry shook his head in dismissal of Jesse’s cavalier attitude toward their new assignment. He determined he would not fail another magical partner by getting lazy and not staying on top of things. If Jesse wasn’t yet ready to tackle their new magical duties, he’d just have to pick up the slack.

      The kitchen door featured a cat flap. After several valiant efforts to squeeze his giant Rottweiler Pitt-bull mix body through an opening meant for an obviously skinny, and probably mangey cat, Larry admitted defeat. Sighing in resignation, he called up a small amount of magic. Just enough to unlock the back door and open it.

      His black fur blended into the darkness outside as he loped toward the scrapyard’s haphazard mounds of disused magical machinery. He raised his head and inhaled deeply, nostrils quivering in the cool night air. Yep, his first impression when they arrived was correct. They weren’t the only ones living within the high metal walls surrounding the scrapyard. Besides the Brownie, of course. Larry again thanked the goddess for that Fae blessing.

      Larry picked up his paws, one after the other, and shook them. His other impression when they arrived was that there was more magic in this place than there should be. A lot more. It buzzed in the air and rumbled under his paws. For a place that was supposed to house nothing more than broken down magical remnants, all traces of magic long faded away, the powerful magical energy emanating from somewhere amongst the dusty relics concerned Larry a great deal.
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      A skittering sound, claws on metal, made Larry jump. He swung his head around, pinpointed the source, then raced toward it. Better to discover and dominate all scrapyard inhabitants, supernatural and otherwise, from the start. As he rounded the corner of the office shed, paws kicking up dust with his speed, something small and hard bounced painfully off his side. He skidded to a stop and took cover around the side of the office, away from the direction of fire. Larry peeked around the wall and eyed the object with a frown. A large screw lay gleaming dully in the moonlight. Seconds later, another screw flew at his head, causing him to scramble back behind the wall. It hit the wall where his head had been moments ago with enough force to dent the wood.

      “Alright, you numbskull. Just stop with the throwing shit, or I’ll make you stop. And I promise you won’t like how I’ll do it.” Larry put enough magical energy into his voice to make most creatures cower in fear. He wasn’t one of the oldest and most powerful Familiars ever to exist for nothing.

      Instead of immediate surrender, a maniacal laugh greeted his threat. “But first, you’d have to catch me, Familiar. And I know this place like the back of my claw. You’re huge. And slow. I can hear you coming from a mile away. Smell you, too. When’s the last time you had a bath?”

      Claws tinking on metal, followed by a small avalanche clinking down the side of the closest mountain of magical waste, alerted Larry to the location of the crazy creature who dared defy him. Now he was pissed. His body glowing with golden magic, he used its power to propel him halfway up the metal slope in a single bound.

      “Woah, dog breath! You’ll bring this whole mound tumbling down if you’re not careful.” A small green creature climbed out from behind a piece of machinery and squatted a few feet away from Larry. The creature’s muscles were tensed for flight, but his face bore an easy grin. “Howdy, there pardner. I hear you and that old woman you arrived with are from the Western states. Where’s your horse?”

      “You heard wrong.” Larry ground his teeth and prepared to spring. “We are from Massachusetts, not the Midwest, you idiot. Anyway, it’s the 21st century. Nobody travels by horse anymore.”

      The creature’s eyes grew dreamy. “They do in the Underworld. Enormous creatures the horses there are, too, with fiery eyes and sharp teeth. Sharp enough to eat metal, but instead they just chomp on boring old grass. Oh, and the occasional demon who pisses them off.”

      A lightbulb came on in Larry’s head. “You’re a ferrous demon. If I remember right, here on earth, the humans call your kind gremlins. You eat metal for dinner.”

      “For breakfast and lunch, too. Yum!” The little demon grinned and rubbed his round belly. “A scrapyard’s a great place for a gremlin. An endless supply of tasty metal, all just piled up and waiting to be eaten.”

      Larry gazed doubtfully at the massive mounds of metal waste stretching as far as the eye could see. “You mustn’t be very hungry then, as this place looks untouched.”

      “Hey! Enough with the insults, fur-for-brains! I’m a picky eater. And not very big. It doesn’t take much to fill me up, so don’t worry about the scrapyard going out of business anytime soon for lack of magical metal parts.” The little gremlin belched. “Just hope you’re not needing any carburetors. I polished the last of those off ages ago.”

      The creature settled on his haunches, his compact body now flanked by long, skinny legs. “Name’s Carb, by the way.”

      Larry relaxed slightly but kept his magic up. “I’m Larry. My magical partner is Jesse. She’s not old. She’s a witch. The old lady act is a disguise.”

      “Oh. Who’s she hiding from?”

      “Life,” Larry muttered dismally, “she’s hiding from life.”

      “Well, she’s come to the right place, then. Nothing much ever happens here.” The gremlin hesitated, then added, “Well, not usually.”

      Larry’s ears perked. “Nothing? What about the missing scrapyard manager?”

      “Oh, that.” Carb nodded; his attention focused on a large shiny screw. Quick as lightning, he snatched up the screw and popped it in his mouth. Razor-sharp teeth crunched away. “Yum. Can’t resist screws. They’re like potato chips ... one is never enough.”

      Resisting an overwhelming urge to bite the little green creature, Larry asked, “So, do you know what happened to the last manager?”

      “Sure. About a month ago, some men drove up in a van and called him outside the gates. One of ‘em was dressed all important-like.” Carb shrugged. “The dressed-up guy said he was from the Witch Council. He told Ted they had a broken magical tool on a truck heading this way that might be too big for the gates.” Carb snorted. “Like that would happen. Those gates are 20 feet wide. The dummy left the magical protection of the wards and walked right up to their van. Two goons jumped out, threw a blanket over him, bundled him into the back of the van, and drove off.” Carb popped another screw into his mouth and chewed. “Haven’t seen him since.”

      The low-level concern Larry had about the missing scrapyard manager bloomed. Something was definitely wrong. “What happened to his Familiar? I scented a magical cat when we first got here.”

      “Midnight? Oh, she took off after the van. Haven’t seen her since, either.” Carb poured a handful of small nails into his open mouth.

      Annoyed by the gremlin’s cavalier attitude to the missing manager and his Familiar, Larry barked at him. “And you didn’t think to tell anyone about this at the time? The Witch Council thinks the manager quit with no notice.”

      “I did tell someone. A week after Ted went missing, some geezer from the Witch Council showed up. Tall dude, skinny. Smarmy, superior attitude. He and his buddy came at night. Tried to get through the wards with no success. When I challenged them, they told me they were looking for Ted. I told them what happened to him. They wanted inside, but I told ‘em to sod off.” Carb sat up, his next words indignant. “What more could I do? I can’t leave the scrapyard unattended, or another gremlin will move in on my turf and I might lose it. I know I look big and strong to you, but I’m small for my species. I’m lucky to have found this place, and I’m not risking losing it for anyone.”

      Larry hid a smile. “Okay, simmer down. Sounds like you did what you could.” He rubbed a paw on his nose in thought. “So, someone from the Council showed up, huh? But they couldn’t get past the wards? That means they didn’t have official permission to be here.” The fur rose along Larry’s back as he considered Carb’s words. “I think I know who the Councilman was. There’s one by the name of Jenkins that fits your description and is as corrupt as they come. But who was his accomplice, I wonder? And what the hell are they up to?”

      “Couldn’t get a good look. His buddy was wearing a cape with the hood up, but I’m pretty sure it was a woman.” Carb fingered a screw but didn’t pick it up. He was getting full.

      Larry closed his eyes and exhaled. Litha. Jenkins’ female companion had to be her. Those two were up to something. But why would they send him and Jesse to the scrapyard if they wanted access to it themselves? Wouldn’t it make more sense to leave it unstaffed? Then it hit him. Both the Councilman and Litha thought he and Jesse were losers. They didn’t think either of them posed a threat to their plans. How else to get through the wards than having someone on the inside who could be forced to let them in? Still, it made little sense. Litha couldn’t possibly think either of them would grant her access to their new home. Something about the situation still escaped him.

      “Well, if you’re done talking, I’m off. Places to go and things to do and all that.” Carb rose to his full 3-foot height, his thin legs appearing too weak to support his thick body.

      “A couple more things before you go.” Larry sorted through the questions tumbling around in his mind. “Has anyone else attempted to gain access to the scrapyard, other than the Councilman and his companion?”

      Carb was already nodding in the affirmative. “Those big dudes who kidnapped the manager have been back almost every night since. They’ve tested the whole perimeter. The fools have gotten nothing but powerful magical shocks—and a few nasty cuts from the razor wire, for their efforts.” With a pleased smirk, he added, “I’ll say one thing for Ted. He could damn sure set some powerful wards. They’ve barely weakened at all since he’s been gone.”

      Which could mean only one thing, Larry knew. If the wards were still active and strong, the manager was still alive, and likely being tortured by whoever kidnapped him to gain his cooperation. The unsettling feeling he’d had since he first padded through the gates grew, gnawing at his stomach.

      “So, my opinion? You’ve got two sets of bad guys trying to gain access to the scrapyard. Maybe they’re working together. Maybe not.” Carb crossed his skinny arms. “I’m nocturnal, so I can keep an eye out at night. I’ll let you know when either group shows up again. And they will.”

      “Oh, I’m sure they’ll be back. Whatever it is they are looking for must be hidden here in the scrapyard. Which brings me to my last question.” Larry fixed the small gremlin with a stern glare. “What the bloody HELL are they after here? You must know. You told me you know this damn scrapyard like the back of your claw.”

      Shrugging, Carb replied, “Beats me. I’ve only been here a couple years. The missing manager’s been here for more than half a century. I’m assuming he knows what the bad guys are after. It’s likely he hid it here himself.” The gremlin eyed a pile of junk near his feet, then stooped to pick up a small metal rod. “I’ll save this for later when I get peckish. If you got no more questions, I’d like to get back to my nightly rounds.”

      “Just one more thing. Can’t you sense the crazy amount of magical energy wafting around this place? I felt it as soon as I passed through the gates. There’s definitely a magical item of great power hidden here somewhere. And I don’t think it’s broken, at all.” Larry raised his head and scented the air, trying to determine the direction the insidious, heavy magic emanated from.

      “Of course, I can sense the magical energy. What—you think I’m stupid? I felt it as soon as I moved in. A friend told me about this place, that the last gremlin had up and left for no reason, so I beat feet over here and took over.” Carb’s pointed green nose crinkled in thought. “I’m not sure why the last gremlin left. But there’s some great eating metal here, and nobody bothers me, so I put up with the magical buzz.”

      Larry considered the gremlin thoughtfully, wondering if his new buddy was a bit dim, or just willfully blind to the truth. “You do realize that your gremlin compatriots, and most other supernaturals, likely avoid this place because of the strange, likely dangerous, magical energy here, don’t you?”

      Carb bellowed a hearty guffaw. “Oh, come on. Do ya think I’m stupid? ‘Course, I know there’s something ... dangerously magical hereabouts. I’m just not inclined to ask too many questions about it—or look for it. What I don’t know can’t hurt me, right?”

      With a sigh, Larry shook his head. Another creature who wouldn’t listen to reason or ask for help. Someone with no sense of self-preservation. Mabel’s stubborn face floated in his mind’s eye. Grief filled him and he whined a low protest.

      “Listen, keep your eyes and ears open, Carb. You’re in charge of the Night Watch. Let me know if anyone comes snooping around. And for goddesses’ sake, be careful. Whatever’s hidden here has already gotten at least one person kidnapped. I fear ....” Larry didn’t know what he feared, but he couldn’t shake an ominous foreboding. This wasn’t going to be the easy, cushy assignment that either he or Jesse had hoped. Sigh.
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        * * *

      

      Shadows of darkness slip across the rusting piles of metal as clouds scud by in the night sky above. The metal mountains shift, their insides creaking and tinkling, as if they had a life of their own. Larry shivered and hurried on his way, wanting to get back to the light and warmth of the cottage.

      The metal gate across the main entrance was firmly shut and locked, Larry noted as he padded past. Good.

      A rusty, desperate meow slid underneath the gate.

      “Who’s there?” Larry’s sharp query met silence. He shoved his muzzle up to the narrow gap between the gate and the cracked concrete driveway, sniffing deeply. His nose wrinkled at the acrid scent of cat. “I said, who’s there? Name yourself.”

      This time, a low meow answered his gruff query. Then a pained, but sarcastic, voice filled Larry’s mind. “If you don’t know by now that I’m a cat, then you aren’t much of a canine, are you, dog breath?” After a delicate sneeze, the cat added in a low whisper, “I could smell your canine butt coming from a mile away.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question, feline. Who are you?” Larry refused to rise to the cat’s taunting, and suspicion colored his question. He pressed an eye to the small gap where the gate didn’t quite meet in the middle and scanned the drive. Larry suspected he knew the answer to his question, but wanted to hear it from the cat’s mouth, so to speak.

      A grumbly purr sounded, echoed by a half dozen smaller, high-pitched meows. The overgrown bush closest to the gate rustled as a large black cat slunk out from its leafy interior. The cat limped over to face Larry’s inquisitive eye, still pressed to the fence. “My name is Midnight. I’m Familiar to Ted, the mage who runs—ran this scrapyard. Some bad guys kidnapped him over a moon ago. I’m injured, and I have kittens with me. Open the gate and let us in.”

      Larry hesitated, wondering where the key to the gate’s lock might be. The cat misinterpreted his hesitation and gave an impressive eye roll. “Okay, fur-face since you’re going to make me beg. Please help me get inside. Nowwww-meowwww.”

      “Keep your fur on, cat. I’m new here and need to either figure out where the gate key is or use some magic to open the lock if I can’t find the damn thing. Plus, I want a little back up present when I open the gate ... in case there’s any bad guys out there.”

      “Ak-ak-ak-ak.” The cat chittered a feline laugh, but it ended in a pained groan. “The moronic mages surveilling this place are currently investigating a passel of rats with their tails tied together that are scurrying around at the back gate. We need to hurry before they realize the rats are a diversion.”

      “Let me get the key. I think I might have seen it in the office.”

      “No need for the key.” Nose in the air, Midnight emitted a screeching feline yowl. “Carb? Carb! Get your scaly green ass over here. I need some help, and this dog is clueless.”

      Larry squinted in pain as his ears rang from Midnight’s cry. “Could you be any louder? I’m sure the evil mages on the other side of the scrapyard didn’t catch every word. Just most of them.”

      “Midnight? Thank goddess, you’re back! But ... where are your kittens?” Carb materialized, seemingly out of thin air. He pressed his face worriedly against the gap in the fence. “Are they okay? You’re injured, girl. I can smell blood.”

      “Ah, there you are, demon. My kittens are just fine.” Tiny meows sounded from under the bush at the side of the drive, confirming the truth of Midnight’s words. She limped toward her hungry kittens then pointed a paw at the fence next to the bush under which they sheltered. “There’s a loose piece of fencing behind this bush. I tried to push it aside and squeeze through, but as you can tell, I’m not at my best right now.”

      The rusted piece of fence screeched as Carb shifted it to one side. “Come on, Midnight. Hurry up and get the kits inside the fence—and the wards. The mages are headed this way.”

      As Carb pulled the wriggling, spitting balls of fluff through the fence, Larry got pressed into service. “Grab ‘em by the scruff,” Midnight commanded, “and take ‘em into the office. I’ll build a nursery in there.”

      As they pulled the kittens through the gap, angry voices filled the night air.

      “Damn rats. Who the hell tied their tails together? And how did they catch ‘em all?”

      “You all right Will? That huge one gave you a big ol’ bite.”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Too bad he got away before I could bite him back.”

      Midnight hurriedly squeezed through the narrow opening in the fence, the last struggling kitten in her mouth. “Leave the fence patch like it is, guys. It’s hidden from view. Plus, those idiot mages can’t get through the wards, even if they could squeeze their fat asses through this opening.”

      Larry snickered as he carried his last furry charge toward the office. “You’re alright, for a cat, Midnight.”

      “And you’re alright, for a dog, Larry.”

      Once the last of the kittens dozed off, snug in their newly created nest under the office desk, Midnight turned a serious gaze on Larry and Carb. “We need to talk.”

      “First, let me check out your wounds.” Larry led the little group toward the door. “Come out into the moonlight. It’s bright enough out there and we won’t disturb the kits.”

      After much protesting, Midnight submitted to Larry’s magical healing efforts. “There you go, cat. At least you aren’t bleeding anymore. All the skin’s healed over, but you’ll need to take it easy on that back leg for a while. That was a bad break.”

      Despite herself, Midnight purred a sigh of relief. The pain of her injuries had subsided to nothing more than a dull ache. “Thank you, Larry. But you didn’t have to waste your magical talents on me. I’d have gotten through it.”

      Carb squatted next to Midnight, eyeing her critically. “Oh, drop the tough cat act, friend. We need you feeling better so you can tell us what happened the night they kidnapped Ted ... and what’s been going on since.”

      Midnight abruptly sat down and started grooming her matted fur. “Sorry, guys, I groom when I’m upset. A hell of a lot happened that night, Carb, and since. I’ll fill you both in. But first, tell me what’s happened here since I’ve been gone.”

      Larry quickly explained that the Witch Council thought Ted had just walked off the job. He told her about his and Jesse’s reassignment to the scrapyard and filled her in on their activities to date.

      Midnight snorted in disgust. She had groomed herself for the whole of Larry’s report but stopped as he finished. “Okay, now I’m beyond being upset. Ted’s a good guy. And dedicated. He would never have just walked off the job. Besides, he’d never have left behind ....” When she hesitated, Larry finished her sentence.

      “Yeah, he never would have left behind ... whatever the hell piece of infernal magical thingy he’s been hiding in this scrapyard.” Larry eyed Midnight speculatively.

      “Yeah, that.” Midnight’s lips curled in a feline grin. “I take it you haven’t found it yet. I can tell it’s still here—and hidden.”

      Larry gave Midnight a reproachful glare. “Whatever the hell it is, it’s caused a whole bunch of havoc—and got Ted kidnapped, so you’d better fill us in so we can help sort it out.”

      “And save the world.” Midnight's green eyes glowed gold when an errant moonbeam bounced off them.

      Carb stared at Midnight, mouth agape. “Save the world? What the hell are you talking about?”

      Midnight’s emerald-green eyes shone with both knowledge and worry. “Yep, I said save the world, and I meant it. You both need to know what’s at stake here, so I’ll explain. Listen up, guys.”

      Larry’s muzzle dropped open in disbelief and awe as Midnight told her story. Carb’s impossibly large eyes grew even larger.

      “Here’s the scoop, guys. A couple of months ago, several mages started sniffing around the scrapyard. Ted caught one and questioned him. He learned that they worked for some big mobster mage who was looking for a powerful magical tool. The guy didn’t know how the mobster heard about the tool or how he discovered that it was hidden in the scrapyard, though. Ted let him go. After turning him into a rat, of course.” Midnight’s pearly canines gleamed in the moonlight as she smiled.

      “I had some fun with him before I ended things.” She grinned at Larry’s horrified expression. “No, I didn’t kill him dog-face. Just chased him off.”

      “Okayyyy. Good.” Larry gave the cat a wary side-eye.

      Snickering, Midnight added, “He didn’t go far, though. He’s one of the rats whose tails I twisted into a knot tonight.”

      Despite himself, Larry snickered. A rusty chuffing sound came from Carb. He was laughing as well.

      The atmosphere lightened a bit, but immediately tensed again as the duo listened to the rest of Midnight’s report.

      The mobster’s mages had grown in number and boldness after the mage-rat incident. At first, they’d asked nicely for what they wanted. When that didn’t work, they resorted to threats. When Ted refused all their requests, they’d attempted to force their way into the scrapyard. For weeks, Ted had worked tirelessly to strengthen the wards, successfully keeping the mages at bay—until that last night.

      Midnight sighed deeply, then rubbed her ears with her paws.

      Carb nodded in confirmation. “We know what happened next. About Ted getting kidnapped and you jumping on the van before it drove away.” The little gremlin’s head fell in shame. “I saw the whole thing, and I didn’t help.”

      “There’s nothing you could have done, Carb. I’m glad you stayed here and kept an eye on things.” Midnight purred, then rubbed her head against the gremlin’s skinny leg. “I clung to the van’s roof for miles. I jumped off when we reached the end of the road near the old marina and broke my leg.”

      Carb exclaimed in admiration. “Way to go, Midnight! That explains the broken leg, but how did you get all the other injuries? You looked like hell when you got here.”

      Midnight aimed an irritated glare at the little gremlin. “Gee, thanks, Carb. Just what a cat wants to hear.”

      “Well, you did.” Carb defended his words.

      “Being homeless in a rough part of Bridgeport isn’t easy, you know. Especially when you’re pregnant. The local cats thought I was trying to move in on their territory. I had to fight for my right to be there. Plus, I needed to stick around near the harbor to see if I could find out what happened to Ted.”

      “Well, what did happen to Ted?” Larry hesitated. “Uh, is he still alive? Do you know where he is? You mentioned the harbor. And has he told them—”

      “Yes, he’s still alive, but he’s in terrible shape. He’s being kept on a ship moored to the dock out by the old Cartwright Factory.” Midnight chuffed in indignation. “And no, he hasn’t told them anything. He would die first.” Her head hung low. “And he just might. That’s why I came back here. I need all your help to free him.”

      Puzzled, Larry asked, “But how did you know we would be here? When you left the scrapyard over a month ago, the only one left who could leave the scrapyard to warn anyone was Carb.”

      “Ted’s no dummy. And he’s very good with wards, so he’s been sending energy to keep the ones around the scrapyard strong. He knows the bad guys haven’t yet breached them. There’s an alert on the wards to let him know if anyone with good intent approached them, so he knew the second you arrived ... and he keyed the wards to allow you and Jesse entry. I headed this way as soon as he told me you’d arrived.”

      “But why didn’t he just send you to the Witch Council to alert them to the danger? Oh, wait—” Larry’s eyes rounded in understanding.

      Midnight nodded. “Yep, you’ve realized the answer to that question. It was a Witch Council member who showed up here demanding entry, and who helped the bad guys capture Ted.” She meowed sadly. “There’s a traitor on the Council.”

      Larry thought he already knew the answer. “Councilman Jenkins.”

      Regarding him curiously, Midnight asked, “Yes, it’s Councilman Jenkins. How did you know?”

      Larry shook his head, his ears flapping. “Long story. Suffice it to say, I’m sure Councilman Jenkins has his sticky fingers all over this situation. And I’m pretty sure the new, and extremely evil, High Priestess of my former coven, Litha, is his accomplice. I’m not sure if they are completely in league with the bad guys who kidnapped your partner, or if they are playing along and have their own plans for whatever magical thingy that’s hidden here. In either case, we’ve got to stop them all.”

      “And get my partner, Ted, back.”

      “And get Ted back.” Larry promised. Internally, he winced. Here he was, making promises he did not know how to fulfill. But that’s what magical partners ... and friends were for. He was going to help this time, and not ignore the danger creeping along under the surface of his magical life. Poor Mabel. Larry’s tail drooped.

      Carb’s growl cut into Larry’s despondent musings. “So, tell us, cat, what exactly did Ted bury in this scrapyard that everyone is so hot to get their mitts on? And how did he come by it?”

      Midnight curled her muzzle in a feline snarl. “What I’m about to tell you is confidential. I need a life oath that you won’t speak of it ever again, once the danger is over.”

      “Life oath?! That means we’ll die if we ever mention what you tell us!” Larry, eyes wide, stared at Midnight in dismay.

      Her grave face and serious eyes informed them that Midnight wouldn’t budge on this.

      Carb and Larry shared a worried look, then both nodded simultaneously, and turned their gaze back to Midnight.

      Larry spoke for both of them. “If we are going to help you save the world, we need to know what we’re saving it from. Tell us.”

      During a tense moment of silence, Midnight took stock of their commitment. Then she told them everything. “The magical tool hidden here in the scrapyard is called a Universum. That’s the Latin word for Cosmos. It was created by Ted’s ancestor centuries ago, during the Enlightenment, when many scientists, both mundane and magical, were theorizing and developing new creations.”

      She snorted in anger. “Knowledge is a good thing, if pursued for the betterment of society. When knowledge is used in the pursuit of power, and you mix in an unscrupulous mage and powerful dark magic, well, you get a device that can destroy the world. The Universum.”

      Larry gulped. “Why would someone create such a magical tool? After all, wouldn’t they be just at risk if it was used?”

      Midnight settled herself more comfortably on her haunches. “It’s a long story. Settle in, boys. In answer to the first question. Alcase created the Universum because he could. In the late 17th century, his keen interest in physics and astronomy brought him into contact with Isaac Newton, who took the younger man under his wing. Over the following decade, Alcase had a front-row seat as that great man developed his theories concerning celestial mechanics and universal gravitation. The seeds of the Universum germinated there.”

      “Are you saying Sir Isaac Newton helped create the Universum?” Larry’s muzzle dropped open in shock.

      With a quick shake of her head, Midnight restored Larry’s opinion of Newton. Larry had never met him, personally, but he’d heard good things from those who had. There must be more to the story. He fixed Midnight with an eager, inquisitive gaze. “So, then what happened?”

      “Unfortunately, Alcase did not have the same moral standards as Newton. He always had to push the ethical envelope. That bastard took Newton’s theories, combined them with those of other eminent scientists and mages of the time, and used them to create the Universum. He didn’t want to just theorize about the vastness of the cosmos, he wanted to see it in person.”

      Midnight’s forehead wrinkled in a frown as her lips curled in disdain. “Alcase was simultaneously brilliant, evil … and stupid. Once he completed the Universum, he decided to test it. He was a member of the Royal Society, as well as the Mage Guild. There was—and still is, a lot of overlap between those two groups. As I’m sure you are aware, of course, most of the great philosophers and scientists of the Enlightenment were powerful mages, a fact that they kept under their hats.” A shadow of darkness tinged the cat’s gaze. “Remember, the church was still busy burning witches and other magical beings during that time.”

      After a moment of silence, during which both Familiars paid sad tribute to the many lives, both magical and mundane, lost during the Burning Times, Larry prompted Midnight to continue her tale. “The Universum test? What happened?”

      “Alcase used his contacts at the Royal Society and the Mage Guild to gather a team of scientists and mages to observe his experiment.” Midnight hesitated, her eyes dark in horrified remembrance. “When he began to chant the spell to activate the device, the world wobbled, then the air shimmered and thinned ... and thankfully the mages present overpowered Alcase before he could finish the activation spell. Newton had quickly realized that, if the Universum was fully activated, it would destroy the earth ... and the destruction would continue well into the stars.”

      “Wow. Sir Isaac Newton saved the day,” Larry murmured, wonder in his words.

      “Yep. Brilliant man.” Midnight’s eyes brightened in reminiscence. “And wise with it. Unlike Alcase.”

      “You knew Isaac Newton? Wait, exactly how old are you? Don’t tell me you were Newton’s Familiar?” Larry eyed Midnight with new respect.

      “Nope, I was that moron Alcase’s Familiar. I warned him about creating the Universum, but did he listen? No!” Midnight lowered a brow. “In answer to your impertinent query about my age. It’s none of your doggie business.”

      Still fascinated, despite Midnight’s rebuke, Larry asked, “So what happened next? How did Newton convince Alcase not to try again with the Universum?”

      Silence descended as Larry and Carb waited breathlessly for Midnight to finish her story. “Well?” They chorused.

      Midnight smiled, cold satisfaction filling her eyes. “Newton and the other mages reported Alcase to the Supernatural Council. They tried him and found him guilty of the grave misuse of magical power.” Then the smile slipped from her face. “Alcase died while in prison, awaiting his execution. After that, the Council brought together the wisest and most powerful mage scientists of the time to study the infernal device and destroy the damned thing without activating it and obliterating the world. They failed.”

      Larry eyed the cat skeptically. “Well, since the earth is still standing—mostly, I’m assuming you mean they failed at destroying the Universum but succeeded at not activating it.”

      “Correct, you curious canine.” Midnight congratulated Larry as if he were a particularly dense student who’d surprised his teacher with an astute observation.

      “The Council advisors realized that to destroy the Universum would activate its power, thus destroying the earth and the rest of this solar system, at a minimum. Since Alcase was the one to bring this magical abomination into being, the Supernatural Council decreed that his descendants would be responsible for the Universum. The Council tasked his family with keeping it safe and hiding it well, down through the generations, so that no magical being could get their grubby little power-hungry hands on it.”

      Midnight’s chest puffed with pride. “At the request of Newton and the Supernatural Council, DEAF assigned me as the Felinus Universum. My job was, and still is, to assist each mage in the family line to keep the Universum safe, and out of the wrong hands.” Her whiskers curved up in a feline grin. “I guess they figured a cat, with its supreme disregard for the opinions of mages—and humans, would be a good counterpoint to any future members of Alcase’s family who developed power hungry ideas about the Universum.”

      Larry couldn’t help himself. “Felinus Universum? That’s FU? Boy, the boffins at DEAF really do love their acronyms.” He snickered. “And they have no freaking idea how stupid some of them sound.”

      Midnight licked her paw, then wiped it over her ear and down her face, but Larry spotted her smile, despite the attempted distraction.

      Carb brought the group back to the present day with a bump. “So, Ted is now the mage in charge of the Universum and someone has kidnapped him. And the bad guys are a hair’s breadth from getting their hands on the damn thing and raining destruction on all of us. Does that about sum things up? What do we do now?”

      Silence reigned as the trio eyed each other in dismay.

      “Time to save the world.” They sighed in unison. “But we might need some help.”
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            NOBODY LISTENS
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      Larry slept in the next morning, not waking until he heard the kibble hit his bowl. He stretched, yawned, then bounded into the kitchen. Wouldn’t want to miss the most important meal of the day.

      As he crunched through his breakfast, Larry eyed Jesse over the metal rim of his bowl. She’d magicked her hair a strange shade of purply silver. Permed-tightened curls swirled over her head, glinting in the morning light. She wore a pair of reading glasses on a beaded chain hanging around her neck. They rested on a magically enhanced bosom that was propped up with an industrial-strength bra. Her hot pink velvet sweat pant set assaulted the eyes.

      When Jesse turned her back to pour another cup of coffee, Larry squinted. Was that writing on the back of her sweatpants? Yep. In pale pink embroidery, the word ‘Juicy’ covered both cheeks. “Holy crap, Jesse, could you have made yourself look any more like a senior stereotype?”

      Jesse turned from the coffeepot and grinned wickedly. “I left out the walker.”

      Larry mutely shook his head and turned his attention back to his bowl. Even Jesse’s outrageous getup wasn’t enough to put him off his food. They didn’t call him Larry the Kibble Guy for nothing.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Larry tried to discuss the results of his first night patrol with Jesse. The third time he had to bark for her attention, he gave up. He’d told her about meeting Carb, and about the strange goings on at the scrapyard prior to their arrival. He’d mentioned Midnight’s return and Ted’s kidnapping, but Jesse was too busy choosing just the right old lady purse to listen.

      “Do you think a purple purse is too much? It clashes with my hair, doesn’t it?” Jesse magicked the violent purple purse away and a salmon pink one appeared in its place. “How about this one?”

      “Alright. I give up. You go have fun at the senior center. I’ll continue working on things here and see what I can do about organizing the office.” The filthy state of the office had embarrassed Larry the previous evening when he’d set Midnight and her kittens up in the messy room. “Maybe I can get our Brownie to help.”

      A faint voice floated into the room. “Nope. House is my domain. You’re on your own with the mess in the office.”

      Larry sighed gustily. He really wasn’t going to get any help whipping the scrapyard into shape, was he? And no one wanted to hear about the danger lurking just outside the rusty metal of the scrapyard fence. Or about the powerful magic emanating from the Universum hidden within.

      He tried to fight a feeling of deja vu. He had suspected something was amiss within the coven and knew Mabel might need his help. However, despite his offer to help, Mabel had stubbornly refused to share her concerns. Instead of making her listen, or investigating himself, he’d allowed her assurances that she had things under control to placate him into inaction. Now she was dead. And it was his fault.

      Larry shook himself from nose to tail. No point going down that rabbit hole of guilt again. The only thing he could do now was to make sure it didn’t happen again. He’d work with Carb and Midnight to protect the Universum and to come up with a plan to rescue Ted. Then he’d make Jesse listen to him so they could face the danger together. And save the world.

      Did no one listen anymore? Larry felt every one of his 450 years. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. Nope. No one listened. Not even him.

      Time to start listening to his instincts ... then time to take decisive action to fix things. He would not lose another magical partner, no matter what it took.
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        * * *

      

      After Jesse left in search of the senior center, Larry got to work. First, he lavishly praised the house Brownie’s immaculate housekeeping, laying on one compliment after another until the sweetness of his praise made him slightly nauseous.

      Finally, the little Brownie peeked out from behind the pantry door, her brown felt hat askew. “What do you want? I know what you’re trying to do. The answer is ‘no’. I’m not helping you clean the office, fur-face.”

      “Not even for a quart of wild-flower honey from the Fae realm?” Larry eyed the Brownie, brows raised in query.

      “Not even for—what?” The Brownie’s gaze narrowed, hope and skepticism warring for prominence in her chocolate brown eyes. “And where are you going to get a quart of nectar?”

      Larry grinned. He knew he had her now. “I have feathered friends in high places. They’ll be visiting regularly, and have promised to bring me anything I need, if I ask nicely.” He hoped he was right. Sid had promised to visit once they settled in. Surely, he could bribe him to bring some nectar on his trip. He sighed, realizing that his twin investigations would mean accruing debts of honor. He’d have to start a list of bribes, so he didn’t lose track of what he owed and to whom.

      “You promise, Familiar? I know you can’t break your word if you promise. A quart of nectar in exchange for helping to clean up that pigsty of an office. Agreed?” The Brownie grabbed a broom and narrowed her eyes at Larry.

      “Agreed. I promise.” Larry nodded solemnly.
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      “Don’t forget your promise, Familiar. A quart of Fae nectar.  My name is Violet - just so you know who will take you down if you don't keep your word." The little Brownie wiped her sweaty face and frowned ferociously at Larry. "The office hasn’t looked this good in half a century.” She tucked several strands of thick, blond hair back under her cap as she smiled fondly at the kittens mewing in their newly cleaned nursery under the desk.

      “A promise is a promise.” Larry held in a smile and nodded in agreement. “You’ll get your nectar, but it may be a moon or two. I’ll have my raven friend bring it on his first visit.” Larry surveyed the spic and span office. It had taken them all morning to clean the place up, but now it looked like a pleasant place to work. Not that Jesse had any intention of working, he reflected wryly.

      Larry gave the hardworking Fae a last dollop of praise. “Your help is most appreciated, Violet. Your skills as a Brownie are second to none.”

      “Oh, knock it off, Familiar. No need to keep up the brown-nosing. You got what you wanted, and soon I’ll get my reward.” Violet’s brow lowered in warning. “And I better get it.”

      “Never fear. I never break my word, once given. You’ll get your nectar.” Larry gave Violet a doggie grin, while he inwardly committed to ensure the Brownie got her nectar, no matter what. He didn’t want to see what she’d do if he didn’t keep his word. But he knew it would be bad. Like hiding his kibble for a month. Or worse ... hiding the takeaway menus for good.
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      After the Brownie left, Larry surveyed the small office. He’d hoped to find some information about the location of the powerful magical tool he knew lay beneath the scrapyard’s moldering mounds of metal. But there were no records or other evidence to suggest where the Universum was. In fact, there wasn’t much of anything in the way of paperwork at all.

      Larry snorted. The previous manager may have been a whizz at warding, but he was crap at record-keeping. Hmmmm. He cocked his head, considering. Maybe that was on purpose. After all, the guy knew the Universum was extremely magical and very dangerous. Perhaps hiding it in a poorly run scrapyard was a genius move. Absolutely no one would think to look for it in the almost-forgotten magical backwater that was O’Malley’s Supernatural Scrapyard.

      Worry tensed Larry’s shoulders, and his stomach rumbled with concern. Or hunger. More likely both, he philosophized. He padded back to the house in search of some lunch. He always thought better on a full stomach.
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      As Larry finished his meal, Jesse’s key jiggled in the front door’s lock. He had heard several voices besides Jesse’s whispering and giggling long before the front door opened, so he knew Jesse had brought company home. First things first, though. He swallowed the last piece of kibble and licked the bowl.

      “Larry? Larry! Are you in here? I brought some new friends home for lunch.” A wheedling tone entered Jesse’s voice. “I even brought enough food for you.”

      Larry smothered a grin, wondering idly why Jesse was feeling guilty enough that she felt the need to bribe him with food. Not that he’d turn it down. Oh, no. His momma didn’t raise no dummy. Eat first and ask questions later.

      Jesse hobbled into the kitchen, followed by a gaggle of senior ladies sporting hair in various shades of purple, pink, and blue. They all wore sweatpants or flowery dresses and each sported their own version of the chunkiest and ugliest costume jewelry ever.

      Larry fought not to snicker. Or cower. All the old ladies crowded around him, oohing and aaahing over his handsome good looks. Couldn’t fault them there, he thought. He knew he was the most handsome junkyard dog ever.

      With his muscular, jet-black body and huge blocky head that reflected his bully breed heritage, what wasn’t there to praise? He’d had to sweet-talk his caseworker at DEAF to get this body at his last Familiar incarnation meeting. He didn’t want to wind up as a toad again. Or worse, a cat. He shivered in remembered revulsion. His time as a cat had left him mentally scarred for eternity. Eew. If he never drank a warm bowl of milk again, it would be too soon.

      A tantalizing scent tickled Larry’s nose, pulling him out of his musings. “Is that meatloaf I smell? And mashed potatoes?” Larry groaned in anticipation. “Baclava for dessert? You’ve found a Greek diner, haven’t you?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The tallest of the old ladies took a special liking to Larry, fixing him his very own plate of delicious diner food. If Jesse hadn’t put a stop to it, she might have pulled up a chair for him, too.

      “Cerri, no,” Jesse scolded her new friend. “Larry’s a ... dog. He can eat on the floor.”

      Feeling the brunt of Larry’s irritated side-eye, Jesse added, “Besides, there’s barely enough room for all the ladies at the table.”

      “Well, at least let’s put his bowl next to my chair. That way, he’ll feel like he’s part of our gathering.” Cerri gave Larry a warm smile, her eyes twinkling with suppressed mirth.

      As the ladies chattered over their meal at the table, Larry savored his portion on the floor next to Cerri’s chair. She slipped several more juicy tidbits from the table into his bowl, earning his undying gratitude. Out of ingrained habit Larry mind-spoke a thank you to his new best friend.

      “You’re welcome, Familiar.”

      Cerri’s mind-spoken words almost caused Larry to choke on his next mouthful. But he wasn’t really surprised at her reply. Instinctively, he’d known that she—and the rest of the supposed old ladies gathered around the table, were powerful witches the moment they’d arrived.

      “So, you lot are witches then.” Larry tilted his head.

      “Stating the obvious, Familiar?” Cerri’s knowing eyes crinkled in mirth.

      “Well, judging by your old lady getups, I’m assuming you’re all in disguise for some reason.”

      Cerri reached down and patted Larry’s head, then scratched the perfect spot behind his left ear, causing his leg to twitch in pleasure.

      Larry overcame an urge to give in to Cerri’s ministrations and just enjoy the moment. “What’s the reason? Why are you all magicked up to resemble a gaggle of extremely senior AARP members?”

      “Nothing wrong with being an AARP member, Larry. It gets you great senior discounts at lots of places.” Cerri grinned down at him.

      “Now you’re just teasing me.” Larry lay down on the cool tiles of the kitchen floor, just out of Cerri’s reach. “Seriously, why the disguises? I know most of you aren’t past middle age, in witch years. And what are you all doing hanging out at the Catholic Church, since I’m assuming that’s where you met Jesse? When she left this morning, she told me she was going to a Bingo game in the church hall.”

      “We’re semi-retired. Mostly. And the Catholic Church here provides excellent cover for our, uh, activities. Plus, who doesn’t love a good game of church Bingo? And the cash prizes rock!” Cerri coaxed Larry back to her side with a piece of Baclava, then gave him a final pat on the head before addressing the still chattering women out loud. “Ladies, I think it’s time to talk strategy. Can we please all quiet down?”

      The gathered witches ceased their conversations and turned as one to face Cerri. Or rather, their leader, Larry realized with a start.

      Cerri directed a nod of acknowledgement at Jesse. “If you don’t mind, Jesse, I’ll chair today’s meeting.”

      “I don’t mind at all. While I’m glad you’re here, I must admit it shocked me to run into you at the church today.” Jesse’s words were welcoming, but her gaze remained wary. “I wasn’t aware the supposed goings on at the scrapyard merited the attention of the Supernatural Council.”

      At a nod from Cerri, a diminutive witch with light blue hair that clashed with her orange velvet track suit rose to her feet. “Hello Jesse. I’m Risa. Thank you for hosting today’s meeting. Cerri has asked me to bring you and Larry up to speed on our investigation.”

      Jesse’s lips curved in an agreeable smile, while her face reflected doubt. “I’m still not sure why the Supernatural Council has called in the elite members of the Brew Crew to investigate the disappearance of the manager of a nearly derelict magical scrapyard. Surely, he just got bored with the job and took off for parts unknown? Besides, Larry and I are here now. We can keep an eye on things.”

      An uncomfortable silence descended on the gathering.

      Frowning, Cerri broke the tense pause. “Jesse, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t refer to my team as the ‘Brew Crew.’ I know there are those in the supernatural community who don’t respect or appreciate the work we do, but until now, I didn’t count you among them. As you know, my team of witches is one of several investigative units who handle sensitive investigations on behalf of the Supernatural Council.”

      Larry snorted in surprise. “Holy shit! You guys are SBI agents, right?” He scurried over to Jesse’s chair. “See? I told you something hinky’s going on here. I knew it!”

      Jesse’s truculent frown told Larry she still wasn’t completely buying it.

      “Larry is right, Jesse.” Cerri’s voice reflected the gravity of her words. “There’s a lot more going on here than you know. The Supernatural Bureau of Investigations dispatched us here a month ago, just after the previous manager’s disappearance. Please, let’s all listen to Risa’s recap.”

      Risa resumed her report and spoke of mobsters, kidnapping, and corruption in high places. She even spoke of the Universum but didn’t go into detail about what it could do. Larry listened intently, nodding occasionally as Risa confirmed things he already knew and explained others he hadn’t. Dammit. He had known something wasn’t right at the scrapyard as soon as they arrived, but he never dreamed he and Jesse had walked unwittingly into a plot that could destroy the earth.

      Jesse’s fingers tapped a staccato rhythm on her knee, then she jumped up and started clearing the table. “Would you look at this mess? I’m glad everyone enjoyed the food. Thanks for the Greek diner recommendation, Cerri. I’m going to clean up now.”
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      As Jesse bustled between the kitchen and the table, several other witches rose to help her.

      Cerri sighed and met Larry’s worried gaze. “She either doesn’t understand the danger ... or, well, let’s talk about that later. We need your help to solve this, Larry. I’m not overstating things when I say that the fate of the world may just rest with you—and Jesse.”

      “Well, Fuck. So much for semi-retirement.” Larry snorted in disgust.

      “My sentiments, exactly, Familiar.” Cerri rose from the table and turned toward the door. “How about you and I take a walk and discuss things?”

      “Can I have one more piece of that delicious dessert before we go?”

      With an amused chuckle, Cerri gave Larry a small piece of the remaining baclava. “That’s it, bud. This stuff is so sweet it’ll rot your teeth out. Then how would you eat your kibble.”

      “Oh, I’d find a way.” Larry snickered.

      “I don’t doubt it. Shall we?” Cerri led the way outside into the late afternoon sunlight and the duo ambled toward the hulking mounds of metal in amiable silence.

      The sun darkened as gray clouds crowded the sky. Larry shivered in the unexpected chill then glanced over at his walking companion. “So, you’re an agent with the SBI, huh?”

      “Yep. Part time these days, though. As I mentioned earlier, I’m semi-retired.”

      Larry snorted. “Yeah, right. I don’t buy that any more than I buy your old lady act. Also, why did Jesse refer to your team as the Brew Crew?” Larry knew he’d likely touch a nerve by mentioning Jesse’s derisive words about Cerri’s team, but he couldn’t help himself.

      Cerri grimaced and kicked a piece of rusty metal back toward the heap it had obviously fallen from. “All members of my team are either Water or Earth witches, which means our powers revolve around making and using magical potions or spells. Hence Jesse’s use of the term ‘Brew Crew.” A bitter smile twisted her lips. “Air and Fire witches consider themselves superior as they can control their elements directly, while the rest of us must brew or otherwise create our magic indirectly by using the base element we control.”

      “Oh, now I get it. I’m sure Jesse didn’t mean her comment as an insult, though,” Larry replied.

      “Perhaps not. But Jesse is a Fire Witch so forgive me if I remain in doubt.”

      When Cerri drew to a stop, Larry realized they had walked the length of the scrapyard. A tall solid metal fence rose in front of them, blocking their path. “Guess it’s time to head back.”

      “Not yet, Familiar. You and I need to finish our chat.” Cerri squatted, placing her hands flat on the dusty earth. She inhaled deeply then lowered her head as if in meditation. After a moment she nodded once, seemingly satisfied, then sat crossed legged on the ground. She smiled and patted a spot next to her. “Come, sit, Larry. We are well out of range of all eyes and ears.”

      Intrigued, Larry ambled over and sat next to Cerri. “So, you’re an Earth witch?” Then it hit him. “Wait a minute. Cerri ... Cerridwen. Holy shit! You’re a Priestess of Cerridwen, the creator goddess. The Supernatural Council sure has sent in the big guns.” Larry growled low. “So much for a quiet semi-retirement. Instead, it looks like Jesse and I have to help the SBI save the planet.”

      Cerri’s slight smile had turned into a full-blown grin while Larry spoke. “Yes, Familiar, I’m an Earth witch, and yes, Cerridwen is my patron goddess.” She laughed, the deep rich sound ringing in the air. “And I guess you could say the SBI has sent in the ‘big guns.’ My team handles sensitive cases that call for discretion ... and a whole lot of magical power, which I assure you my team has in spades.”

      Larry decided he’d better up his respect level. “I don’t doubt it, ma’am. How can Jesse and I help?”

      “First, drop the ma’am. Cerri is just fine. Second, I need your agreement that what I’m about to tell you remains confidential. Even from Jesse.” Cerri’s serious gaze backed up her request for confidentiality.

      “Even from Jesse?” Larry frowned. “Now wait just a minute. I can’t keep secrets from my magical partner! That’s how I—we wound up in this goddess-forsaken magical scrapyard in the back of beyond. Our former High Priestess kept dangerous secrets from us and we were too self-involved to press her for answers.” Larry’s ears drooped. “And now she’s dead. And here we are.”

      A gentle hand stroked Larry’s head. “Larry, as you have no doubt realized, there’s a major magical situation going on here. There is a lot you don’t know, most of which I’ll share with you tonight. The thing is, though, while I think Jesse is one of the ‘good guys’, I have to confirm that before I can fully bring her into the operation. Of course, she has to know there is an investigation. That’s unavoidable. But she cannot know the whole of it yet.” Cerri lifted Larry’s head so she could meet his eyes with her keen gaze. “Do you understand?”

      Larry pulled his head out of Cerri’s grip and took a step back. “But why do you trust me and not Jesse? We both came from the same coven.” His eyes widened when illumination struck. “Crap! Litha really does have her grubby fingers in this mess, doesn’t she? She talked the Council into sending Jesse and me here. So, I’ll ask again. Why do you trust me, but not Jesse?”

      “Your loyalty to your new magical partner is admirable, Familiar. As to how I know I can trust you ... I can read your heart, my dear. Familiars are creatures of the earth, are they not? Created by and powered through Earth magic? You have no deception in you, Larry.” Cerri’s wise gaze didn’t waver. “However, Jesse is a Fire witch, as is Litha ....”

      “Jesse has about as much in common with Litha as I do with that toadstool over there.” Larry angrily jerked his head toward a squat mushroom growing on a rotting branch that rested against the fence. “She wouldn’t throw water on Litha if she were on fire.” He considered. “In fact, she’d more likely be the one to light her on fire—and, being a Fire witch, that’d be right up her alley.” Larry shook himself all over, snorting in disgust at Cerri’s insinuations.

      Cerri chuckled and dipped her head in agreement and the tense atmosphere lightened. “I have a deal for you, Larry. How about you and I discuss what’s happened to date and where we think the investigation needs to go from here. Then we can talk further about how ... or if Jesse can fit into the picture?”

      Larry realized that Cerri’s offer was the best he’d be likely to get. “Deal.” Then he remembered his late-night conversation with Carb and Midnight. “Oh, and I might have a few tidbits of news that you’ll find useful as well. I’m, uh, assuming, since you already know about the Universum, that me telling you what I know won’t end with my death ....”

      “Took a life oath not to talk about it, did you? Who bound you to that, I wonder?” Cerri’s mouth curved in an understanding smile.

      Before Larry could begin his tale, Midnight slunk into the dappled moonlight then came to a stop a few feet from Cerri. The feline Familiar bowed her head slightly and raised one paw in deference. “Hail and Welcome, Priestess of Cerridwen. I’m Familiar to Ted, the mage who is—was in charge of this scrapyard.” Midnight glanced at Larry and added, “I also have information to share with you, as well as a request.”

      “Thank you for joining us, Familiar. As the Felinus Universum and Familiar to the Universum’s current Guardian, I’m sure you have much to share. Oh, and congratulations on your litter of feline Familiars. I’m glad you have brought them to safety and I applaud your efforts on behalf of your magical partner.” Cerri smiled at the shocked expression on Midnight’s face.

      Midnight quickly covered her surprise and accepted Cerri’s congratulations. “Uh, thank you, ma’am. So, you know who—what I am, then. And you know about the Universum.”
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      Larry, Cerri, and Midnight talked and strategized well into the evening. After the moon rose above the trees, they all sat in silence, faces tilted toward the sky as they gazed at the stars twinkling above.

      “Hello, demon.” Cerri didn’t take her eyes off the sky, but her focus shifted to a small pile of rusted metal leaning against the fence. “Why don’t you come out from there and introduce yourself?”

      After a moment, the metal pile shifted and Carb’s squat, green figure slunk out. The gremlin bowed deeply at Cerri and gave a short but formal speech. “Hail and welcome, Priestess of Cerridwen. I am Carb, the ferrous demon in charge of this scrapyard. If I can be of service, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Cerri’s lips twitched but she smothered her smile. “Hello, Carb. Please, call me Cerri. On behalf of the Supernatural Council, I thank you for taking such good care of the scrapyard and the powerful magic it holds.”

      Carb bowed again, his large nose almost hitting the ground as he did. “You are most welcome, Cerri.” His face wrinkled with worry as he rose from his bow. “But I’m afraid your praise might be misplaced, ma’am. I’ve been doing the best I can without leaving the scrapyard, but they got Ted anyway. And Midnight went missing and had her kittens in an alley far from home. If only I’d been brave enough to leave the scrapyard to tell someone about what happened.” The little gremlin shook his head. “I mean, I told that Witch Council guy when he showed up, but then nothing happened ....”

      “How about we move past the recriminations and talk about what we can do next, Carb?” Cerri patted the ground near Larry. “Come, sit. Larry and Midnight have filled me in.” She smiled slyly. “But, since I know you’ve been behind that pile of metal for most of the time we chatted, you know that. Did they miss anything? Or do you have anything else to tell us that might help?”

      Carb plopped to the ground next to Cerri, his face scrunched in a massive squint. “Um, maybe I should mention the half dozen magically shielded mages scoping out the place right now? They’ve been here almost every night, but they can’t get past the wards. Yet.”

      Larry jumped up, startled. The mages must be extremely powerful to be able to shield themselves so well that he couldn’t sense them. He glanced over at Cerri, whose calm expression told Larry that news of the mages lurking outside the gates did not surprise her. “You knew they were—are out there, Cerri.”

      “Yes, Familiar, I’m aware of their presence tonight. They’ve been here most nights since Ted’s kidnapping. They may be well shielded, but their feet must still touch the earth. My Element.” Cerri sighed. “Too bad I’m not an Air witch, though. While I can sense their presence and location, I cannot hear their whispered words.”
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      Cerri shifted her position and gestured the trio closer. “So, here’s the recap, gentlemen—and lady. We know that Ted is the Guardian of the Universum, which is a powerful magical tool that can destroy the earth if it falls into the wrong hands. We know he finagled an assignment to this magical scrapyard so he could hide the Universum amongst the more ordinary, broken pieces of magical machinery here, hoping the general magical buzz of the scrapyard would disguise the Universum’s power.”

      After a pause, Cerri glanced apologetically at Midnight before adding, “Either Ted wasn’t careful with his words and actions, or, as we suspect, there is a traitor on the Witches Council, or both. We know the members of the Witch Council are the only ones, besides Ted and the Supernatural Council, who know the tool is hidden here.”

      “So ... you’re assuming the Supernatural Council can’t be the source of the leak?” Larry asked his question in a neutral tone, not wanting to piss off the powerful witch at his side. But she worked for the Supernatural Bureau of Investigation, which reported directly to the Council.

      “I’m sure the leak is not within the Supernatural Council, Familiar.” Cerri’s words were clipped, her tone final.

      Oops, definitely pissed her off, Larry reflected with chagrin. He met Cerri’s gaze in mute apology.

      Cerri chuckled and tugged gently on Larry’s velvety ear. “Don’t apologize for asking a legitimate question, Larry. I’ve worked for the SBI for over a century. I know that the Supernatural Council is as susceptible to corruption as any powerful organization. However, in this case I’ve already investigated those on the Council with direct knowledge of this matter—and that number is small, as information this sensitive is compartmented. No, I’m afraid the leak is closer to home. Ted, even if accidentally, or perhaps a corrupt member of the Witches Council.”

      Into the silence following her words, Carb interjected. “Okay, so, what do we do now?”

      “Now, demon, we find the Universum, figure out a way to spirit it away from here to a safe place, and then neutralize the bad guys. We must succeed soon, or .... well, if we don’t, it won’t matter anymore. To anyone. In any realm.” Cerri rubbed her hands over her face with a sigh.

      Larry’s ears perked, head swiveling to meet Cerri’s knowing gaze. “You mean the damn thing will destroy all the realms, not just the earth?”

      Cerri’s warning was stark. “Based on what we know, if the Universum is activated and used, the entire galaxy will be destroyed in an instant, including earth and all associated realms.”

      Midnight’s chest rumbled with an angry growl.

      Carb’s normally upright ears sleeked back against his head. “Even the other realms? The Underworld, Faery ... all gone?” The demon’s mouth curled in a snarl. “Why would anyone create such a devastating magical tool? And how did they plan to survive its use?”

      “Why did Alcase create it?” Midnight asked rhetorically. “Because he could.” Her lips curled, revealing razor sharp feline fangs. “Mages do not differ from humans in that respect. In the pursuit of knowledge and power, they often pay scant attention to the damage their inventions can cause—even to themselves.”

      The feline Familiar sighed in frustration. “We should probably skip the centuries-old recriminations for now. We’ve got more immediate problems. One reason I stayed away from the scrapyard so long is that, as long as I stayed nearby, Ted could communicate with me from his holding cell on a fancy-ass ship moored near the old marina. I wasn’t able to get too close so I couldn’t hear his captor’s words, but ... Ted’s pain and thoughts, when questioned, told me enough. There’s a powerful criminal mage who wants the Universum and he’ll stop at nothing to get it. I’m fuzzy on what he plans to do with it or if he knows that it’s impossible to use without destroying everything and everyone, including himself.”

      Cerri fixed Midnight with an intent stare. “Yes, our investigations have revealed that much but we are still working on discovering his purpose in seeking the Universum. So you know where this mage is keeping Ted. We must free him before he—”

      “Ted will never reveal the location of the Universum. He’ll die first.” Midnight’s plaintive meow sliced through the air. “And that time is coming fast. He can’t hold out much longerrrrr—.” Her last words ended with a grief-stricken yowl. After a moment of tense silence, she shook off her sadness and continued.

      “Yes, I know where the mage is keeping Ted. That’s one of the reasons I came back to the scrapyard. A few days ago, Ted sensed that ‘friendlies’ had approached the scrapyard’s wards.” Midnight glanced at Larry. “He could sense your and Jesse’s good intentions and knew then that the Council had sent someone to replace him as manager of the scrapyard. He keyed the wards to allow you and Jesse entry, then he made me leave him on that stupid ship and travel back here with the kittens to both warn you and to seek your help.”

      “And help you both shall have, Familiar.” Cerri’s words resonated with reassurance and resolve.
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      “Number five, man alive. That’s number five, man alive, ladies and gents.” The sonorous voice of the Bingo caller rolled through the huge church hall. Scores of elderly attendees, eyes down, assiduously marked their multiple Bingo cards with thick, colored markers.

      “BINGO!” A sharp voice cut through the haze of concentration, enlivening the masses, who turned their sharpened gazes toward the source of the cry. “I checked, and it’s definitely Bingo this time,” the speaker muttered defensively. The massive pompom on his knit hat bounced crazily as he nodded enthusiastically.

      A grizzled elder in a Yankees baseball hat shouted insults at the purported winner. “Yeah, like the last three times you thought you had Bingo ... and you didn’t. They should’a banned you already, you old goat.”

      “Okay, Tony, why don’t you shout out your Bingo numbers, and we’ll check.” The Bingo caller attempted to dispel the air of suspicion around the elderly man’s supposed win.

      As Tony called out his numbers, Jesse, seated at a large table in the corner with her new SBI friends, aired her own gripe. “How come we can’t play Bingo while we have our strategy meeting? I don’t know about you lot, but I can mark Bingo cards and listen at the same time. And why are we meeting here, anyway?”

      Cerri eyed Jesse with determined patience. “As I explained when we chose this spot, Jesse, I’m afraid the scrapyard may now have unfriendly ears listening in. Midnight caught two rats last night. She told me they are the first she’s ever seen inside the scrapyard, as even non-magical rats avoid the powerful energy surrounding the place. Unfortunately, one rat turned out to be a Familiar. He won’t say who his magical partner is, but I suspect it’s not someone on our side.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it. But why the Bingo Hall? It’s like leading a horse to water, but not letting them drink. I love Bingo.” Jesse grumbled her grievance.

      Larry huddled under the table, on his best canine behavior while attempting to pass as the Service Dog Jesse had claimed him to be. He poked Jesse with his nose and mind-spoke a soft rebuke. “Jesse, you know this is a great place to meet. Cerri’s illusion around our table makes it appear that you’re all just a bunch of oldsters, busily marking your Bingo cards, more interested in winning the Bingo prize than saving the world. What villain, magical or otherwise, would suspect a bunch of blue- and purple-haired senior citizens of conspiring to disrupt his evil machinations?”

      Heads nodded around the table, confirming that Larry had shared his words of wisdom with the group.

      “Whose side are you on, anyway? You’re supposed to be my Familiar.” Jesse gave Larry an evil grin. “Or, rather, my Service Dog.”

      Larry’s lips curled. He regarded Jesse with stubborn, sad eyes. “I’m your Familiar alright. And I’m not about to make the same mistake I made with Mabel when I buried my head in the sand and let her convince me she could handle things on her own. I’m gonna make you listen, and you and I are gonna help these nice SBI agents arrest the bad guys and save the world. Understood old lady?”

      Jesse bristled. “Who are you calling old, furball? You’ve got at least a couple centuries on me!”

      “Well, if you will dress in those ridiculous velvet track suits with writing on the butt and magic your hair silvery blue—”

      A sharp crack echoed off the transparent walls of the magical bubble surrounding them as Cerri’s hand smacked the wooden surface of the table. “That’s enough, you two. We’ve got work to do. Risa, report, please.”

      Risa rose to her feet, her diminutive size bringing her gaze merely to the same height as the witches seated around the table. Today, she wore a loose dress dotted with improbably large daisies floating in a cerulean blue sky. Around her neck hung several rows of plastic beads in a garish shade of yellow that clashed with the daisies. Her light blue hair, at least, matched her dress. She cleared her throat and loosened her hold on a stack of papers clutched to her chest.

      “Hello everyone. I’ve got a lot to report today, so let’s get to it.” Risa handed Jesse the papers and asked, “can you please take one and pass them along?”

      Jesse grumbled a response, but dutifully peeled off a sheet before passing the papers to the witch seated next to her.

      Fixing a stern eye on the group, Risa began. “I’m going to go through each item and summarize our current knowledge. Please hold your questions until the end. First, our interrogation of the rat Familiar caught by Midnight has filled in a lot of blanks. We have now confirmed the identity of the mage who is seeking the Universum. His name is Michael Malfisco. He is the grandson of Carlos Giotti, head of the Giotti crime family, which has bases here and in Brooklyn. For the past several years, Michael has been in competition with several other grandsons for the role of heir apparent.”

      Gasps echoed around the table at Risa’s words.

      Larry’s stomach sank. He’d heard of the exploits of the Giotti crime family and knew they used threats, intimidation and even murder, along with heavy doses of magic, to hold their position as one of the richest and most powerful magical crime families on the East Coast. “But what about the old man’s sons?”

      Risa acknowledged Larry’s question with a nod. “Carlos’ wife gave him several daughters, but only one son. His son died in a magical explosion a decade ago. Being a traditionalist, Carlos would never consider a woman to head the family, which leaves his three daughters’ half dozen or so male progeny to duke it out amongst themselves. Carlos is a big believer in the survival of the fittest. He’ll let his grandsons kill each other off until only one is left standing. Michael Malfisco is the son of his oldest daughter, and one of only two grandsons still in competition for the top heir-apparent prize. The other grandson, Anthony Manucci, is heavily favored to be the winner, however Michael isn’t out of the game yet. In fact ....”

      Risa hesitated, then glanced at Cerri, who nodded for her to continue. “Last night, we captured one of the mages that have been spying on the scrapyard.” Risa’s eyes glittered. “With a small amount of ‘encouragement’, he spilled the beans. Apparently, Michael has decided he no longer wants the top prize as his grandfather’s heir. He’s got altogether grander plans.”

      The atmosphere around the table tightened, all eyes focused on the small but powerful witch’s words.

      Jesse broke the tense silence. “Well, get on with it, Risa. Tell us what you think this Michael character has planned that affects the supernatural world. Since the Giotti family seems to restrict most of its criminal activity to the human realm, why should we worry? What makes you think this guy plans to go all ‘magical destruction’ on everyone?”

      Cerri fixed Jesse with a narrow-eyed stare. “Jesse, you are here today because Larry pled your case. He assures me you are on our side, and not a traitor to your witch oath, which, as you know, obligates you to work to preserve and protect the earth and all its inhabitants. Including humans. Please don’t make me doubt the wisdom of my decision.”

      Eyes wide in disbelief, Jesse’s mouth dropped open. She jumped to her feet, fists clenched. “Now wait just a minute! I’ve never betrayed my witch oath, nor would I. Who’s been saying otherwise?! Hang on … is that why you and Larry slunk off last night after dinner? To discuss my potential treachery? I’ve got nothing to do with this situation. I didn’t get myself sent to manage this goddess-forsaken magical scrapyard on purpose, you know.” Jesse’s face dropped, hurt reflecting in her eyes. “Is that what you all suspect? That I’m part of this plot? That I had a hand in the death of my oldest friend and coven leader?”

      Jesse angrily swiped at the tears leaking down her cheeks, then pounded her fist on the table, an angry echo of Cerri’s earlier gesture. “Come on then, being the all-powerful Brew cre—witches you are, one of you must have a truth spell on you. Lemme have it. I’ll take it here and now to prove my loyalty and get this traitor sh—er stuff out of the way.”

      Larry padded closer to Jesse and pressed his body against her legs. “Calm down, partner. At this rate, you’re more likely to be given a tantrum spell than a truth one. You realize that, looking at this from the outside, Cerri and her crew have every right to question the convenience of our sudden reassignment to the scrapyard.”

      “You may have a point, fur-butt. But that doesn’t make the doubt any easier to swallow.”

      “No one’s asking you to swallow anything.” Larry cocked his head thoughtfully. “But offering to swallow a truth brew is a point in your favor.”

      “As if I need one. You can see my heart, bud. You know I’m no traitor.” Jesse stroked Larry’s head softly, with a hand still shaking in anger.

      “Yes, I can see your heart, but Cerri can’t. You’re a powerful Fire witch, Jesse. No witch alive can see your heart unless you voluntarily reveal it.” Larry leaned into Jesse’s hand. “Take the truth brew, please. I—we need you fully on board with this. We both know what happened last time we buried our heads in the sand about potential danger and left others to sort things out. Someone … Mabel died.” Larry’s ears drooped sadly.

      After a moment Jesse gave Larry’s head a last pat. She heaved a resigned sigh, then rose from her chair and up straight. Purposefully, her determined gaze met that of each witch present before settling on Cerri. “Well? Does one of you have a truth brew on hand? I’ll take it now. Then you can ask all the questions you like so I can prove my innocence and we can get on with the business of saving the world from this moron ... I mean, magical mobster.”

      Cerri nodded agreement, before gesturing to a tall, thin witch with stooped shoulders, pure white hair, and sharp blue eyes surrounded by a maze of deep wrinkles.

      Jesse realized with a shock that this witch wasn’t using an age spell. She was legitimately ancient. At a guess, the elderly witch had to be well over four, maybe even five centuries old. Jesse’s stomach dropped. This senior witch had had plenty of time over the last half millennia, or so, to perfect her brewing magic. Any truth potion she concocted was likely to be a humdinger. Jesse shook off her fears. She had nothing to hide. “Well, ma’am? Do you have a brew for me?”

      “The name is Mary, dear. And I always come prepared.” The elderly witch giggled. “Isn’t that the Boy Scout motto? Always be prepared. Not that I was ever a Boy Scout, mind you. No such organization, until quite recently. Plus, I’m a girl.” She gave another wheezing laugh, but it did nothing to disguise her penetrating, intelligent gaze.

      Larry snickered and nudged Jesse’s leg with his muzzle before sharing his words with the group. “I guess, if you are as old as this lovely witch is, any organization that’s ‘only’ 100-something years old is still relatively new. Oh, and I’m pretty sure the Boy Scouts allow girls now, but they may have an upper age requirement.” Larry coughed politely. “Pretty sure, ma’am, that you exceed that by, uh, a few centuries.”

      A wave of snorts, smothered coughs, and snickers issued from the witches seated around the table. Jesse could tell that even Cerri was fighting a smile. She realized Larry had shared his words with the group to break the tension and reassure her she was making the right decision. She glanced down at her Familiar and mind-spoke her gratitude. “Thanks, mop-head. That actually helped.”

      Jesse addressed Mary directly. “I apologize for my smart-mouthed Familiar. He’s got no class. I’ll take that truth brew now if you please.”

      Mary nodded acceptance of Jesse’s words. She rummaged in her huge handbag, muttering softly to herself. Finally, she exclaimed in success. “Ah-ha! I knew it was in here. Can never find anything in this benighted bag.” She drew out a small blue bottle and placed it triumphantly on the table. Thick liquid within swirled sluggishly. The bottle fell onto its side, then rolled down the table to where Jesse stood, where it righted itself, seemingly of its own accord.

      Swallowing in anticipation of the horrible taste, Jesse grabbed the bottle, thumbed off the cork stopper, and gulped the viscous brew down. Her mouth curved in an involuntary grin. “Hey, that tasted pretty good! A whole hell of a lot better than I thought it would. Most brews taste like old socks. Not that I’d actually know what old socks taste like. Honest.”

      Realizing she was rambling, Jesse shut her mouth with a snap, then ventured a query. “Umm, is the truth serum already working? It is ... right?”

      Mary’s eyes twinkled with delight. “No, Jesse, the brew takes a few minutes to activate. But thank you for the compliment about the truth spell’s pleasant taste. As your Familiar so aptly pointed out, I’m, ah, a little old. What kind of centuries-old Water witch would I be if I couldn’t concoct a brew that tasted pleasant?”

      While Mary spoke, Jesse’s stomach fizzed and gurgled. A creeping numbness spread out from her middle until it filled her whole body. Lightheaded and slightly dizzy, she had to suppress an urge to panic. Instead, she allowed her body to fold awkwardly into the chair at her back. “Okay ... pretty sure the truth potion is working now, folks. Ask away.”
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        * * *

      

      The truth finding didn’t take long. Afterwards, Jesse couldn’t clearly remember either the questions the witches asked, or her answers. She only knew she spoke from the heart; not only because she had no choice, but because she realized she wanted this group of witches to believe in her honorable intentions.

      Cerri ended the questioning with a final query. “Do you have any questions of us, Jesse? We have asked our fill, and you have answered honestly. I find your heart to be pure and of good intent. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      Larry snorted under the table. “Not like Jesse had any choice in the answering honestly part.”

      Jesse gave Larry a none-to-gentle nudge with her foot. “Shut up, knucklehead. You were the one who encouraged me to take the damned truth brew.”

      “Listen, you old crone—”

      A wave of relieved laughter interrupted Larry’s riposte.

      Someone asked, “Do you two always argue like an old married couple?”

      The tension dissipated and even Cerri joined in the merriment enough to allow a small smile to curve her lips. Once the laughter died down, she addressed the group. “Alright, everyone. Now that’s out of the way, there’s no need to guard our words. We are all on the same page and have the same goal ... discover what evil is afoot here and divert disaster.” She asked Risa to resume her report. “Please finish your tale. Then we will make some plans.”
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      Risa nodded once. She took a deep breath, then continued. “The thing is, Michael isn’t really interested in inheriting his grandfather’s crime syndicate at all. Instead, he wants to create his own crime family that is, quite literally, out of this world. The mage told me Michael has only been fighting the battle of the grandsons to divert attention from his true plans. He’s gathered a cadre of criminals from amongst the wider Giotti crime family and built his own shadow family. He knows he can’t take on his grandfather anytime soon. The man’s too strong, and ruthless enough to have Michael killed if he tries anything. So—and the mage was a little unclear on the next bit—somehow, Michael found out about the magical Universum buried and all but forgotten in the magical scrapyard practically on his doorstep.”

      The room buzzed with the high level of suspense Risa had created with her words.

      “Out with it, Risa.” Cerri encouraged her lieutenant to finish the story.

      “Yes ma’am. The mage was perfectly clear on the next bit. Michael plans to steal the Universum and activate it. He wants to take his loyal followers and move his new criminal enterprise to the stars, leaving the earth, indeed this whole galaxy, in the dust. Quite literally.”

      Silence reigned for a moment, then pandemonium broke out, with the witches all talking over each other in confusion and horror.

      “QUIET!” Cerri’s voice rang with power. Once silence again blanketed the table, Cerri spoke in a more moderated tone, her gaze intent on Risa. “Did the mage explain exactly how Michael plans to get over the rather big hurdle that activating the Universum will destroy the earth in a matter of seconds? There isn’t time to use the Universum to travel outside the galaxy before it destroys the earth—and everyone on it, including the person who activates it.”

      Risa’s mouth curved in a self-deprecating smile. “The mage wasn’t able to tell me that information, but I’m sure he would have if he knew. He said he’d heard rumors of a powerful supernatural, in league with Michael, who knows of a way to delay the destruction for several crucial seconds. Enough time to use the machine to transport Michael and his goons to wherever in the mega-verse his tiny heart desires.”

      “BINGO!” A familiar voice penetrated the magical bubble around the table. Apparently, Tony the pompom man thought he had a winning hand. Again.

      The group of witches around the table eyed each other with concern and determination. They’d have to take quick and decisive action to make sure the magical mobster and his co-conspirators didn’t have the winning hand in this war, or all would be lost.
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            THE DEMONS DESCEND
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      As the first rays of moonlight shone on the gleaming mountains of metal, the ferrous demons arrived. They skittered and chittered, squat green bodies impossibly agile as they crawled over the massive heaps while shoving bits of metal into their gaping jaws.

      “Alright, guys, listen up! Now!” Carb’s commanding growls finally brought the roving demons to attention. “I didn’t invite you to the scrapyard so you could eat me out of house and home. Get down here, all of you! The Priestess of Cerridwen has something to ask of you.”

      The largest of the ferrous demons cocked his head, his luminous green eyes fixed on Carb in consideration. Then his gaze moved to Cerri, standing calmly next to Carb. She wore the flowing robes associated with her priestess role. Her right hand grasped the staff of the goddess, its crystal tip wreathed in iridescent blue power.

      The massive demon nodded once in agreement. “Attention, everyone. Potluck is off. Get down and get in formation.” As the demons reluctantly ended their feast and descended from the metal mountains, their leader bowed to Cerri. “Priestess, Hail and Welcome. My name is Astetes. Please forgive my subordinates. They have the manners of a bunch of hell-monkeys, which is to say, absolutely none.”

      By the end of his speech, the demon troop stood at attention on the forecourt in front of the office. As one, they bowed to Cerri and spoke. “Priestess of Cerridwen. How can we serve you?”

      Larry whispered to Carb, “What a bunch of brown-nosers. Takes a powerful witch like Cerri to get them to behave. No wonder you never invited this bunch of yahoos over.”

      Carb snickered softly.

      “I heard that.” Astetes’s lips curled in disdain.

      “Gentlemen, now is not the time for bickering. The world, indeed, the universe, is in imminent danger. Without your help, we may not succeed in saving it.” Cerri’s stern gaze traveled over the assembled demons. “There is a powerful magical tool hidden within this scrapyard. Its Guardian hid it well, and, with the help of his Familiar, placed wards of great power around it. While crafted mainly of metal, the tool features gold and silver, as well. I’m sure your ferrous demon magic can sense the tool and locate it more quickly than I or my witch team can.” The priestess hesitated, before glancing at Midnight, who bowed her head and mewed plaintively.

      Astetes rubbed his chin and smiled. “While I understand your predicament, if I may be so bold as to ask, Priestess, what’s in it for us?”

      Cerri smiled right back at him, her eyes flashing with intensity. “What’s in it for you? You get to live, demon. If this tool falls into the wrong hands, it will not only destroy the earth, but obliterate all the realms—and we are running out of time to prevent that catastrophe.”

      Casting a troubled gaze over the assembled gremlins, Cerri uttered a last plea. “Demons, will you kindly help us by using your metal magic skills to locate this infernal tool? If we can rely on your help to find it, my team can concentrate on rescuing its Guardian and defeating the plotters who seek to steal and use it for their own selfish use. If you—or we don’t succeed, we are all doomed.”

      The gathered gremlins stood in silence, their inward gazes reflecting a mind-conversation to which Cerri, Larry, and Carb were not privy.

      Larry tried not to fidget as they waited for the demon’s answer. At a nod of affirmation from Astetes, Larry couldn’t help giving a woof of gratitude. Beside him, Carb’s body released its tension.

      Cerri allowed herself a regal nod of thanks, then she turned to Carb. “Carb, as the scrapyard is your domain, I’m placing you in charge of the search. Please report directly to Larry or me with your progress.”

      Carb’s shoulders rose, and a faint yellow blush colored his green cheeks. “Yes, ma’am. I—we will do our best.” He shot an interrogatory glance at Astetes. “Right?”

      The larger demon’s lips pursed in displeasure at the usurpation of his command, but he nodded in agreement. “Let’s get to work, everyone.”
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            THAT SHIP HASN’T SAILED
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      Water slapped against the wooden beams of the pier mere yards from their hiding place. The sharp scents of brine and diesel oil wafted through cracks in the dilapidated walls of the storage shack. Half buried by weeds at the edge of the cracked asphalt parking lot, the wooden shack offered some cover to the surveillance team as they observed the hulking vessel secured to the near side of the dock.

      Larry covered his nose with his paws and smothered a sneeze. “Geeze, this place stinks.”

      “Shhhh.” Risa hissed a whispered rebuke. “They probably have Air witches listening for intruders.”

      It was their second night of spying at the abandoned boatyard. Sandwiched between two brand new marinas in Bridgeport Harbor, where sleek yachts bobbed next to shiny metal docks, the run-down boatyard and its barnacle-covered wooden dock appeared abandoned. Except for the ship moored to the dock that contained a hostage.

      After two nights of surveillance, the SBI team and Larry had a better idea of their rescue task. And it wasn’t pretty. Armed men patrolled the boat’s narrow walkways as well as the dock. Several mages made regular appearances above deck, while a shiny black limousine made ominous visits, gliding into the parking lot and up to the pier at random times. The heavyset, muscular man who alighted from the car, always accompanied by at least two bodyguards, was Michael Malfisco. He never stayed long, but the storm clouds on his face each time he left had the rescue team worried.

      Midnight had visited the surveillance shed each night to attempt reaching Ted through their mind link. She shook her head in despair after her latest attempt. “I can tell he’s still alive, but he’s very weak. He can no longer speak, not even in his mind. I sense another presence in his mind, though. It’s gotta be an Air Witch. He’s rifling through Ted’s memories and working on unlocking the wards guarding his closest secrets.” Urgency colored her next words. “We don’t have much time to rescue him before he, um, well, you know.”

      “Gives up the location of the Universum, albeit unwillingly, or ....” Larry paused, hesitating to verbalize what they all feared.

      “He dies.” Midnight’s expression was stoic. “He won’t be the first Guardian I’ve lost, but he might just be the last, if we lose control of the Universum.”

      A morose silence overtook the watchers.

      The strident cries of seagulls pierced the night air. The dirty grey and white birds wheeled and dove as they sought a last meal and a good spot to roost for the night.

      They’d have to attempt a rescue mission soon, no matter what.
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      After much discussion, a rescue plan was agreed. Larry had a bad feeling about it, but couldn’t think of a better one, so he was on board. He would not lie low and ignore danger to those he cared for ever again.

      That night, with cloudy skies aiding their stealthy approach, a hand-picked team that included the most powerful members of the SBI team, along with Larry and Midnight, launched their rescue mission. They had waited until well after midnight, when they knew the guards would be operating on a skeleton crew, and there was little chance of Michael or any of the magical heavy hitters being present.

      Cerri had word from her sources at the Boston SBI that Litha was in attendance at a Witch Council dinner several hundred miles away, in Salem. No one had been able to discover Councilman Jenkins’ whereabouts, but they hoped he wouldn’t miss a Witch Council dinner and so should be miles away from the ship.

      The attack required precision and excellent coordination between the witches on the team. Risa’s skills as a Water witch were critical, as the ship bobbed in the sea water that surrounded it. Once on board, they’d need Cerri’s skills as an Earth witch, as the dry wood and metal surfaces of the boat linked it most closely to the earth from which its substance was constructed.

      Larry sighed. Talk about a perfect place to use as a hideout and prisoner stash house—on a boat that straddled two elements. Especially if you knew those pursuing you were Elemental witches.

      Risa was the first to take action. She quietly slipped toward the water at the edge of the dock. Her job was to use her power and potions to ‘freeze’ the water surrounding the vessel. This would prevent the bad guys from moving the ship away from the dock and taking it into open waters outside the harbor.

      Larry watched in awe as the water around the ship jelled into an ice-like slush before freezing solid, encasing the hull in a cold, crystalline prison. Goddess, that Risa was one powerful witch.

      Cerri was almost invisible, her Earth magic shielding her from their gaze as she waved the team forward. “Hurry up, everyone! The guards are patrolling on the far side of the main cabin. Time to board!”

      Larry and the rest of the attack team swarmed up the ladder and onto the deck, each detaching from the group to undertake their specific missions. Assigned to Ted’s rescue, he and Midnight peeled away toward the under deck stairs. Before they travelled more than a few feet, the night air lit up with shouts and gunfire. Arrows of magical fire thudded into the deck at Larry’s side. A dozen or more mages raced toward their position, while others pursued the rest of the team.

      “Shit, Midnight! They were ready for us. There must be a mole. Go find Ted!” That was Larry’s last coherent thought as he charged into battle for the fight of his life.

      Cries of pain, along with blasts of magic and gunfire, sounded from every side. Then the deck rumbled as someone started the huge motor belowdecks. Risa, still stationed on the dock below, shouted in triumph. “At least they can’t take the fight away from the dock. I’ll make sure the ice holds!”
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      Larry stumbled into the ship’s guardrail when a furry missile hit him hard in the flank. Only his massive size prevented him from falling overboard. He clumsily rounded toward the source of the attack, his bulk leaving him at a disadvantage against the lithe frenzy of his feline assailant.

      “Cleo! What the hell are you doing here!” Shocked at seeing Litha’s Familiar on the ship, miles from her magical partner, Larry hesitated, leaving him open to a razor-like swat from Cleo’s quick claws. “Ouch! Damn cat! Why aren’t you with Litha?”

      Cleo’s smug smile made Larry’s blood run cold. “I’m not attached at the hip to Litha. In fact, I’m not really attached to her at all. My chosen partner is here with me, defending our right to a place on the Universum mission.”

      “That’s right, Larry. My new chosen Familiar is here at my side, in her rightful place.” Councilman Jenkins stepped into view, his arctic eyes and curved lips revealing malicious pleasure at Larry’s shock. He ran his hand over Cleo’s head. She purred, arching her back in pleasure.

      “But what about Litha, Cleo? You told me DEAF appointed you as her Familiar—”

      “I lied. In fact, I lied a lot.” Cleo’s nose crinkled, and she chuckled. “I haven’t spoken with DEAF in ... oh, about a century, since they assigned me to that magical wet noodle, Jesse. As far as DEAF is concerned, I’m still assigned as Jesse’s Familiar.”

      Oblivious to the ongoing battle around them, Larry sat on the deck in shock. “But how—you told me they’d appointed me as Jesse’s new Familiar. What about Litha? As High Priestess, she’s required to have one.” A sick understanding filled Larry’s mind. “Burt. He’s still her Familiar, isn’t he? She didn’t plan to sacrifice him at her ascendance ritual at all.”

      Cleo snickered. “Of course not. She had no intention of doing so. Burt’s a good toad, and completely loyal to Litha. I just told you Litha was going to sacrifice him to get you and Jesse together, so my partner here could get you both kicked out of the coven and out of our way.”

      Confused, Larry asked, “So, is Litha even involved in this plot, at all? Or is she just your garden variety murdering bitch witch who wanted her own coven and killed Mabel to get it?”

      “Does it really matter?” The Councilman’s cold eyes narrowed. “You and your compatriots failed in your rescue mission today. Soon, the wards protecting the scrapyard will fall, and you’ll fail at protecting the Universum, as well.”

      “It matters.” Larry growled low. “Was Litha involved in this plot? Did she kill Mabel so she could take over the coven? Yes or no answers, if you please.”

      “Well then, yes, she’s in it up to her pretty little neck. The only reason she’s not here tonight is so she can give herself an alibi, and put you lot off her scent. We know she’s under observation.” Smiling, the mage added offhandedly, “And yes, she killed the old bat so she could have her coven. We’ll need a coven-full of witches with decent magic where we’re going.”

      Councilman Jenkins’ level words, with their arrogant assurance of success, spurred Larry into action. He summoned his magic, a rich golden light covering his fur with glowing power. Tendrils of magic whipped off his body and swirled, snakelike, across the ship’s deck. He closed his eyes, pinpointed the location of his team members, then mind-shouted a command. “Cerri, Risa, team members, grab the magic lifeline at your sides! I’ll pull us all into the closest ley line!”

      Larry stumbled as multiple hands grabbed onto his magical lifeline, but he held tight to each one. Then Cerri screamed, “Go, Larry! The ship is pulling away from the pier!”

      Larry took a running dive off the ship’s deck and onto the wooden planks of the dock, his paws pounding toward the shore. Here goes nothing. As he reached solid ground, Larry held his breath and dived straight toward the cracked asphalt. With a final mighty pull of his magic, Larry ripped open a tunnel into the ley line he knew lay directly underneath. He whimpered in pain, his sight dimming, as he used the last of his magic to pull his team members into the ley line with him.

      The last thing Larry remembered was Cerri shouting, “They have Risa! She couldn’t break free!” Oh, shit.
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      The annoying buzzing was getting louder. Larry shook his head in annoyance then covered his ears with his paws. A gentle hand removed a paw and stroked his head. The buzzing turned into words.

      “Larry? Larry, honey, please wake up. Please be okay. I promise I’ll never not listen to you again. Please wake up, bud.” Jesse soft pleas continued as she smoothed Larry’s fur and massaged his ears.

      Quiet voices in the background murmured, causing Larry to lose focus on Jesse’s pleas, his mind begging to return to the oblivion of sleep.

      “Alright, lazy ass, get your butt out of that bed. Wakey, wakey, rise and shine! We’ve got work to do.” Midnight’s brassy, loud, mind-spoken commands rattled around in Larry’s brain, and his eyes popped open.

      He gazed blearily at a blurry Jesse, who sat on the bed beside him. Midnight’s worried face peered down at him from her perch on the pillow above his head. He yawned widely and shook his head. “Wassup, everyone? Why the long faces?” Then he remembered. Shots and screams, icy betrayal, and heated escape.

      Larry sat up gingerly, his eyes bouncing between Jesse’s tearful face and Midnight’s narrowed eyes. “Did ... did we lose anyone?”

      Midnight jerked her head to the right, whiskers aimed at Larry’s far side. Feeling the bed dip as someone sat behind him, Larry swung around to face the new arrival.

      “Hello Larry. Welcome back.” Cerri’s outwardly calm demeanor belied the swirling mix of emotions in her eyes. “May I take this opportunity to thank you on behalf of the SBI and the goddess Cerridwen for your heroic actions. If you had not maxed out your considerable magical power by pulling us all into the ley line, we would surely have suffered more losses.”

      Dread filled Larry, curdling his stomach. “Who did we lose?”

      Cerri’s gaze met his steadily as she replied. “I’m afraid Risa remained behind. She was busy using her magic to keep the ice around the ship frozen, so the ship couldn’t pull away from the dock. Several powerful Fire mages attacked, fighting her efforts.” Cerri’s eyes darkened. “I’m sure you saw the steam from the melting ice, as well as the flames, when you jumped off the ship. Risa stayed to allow the rest of us a chance to escape.”

      Larry swallowed thickly. “Is she ...?”

      Cerri shook her head. “Risa was captured and injured, but she’s still alive. I can mind link with her over great distances. She tells me she’s now imprisoned with Ted, which is a good thing. They can support each other until we rescue them both.”

      Larry rose unsteadily to his feet, then shook himself from nose to tail. “Well, let’s go get them, then. Who is with me? I’m done with coasting along and ignoring danger.” Ears drooping as his thoughts turned to Mabel, he reiterated, “I’m so done with that.”

      Jesse and Cerri shared mute gazes, then both smiled affectionately at Larry’s bold statement.

      “Not so fast, Familiar.” Cerri grinned down at him. “It’s great that you are now primed and ready for action to protect those around you from danger—and thank you again for your valiant efforts to do just that yesterday. But wouldn’t it be better to have a plan to improve your—our chances of success?”

      Larry’s eyes widened. “Yesterday? How long have I been out?”

      Jesse replied tersely, “Over twenty-four hours.”

      “Holy shit! There’s no time to waste!” Larry prepared to leap off the bed.

      Cerri placed a restraining hand on his collar. “Not so fast, Larry. Sit down.”

      Reluctantly, Larry complied with Cerri’s command. “Okay, okay. I’m sitting. Now what?”

      Cerri’s lips curved in a scheming smile. “Now, you listen. While you’ve been napping, we’ve been planning. Remember, Familiar, while it’s good that you are now ready for action to protect those around you, perhaps it might also be wise to consider trusting those same individuals to help you.”

      “I think I’ve been too trusting. That’s what got us into this mess in the first place.” Larry glumly considered his decision to trust Mabel’s assurances that there was no real danger lurking in the coven. His spirits dipped even further when he recalled Cleo’s smirking face from the night before.

      Midnight brushed her silky body down Larry’s side before curling up next to him. “Listen, numb-nuts. I’m sure you’ve heard the expression trust, but verify. How about the one that goes there’s no I in team? Personally, I think the second one is corny as hell, but both fit this situation.” The cat’s chest rumbled with an impatient purr. “Yes, you need to trust those around you, but you also need to pay attention to your gut. That’s your biggest failing right there. Not lack of courage, that’s for sure. Trusting your gut and working proactively to ensure those around you are both trustworthy and safe are best, Larry. You really do need to have faith in those around you who prove worthy to work with you for the common good. However, you are not responsible for other’s poor decisions, or even their betrayal, bud. Mabel chose not to share the danger she suspected. Cleo chose to betray your trust, and that of the coven.”

      Larry bit back a protest as the truth of Midnight’s words settled in his heart. Now, if only he could get his head on board with her wise words, he’d be good.

      “So, what’s the plan, guys? And how can I help?” Larry’s determined gaze scanned the faces of those gathered around the room.
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      “Holy crap, you guys have been busy!” Larry stared with wide eyes at Cerri as she finished updating him on what had happened while he recovered from his magical burnout.

      Cerri nodded in confirmation. “Also, the ferrous demons have narrowed down the location of the Universum and estimate they’ll reach the final protections shortly.”

      Larry’s shook his head, muzzle open in wonder. Then his gaze turned soft and he peered up at his erstwhile magical partner. “Is it true, what Cerri says? You contacted DEAF and told them what’s been going on ... and they agreed to dissolve your Familiar bond with Cleo and transfer it to me?”

      “Yep. It’s done. Cleo no longer has access to my thoughts. That’s how the bad guys knew of our attack, and why they were ready for us. But now you’re stuck with me as your magical partner.” Jesse’s face creased with concern. “I’m sorry, Larry. I should have known that Cleo was lying when she told you she’d been reassigned to Litha. Speaking of not trusting your gut, I’m as guilty of it as you are.” With a shrug, she added, “Cleo’s always been power hungry. We’ve had many battles over my lack of ambition.”

      “So, what will happen to Cleo now? Once we catch her, I mean.” Larry licked his paw for comfort. “It’s almost unheard of for a Familiar to go rogue, betray their magical partner and unilaterally align themselves with another.” His eyes narrowed in anger as an image of Cleo standing defiantly at Councilman Jenkins’ side as the battle raged around them filled his mind.

      Jesse snickered. “Oh, Cleo’s in for a world of hurt. DEAF is going to recall her. At the least, she’ll have to go for retraining. At worst—”

      Larry nodded. “At worst, they’ll deconstruct her soul.” He shivered in horror. Deconstruction was rumored to be excruciatingly painful and bloody. And, at the end of it, you were no more, ever again.

      Grim silence filled the room as everyone considered Cleo’s grisly fate.

      Midnight arched her back, chittering impatiently. “It’s no more than she deserves. But why haven’t they recalled her yet? Why are they leaving her in place with that idiot Councilman ... oh, I get it.”

      Cerri smiled evilly. “That’s right, by leaving her in place, with DEAF’s cooperation, we now have a direct line to Councilman Jenkins’ mess of a mind. And, since we know the Councilman is in league with the magical mobster hunting the Universum, we have a pretty good idea of his plans as well. Unknowingly, Cleo has helped us to formulate our plan going forward. But we need help if we’re to pull it off.” She rubbed her eyes tiredly. “We drastically underestimated the scope of this plot, Larry. They currently have more magical firepower than we do. We are going to need reinforcements.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, the scrapyard office heaved with furred and feathered creatures.“So, who’s on board?” Midnight gazed around the room, ensuring she met the eyes of every Familiar present. “We can’t have Familiars going rogue. Cleo’s actions have damaged our standing with the Supernatural Council and alerted DEAF to a betrayal of one of our own. They will clamp down on us, and it won’t be pleasant.”

      The click of many claws on the hardwood floor, as well as the clacking of beaks and ruffle of feathers, filled the tense silence. The scrapyard’s office was stuffed to the gills with Familiars from all over the Tri-state region. DEAF had issued an urgent command to several score of the Familiars closest to the scrapyard, commanding them to leave their posts and report for duty. A battle was brewing, and these Familiars knew it, but hesitation still showed on several faces.

      Larry huffed impatiently. “Look, guys, Cleo betrayed her oath to protect her magical partner. She lied about it and aligned herself with those who wish to destroy Earth and all the realms. The way DEAF sees it, if she can do that, so can we. The way I see it is that we must band together, both to save Earth, and ourselves, from this existential threat, AND to regain our collective honor.”

      “Who is with us?” Larry held in a smile, his gaze serious as he scanned the room. He hoped his rousing speech did the trick.

      A large beaver lumbered forward, his tail leaving a trail of dirt on the formerly pristine office floor. He sat up on his hind legs, his lugubrious face swiveling between Larry and Midnight.

      “We get it. We Familiars have to save the day. Yet again.” The beaver’s tail slapped angrily against the wooden boards. “Don’t these supernaturals ever consider our needs? Our wants? Granted, we were created to give magical support to our witch and mage partners, but what’s in it for us? We go where we’re told, work with whatever magical loser DEAF assigns us to, and when—not if—we eventually lose our physical bodies in service to the supernatural community, we are just shoved into another body, and sent on yet another assignment. Rinse and repeat.”

      Larry noted that several heads in the room nodded in agreement with the beaver’s words. He decided to drop a truth bomb. His gut told him that everyone present, even the not-so-eager beaver, would do their duty and help him—and his team, save the world.

      “Look guys, I get it. I really do. I’m pretty sure I’m the oldest Familiar here. I’ve been ... uh ... recycled over a dozen times.” He gazed down at his massive and heavily muscled canine form. “And not all of my physical forms have been as impressive as this one.” Larry gave an over-the-top shudder, his lips curling in disdain. “And don’t ask me about my gig as a cat.”

      “Hey! Watch it!” Several annoyed feline voices rose above the general guffaws of the audience.

      The tense atmosphere in the room lightened, as Larry had intended. “But, overall, my work as a Familiar has been truly amazing. Thanks to DEAF, I get to experience the sun on my face and the exhilaration of working powerful magic with, mostly, great magical partners. I get to enjoy good food and good friends. Most of all, I get to live.” Larry’s enquiring gaze raked the room. “How many of you would rather never have been created—never have experienced any of those things?”

      After an electric moment, the rafters shook with roars, meows, woofs, and caws of approval. Once the din died down, Larry faced his chief opponent in the battle for hearts and minds. “Well? How about you? It can’t be so bad being a beaver.” Larry couldn’t help himself, adding, “Well, except for all the beaver jokes.”

      “Oh, fuck you, dog breath!” The beaver shook a clenched paw at Larry. Then his shoulders drooped. “But you’re right, dammit. I’m glad to be alive, and, without DEAF and the supernatural community, I wouldn’t be. I’ll help you—we’ll help you, right, folks?” He grumbled a last retort. “But quit it with the beaver jokes, guys.”

      The beaver held out his paw. “By the way, Larry, my name’s Ed.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ed.” Larry sighed in relief and touched paws with the now cooperative beaver.

      Amid a chorus of hoots and hollers, they reached agreement. The gathered Familiars would stand beside Larry and Midnight—and the rest of their team, in the coming battle.

      Midnight’s caustic, mind-spoken comment sounded in Larry’s head. “Good job—for a canine.”

      “You, too—for a cat.”
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      Once Larry secured the agreement of the Familiars, Jesse, Cerri, and her team joined them in the overflowing office. Cerri spent several hours bringing the Familiars up to date and briefing everyone on their plan to rescue the hostages and defeat the bad guys.

      Unfortunately, the bad guys launched a powerful attack on the scrapyard as the team finalized their plans.

      When the lead mage’s first magical missile hit the scrapyard, it blew out the windows in the office. Larry threw Jesse an I-told-you-so look. She gave him the finger. After that, they were too busy trying to stay alive to communicate much.

      Cerri’s shouted commands sent everyone scurrying. “Familiars, fan out along the scrapyard fence. Use your magic to reinforce the wards. Pull on my Earth power, if you need to.”

      As the Familiars poured out of the office, Cerri pulled a small vial from her pocket and smashed it on the office floor. The earth heaved and ripples of power rattled the floorboards. Larry stumbled and fell, narrowly avoiding a fiery arrow that sailed through the shattered glass of the window. “Ow, what the hell?”

      The earthquake Cerri started quickly spread outward, rolling across the dusty ground of the scrapyard until it passed under the fence. The fence’s metal panels heaved and groaned but held firm.

      Shouts and screams sounded from the attackers as the earthquake reached them. Taking advantage of the lull in battle, Larry and Jesse hurried out of the office and took cover behind the nearest mountain of metal.

      “What do we do now?” Jesse met Larry’s eyes, hers a mix of determination and fear.

      “Now, we fight.” Larry’s magic writhed around his body, the golden glow reflecting off shards of shiny metal mixed in with the rusted heap of scraps. “Touch my fur, Jesse, and stock up on power. Let’s give these idiots something to scream about.”
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        * * *

      

      Long hours later, as the first pink rays of dawn colored the horizon, the battle was over. Several of the mountains of metal now lay in ruins, now just mere hills that ran together in a twisted, magic-darkened pile of destruction.

      Familiars carefully skirted the sharp shards littering the ground and gathered on the forecourt in front of the office. Cerri and her team sprawled on the ground, chests heaving with exhaustion. Jesse and Larry joined Cerri, both collapsing onto the cracked asphalt next to her.

      A throat cleared. Larry’s head whipped around to identify its source, his magic glowing in the early morning light.

      “Peace, Larry.” Carb emerged from near the top of one of the few remaining piles of metal, his squat, but agile, form clambering quickly to the ground. “It’s only me. Glad this battle’s over, but what a mess you’ve made.” The ferrous demon gazed sadly at the remnants of the metal mountains. “And just when I had everything so nicely arranged, too.”

      Larry let his magic recede. Carb was no threat, despite his insinuation that the scrapyard’s dire condition was down to his team. “In case you didn’t notice, gremlin, the bad guys attacked us. They’re the ones responsible for the mess. Not us.”

      Carb grinned. “But you helped.”

      With a reluctant snicker, Larry nodded. “Yes. We helped.”

      After a pause, and one final pained glance at the disordered piles of metal strewn across the scrapyard, Carb straightened, faced Cerri, and issued a sharp salute. “Hail, Priestess. I’ve got a progress report on our search for the Universum.”

      Cerri snapped to attention, her former tired slump gone. “Well, demon? Speak up.”

      Carb hesitated, his eyes roving over the few witches and Familiars still resting nearby. Most of the team, along with many of the Familiars, were working to repair the scrapyard fencing and provide first aid to the injured. A few had drawn the short straw and were busy clearing away the remnants of the battle outside the gates. They carefully avoided the crevices now stretching greedy fingers across the wide entrance drive. Cerri’s earthquake had been a humdinger.

      “We have located the quadrant containing the Universum, ma’am.” Carb aimed a respectful nod at Midnight. “Familiar, you and your partner did an admirable job of hiding and warding the blasted thing.”

      Midnight’s whiskers twitched with pleasure. “Why thank you, Carb.”

      “Just one question ... well, two, really.” Carb waited for Midnight to nod her agreement before he asked, “Um ... if you are the Felinus Universum, how come you didn’t know its location in the scrapyard? Or did you? And if you knew, why did you need me and the other ferrous demons to locate it?” Carb scuffed his feet in the dirt. “You lot weren’t just giving us busy work, were you?”

      Midnight licked her paw and ran it over her ear and down her muzzle. She continued her grooming, concentrating on a patch of dirt that matted the fur behind her ear. After an uncomfortable minute, during which Larry began to wonder if the regal feline would deign to answer Carb’s very legitimate question, Midnight ceased her obsessive grooming and sat up, her two front paws in perfect alignment.

      “Like my magical partner, I swore a Life Oath never to reveal the location of the Universum on pain of final death.” With a frustrated mew, Midnight continued. “That’s why Ted hasn’t told those idiots where the damn thing is, no matter how much they torture him. He can’t tell them, or he’ll lose not just his life, but his soul!”

      Larry cringed in sympathy at Midnight and Ted’s plight. Their lives were literally tied to a tool of cosmic destruction.

      Carb squatted down, bringing his gaze level with Midnight. “Thank you for sharing the truth with us.” He dipped his head respectfully. “I understand now. My sincerest apologies for questioning your honor. You have helped us as much as you can, risking your very soul to do so.”

      Larry caught Midnight’s fleeting expression of pleasure, even if the others didn’t. Mere seconds later, her normal inscrutable expression blanketed her face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Everyone had long since disbursed, many taking up residence in the main house to rest. Others patrolled the perimeter, while Cerri huddled with her SBI team, deep in conversation. Jesse had drooped with exhaustion, but only retired to her room to rest after Larry badgered her into doing so.

      The promise of the dawn had given way to a cloudy morning. Rain spurted intermittently from the gray sky overhead. They had cleaned the scrapyard. Mostly. Stray pieces of metal and glass still littered the cracked asphalt. The office windows were boarded up, the door wedged crookedly in its frame.

      Larry gingerly pushed his head through the cat flap in the damaged door and checked out the dim interior of the office. The nursery under the desk was cold and empty. Midnight had moved her kittens to the safety of the main house, where they now slept in comfort in a drawer pulled from Jesse’s bureau. Larry stuffed his weary body through the cat flap, its narrow sides scraping along his ribs. Need to quit with the extra slices of pizza, he mused.

      He padded forward, then lay down on the pile of blankets under the desk, nose wrinkling at the powerful smell of kittens that Midnight’s litter had left behind.

      Resting his head on his paws, Larry considered.

      He’d messed up just about everything over the last few months. Or was it years? Sighing, he admitted it may have even been decades. Four and a half centuries was a long time as a Familiar, charged with constantly protecting and aiding a long succession of magical partners. Some had been very good at their jobs, some not so good. Some, he admitted, downright awful at them. He’d always done his best. Paid attention. Kept them out of trouble. Protected them when needed. Been a good magical partner, most of the time, he thought. Until the last fifty years or so.

      The grind had finally gotten to him. His latest magical partner, Mabel, and he had been together over a century. She had been one of the better ones. Too good, in fact. She was so competent that she hadn’t really needed much magical, administrative, or technical support from him; in fact, she had been so powerful that his magic and gone stale from disuse. He’d gotten complacent. Coasting through the motions instead of maintaining vigilance and honing his magic.

      His inattention had resulted in Mabel’s death. Just because people were frighteningly competent didn’t mean they couldn’t use a hand now and then. He had known something was wrong, but Mabel told him she could handle it. And she usually could, so he’d ignored his gut and stood down. Then she’d been murdered, and those they’d trusted had tricked him and Jesse. After that, they were cast aside and sent on a fool’s errand to protect this supposedly moldering magical backwater.

      Well, fuck.
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      Larry’s long night, followed by his early morning musings, left him exhausted. He’d fallen asleep on the blankets of the abandoned nursery under the desk in the office.

      Nose twitching and legs bicycling in his sleep, Larry dreamed of many things. Running in wet grass, the sun warm on his fur. Laughing at jokes and japes shared with his friends. Working side by side with some of the greatest magical partners he could wish for.

      He woke with a start when a shaft of bright sunlight reached his face. Squinting blearily, Larry realized the light came from a gap in the wooden boards hastily nailed over the shattered office windows after the battle of the previous night.

      Larry shook his head to clear away the last remnants of his dreams. Stomach growling, he went in search of a late lunch ... or two.

      As he picked his way gingerly across the scrapyard forecourt, avoiding the small pieces of metal and glass glittering in the bright afternoon sunshine, Larry thanked Artemis, the goddess of Familiars, for his creation. Life had been ... was good. He just needed to recommit to living it again, remember to trust his gut—and make damn sure to always be there for his magical partner, whether or not they wanted his support.
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        * * *

      

      As streetlights whizzed by the car window, Larry stretched tiredly. “Are we there, yet?” He whined his query from the back seat of the small car.

      Jesse glanced into the rear-view mirror and gave Larry the hairy eyeball. “No, we’re not, as you very well know. You saw the Boston signs we just passed as well as I did. We’ve got another half hour until we reach our old covenstead.” She turned her attention back to the dark road in front of the windscreen. “Who knew you’d be such a terrible traveler?”

      Larry sneezed, leaving a liberal coating of spit on the car’s back window. He pushed his wet nose against the window and smeared it further. “Who says I can read? Maybe I didn’t see the highway sign.”

      “Oh, knock it off fur-face. You can read better than I can. After all, you’ve had more than four centuries to learn, compared to my mere two.” Jesse chuckled at her own comeback.

      Cerri, sitting upright in the passenger seat of the compact vehicle, peered absently into the darkness whizzing by. “Will you two stop bickering? It’s breaking my concentration. I need to make sure we aren’t being followed. My Earth magic doesn’t work as well from a moving vehicle, and you two are driving me crazy.”

      Larry met Jesse’s eyes in the rearview mirror and they exchanged a mute apology. In unison, they chorused, “Sorry, Cerri!”

      Larry turned to look out the window, then realized he’d smeared it so badly he couldn’t see a thing. Grimacing in self-recrimination, he padded to the window on the other side of the car. He understood why they were driving the four hours to his old coven, instead of traveling the ley line, a trip of mere minutes, but he didn’t have to like it.

      When they planned their trip early that morning, Cerri had wisely pointed out it was likely the bad guys had a mage watching the local ley lines to make sure no one escaped the scrapyard with the Universum. After the chaos of the previous night’s battle, the mage watchers normally hiding outside the perimeter of the scrapyard had withdrawn when the attackers had retreated. But they’d be back the next night. Everyone agreed.

      The trio had slipped through the back gate as twilight descended, hurrying to a rusty, paint-bleached old Honda parked inconspicuously on a side street around the corner from the scrapyard. The car belonged to the teenaged son of Ed the beaver’s magical partner. Ed had helped the kid out of a couple of scrapes with the traffic cops since he’d gotten his license, and he was happy to repay the favor, no questions asked.

      Larry had heard the teen’s muttered words to the beaver, before the kid sloped away into the gathering darkness. “Just tell ‘em not to wreck the car, Ed. The old man’ll kill me.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it,” Ed had assured to worried teen. “Don’t I always come through for you?”
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        * * *

      

      Jesse blew out an anxious breath as she turned onto the narrow road leading to their old coven. The ancient oaks lining either side of the driveway stretched heavy branches overhead. Dappled moonlight reflected on the car windows.

      The vehicle’s passengers had lapsed into an uneasy silence as they drove the last miles to their destination. Wrapped in their own thoughts, each knew that much depended on the outcome of the upcoming meeting with Jesse and Larry’s old coven.

      Larry had used his surprisingly still-active mind link with the coven and contacted his Raven friend after lunch, earlier in the day. Sid had filled Larry in on the coven’s happenings since they had excommunicated him and Jesse. Immediately after they departed for their new assignment at the scrapyard, Litha had overseen a leadership purge. She’d installed loyal Fire-witch cronies in all the top administrative positions and banned all social gatherings not approved in advance by her newly appointed assistants.

      What she and her co-conspirators neglected to consider was how the Familiars assigned to the ousted witches would react to their magical partners’ poor treatment. An underground network had quickly formed amongst the disaffected coven members, with communication amongst the would-be rebels facilitated by their discontented Familiars.

      Sid told Larry the underground resistance had done a lot of self-reflection. The witches involved realized they’d been complacent, not really paying attention to the new, darker, political undercurrents that began when Litha and her friends joined the coven several years ago. They had not listened to their gut feelings, nor had they shared their concerns with their High Priestess, Mabel.

      Nor did they communicate their concerns with me, her Familiar, or Jesse, her assistant, Larry reflected with bitterness. Maybe he hadn’t been completely to blame for all that had happened. Perhaps there had been more willful blindness infecting the coven than his, alone.
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        * * *

      

      As they pulled to a stop in the clearing in front of the covenstead, a massive midnight black bird landed smoothly on the hood of their car. The bird peered through the windshield with an inquisitive tilt to his head.

      “Hey, Larry. Long time no see.”

      “Hey, Sid. Same.” Larry hopped out of the car when Jesse opened the back door, then padded into a patch of moonlight near the front of the car.

      The raven flapped his wings briefly before gliding to the ground next to Larry. A glint of metal shining in the moonlight caught the massive bird’s eye. He expertly clawed the ground, exposing a metal pull tab from a long-ago consumed soda can. “Cool, a 1970s Dr. Pepper tab. Don’t have one of these in my collection.”

      Larry suppressed a snort of impatience and nervously eyed the covenstead looking for signs they’d been spotted. Sid was a raven, after all. He just could not resist shiny things. Although it was news to Larry that the acquisitive bird had what sounded like an extensive soda tab collection. “So, what’s the scoop, Sid?”

      “No need to worry about Litha’s crew, bud.” Sid had correctly identified Larry’s concern. “We’ve got the lot of ‘em locked up in the null-magic cells under the covenstead. They can cool their heels there until we sort this mess out, then we’ll hand them—and that bitch Litha, if she ever shows back up, over to the Council for punishment.”

      With a quick twist of his head, Sid fixed Jesse with an apologetic eye. “Hey Jesse. Sorry for what happened before. Our bad.”

      “No worries, Sid.” Jesse’s soft smile contrasted with her sad eyes. “We all messed this one up.”

      Cerri stepped forward, reminding Larry of their current mission. “Sid, this is Cerri, Earth witch and Priestess of Cerridwen. She’s an SBI agent whose team is hunting the jack ... idiots bent on ending all life as we know it.”

      Sid’s head dipped in respectful acknowledgement. “Hail and Welcome, ma’am. I, and the rest of my coven—those not in the dungeon, anyway—are at your service. Let’s head inside so you can bring us up to date.”

      The trio followed Sid as he flew toward the covenstead. As they reached the top of the steps leading to a set of beautifully carved double doors, the doors swung open, wide and welcoming, and light spilled out from within. Relieved faces filled the doorway, all chattering at once.

      “Welcome home, Jesse.”

      “Hey Larry.”

      “We are sooo sorry, guys.”

      “We gave those assholes what for, though.”

      “Hope they like their cells.”

      Overwhelmed, Larry and Jesse hung back. Cerri placed a firm hand on each of them and pushed them toward the open door. She whispered encouragement. “Come on, you two. Time to stop looking back and move forward.”

      In a louder voice, Cerri addressed the gathered witches. “Let’s move this meeting inside, everyone. We have a lot to discuss, and not a lot of time to do it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The return trip to the scrapyard was much faster, as almost everyone traveled by ley line. There was no way to hide the arrival of a covenful of witches, along with their Familiars, so they didn’t even try. Besides, the reinforcements meant they’d be ready to implement the next part of their plan.

      Before they left the coven, Cerri had called in a few favors from the Boston SBI office. Within the hour, several black-suited mages had arrived to take custody of Litha’s unhappy co-conspirators.

      Larry snickered at the dark sunglasses the SBI agents wore. Talk about imitation being the sincerest form of flattery. These guys must have watched Men in Black waayyy too many times.

      Cerri discreetly nudged him and mind-spoke a rebuke. “You’re just jealous. You only wish you’d be able to carry off that G-Man look.”

      “Nah, I’m happy with my junkyard dog look, thank you very much.”

      Cerri hid a smile, but Jesse’s guffaw informed Larry that he wasn’t very good at hiding his thoughts. Not that he should hide them from his magical partner, Larry admitted, especially considering his new commitment to trust and communication with her.

      An elderly witch and her opossum Familiar had remained behind to drive Ed’s teenage friend’s car back to Connecticut. Larry had insisted they honor their promise to get the kid’s car back to him. He just hoped the ancient crone could see well enough behind her thick glasses to get it there in one piece.
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      A dozen witches and their Familiars taxed the admittedly limited accommodations at the scrapyard. However, they had settled all the newcomers on a bed, couch, or air mattress in the main house by the early hours of the morning. Several of the new arrivals had joined the demons and Familiars patrolling the scrapyard, adding an extra layer of security in readiness for the inevitable battle to come. Outside the gates, the mage watchers had returned to their posts, no longer bothering to hide their presence or mask their dark intentions.

      Everyone agreed that Michael and his co-conspirators wouldn’t attack during daylight hours, and, with dawn not far off, they’d likely have until darkness fell that evening.

      Larry, curled nose to tail at the bottom of Jesse’s bed, lay awake until the golden light of the new day reached his position on the comfortable mattress. He knew they had little time to initiate their plans, but it should be enough. Hopefully. Not that anyone would be around to worry about it if it wasn’t. Failure would mean no more Earth. No more Milky Way. No more anything.

      At the sounds of activity coming from the kitchen, Larry jumped off the bed and hurried downstairs. If this was going to be his last day here ... well, anywhere, he wasn’t going to miss enjoying a hearty breakfast … or two.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, the daylight hours were filled with meetings, messages, and magic.

      The newly enlarged team of defenders eagerly undertook their work, which included strengthening the wards and constructing defenses, both magical and mundane.

      Cerri’s SBI team, along with Jesse and several of her former coven mates, plus Larry, Midnight, and Carb, sequestered themselves in the office for the morning. Colored sunlight streamed inside from the newly repaired windows above the desk. One of Larry’s former coven members had a magical affinity with glass. It had taken her mere seconds, as well as a handful of wet dirt scooped from the large flowerpot by the office door, to repair the shattered glass in the windows. She’d even showed off by adding a stained glass insert at the top.

      Cerri stood near the windows, purple and blue light from the stained glass dappling her red hair. She and the rest of her team had abandoned their old lady disguises. The bad guys now knew they were involved in the scrapyard’s defense. Besides, it would be easier to fight in leathers than velour tracksuits and voluminous dresses. Jesse had grumbled about how damn comfortable her sweatpants were but smiled in reluctant delight when Cerri produced a set of leathers in just her size.

      “Okay guys, listen up. Here’s the plan.” Cerri’s raised voice quieted the room’s chatter. “I’ve contacted the local SBI office, and they are going to liaise with their counterparts in the FBI. They’ll have teams in place outside the scrapyard just after dark—”

      Jesse interrupted Cerri to ask, “The FBI? Is it wise to involve a mundane law enforcement agency in magical matters?”

      Cerri’s eyes sparkled with suppressed mirth. “Do you really think mundane law enforcement, especially at the highest levels, isn’t aware of the supernatural? The SBI is good at policing supernatural matters, but we’re not that good, and we can’t be everywhere. We’ve developed relationships with most major law enforcement agencies over the last century or so. In fact, the team the FBI is sending out has more mages and witches on it than humans.”

      “Shows what I know,” Jesse murmured. “Sorry I interrupted.”

      “No problem, Jesse. It was a legitimate question. I’m sure your former coven members were wondering the same thing.”

      “Yeah, my former coven members.” Jesse’s eyes dropped as grief flickered across her face.

      Larry pressed himself against Jesse’s knee to offer comfort. She stretched down and scratched under his chin. Oh goddess, that felt good. Larry’s back leg moved in unison with her hand.

      Clearing her throat, Cerri resumed her report, but not before adding a cryptic remark. “We’ll see about that ‘former.’ Here’s the deal. The FBI agents outside cannot assist with the magical end of things, but they can help with rounding up the bad guys once they break mundane law.” Grimly, she added. “It’s not legal to firebomb buildings or shoot at people, whether using mundane or magical means.”

      “How can you be sure they’re going to attack tonight?” Carb’s gravelly voice queried Cerri’s assertions.

      “Because we are going to make them.” Cerri’s mouth thinned, her sharp eyes glittering with danger.

      After a moment of stunned silence, everyone started talking at once.

      “What?!”

      “How are we going to do that?”

      “Why would we do that?”

      Cerri patted the air and asked for quiet. Finally, when the hubbub showed no sign of slowing, she shouted. “SILENCE!!!” She’d put some magical oomph into her command, enough to rattle the floorboards and cause the newly repaired windows to shake, scattering drops of sunlight across the shocked faces of those present.

      “Thank you. Now, let me explain.” No one interrupted Cerri after that, and all agreed her plan was brilliant. It would work. It had to.
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        * * *

      

      Sid soared away from the scrapyard just before lunch. In his sharp beak, he carried a message addressed to Michael the mobster, along with one addressed to Councilman Jenkins.

      The message to Michael offered the Universum in exchange for the hostages, Ted and Risa.

      The Councilman’s message offered the same.

      The two men would have to work together if they wanted to get their hands on the device. And they’d have to bring the hostages to the scrapyard by nightfall that evening.

      Cerri explained it would be better to ensure the bad guys kept working together, at least at first, as it would help ensure no surprises. It would also mean both men would bring their full contingent of mages. She was sure each side planned to double-cross the other once they had the Universum in hand.

      When Midnight expressed concern for the safety of her magical partner, Cerri reassured her. “It is best if we have the hostages brought to us, so we have the home court advantage for the rescue. I’m sure that Michael and the Councilman will come prepared to do battle tonight. First with us, and then with each other. After all, we’ve given them the perfect opportunity. They’ll have the Universum and they will assume we won’t fight back for fear of injuring the hostages.”

      “So, we let them bring their full teams, all ready for battle, along with the hostages ... and we hand over the Universum? Then what?” Carb’s gravelly words dripped with disbelief.

      Larry glanced around the room. Cerri’s team had battle-hardened expressions, which told him there was more to Cerri’s plan. “So, what’s the scoop, Cerri? How do we free the hostages, hang on to the Universum, and defeat the bad guys?”

      “Oh, they’ll do most of that themselves, Familiar.”

      Cerri’s smugly malevolent smile unsettled Larry. “Huh? How?”

      “With a little help from our friends, of course. That’s why Carb is here.”

      Carb’s face wrinkled in confusion. “I thought I was here to give an update on finding the Universum.”

      “That, as well, demon,” Cerri replied. “But mainly, you are here as the representative of your fellow ferrous demons. We’ll need your help if we’re going to pull this plan off.”

      With a shrug, Carb asked, “how can we help, Priestess of Cerridwen?”

      “You guys like to eat metal, right?” Cerri grinned at the little gremlin.

      “Well, duh. Of course, we do. Ferrous demons, remember?” Carb’s confusion increased, along with his sarcasm.

      “Well, I seriously doubt the bad guys are going to walk here. They’ll travel here in cars, vans, maybe even a bus or two. There will be lots and lots of nice, fresh metal for you all to snack on.” Cerri leaned forward. She’d come to the crux of her plan. “You are ferrous demons; they can’t kill you. Fire doesn’t affect you, and bullets are for snacking on, am I right?”

      “Well, yes.” Carb drawled. “Although we prefer to eat in peace. Not in the middle of a magical battle.”

      Larry interrupted, his voice filled with hope and excitement. “Carb, I think I see where Cerri’s going with this! While we’re negotiating with the bad guys, you lot will get in position near the van holding the hostages. Once the bad guys attack—and they will—your job will be to munch your way through the bottom of the van holding the hostages.”

      “While I create an earthquake or two as a diversion so you can lead them to freedom and away from the battle. Earth witch here, remember?” Cerri’s sharp smile could cut glass, while her eyes glittered with power as she gazed around the room. “Once the demons free Ted and Risa, we’ll counterattack. Our forces here in the scrapyard are a match for theirs, I’m sure. Plus, we’ll have backup outside the gates. The local SBI and FBI teams will move in from the rear.”

      “That’s a lot of moving parts, guys. Lots could go wrong.” Jesse’s doubt tempered the excitement simmering in the room.

      “We’ll win. We have no choice.” Larry’s simple statement fell into the room like a stone, sending ripples of determination outward until they touched everyone present.
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        * * *

      

      The plotters left the meeting energized and determined. As the group filed out of the office, chattering about the coming showdown, a feline voice delayed Larry’s exit.

      “Larry, wait. I need a word with you.” Midnight peered intently down at him from her perch on top of a filing cabinet.

      Larry returned to the room and hopped up onto the desk chair, so he didn’t strain his neck during their chat. “What’s up, Midnight?”

      The cat stared at him, her green eyes serious and sad. “You know I’m going to have to leave with Ted, right? The plan is for us to slip away with the Universum during the battle. My job as the Felinus Universum doesn’t end tonight.” She sighed deeply, resignation and regret settling on her feline features.

      “Wait, what? But what about your kittens? They’re too young to hit the road with you—oh. Oh, no. No, you don’t. You can’t leave me in charge of the little fur-lings. I’m not cat-dad material. I’m not anybody’s dad material.” Larry’s ears flapped wildly as he shook his head in firm denial.

      Midnight purred a laugh. “I’m not asking you to adopt them, numbnuts. Just to make sure they’re safe and get them where they need to go once the battle is over. They are old enough now to bond with their new magical partners, who can give them the care they need. DEAF has their assignments ready.”

      Not done with his objections, Larry sputtered, “But I’m going to be busy during the battle. I’ll have ... shit to do!”

      “Of course you will. Everyone will. But I need to know someone I trust will look out for the kits and get them away from here afterwards ....” Midnight paused. “Well, if there is an afterwards.”

      Larry lowered his head in defeat. Midnight trusted him. She had said so. Considering his new commitment to mutual trust and to proactively helping those closest to him, how could he say no? “Alright, cat. Let’s tuck the fur-kits somewhere safe, then I’ll ensure they get to their new homes once things settle down.”

      Midnight purred, then jumped down off the cabinet onto the desk. She rubbed her face against Larry’s in unspoken thanks.

      Larry and Midnight moved the kittens from Jesse’s bedroom into the basement, where they soon slept snuggled up on blankets behind the water heater.

      “Cerri has placed a shield around the basement. Nothing magical can get in here.” Midnight gave Larry a feral smile. “They’ll die trying, first.”

      Larry fought to keep his face neutral. “Well, hopefully that doesn’t apply to me, right? How am I going to foster these fur balls if I can’t get to ‘em?”

      “Of course it doesn’t apply to you, idiot. Only to those with ill intent.” Midnight’s narrowed eyes questioned Larry’s intelligence. “Luckily, brains aren’t required for what I need you to do.”

      “Right. Of course.” Larry backed off. “Silly me.”
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        * * *

      

      After Larry’s uncomfortable ascendence to kitten-keeper, he padded up the steep basement steps, leaving Midnight to bid a teary farewell to her brood. He rolled his neck as he went. Hoooo boy. Talk about straining his commitment to truth and taking responsibility. Did you have to test me so soon, Artemis? Larry threw his rhetorical question to the skies. He could swear he heard faint feminine laughter on the late afternoon breeze.

      It took a good half hour, but he finally corralled Carb for a private tête-à-tête. They huddled in one of the tunnels dug by Carb’s industrious team of gremlins. Larry listened, then sent his magic out to search the length of the tunnel. They were alone.

      “Carb, I’ve got a favor to ask.” Head lowered, Larry gazed at Carb from beneath his wrinkled brow.

      “Spit it out, Lar. What’s up?” Carb squatted on the fresh earth of the tunnel, absently picking at a small piece of metal embedded in the ground near his feet. “I’m all ears.”

      Larry heaved a sigh and sat, heedless of the muddy surface under his rear. He knew his next words would reinforce his commitment to trust in those around him. It would also cement his plans to investigate and tackle danger to those close to him from now on. “I may need your help.”

      The pair sat in amiable silence for a while as Larry wrestled with voicing his request.

      “Well?” Carb interrupted Larry’s pained musings.

      “You know Midnight has left me in charge of the kittens, right? She’s got to leave with Ted and the Universum tonight, after the battle. It’s her job to protect that blasted thing, and she won’t abandon her responsibilities.” Larry sighed. “She can’t take the kittens on the road.”

      “Yeeessss. I knowwwww…” Carb drew out his answer.

      “Well, here’s the thing. I’ve got a bad feeling about tonight. Oh, I think we’ll succeed in getting the Universum away, but ... damn, I’m not sure.” Larry shook his head. “There’s something telling me I need to make contingency plans for the kittens.”

      Carb’s enormous eyes widened. “Oh, no. Nope, not taking on kitten duties. Not even for you, Larry.”

      “I’m not asking you to, Carb. I’ve got it. Unless and until ... I don’t.” Larry paused, his intense gaze seeking out Carb’s. “If anything happens to me, I need you to get the kittens away from here. Take them to the Furry Friends animal shelter in Westport. That’s where DEAF has arranged for their magical partners to find them. Can you do that for me? Obviously, only if I can’t.”

      Carb growled, his face a mask of pain and anger. “Don’t say that, Larry. We—you will survive this battle. You can take the kittens there yourself, once this is over.”

      “But if I don’t, Carb. I just have a feeling ... promise me you’ll see they get to the shelter?” Larry’s body tensed. This was hard, asking for help. Trusting others. Fuck. Larry sent another silent message to the goddess of Familiars. You better appreciate my self-improvement efforts, Artemis.

      Carb’s long fingers closed around Larry’s paw, gently squeezing it. “I’ll do it, Larry. I promise. The kittens will get their furry asses dumped at the shelter, no matter what it takes.”

      The two friends sat in silence for a moment, then Larry snickered. “Furry asses, huh?”

      “Well, they are furry.” Carb’s honest answer sent Larry over the edge. He barked in laughter, then couldn’t stop.

      Carb joined him, his rough, grumbly chuckles echoing off the tunnel walls.

      After a long while, their mirth spent, Larry sat up. “I’m starving. Let’s go see what’s for dinner. I’m sure we can rustle you up a nice plate of metal. I’m gonna have a slice or three of that pot-roast I smelled cooking earlier.”

      The duo ambled out of the tunnel into the late afternoon sunshine.
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      Midnight had sequestered herself with the ferrous demons guarding the Universum all afternoon. She worked to deactivate its wards and ready it for transport. Cerri’s team had been busy planting magical surprises around the scrapyard. Larry’s former coven mates had spent the afternoon reinforcing the wards and preparing battle spells. One elderly witch was heard to comment that she hadn’t had so much fun since the war. No one wanted to incur her wrath by asking which war, but considering her advanced age, it could have been anything from the Revolutionary War onward.

      The local Familiars, led by Ed, slunk out of the scrapyard just before dark, disguised as mundane animals. They were now strategically positioned in trees and shrubs around the area.

      The ferrous demons not on guard duty had outdone themselves. They excelled at tunneling, a skill mastered during their time in the Underworld, where traveling on the realm’s surface was dangerous to such small, magically weak demons. Tunnels now honeycombed the area around both gates, both inside the scrapyard and out. They’d be able to move in, sight unseen, on the metal convoy of vehicles soon to arrive.

      By nightfall, everyone was in place, most eyes peering out past the rusted metal of the scrapyard fence, awaiting the arrival of their enemies—and the hostages.
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        * * *

      

      An owl hooted in the growing darkness. Then another responded with a matching cry. Their enemies were heading toward the gate. Larry and Jesse stood at the front line, along with Cerri and her SBI team. Cerri had objected to their presence, wanting them to be in the second line of defense, but one look at their stubborn faces had told her they would not budge.

      “This scrapyard is our assignment. We’re not gonna let you do all the defending of it.” Jesse’s jaw jutted pugnaciously, while Larry’s lips curled in a snarl of agreement.

      “Alright, you two. Just—be ready. And follow my team’s lead.” Cerri’s narrowed eyes drilled home her command.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Larry touched his paw to his forehead in a salute.

      Jesse snickered but followed up with a sloppy salute of her own.

      “I’m done with you two. On your own heads be it.” Cerri marched away, shouting orders to her team as she did so.

      Before long, a caravan of cars, trucks and vans pulled up in front of the main gate. Larry’s Familiar sources stationed outside the fence told him another half dozen vehicles now blocked the back gate, as well.

      The lead vehicle, a shiny, black Cadillac with darkly tinted windows, lurched as its occupants disembarked.

      Larry recognized Michael and Councilman Jenkins as they alighted from the front of the typical mobster vehicle. His snicker was cut short when two other figures emerged from the car’s rear doors. Fuck.

      Carlos Giotti rose to his full height as he brushed the creases out of his expensive suit. His tanned face, all angles and wrinkles, turned toward the gate, a wintery smile stretching his lips. Beside him stood his only other surviving grandson, Anthony Manucci.

      “That’s right ladies and gentlemen, I’m in charge of this shindig.” The  hard-faced mobster chuckled and waved a disparaging hand at his grandsons. “Did you really think these two, or indeed any of my grandchildren, could come up with a plan like this on their own?”

      Michael’s lips thinned, while Anthony’s face darkened. But neither responded to their grandfather’s insults.

      “I’ve been pulling the strings from the beginning.” Carlos stepped toward the gate, his face a mask of hate. “I know that both the FBI  and the SBI are investigating my organization. They’ve all been after me for years, but this time, they’ve had some help, and have come too close for comfort. It’s time to hit the road—or rather, the skies. With the help of the Universum, I plan to build a criminal enterprise that’s truly out of this world.”

      The elderly mobster chuckled at his own joke, then snapped an order to the burly men behind him. “Grab them.”

      The men quickly moved toward Carlos’s grandsons, guns raised. Confused, the two men tentatively raised their hands, peering in growing fear at their grandfather.

      Carlos sneered at their shocked faces. “Do you think I don’t know you two have been feeding the FBI and SBI information? You got the rest of your sniveling competition out of the way, then teamed up to take me out. And what better way than to have me locked up for twenty-five to life in a mundane prison? Or sentenced to death by the SBI? Cowards! Why couldn’t you face me like men.”

      The mobster nodded once, his face impassive. “Shoot ‘em.”

      Gunshots rang out in the night air and both men dropped to the ground, their still bodies lying in growing pools of blood.

      Carlos turned back to face the scrapyard gate, a small smile on his lips. “Now, you can see what I’m willing to do to my own flesh and blood who defy me. Imagine what I’ll do to you? Hand over the Universum and I’ll leave. Peacefully.”

      The rich, iron smell of blood tainted the air, belying the mobster’s words. No one was getting out of this peacefully.

      Cerri slipped through the gate, then strode past the dead men to stand in front of Carlos. She met his gaze head-on. “First, you show us the hostages. We need proof of life.”

      Carlos chuckled, his gaze flicking to a white panel van with a plumber’s logo on it. “They are present. But you’ll have to take my word for it, I’m afraid. First, hand over the Universum, witch.”

      “No.” Carrie spat the words out.

      “No?” Carlos raised one eyebrow in amused query.

      “Fuck, no, asshole.” Cerri’s stance widened, her hands planted firmly on her hips. “Is that better, old man?”

      Larry snorted in laughter at Cerri’s brave words. Boy, that witch has brass—um. Yeah, those.

      Carlos’s face puckered in anger and he barked an order to his men. “Grab her!”

      Several of his subordinates moved to obey, then all hell broke loose. The ground shook. Giant crevices appeared and branched out in every direction. Then the heavens opened, rain sluicing down so hard it bounced up in giant droplets once it hit the ground. The wind kicked up, great gusts driving the rain sideways.

      Carlos swore and scrambled back to his car, obviously not wanting his expensive suit ruined. He waved his arms wildly as he ran and screamed a command. “Attack the scrapyard! Kill them all, if you have to, but get me that damned Universum!”

      The battle that followed would go down in the annals of the SBI as one of the fiercest ever. Magically, the opposing forces were evenly matched. The mobster’s mages rained fire and fury on those protecting the scrapyard. Those within matched their attack with that of their own.

      From his vantage point near the gap in the gate, Larry saw a group of enemy mages join hands and start chanting, their gaze fixed on the fence surrounding the scrapyard.

      A witch to his left shouted. “The wards are weakening! We can’t hold them much longer.”

      Mind-screaming as loud as he could, Larry urged the Familiars outside the gate into battle. “Stop the chanters or they’ll crack the wards!” His paws were in movement as he finished his cry. He had to trust his team would respond. He ran along the fence and squeezed through the same loose panel that he’d used to help Midnight bring in her kittens just days ago.

      As he raced for the chanting mages, a loud crack rent the air. “They’ve broken the wards!”

      Screams of pain and terror echoed as the battle raged on.

      Larry knew the battle to protect the scrapyard was lost, but they could still win the war, if they could free Ted so he and Midnight could spirit the Universum away from the fight. Leaving the now-spent mages to the claws and teeth of his fellow Familiars, he dodged left, heading toward the white van he suspected contained the hostages.

      As he rounded the front corner of the van, Larry watched in horror as a mobster took aim at the windscreen with a rifle. A mage stood to the left, his wand aimed at the doors of the van. Larry roared in anger and threw himself at the man with the gun. As his sharp teeth connected with the soft tissue of the man’s throat, a sharp pain numbed his back legs. He held on, jaw grinding, until both he and the mobster hit the ground. Then the lights went out.
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        * * *

      

      “Larry? Larry! Wake up, bud.” Gentle hands gingerly stroked Larry’s flank.

      Jesse’s entreaties and warm hands brought Larry slowly back to consciousness. Without moving his head, he opened his eyes and scanned the room. Lots of worried faces, both witch and Familiar, gazed at him anxiously.

      “Oh, shit. It’s bad, isn’t it?” Larry mind-spoke the question to Jesse. A strange numbness filled his core, but there was no pain, thankfully.

      “Afraid so, sweetie.” Sorrow laced Jesse’s reply.

      “I knew something was off about this whole thing,” Larry mumbled. “Did we win?”

      “Yes, thanks to you.” Cerri sat on the edge of the bed. She sported a giant bruise on the side of her face. “Your heroic actions gave the ferrous demons the time they needed to break through the bottom of the van and get the hostages to safety.” With a sigh of heartfelt relief, she added, “Ted and Midnight got the Universum away safely.”

      “Oh, that’s good news.” Larry studied the SBI agent critically. “You look like you’ve been in the wars, yourself, Cerri.”

      Cerri touched her face and grinned. “This? I’ve had worse. Oh, just so you know, the Boston SBI has arrested Litha.” A glint of malicious pleasure lit her gaze. “They found her trying to sneak into the ley line at a small Crossroads just outside of town. Turns out she heard about her co-conspirator’s defeat and her coven’s defection to the side of truth and justice and did a runner. She’ll stand trial for her part in this, along with the rest of her buddies. The FBI took Carlos into custody, along with the rest of his henchmen. The ones that survived. Councilman Jenkins was injured, but he’ll live. Long enough to stand trial before the Supernatural Council, anyway.”

      Her gaze dropped as she finished her update. “I’m afraid Cleo got away, Larry. But her criminal behavior has earned her an Order of Destruction. DEAF will catch up with her before long.”

      “Karma’s a bitch. If anyone deserves what DEAF will do to her, it’s Cleo.” Larry closed his eyes for a moment but opened them when the bed dipped with another passenger. “Risa! Good to see you. You good?”

      The Water witch was pale and sported dark circles under her eyes, but she smiled at Larry. “I’m good.”

      The air hung heavy with both sadness and relief, and silence settled over the room’s occupants. Then Cerri straightened, adopted a businesslike manner, and again met Larry’s gaze. “Larry, DEAF has informed me they have a new assignment for you, so you’ll be returning to the Underworld to be briefed and receive a new physical form. After the battle, I asked Hades to give us a few moments with you before you, uh, left, so that we could thank you for your efforts.”

      Larry’s eyes widened. Cerri really had some pull if she could request a favor like that from the god of the Underworld—and have it granted.

      “Uh, okay. Thanks. I think. But who’s going to be Jesse’s new Familiar? She can’t manage this scrapyard on her own.”

      Risa provided the answer. “The scrapyard was almost completely destroyed in the battle, Larry. The only magical item of real value, the Universum, is no longer here. We’ve given the property to the ferrous demons. Carb has been appointed yard manager. The Brownie has returned to the land of the Fae. She asked me to remind you of your promise. Her exact words were, ‘Tell him I’ll find him one day, and when I do, he better have my jar of nectar.’”

      The Fae never forgot a promise. Larry grimaced, resigning himself to owing the Brownie until she appeared to collect her nectar. It might be next year, or it could be a century from now, but she’d show up to collect, he was sure.

      A question teased the edge of Larry’s brain for a second, then it was gone. Jesse moved her ministrations from his side and stroked his head, her calloused hand gently playing with his ears. Larry gazed up at his erstwhile magical partner in silent thanks, then he swiveled his gaze to Cerri and asked, “But what about Jesse?”

      Cerri’s lips curved. She gestured to Jesse. “You can tell him, if you’d like.”

      Jesse cleared her throat in embarrassment. “Well, uh, it’s like this, bud. The Witch Council has appointed me as the new High Priestess of our old coven ... at the request of our former coven mates.”

      “What?! Really? That’s great, Jess.” Larry hesitated. “Uh, if that’s what you want, that is.”

      “Yes, it’s what I want. It’s what I’ve always wanted, really, but never quite felt ready for. Now, I think I am.” Jesse lowered her head to meet Larry’s gaze head-on. “Thanks to you, that is. You’ve taught me trust, but verify. Always verify.” She grinned down at him. “And to get off my duff and live life.” She leaned close and whispered in Larry’s ear. “Oh, and we’re moving the coven to San Antonio. I hear they have a great pizza place there—and they deliver.”

      Larry chuckled softly, then closed his eyes.
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        Surprise at the Shelter

      

      

      

      Larry wakes up to the clanging of metal cage doors and incessant barking. There’s a soft blanket under his head and he realizes he’s reclining on a raised bed in a small cell with a locked cage door at the front.

      He jumps off the bed with a start as memories come flooding back. Jesse, Carb, Cerri. The Universum. The last battle. His return to DEAF to receive a new assignment.

      Ah, shit. He’s already back on earth, just in time for his new Familiar gig. And what creature’s body have they stuck me in this time, Larry wonders with some trepidation. Not a cat. Please, not a cat.

      He repeats the ‘not a cat’ mantra and pads over to drink from the dented bowl by the wall. A loud growl escapes him when he spies his new Familiar form in the reflective surface at the bottom of the stainless-steel bowl. Double shit. Not a cat, but almost as bad. Okay, definitely as bad. Worse, even. Larry shakes his head in disgust. Did he really have to back-talk his Familiar case manager at DEAF? Again? They’d had a mutually antagonistic relationship for centuries. And boy, did that demon know how to get even.

      Looking back at Larry from the bottom of the shiny metal bowl was a small white poodle with bright pink ears. Damn it! He really needed to learn when to keep his mouth shut.

      Sure, he'd learned a lot during his last Familiar gig, including not to be so cynical and detached and to trust others, especially his magical partner. But he'd certainly not learned to curb his snarky attitude. He sighs, then laps at the clear water, drinking his fill. At least he’s not a cat, he consoles himself.

      He knows he was lucky with his last Familiar form. His usual case manager had been out sick the last time he returned to DEAF for a new Familiar assignment. The pretty demon subbing for his nemesis had been easy to sweet-talk. He’d told her that he ‘needed’ his next form to be a massive—and very handsome Rottweiler-Pitt mix. She had obliged him.

      Larry smiles at the fond memory, water dripping from his long, narrow muzzle as he finishes his drink. Form changes always leave him thirsty. At least he had had a century as a handsome and huge hunk of a canine. He would just have to power through this Familiar gig in this floofy pink-eared poodle body. Dammit.

      He considers filing a grievance with DEAF, but that would only make things worse. He might wind up as a toad if he wasn’t careful. Shuddering, he remembers another time, several centuries before, when he’d mouthed off to his case manager. He'd hated his Familiar gig as a cat ... especially one assigned to a witch during the Burning Times. Talk about true suckage. At least he’s in a dog form this time. Larry sighs and shakes his head and his long pink ears flap against his face.

      Speaking of cats, Larry hears faint meows coming from down the hall. He recognizes those feline cries. Carb had come through. Midnight's kittens are safe here at the shelter until their new magical partners find them. At least he knows where he is now. Furry Friends Animal Rescue—and prison, Larry morosely amends.

      He'll have to deal with his new Familiar form. But he knows he’s still a rough, tough junk-yard dog inside. He'll just have to make sure his new magical partner knows that, while he may look like a pretty boy on the outside, he has the heart of a ‘real’ dog. Then he snorts when he remembers his case manager's briefing about his upcoming assignment.

      His new partner isn’t even aware of the supernatural world. Yet. It’s Larry's job to protect her until her magical heritage finds her. Great. A newbie.

      A low, musical voice startles Larry from his dismal musings. "Oh, my god! You're adorable! Look at those pink ears on you! And the pink tail, too. What happened to bring you in here, cutie?"

      Larry tries not to roll his eyes. So, his freaking tail is pink, too. Instead, resigning himself to his new reality, he plasters on a doggie smile and approaches the cage door. He eyes his new magical partner with interest. She is attractive, with long, black hair and green eyes set above high cheekbones. Her mouth curves in a kind smile, and her eyes sparkle with delighted amusement.

      Remembering the hard-earned lessons of his past life, Larry silently repeats his new mantras. Trust. Verify. Teamwork. He wags his tail and grins a wide doggie smile, then slips his paw through the cage door. The magical Familiar bond snaps firmly into place when the kind lady wraps Larry’s paw gently in her hand.
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more about Larry and his adventures with his new magical partner? Click here or navigate to https://bit.ly/VIP-Readers-Club to join my VIP Reader’s Club and receive a free sample of Hecate’s Heir, Book Two in the Crossroads Keeper Series.

      Other books in this series are available now. Purchase links can be found on my website at: www.samanthablackwood.com.

      

      Dear Reader,

      Reviews are always appreciated. If you enjoyed this book, I would be grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review on your favorite vendor’s website.

      - Woofs & Wags, Samantha Blackwood
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      Join my VIP Reader’s Club to receive a free sample of Hecate’s Heir, the next book in The Crossroads Keeper series, and to receive news about upcoming releases, behind the scenes details about book characters, and more.
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