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      Beams of late afternoon sunlight poured through Lily Singer’s living room window, casting a bright patch of warmth on the rug. It was the only bit of July heat that made it into the air-conditioned refuge of her apartment. She sat cross-legged in the bright rectangle surrounded by open books and scattered papers. Her cat, Sir Edgar Allan Kipling, lay artfully sprawled across the mess, paws in the air and fluffy tummy soaking up the warmth like a sponge. Being a cat, he always seemed to be lying on the exact paper she was looking for, no matter where she moved him.

      Lily usually did her research and casting in the Basement, her magical archive beneath the McCain Library of Agnes Scott College, where she worked as archives manager. Yet, the Basement lacked natural light, so she’d relocated to her living room in an attempt to translate the cuneiform from a fragment of clay tablet the size of a matchbox. Its worn marks were exceptionally hard to see, so the sunshine helped.

      Thus far, by cross-referencing her most reliable lexicon with archeological accounts dating to the nineteenth century, she’d been able to confidently identify only a single grouping of marks. They made reference to Ninmah, the Sumerian goddess of the earth and animals. More fascinating than the cuneiform, however, were the dimmu runes hidden beneath, invisible to the mundane, non-wizard eye. They were easier to see but no less confusing as they differed from the standardized runes in her eduba—her personal archive contained within a single, enchanted tome. She assumed the runes differed because they predated the centuries of study and research she benefited from. Whatever they meant, exactly, the runes appeared to be part of a controlling spell. Without the complete tablet for context, however, she couldn’t know for sure.

      Technically, she was supposed to be working on the engravings for her new ward bracelet. Madam Barrington, her teacher in the wizarding arts as well as the former Agnes Scott archives manager, had lent her a standard ward after her original bracelet broke under the strain of magical backlash. It was enough to tide her over, but it was no replacement for a true, personally crafted ward. While digging through the Basement’s drawers looking for supplies, however, she’d come across this fragment. Enkinim, the language of magic and therefore her primary study, was related to Sumerian in the same way magical dimmu runes were related to cuneiform. Curiosity and the promise of a challenge had been too much to resist.

      She was peering at the fragment when a ringing interrupted her. Laying the piece of clay down on a pile of reference papers, she headed for her purse in the bedroom. As an introvert, she had few friends, and an observant, rather than interactive, presence online, and so rarely kept her phone nearby. Glancing at the caller ID, she was surprised but delighted to see who it was. Madam Barrington didn’t often use the phone.

      “Good evening, Ms. B.”

      “Good evening, Miss Singer,” she replied. Despite having been Lily’s mentor for the past seven years, Madam Barrington was old-fashioned to the core and rarely addressed anyone by their first name. “I trust I’m not interrupting anything important?”

      “Nothing that can’t wait. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “If you are able to excuse yourself from holding office hours tomorrow, an opportunity to further your professional and magical knowledge has arisen. The Tablet of Eridu exhibit at the Clay Museum will be closing at the end of the month. The artifact is on loan from the Hermann Hilprecht Museum of the University of Pennsylvania and has great historical as well as magical significance. I worked in partnership with the Clay Museum’s curator two years ago when the exhibit opened; they have requested my help again to ensure the artifact’s safe return. I agreed on the condition that you be allowed to assist. I am, after all, retired.” Lily heard the faintest hint of dry humor in her mentor’s voice and smiled. Like all wizards, Madam Barrington was long-lived and well preserved. She’d retired to let Lily take over management of the archives, not because of age or infirmity.

      “I’d be delighted to join you. Fall term is a good month away and the summer students rarely darken my door. When and where shall I meet you?”

      “Nine o’clock tomorrow morning at the Clay Museum. It is located on Emory University grounds.”

      “I’ll be there,” Lily said, making a note in her datebook.

      “Very good, Miss Singer. I shall see you then.”

      They exchanged farewells and Lily hung up, thoughtful. She was familiar with Emory. It was a private research university north of Agnes Scott in the Druid Hills area of Atlanta. She’d been to their archives once or twice, as well as taken a few of their library science classes to augment her work experience at McCain, but she had never visited the Clay Museum.

      Returning to her patch of sunlight and pile of papers, she was horrified to find Sir Kipling licking the clay fragment.

      “Stop that! Shoo, shoo!” Lily hurried over and Sir Kipling, knowing he was in trouble, fled to relative safety underneath her desk.

      “You ridiculous cat. Why must you bother everything?” she lamented to herself, picking up the fragment. Examining it, she was relieved to see it was barely damp at all, with no damage to its markings. A glance under the desk revealed her errant pet, who was now cleaning his paw with supreme unconcern, pausing occasionally to blink at her.

      “Cats,” she grumbled, settling back down in the patch of sunlight. She needed to get more deciphering done before the daylight weakened and she had to start thinking about bed. Nine a.m. came early and she wanted to look, and feel, her best for an appointment at a prestigious university museum.

      

      Lily woke Wednesday morning, not to the sound of her alarm clock, but to the soothing vibrations of a purring cat. She had an uncomfortable feeling she’d overslept, but was distracted from it by the warm, heavy ball of fur settled comfortably on her chest.

      Groaning, she tried to push him off. “Kip, you better not have turned off my alarm again.”

      Sir Kipling, however, didn’t want to move. He dug his claws into the sheets and resisted her groggy attempt to dislodge him. “Well, if it weren’t so loud and annoying, I wouldn’t have to take matters into my own paws,” he protested.

      “It’s supposed to be loud and annoying to wake me⁠—”

      She froze, going cross-eyed in an attempt to see the feline perched atop her. Her muddled, half-asleep brain tried, and failed, to make sense of what she’d just heard. It’d sounded like meowing, but also like words. She stared at her cat and he stared back, eyes half-lidded.

      “Did you…?” She paused, giving her head a shake to dislodge the cobwebs in her brain. “I thought I heard…good grief, I’m imagining a conversation with my cat. I need a hot shower.” She sat up for real this time, her movement threatening to spill Sir Kipling onto the bedcovers.

      Twisting with signature feline agility, he launched off her chest and landed on the edge of the bed in a dignity-preserving move, then turned to lick his mussed fur into submission. “A hot shower won’t fix your problems,” he commented between licks.

      Lily stared, speechless, no longer sure of her own sanity.

      Sir Kipling paused his ministrations to look at her. “If you insist on sitting there being shocked, you might as well make yourself useful and pet me.”

      “I—” She stopped, then tried again. “You…talk?”

      A smug look was all the reply she got.

      “Wait, that’s not—since when?” Lily was still shocked, but her brain at least had started working again. She’d adopted Sir Kipling as a stray kitten during her last year of college and had never gotten the slightest inkling he was anything but a normal cat.

      “Since now,” he stated matter-of-factly.

      “Don’t be silly. Cats don’t randomly start—” she paused, suddenly suspicious. “Was it that fragment of tablet? Wonderful. Just splendid. What did you do?”

      He sniffed archly. “You’d think you weren’t happy to talk to me. Well, good morning to you, too. I’m just fine, thanks for asking.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. He was perfectly healthy but probably wouldn’t cooperate unless she mollified him. Typical cat.

      “I trust you’re well this morning? Did whatever you got up to last night damage anything vital?” She couldn’t resist a bit of sarcasm, but he ignored it.

      “Now that you mention it, there is this place on my back that’s been itching all night⁠—”

      “Sir Edgar Allan Kipling,” she interrupted in a voice that brooked no nonsense. “To the point, please.”

      “Well, if you insist,” he said, taking his time to stretch and yawn before continuing. “I did nothing at all. I was just minding my own business when that piece of dirt you’ve been staring at⁠—”

      “You mean the clay fragment?”

      Sir Kipling stopped, ears tilted back in annoyance. Lily closed her mouth. After a deliberate pause, he continued. “Yes, the piece of dirt. It started glowing and then…well, let’s just say interesting times are coming, and someone thought you could use a little help.”

      “What? What’s that supposed to mean? What’s coming? Who are you talking about?”

      “Well, I could answer your questions, but then you’d be late for your meeting.”

      Glancing at her alarm clock she yelped and jumped out of bed, heading for the shower. She had barely thirty minutes to do what normally took an hour, and she would have to skip breakfast.

      Hand on the bathroom door, she turned and glared at her cat who’d settled comfortably onto the warm spot she’d just vacated. His eyes had closed, as if in sleep, and all four paws were tucked under him, making him look like a fluffy loaf of bread—a catloaf.

      “This isn’t over, Sir. You and I will be having a very long conversation when I get home.”

      She didn’t wait for his reply as she rushed into the bathroom to get ready.

      

      The A.T. Clay Museum, named after American Semitic archaeologist Albert Tobias Clay, was a modestly sized but nonetheless impressive building. Its columned marble facade was draped on either side with banners declaring its latest exhibits, and wide steps led up to a set of beautifully carved wooden doors.

      Picking up her pace as she hurried toward it, Lily tried to push thoughts of Sir Kipling’s shocking new skill to the back of her mind, needing to focus. She glanced at her watch.  One minute to nine; at least she wouldn’t be late. She’d had the sense to prepare her outfit the evening before, thus avoiding any rushed fashion decisions. Her leather and mesh pump oxfords were vintage 1950s, their soft gray hue matching her linen suit worn over a cream chiffon blouse.

      As she neared the marble steps, she got a faint impression of magic in the air. Before she could examine the feeling further, however, she was distracted by the sight of Madam Barrington on the top step speaking to a man in the process of unlocking the large wooden doors. They both turned at the sound of her heels on the marble.

      “Ah, here she is,” said Madam Barrington. “Mr. Baker, may I present Miss Lily Singer, my replacement as Archive Manager at the McCain Library. She has graciously agreed to assist in preparing the tablet for return and is an accomplished curator and wizard in her own right.”

      Lily barely managed to hide her start of surprise at Madam Barrington’s word choice. Mounting the steps and grasping Mr. Baker’s hand in an uncertain shake, she probed gently, looking for signs of his magical gift. There were none. He was quite clearly a mundane.

      Seeing her look of confusion, Mr. Baker chuckled, his voice rich and jolly with the faintest trace of an Irish accent. “No, Miss Singer, I’m no wizard myself. But I’ve got a few in my family tree, and the smart ones know to stick together.” His short stature, rotund belly, and twinkling eyes put her in mind of a halfling. She wanted to ask what he meant by “the smart ones” and “stick together,” but she knew now was not the time. So she tucked the question away and moved to follow her mentor into the dark, echoing hall.

      She didn’t get far. As she attempted to step over the threshold, something stopped her and there was an unpleasant prickling on the back of her neck. A second attempt got her no further, and the unpleasant feeling of being repelled grew. Herself several steps into the hallway, Madam Barrington finally realized Lily was not following her and turned.

      “Oh, good heavens, I do apologize, Miss Singer,” she said, and came back. “This is partly why you are here, to study and help renew the magical wards on this building, one of which is a ward against magical blood, both man and beast. Here, take my hands.”

      Lily took them and found she could now pass through the doorway.

      “Once you add your magic to the ward, you will be able to pass unhindered,” Madam Barrington explained as they followed Mr. Baker to his office and he went through the process of waking the building’s systems from their nightly slumber.

      “What about all the other wizards?” Lily asked.

      Madam Barrington smiled dryly. “What other wizards? As you know, we are not precisely a thriving community. We do get a visitor now and then, but anyone who knows of the tablet also knows it is well protected, and therefore only accessed with approval from the local caretaker.”

      “I’m sorry, the local what?”

      “The wizard tasked with maintaining the tablet’s protection wherever it is on display. I have been its caretaker these two years it has resided in Atlanta.”

      “I see,” Lily said, mind dancing with even more questions than before. Madam Barrington had given her a thorough education in magical theory and spell casting, including all the major highlights of magical history. But the older woman had always been decidedly vague about current wizard society and customs, and there was a dearth of modern works in the Basement. She suspected Madam Barrington’s vagueness was connected to whatever had caused Lily’s own mother to divorce and move to the backwaters of Alabama when Lily was barely a toddler. Since then her mother had remarried and built a quiet country life, all while flatly refusing to talk about her family or past. She’d never breathed a word about magic to Lily. Lily grew up knowing she was different, but not why, and by the age of eighteen she’d had enough. After a huge fight with her mother, she’d left for Atlanta to attend Agnes Scott College and discover her past on her own.

      To her knowledge, her mother and Madam Barrington were not acquainted. Then again, you never knew. Her mentor had always been guarded when it came to personal questions. Lily respected the older woman’s privacy, but it was times like these that sorely tried her patience. It felt like she was part of a game where she knew all the moves, but none of the rules. Perhaps today’s work would shed more light on the rules, and players, she sought to understand.

      Mr. Baker returned from his office, his smile now lit by the soft glow of museum lights all around them. “The doors don’t officially open ’til ten, so you have a good hour to work before any visitors arrive. I’ll be in my office. If you need anything, just pop right in.”

      “Thank you Mr. Baker, I am greatly obliged.” Madam Barrington said, inclining her head, then turning to Lily. “Come, Miss Singer. We shall begin by examining the tablet.”

      Madam Barrington led her down the marble-floored lobby, their steps echoing loudly in the silent museum. At the end of the hall, a security grill blocked access to a café and gift shop area. To the left were closed doors with a plaque that read “Reception Hall.” They turned right through large doors that opened onto a room filled with lit displays of ancient Roman and Greek pottery, jewelry, and artwork. They passed through this to a hall hung with drawings from Renaissance-era Europe. She caught a glimpse of Oriental art to her right, but Madam Barrington turned left and she followed.

      Lily’s skin tingled with anticipation and the ghost touch of more spells as they entered a large room filled with ancient Egyptian and Near East artifacts. At the end of the room stood two giant pillars, their tops touching the ceiling. Crooked joints were faintly visible where they had been pieced back together from whatever ruins they’d been pulled from. Between them was a single pedestal brightly lit by recessed lights in the ceiling above. Suspended within its display case was a tablet intricately stamped with tightly packed lines of cuneiform. Twice the size of her palm, it was missing most of the right edge so that each line of script disappeared into speculation. The three-quarters that remained had been painstakingly reconstructed from several large fragments and many smaller ones.

      Her mentor remained silent as Lily walked around the pedestal several times, inspecting the exquisite example of ancient Sumerian literature from every angle.

      “This,” Madam Barrington began, “is the Tablet of Eridu. As you know, Eridu was considered the first city in the world by the ancient Sumerians. According to myth it was founded by the gods, specifically Enki, and from it was spread civilization as a gift from god to man. Undoubtedly an important center for trade, religion, and the arts, some sources even equate it to the Biblical city of Babel. Pulled from that great city’s ruins, this tablet contains incomplete accounts of the origins of the world, the gods, and mankind. It is not the only such work. The Nippur Tablet for example, holds similar accounts. But this is the only tablet we have that was added to by the hands of our wizard ancestors after being stamped into being by the historians of that time.

      “We know little about the first great wizards, purportedly descendants of the mythological Gilgamesh, the original recipient of magic from the gods. What we do know is that they took it upon themselves to preserve the first spells, hidden in plain sight, upon historical documents of their time. Dimmu runes beneath the cuneiform on this tablet outline some of the most primitive yet potent and dangerous spells known to wizardkind. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, depending on your point of view, the tablet was broken many centuries ago. The pieces you see here—rediscovered during the 19th century by wizard archaeologists in search of links to our past—contain only parts of those spells. Despite the tablet’s relative uselessness, however, its potential was obvious. Thus, the wards.”

      Lily stared at the innocuous-looking piece of clay, the sharpness of its script speaking to the preserving power of the sand in which it had been buried. Both her imagination and scholarly instincts were excited by Madam Barrington’s words. “But what’s so dangerous about the spells? Wouldn’t the benefit outweigh the danger?” she asked.

      A humorless smile graced Madam Barrington’s lips. “When one can animate the dead, take dominion over creatures both man and beast, and control the elements themselves, then even the best of morals are susceptible to the realities of human nature. The saying that absolute power corrupts absolutely is no empty aphorism. Where magic is concerned, it is a deadly reality.”

      Lily’s eyes widened. “The tablet has such spells?”

      “So says ancient myth,” Madam Barrington replied, her expression dubious. “Without the complete tablet, we can only speculate. Regardless of the danger it poses to one’s morals, it has been many centuries since wizards possessed the power and force of will to cast such spells. Those who have tried have inevitably lost control and suffered the lethal consequences.”

      “Indeed,” Lily murmured, bending to examine the tablet again. During Madam Barrington’s speech her mind had instantly turned to the clay fragment carefully shut away in her desk. With such worn script it must have been unburied long before the tablet, but she could see where it might fit on one of the corners. Her boundless curiosity was tempered by common sense, however. Despite the enticing prospect of reuniting the pieces to learn their legendary spells, she wasn’t fool enough to think her abilities up to the task. She wondered if her mentor knew of the fragment and considered mentioning it, but some impulse held her back. Surely Madam Barrington knew; she’d been the Basement’s caretaker for decades. There was no need to bring it up. Yet.

      “Well,” Madam Barrington said into the silence, clapping her hands together. “Enough history. Our duty at present is to protect and preserve, not study. I am sure you have noticed the many wards around the case and room. We will be renewing them and adding a few improvements I have developed since my last visit.”

      They spent the next fifty minutes casting spell after spell. In each room they joined hands to make a circle of power—helpful when doing joint spell work—and together spoke words of power that shaped the magic laid over door mantels, sunk into floors, and woven through the walls. As they renewed each ward, Lily could see the myriad of dimmu rune anchors glowing in her mind’s eye. Wards could be cast without such anchors, but they were never as potent or lasting. Madam Barrington had already done the hard work two years ago when she’d meticulously engraved each rune, inlaying them with aluminum whose high energy density acted as a storehouse for magic. Lithium worked even better, but was too reactive to use safely.

      Though she knew all the standard ward spells, there were a few specialized ones her mentor taught her for the first time. She made careful note of each and committed them to memory, so as to record them in her eduba later. When Madam Barrington got to one of her customized “improvements,” Lily simply fell silent and fed her power into their combined link, letting her mentor shape the magic. Though not particularly complicated, the wards took time to shape and settle, and like all spells required concentration and force of will. When they stopped for a break halfway through, Lily went in search of water and brought back two folding chairs graciously provided by Mr. Baker. Madam Barrington nodded appreciatively when Lily reappeared: sitting on the floor was no longer as easy for her as it once was. Though neither of them were so fatigued they couldn’t stand, there was no point in wasting energy when so much was already being poured into their magic.

      About to resume their work, however, they were interrupted by Bewitched’s lively 1960s theme song. It echoed through the empty hall, the notes emanating from Lily’s suit pocket. Madam Barrington’s eyebrows raised almost into her hairline, but she made no comment as Lily hastily withdrew the phone and put it to her ear.

      “What is it? I’m rather busy.”

      “Well, hello to you too, grumpy-face,” Sebastian chortled, unfazed by her repressive tone. His status as Madam Barrington’s great-grandnephew was made complicated by the fact that he was also a witch—a disgrace to wizardkind in the Madam’s opinion, which was why she had disowned him. That made talking to him in front of her a bit awkward.

      “To the point, Sebastian. I’m in the middle of spell-casting.”

      “Okay, okay. We need to talk. There’s been some…well, I’ve recently heard something you ought to know. It’s important.”

      Resisting the temptation to demand more detail, Lily simply replied, “Why don’t you call back in an hour, I can talk then.”

      There was a pregnant pause. “I’d rather not discuss it over the phone.”

      “At my apartment, then, this evening?”

      “Nope. I have to move on this now, or not at all. What I do depends on what you think of my information.”

      Lily sighed, amazed, as usual, at Sebastian’s talent for finding trouble, as this no doubt was. “Fine. I’m at the Clay Museum, on Emory campus. I’ll be done with my work by ten. You can meet me here.”

      “Got it. See you then,” he said, and abruptly hung up.

      Confused, Lily stared at her phone, then looked up to see Madam Barrington’s eyes on her. If her mentor was curious, it didn’t show. She simply looked politely impatient to get back to their task. Taking a deep breath to clear her mind and refocus, Lily joined hands with her once again and they got back to work.

      

      Five minutes before ten they finished their last spell. Letting the power sink into its dimmu anchor, they took several long moments to slowly withdraw from their combined link to the Source and settle themselves. Afterwards, Lily gathered the chairs and they returned to Mr. Baker’s office. He was expecting a large group of middle schoolers on field trip just then, so they simply thanked him and departed for the parking lot.

      “I would be delighted to have you over for a bracing cup of Irish breakfast and a sit down,” Madam Barrington commented as they walked. “But I seem to recall you have a pending appointment.”

      “Um, yes. Sebastian needs to discuss something, and…” she paused, thinking of the long, long conversation she needed to have with her cat. “I’m afraid I’m rather busy the rest of today,” she finished regretfully.

      “Well,” her mentor said, “it has been too long since we shared a cup. You must join me for tea Saturday afternoon.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Lily said, hoping against hope whatever Sir Kipling had gotten himself into would be resolved by then. Speaking of Sir Kipling… “I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of a cat who could talk?” she asked. “In wizard histories, that is,” she added hurriedly at the look on her mentor’s face.

      Madam Barrington thought about it as they approached her car. “Beyond myth and ancient folklore, I know of no historical documentation of any such thing. Spells to impart human speech and intelligence on creatures have been attempted, of course, but with no success.”

      “I see,” Lily said, shoulders slumping. “Well, I’ll see you Saturday. Four o’clock?”

      “As always,” Madam Barrington said with a smile, and got into her ancient Buick.

      Once her mentor had left, Lily returned to the Museum and entered the now-open café in search of something hot to drink. Much to her disappointment, though not surprise, they had only coffee. Resigned, she settled at a café table with an overpriced bottle of water, a banana, and a plain bagel. Meager fare, to be sure, but it would have to do.

      After breakfast, she got started satisfying her curiosity with a thorough tour of the museum’s exhibits. She was leaned over, engrossed in her examination of a terra cotta kylix—a type of Ancient Greek drinking cup—when she felt a light prickle on the back of her neck. It was so similar to the tickle of creepy-crawly spider legs that she let out an involuntary scream, shooting upright to writhe frantically, brushing the back of her neck. She loathed spiders.

      A loud guffaw sounded behind her and she spun to see Sebastian bent over, slapping his leg in glee. Several people looked their way in disapproval, obviously disturbed by the noise.

      Blushing beet red, Lily grabbed Sebastian’s elbow and towed him to an out-of-the-way alcove in the lobby. His guffaws had subsided by the time she spun him toward her, glaring daggers up into his amused face.

      “That was absolutely⁠—”

      “Hey, I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry!” Sebastian cut her off, holding up his hands. “I couldn’t help it. You were so enthralled by whatever ancient kitchenware you were looking at you didn’t even hear me calling your name. How could I resist?”

      Lily’s mouth snapped shut as a fresh wave of heat flared in her cheeks, though her expression didn’t soften. “You could have tapped me on the shoulder like any other decent, well-bred, sane person.”

      “Weeell, since I’m none of those things…” he said slowly, unable to suppress his grin.

      She stood, arms crossed, wanting to stay angry, but knowing it was a waste of effort.

      “You,” she finally said, “are an incorrigible…obstreperous…indecent…heathen!” Her words were punctuated by fulminating pauses as she searched for words worthy of her ire. It was one thing to play pranks on her in private. But to do it in public…at least neither Madam Barrington nor Mr. Baker had been present.

      Sebastian cast his eyes downward, undertaking an honest show of remorse. Unfortunately for him, it was ruined by the echoes of laughter still shining from his eyes and tucked into the corners of his mouth when he looked back up at her.

      “I’m terrible, I know. But now that we’re all agreed, can we get to business?” he asked.

      “Well, I wasn’t the one keeping us from it in the first place, you—oh, never mind.” Lily took a deep, calming breath. “What did you need to tell me?”

      At that, Sebastian’s expression lost its mirth. His eyes darted from side to side, checking the lobby for occupants. Apparently satisfied, he drew Lily close as he stepped further back into the alcove.

      “Word on the street is someone’s looking for a grifter. Specifically, a grifter of the, uh, witch persuasion so to speak.”

      “Wait, so…someone’s looking for you?” Lily asked, misunderstanding with studied deliberateness.

      Sebastian adopted an affronted look. “How dare you suggest such a thing? I don’t swindle people, I’ll have you know. All my tricks are completely honest and legitimate.”

      That got him an eye roll.

      “No, it’s for a job,” he said, forging onward. “Someone, somewhere, is looking to hire a witch with…less than legal skills. I, of course, don’t fit their bill. But I keep my ear to the ground and I know people. I usually hear about it when this sort of request gets circulated. My question for you is: what should we do about it?”

      “Why are you asking me?” Lily said, now genuinely confused.

      “Isn’t it obvious? If they want a witch grifter they’re after something magical. And stealing something magical is never a good thing. You’re the most magical person I know—well, the most magical person I trust, anyway—so I’m telling you.”

      “But why?” Lily asked again. “It could literally be anything under the sun, and it’s usually a bad idea to get involved with unknown magic or magic users. We have no idea what we might be getting into, and I’m tired of you dragging me into situations like that.”

      “Okay,” he said, “so, what if I get more information? More detail. If we know what it is, we can stop it.”

      “Or, you could just apply for the job, and when they pick you, turn them over to the police. Quick and easy.”

      Now it was Sebastian’s turn to roll his eyes. “Don’t be naive on purpose, Lil. It’s unbecoming. No one with the balls to get involved with witches would be idiotic enough to give their hired criminals a loaded gun. They’ll make sure there’s no way to connect them to the crime; they’ll use middlemen. But even if we can’t catch the mastermind, we can stop them from getting their hands on what they want.”

      “I suppose,” Lily said, grudgingly. She’d given up trying to stop Sebastian from calling her “Lil.” He enjoyed it more when she complained.

      Contemplating Sebastian’s news, her mind went to the mysterious wizard they’d met in Pitts. The problem was that she knew too little about him to even guess if he was behind this shadowy plot. They’d already foiled one of his attempts to get a magical artifact, but he’d claimed it was a family heirloom and so rightly his, anyway.

      Speaking of magical artifacts…

      “Follow me,” she said, and stalked away. Though still annoyed, she knew she should do something. Madam Barrington had always taught her magic was a gift, not a privilege, and all wizards were duty-bound to be responsible stewards of it. Having the knowledge and skill to help, how could she justify hiding in her library and hoping the problem would go away? She just hoped this problem didn’t attract FBI attention. Having claimed ignorance during their interview about the Pitts incident, she didn’t know how long that song and dance would remain convincing if she kept popping up on their radar.

      Sebastian ran to catch up as she wove around small groups of museum visitors, headed for the Near East exhibit hall. They stopped in front of the Tablet of Eridu’s pedestal.

      “What is it?” he asked, bending down to take a closer look.

      “It’s a very ancient tablet inscribed with Sumerian myths,” Lily said, then glanced around. Several people stood nearby looking at other artifacts, so she lowered her voice before continuing. “Underneath the writing are some incomplete but powerful spells that could wreak havoc in the wrong hands.”

      “Hmm. You think this could be it, then?” he asked, matching her low tone.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt anyone could get to it. Madam Barrington and I just renewed the wards this morning. But take a good look, anyway, so you’ll remember it.”

      He did so, examining it from several angles. Stepping back to get a wider view, he accidentally bumped into an older woman with large glasses and various drawing implements behind both ears. Probably an amateur artist, she’d been sketching the ancient Egyptian statue of Ra that sat across from the tablet’s pedestal. They apologized profusely to each other, then returned to their respective tasks.

      “It’s not much to look at, is it?” he finally commented.

      Lily rolled her eyes. “It’s not supposed to be, silly. It’s impressive because it’s one of the oldest surviving written records of any kind. This is basically the oldest book in the world.”

      “Kinda makes ya drool, doesn’t it?” said a perky voice beside her, and she jumped for the second time that day.

      A young woman, cute as a button with brown hair in a pixie cut, had moved up silently beside her and was examining the tablet with a thoughtful expression. Though probably in her mid-twenties, she was so slender and petite she looked barely legal. Her garish metal band t-shirt—complete with unreadable words and an overabundance of skulls—along with ripped jeans and grunge boots almost gave Lily a fit.

      “Um…excuse me?” Lily said, trying for an arch tone but sounding distracted instead as she tried to recover from the assault on her fashion sensibility.

      “I said, doesn’t it make you drool? I mean, come on, the oldest book in the world? Who wouldn’t want that?”

      Before Lily could reply, Sebastian inserted himself into the conversation. “Well, I’m drooling, but I don’t think it’s because of some lump of clay, no matter how old it is.” He winked and gave the girl his most charming smile. “I’m Sebastian. Wanna get a drink?”

      The girl laughed, a tinkling sound that made Lily cringe more than the outfit had.

      “Nice try, sweetie. But you couldn’t keep up with me.”

      “Try me. You haven’t seen the things I normally have to keep up with.”

      His bold words made the girl laugh again, and Lily gritted her teeth. She cleared her throat, trying to get Sebastian’s attention, but he ignored her.

      “That’s cute,” the girl was saying, “but I’ll pass. I wouldn’t want to bruise that ego of yours, since it’s probably the only big thing you have.” With a wink she walked away, leaving Sebastian with his jaw hanging open.

      Lily snorted and covered her mouth, trying only halfheartedly to hide her smirk. She was secretly pleased at the rebuff, but avoided thinking about the hot flush she’d felt during the exchange. It was different from the prickly annoyance Sebastian often evoked, more intense, almost primal. She told herself it wasn’t jealousy—that would be ridiculous—and put the matter from her mind.

      “Serves you right for flirting with strangers,” she said loftily, partly to poke at him but mostly to distract herself from where her thoughts had been headed.

      Sebastian closed his mouth and turned back to the pedestal, flashing her a confident but wholly unconvincing grin. “She totally digs me,” he declared.

      “You’re an idiot,” Lily said. “Now will you please focus? We have work to do. Go ahead and move on the job. Find out as much as you can and come by my apartment tomorrow evening. I guess we’ll decide what to do once we know more.”

      Sebastian nodded and hurried off, leaving Lily staring at the tablet, lost in thought. She had a talking cat and a heist on her hands and had no idea what to do about either. Her week was becoming very interesting in a Chinese curse sort of way.
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      It wasn’t quite noon when Lily pulled up to her apartment. She’d run errands after leaving the museum, so she had a lot on her mind and in her hands as she got out of the car. It wasn’t until she was almost upon him that she noticed Sir Kipling sitting primly on the low wall in front of her building.

      She started in shock, causing one of her bags to tilt to the side and spill canned goods onto the sidewalk where they scattered in all directions. “What are you doing outside?” she demanded, torn between concern and annoyance as she bent to gather her things.

      “Enjoying the sunshine.”

      “What?” She was distracted by a particularly enterprising can of soup that had rolled off the sidewalk and under her car.

      “You asked what I was doing outside.”

      Lily groaned and straightened. “What I meant was how did you get outside?”

      “By walking.”

      “But how did you walk out of a locked apartment?”

      “Cats go whither they please,” he said cryptically. “Locks are meaningless.”

      Eyebrows raised, Lily snorted. “Oh, really? Well, then I suppose solid walls are meaningless, too?”

      “Obviously,” he replied, the word oozing feline smugness.

      Lily didn’t reply, simply tried to figure out how to put down her bags without spilling everything so she could carry him inside. She hoped he wouldn’t run away. Normal cats were difficult enough to control; she had no idea what to do with a magical one.

      Sir Kipling must have caught on to her dilemma because he got up, fluffy tail twitching back and forth. “Don’t bother. I’ll let myself back in.” With that, he jumped down behind the wall and disappeared from view.

      Hurrying over she looked behind the wall, but there was no sign of him.

      “Great, now he can talk and vanish into thin air.” Lily sighed, resisting the urge to bite her lip in worry. He would come back. Probably. It was an obvious waste of effort to go looking for him if he didn’t want to be found. She climbed the steps, juggling bags to extract her keys and unlock the door.

      Depositing the groceries on the kitchen counter, she went into her bedroom to change but stopped in her tracks at the sight of Sir Kipling lazing on the bed.

      He gave her a blithe look. “Vanish, yes. Into thin air, hardly.”

      “I…you…did I leave a window open or something?” she asked.

      “No, you didn’t. I told you, cats go where they please.”

      “No, they don’t. They’re governed by the laws of nature and physics. But you seem to be flouting those with aplomb. Did the fragment do that to you, too?”

      “Don’t be silly,” Sir Kipling said. “Cats don’t defy physics. We simply have a better understanding than humans of how the world works.”

      Lily stared, then shook her head. “Just do me a favor, all right? Don’t run off.”

      Sir Kipling huffed, looking hurt. “What do you think I am, an alley cat? You’re my human. Somebody has to look after you. And you feed me,” he added as an afterthought.

      That startled a laugh out of her, and she felt her worry fade. Giving up the effort to fathom feline logic, she proceeded to change clothes, make a large pot of tea, and eat lunch.

      Once fed and more relaxed, she returned to the bedroom. Sir Kipling appeared to be fast asleep, though an ear twitched when she climbed onto the bed and sat cross-legged with her back to the headboard.

      “All right, Kip. Out with it. What’s going on?”

      He ignored her, so she nudged him with a foot. She was rewarded with a yawn, a stretch, and a reproachful look.

      “Must we do this now? I was in the middle of my hourly nap.”

      “You’ll survive. Now talk. That’s what you do these days, right?”

      “No, not really.”

      “What?” She was getting annoyed by his ambiguous answers and wondered if all cats were so vague.

      “I’ve always talked to you this way, but now you understand me.”

      “Wait, you mean…” she paused and considered. If she actually listened to the sounds he made instead of focusing on the words interpreted by her brain, they did indeed sound like meows.

      “That’s fascinating…so, what do I sound like? Underneath the words, I mean,” she asked, curious.

      He flicked his ears at her, considering. “Like a human.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “You’re not very helpful.”

      “Humph. If someone asked you what a cat sounded like, what would you say?”

      She paused, flummoxed, and shrugged. “Like a cat, I guess.”

      “Now who’s being unhelpful?”

      “Still you as far as I’m concerned, Mr. Evasive.” She pointed at him accusingly. “You haven’t explained what you did last night.”

      “As I said, nothing. I was minding my own business when the drawer containing your piece of dirt started glowing. So I went to investigate.”

      “I knew it! You licked it again, didn’t you?”

      “Hardly,” Sir Kipling said, scrunching up his nose. “Dirt tastes bad. I simply sat on your chair and observed. Pieces of light were leaking out and getting all over the place. Some must have touched me, and then…” He stopped.

      “Yes?” Lily leaned forward eagerly.

      “I…can’t really say.”

      “Kip, don’t be stubborn, even if you are a cat.”

      He shot her a perturbed looked and shifted, repositioning into a catloaf. For a while he just gazed at her, eyes two unfathomable pools of yellow. Finally, he spoke. “I can’t say because I don’t know. Something was there, then it was in me, then it was gone. It was big like the sky, and strong like the earth, and good like a friend. It told me danger was coming, and you would need me. That’s all.”

      Lily stared, shocked into silence. She believed him—for a cat, his little speech was surprisingly straightforward—but had no idea what to make of it. Ever since she’d learned she was a wizard, her preconceptions about the world had been routinely turned upside down. Fae were real. Demons and spirits were far more common than was comfortable, and who knew what else lurked about, hidden in the forgetfulness of mankind? Maybe it was an elemental or a god…if they even existed. And what about the warning? What danger was coming? Should she even believe it? Experience told her it was dangerous to dismiss a thing simply because you didn’t understand it. She would have to do research. A lot of it.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” was all she could think to say.

      “I’m a cat,” he replied. “We’re always all right. But if you insist on being concerned, there is this spot on my back…”

      With a roll of her eyes and a fond smile, Lily leaned forward to give her cat a very thorough petting.

      

      The next evening, Lily got home late from work and was surprised not to see Sebastian waiting on her doorstep. She’d expected him to come by as early as possible to share whatever information he’d found. With an internal shrug, she carted in her pile of books retrieved from the Basement—extra research material in light of recent events—and got started on a double batch of cranberry almond scones. Her current stash would disappear soon after Sebastian arrived, and she hated running out of scones. Sir Kipling wanted to sit on the counter to observe her labors, but she flatly refused. Just because they could communicate didn’t make him shed any less fur. The counters were still a no-cat zone.

      Seven o’clock came and went, and so did eight. By nine, she was thoroughly annoyed. By ten, it was raining and she’d started to worry. Sebastian wasn’t answering his phone. She wondered if he’d simply forgotten their appointment. That didn’t seem likely, though, given how up in arms he’d been about the whole affair yesterday.

      As she tried to decide whether to go to bed or drive to his apartment to find him, her doorbell finally rang. She opened it in a rush and got a face full of rain as Sebastian hurried inside, dripping wet and muttering curses at the foul weather.

      Relieved, she ushered him into the bathroom to dry off. Not having a single stitch of clothing that would fit his tall, lanky frame, she instructed him to lay his wet clothes outside the door. Once they were no longer on him, it was easy to dry each piece with a simple evaporation spell, though she blushed a little when she picked up his boxers. She left the now-dry pile of clothes by the bathroom door and went to the kitchen to make tea.

      Sebastian emerged, back to normal except for his damp, tousled hair, and sat down at her kitchen table. He sagged in his chair, looking exhausted. Sir Kipling immediately appropriated his lap, eager for pettings now that the man wasn’t soaking wet. Sebastian rubbed him behind the ears, his tired expression brightening as he spotted the neat rows of scones lining Lily’s counters. She smacked his hand when he reached for one.

      “Finish the old ones first,” she scolded, pointing to the glass cake dome on her table.

      A hot cup of Assam tea and five scones later, he finally slowed down enough to talk.

      “Sorry for being late and wet and all. It was a chore trying to find out what we needed to know, then I got a flat tire, then it started raining and I don’t think I even own an umbrella.”

      Lily’s annoyance was tempered and she decided not to mention how worried she’d been. “Why didn’t you call me? I could have picked you up.”

      “My phone died,” he said.

      “And you don’t have a car charger?”

      “Er, it broke a while ago and I haven’t replaced it,” he admitted sheepishly. “Electronics don’t really like me.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Hey, at least I got what matters, right? I got the scoop on what’s happening.”

      “Yes, that’s definitely good. It means you haven’t soaked my living room floor and consumed my scones for nothing. Do tell.” She smiled, knowing he enjoyed her sarcasm.

      He leaned forward, expression turning serious. “I hope it’s not for nothing anyway. Apparently the job got offered to a couple known players first, and there was argument about who would get it. So they put out feelers for alternate options. That’s the part I heard about. After more digging, all I came up with is that the candidate has to know about museum security systems. That’s besides being a witch of course. So we know they’re robbing a museum, and there’s magic involved. They wouldn’t need a witch otherwise, since witches are the only people besides wizards who know magic exists.”

      “So why aren’t they looking for a wizard?” Lily asked, confused.

      “No idea, but I think we can be pretty sure what they’re after.”

      “Not necessarily,” she cautioned. “Did they mention the item or location?”

      “Nope. You don’t get that stuff unless you’re picked for the job.”

      “Which you weren’t?” She raised an eyebrow.

      He shook his head. “Not even close.”

      “What a relief,” she said sarcastically. “But we still don’t know they’re after the tablet.”

      “Oh, come on, Lil. What else could it be? Do you know of any other highly protected magical artifacts in Atlanta? Why else would they ask for a witch and not a wizard unless they were stealing something that was guarded specifically against wizards?”

      That brought Lily up short. She remembered her difficulty getting into the museum with its ward against magical blood. “You could be right…” she said slowly.

      “More like I’m probably right.”

      “Only probably? Such modesty, Sebastian.”

      “Well, I am a paragon of humility,” he said with a straight face.

      Lily managed to hold in her snort—it was such an unladylike thing to do, after all—but Sir Kipling had no such qualms. He let out a chuffing cough that, to Lily’s ears, sounded like amused disbelief. Apparently he could understand human speech across the board, not just hers.

      “If he’s a paragon of humility, then I’m a saber-toothed tiger,” the feline said.

      This time she did not manage to suppress her snort.

      “What’s so funny?” Sebastian asked, cocking his head.

      “Oh, um, well…” Lily hesitated. It occurred to her that no one else would be able to understand Sir Kipling but her. It was a delightful secret she wasn’t quite ready to share. “It’s nothing,” she finished lamely.

      He looked at her, a knowing expression on his face as he produced his silver coin from nowhere and started rolling it over his knuckles. But whatever he thought of her response, he kept it to himself. “So, what are we gonna do?”

      “Do?” Lily asked, tearing her gaze from the annoyingly mesmerizing display. “What can we do? We don’t know who the thief is or when they’ll strike, and we only think we know what they’re—” She broke off, eyes snapping back to his coin as she suddenly realized something she’d seen. “Where did you get that, Sebastian?” she asked, reaching for it.

      He snatched it away defensively, putting it back in his pocket and out of sight. “It’s nothing. Just an old coin my dad gave me.”

      “I don’t think so,” Lily said. “I never got a good look at it before; I just assumed it was a silver dollar. But I suddenly realized those markings on it were dimmu runes. It could be enchanted with all sorts of magic. Let me see it, please.” She held out her hand.
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