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            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Main:

      Lily Singer - introverted wizard, library archivist in Atlanta, GA

      Sebastian Blackwell - “professional” witch, Lily’s boyfriend

      Sir Edgar Allan Kipling - talking cat, Lily’s closest companion, Lily is “his” human

      Madam Ethel Barrington - wizard, Lily’s mentor/teacher, Sebastian’s great-great-aunt

      John Faust LeFay - wizard, Lily’s estranged biological father

      

      Lily’s Family:

      Freda LeFay - wizard, Lily’s mother, remarried as Mary Singer

      Jamie Singer - wizard, Lily’s half-brother by mundane stepfather

      Henry & Ursula LeFay - wizards, Lily’s grandparents

      Allen LeFay - wizard, Lily’s uncle, John Faust’s younger brother

      Mallory Caine - mundane, formerly known as Trista, John Faust’s daughter and Lily’s half-sister, bodyguard/fighter-for-hire

      Caden - wizard, John Faust’s son, Lily’s half-brother, deceased

      

      Sebastian’s Family:

      George Dee - wizard, Sebastian’s great-grandfather, from England

      Elizabeth Dee Blackwell - mundane, George’s daughter, Sebastian’s grandmother

      Stephen Blackwell - wizard, Elizabeth’s husband, presumed dead

      Thomas & Alison Blackwell - wizards, Sebastian’s parents, deceased

      

      Silvester Family (Florida):

      Gregorio - wizard, acting patriarch of Silvester family, Lily’s great-uncle

      Marco - wizard, Lily’s grandfather, Freda’s father

      Nicolas - wizard, Lily’s uncle, Freda’s brother

      Dante & Coletta - wizards, Nicolas’ children, Lily’s first cousins, both apprenticed in family wine/restaurant business

      Lucia - wizard, Lily’s first cousin once removed

      Gianni - wizard, Lily’s second cousin, son of recently deceased Lorenzo Silvester

      

      Servillo Family (Italy):

      Edoardo & Imelda - wizards, patriarch and matriarch of Servillo family

      Angelo - wizard, Edoardo’s eldest son, head Gatekeeper

      Davide - wizard, Edoardo’s second son, traveling tutor, seeks out and trains wizards much like Madam Barrington does

      Riccardo - mundane, Edoardo’s third son, head initiate

      Augusta - mundane, Riccardo’s wife, head cook

      Vincenzo - wizard, Edoardo’s fifth and youngest son, head crafter and ward keeper

      Priscilla - wizard, Angelo’s daughter, apprentice Gatekeeper

      Alessio - wizard, Angelo’s son, apprentice crafter

      Pietro - mundane, Angelo’s son, preservation expert, works with local authorities while secretly collecting wizard history

      Serafina - mundane, Angelo’s daughter, apprentice library keeper

      Gabriel - wizard, Vincenzo’s son, apprentice ward keeper

      Stefano - mundane, Vincenzo’s son, head of technology

      Marcella - mundane, Vincenzo’s daughter, apprentice housekeeper

      Matteo - mundane, Angelo’s nephew, head of security

      Sancia Gupta - wizard, Riccardo’s daughter, married into Gupta gatekeeper family of India, preservation expert

      Leonardo - mundane, Riccardo’s son, tour guide and family liaison with local government

      Camilla - mundane, Riccardo’s daughter, assistant cook

      

      Other:

      Morgan le Fay - ancient wizard, possessed by the demon Nergal

      Afnergu’alak - demon, known as Nergal, one of the names given to the ancient Mesopotamian god of death, war, and destruction

      Anton Silvester - mundane, Lily’s great-uncle, Gregorio and Marco’s brother, “fixer” for the magical underworld of Atlanta

      Richard Grant - mundane, FBI Agent, former dating interest of Lily’s, deceased

      Benjamin Colbert - wizard, US Steward, old friend of Ethel’s

      Brando Romano, AKA il Terzo - wizard, son of il Primo, the patriarch of the Romano crime family 

      Monte Romano - mundane, a Romano family lawyer

      

      Fae:

      Kaliar/Kaliel - fae king and queen, the dualities of growth

      Thiriar/Thiriel - fae king and queen, the dualities of decay

      Yuki - Thiriel’s messenger, a duality of the aspect of fox

      Pip - low fae of the aspect of plants, specifically flowers, loves rum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SERIES RECAP

          

        

      

    

    
      Readers have often asked me for a series recap before each book, since the series is long and the details are many. If recaps are not for you, feel free to skip this and go straight to Lily and Sebastian’s continuing adventure! Or, if you want to read Sir Kipling’s snarky summary of the previous six books, read on. The bold words indicate the start of each book in the series: Beginnings, Revelations, Allies, Legends, Betrayal, and Identity.

      

      Happy reading!

      —Lydia

      

      Greetings, human. Back for more, I see. While I am sure you have enjoyed my human’s thrilling adventures full of magic, danger, and a certain troublemaking witch, we all know why you are really here: Me.

      It is a burden, I will admit. But cats were made for greatness, so I will accept the heavy weight of your adoration on behalf of all cats everywhere. In fact, if you feel so inspired, I would also be happy to accept any offerings of sal⁠—

      What? A story recap? Of my many glorious exploits? Yes, yes, Lily and Sebastian’s, too, I suppose. After all, without them, who would there be to pet me?

      It all began with, well, Beginnings, when I was still just a mundane cat, blissfully ignorant of things like the revolting ingredients that go into cat food, or the horrifying reality that two-thirds of the earth is covered in water.

      In those days, Sebastian frequently roped my human into questionable adventures, and in this particular instance, he persuaded her to help him remove a curse on a haunted house. With the aid of my expert sleuthing skills, my human was able to determine the source and cause of the curse. She convinced the caster—the jilted lover Annabelle Witherspoon, whose soul had been fragmented and trapped in the curse for a hundred years—to forgive her long-dead fiancé, Francis Jackson, thus lifting the curse and allowing both troubled souls to pass on.

      That little episode inspired my human to finally venture from her comfort zone and seek out answers about her past. Meanwhile, an old “friend” of Sebastian’s quite rudely pilfered a time-looping family artifact known as the Lugal-nam from Sebastian’s sock drawer—I know, I know, human males hide things in the oddest places—and Sebastian set out on a quest to retrieve it.

      The trouble-magnet witch managed to get himself, and eventually Lily, stuck in a time loop in the tiny town of Pitts, where an unsuspecting mundane was using the artifact to re-live his terminally ill son’s birthday celebration over and over. Unbeknownst to the mundane, the artifact’s magic was failing and the entire town was in danger of being lost in time forever. 

      Lily and Sebastian finally located the mundane and confronted him but were interrupted by a mysterious and menacing wizard who attempted to take the artifact for himself. The wizard claimed that it belonged to his family and that Sebastian’s ancestors had stolen it. My clever human was able to outwit the interloper and end the time loop, thus saving the town, and Sebastian destroyed the Lugal-nam, lest its power be abused again. The incident, however, did not go unnoticed by mundane authorities, and it put my human on the radar of FBI agent Richard Grant.

      My human was in for some serious Revelations in the next leg of her adventure. Tipped off by his contacts in Atlanta’s magical underworld, Sebastian warned Lily that a magical tablet on display at the Clay Museum was being targeted, and together they set out to discover and foil the planned theft.

      Meanwhile, yours truly was doing what I do best—sticking my nose exactly where it belonged. In the process of examining a fragment of the magical tablet, I was “enlightened” by a mysterious entity and granted the ability to finally communicate with my human as a proper familiar should. Thus equipped with Cat Magic, I set out to keep my human alive, since keeping her out of trouble was patently impossible. Lily was less than pleased with my newfound independence, and I will freely admit to taking shameless advantage of it.

      What? I’m a cat. What did you expect?

      I particularly enjoyed exploring my human’s McCain Library, including the secret magical archive beneath it. It was there that I observed the mysterious tendrils of white light that infused themselves into my human’s new ward bracelet she was crafting. While I suspected their source and purpose, I kept my theories to myself.

      Cat, remember?

      Soon after, Lily and Sebastian attended a gala at the museum along with Lily’s mentor and friend, Madam Ethel Barrington, to corner the thief. Their quarry turned out to be a witch of dubious intelligence who summoned a greater demon to break the wards protecting the tablet. 

      Sebastian revealed his knowledge of demonology and his gifted fae powers to fight the demon back, but in the end it was only Lily, empowered by the white light in her ward, who was able to banish the demon and save us all. Madam Barrington ensured the tablet was hidden away somewhere safe, Lily became aware of the celestial magic now protecting her, and FBI Agent Grant once again crossed paths with Lily as he investigated the mysterious happenings at the museum.

      Still following me? Good, because I’m only just getting started.

      With the help of fellow witch Tina—in whom he had a passing interest—Sebastian then embarked upon a hunt to track down the mastermind behind the museum theft, using information he pried from Atlanta’s magical “fixer” Anton Silvester. I would have enjoyed accompanying Sebastian on his side adventure, but I was too busy trying to convince my human not to be uncommonly stupid.

      You see, Lily had received an invitation to meet with the mysterious wizard we had encountered in Pitts—John Faust LeFay—who claimed to have information about her family. Unfortunately, my human was too blinded by desire to know her past to be properly suspicious. She insisted on going, alone, to meet John Faust, even after Sebastian warned her he’d discovered evidence tying John Faust to whoever organized the museum heist.

      I, being a cat, completely and utterly ignored my human’s command to stay at home. As soon as Lily departed, I sought out Sebastian to form a “protecting-Lily-from-herself” coalition. Once we tracked her down at the LeFay estate, we discovered that not only was John Faust her long-lost biological father, but he was also pressuring her to move to the estate permanently, all while her grandmother attempted to marry her off for political alliance.

      Yes, this is the point where you mutter something about “red flags” and question my human’s sanity. I certainly was.

      My witch accomplice and I were debating the best way to extract Lily when we got word that John Faust had imprisoned her. We immediately rallied the troops: Madam Barrington; Lily’s mother, Freda, though they had been estranged for seven years; and Tina, who served as the getaway driver. Our rescue operation arrived in time to stop John Faust from using Lily in a dangerous spell to locate the resting place of ancient wizard Morgan le Fay—whose power and artifacts he desired for himself.

      I was reunited with Lily, my human was able to reconcile with her mother, and Madam Barrington finally shared details of Lily’s past that the old woman had been concealing in an effort to protect Lily from John Faust.

      Once my human had healed from that misadventure, she embarked on a quest for Allies to aid her in dealing with her megalomaniacal father—the wizard had declared his intent to revitalize the wizard race so that they could take their rightful place as benevolent rulers of the mundanes.

      If you’re thinking, “But that’s the job of cats,” then you would be right.

      But I digress.

      First, my human and I visited her childhood home in rural Alabama so she could reconnect with her Singer stepfamily. I had to endure the oafish harassment of the Singer farm dogs while Lily and Freda revealed the situation with John Faust and magic in general to their mundane family, to prepare them for trouble. The mundanes were not happy, though Jamie, Lily’s young half-brother, was quite pleased to discover he, too, was a wizard.

      Next, Madam Barrington led the hunt to locate Allen LeFay, John Faust’s younger brother, who had gone into hiding decades earlier to escape John Faust’s abuse. With help from Sebastian’s mold fae friend, Grimmold, they tracked Allen to Savannah, Georgia. Though a fearful and twitchy sort, in my opinion, Allen was willing to help Lily find Morgan le Fay’s resting place first and prevent John Faust from gaining more power. He also helped her tackle some advanced casting techniques while I enjoyed stalking his delightfully tempting crab construct.

      Unfortunately, John Faust was able to track Lily to Allen’s house. He and two henchmen attacked in the dead of night. Though we fought them off, they were able to subdue and kidnap Allen. Lily was prevented from setting out immediately to rescue her uncle because Sebastian, who had left earlier to pursue a lead on John Faust’s illegal dealings, had been arrested and accused of murder.

      Have I mentioned that trouble seems to follow my human and her witch around like a particularly gleeful poltergeist?

      With Allen’s life in the balance, my human reluctantly resorted to leveraging her connection with Agent Grant. The FBI Agent had expressed interest in Lily and taken her on several dates, until I caught him planting bugs in our apartment and outed the duplicitous wretch. He claimed he really was interested in Lily, despite leading the investigation against her father. Fortunately, my human was smart enough to banish him to the most remote and professional zone possible. After laying out the situation, she was able to negotiate an alliance with Agent Grant to drop the charges against Sebastian in return for our help in taking down John Faust.

      Once Sebastian had rejoined our group, we tracked John Faust to his secret lair in an abandoned psychiatric hospital. There we battled him and his two minions, only to discover—to my poor human’s horror—that the “minions” were her half-brother, Caden, and half-sister, Trista. John Faust had kidnapped them as toddlers from their mundane mothers to raise and brainwash them into loyal tools for his own use. 

      However, with the help of her celestial magic once more, my human was able to gain the upper hand. We routed our adversaries and rescued Allen. Regrettably, John Faust had still been able to use Allen to conduct his location spell and, presumably, now knew where to find Morgan le Fay. Worse, when dear Ethel went after the fleeing wretch, John Faust ambushed her with a curse that brought her to death’s door.

      With help from Sebastian and Allen, my human stabilized Ethel and got her to safety. Then she was forced to call Agent Grant to bring the FBI in to deal with John Faust’s now-abandoned lair and the seven other half-siblings she found imprisoned there. 

      Though she did not want to leave Ethel in such a precarious state of health, my human and her witch had to turn right around and leave for England straightaway, racing to find Morgan le Fay’s tomb before John Faust did.

      We headed to Oxford, land of many ancient Legends, where my human made contact with fellow wizard and historian Cyril Hawtrey. I found him to be entirely uninspiring when compared to my magnificent human, but then I suppose I am slightly biased. Despite his lack of practical magic skills, he was able to translate Morgan le Fay’s diary, which Allen had stolen from his brother decades ago.

      In addition to the historian, we sought out George Dee, an old and powerful wizard and Sebastian’s great-grandfather. Upon hearing of Ethel’s plight under John Faust’s curse, George left immediately for America to aid Allen in breaking the curse, leaving behind his manservant, Hawkins, to aid us in our quest.

      Before we could set off to find Morgan’s tomb, however, Sebastian’s past dealings with the fae came back to bite him in the posterior. He was summoned to appear before Thiriel, a queen of the fae and one half of the aspect of decay, who had long been Sebastian’s benefactress and the source of his gifted fae power. The vulpine mutt she sent to retrieve him, a particularly smug fox by the name of Yuki, led us through the Twilight between the human and fae realms and to Thiriel’s throne.

      Yes, us.

      My human was far too loyal—and in love, I am pleased to say, whether she would admit it or not—to allow her witch to face the fae queen alone. In fact, she defied the dark harpy to her face, refusing to let Thiriel ensnare Sebastian once more under her influence. With the power of Lily’s celestial magic to counter the fae queen’s strength—and helped along with a few enigmatically prophetic words from yours truly—my glorious human forced a truce and extracted a promise of help from the fae queen in dealing with Morgan.

      With fae allies at our back and Cyril’s translation to guide us, we hastened to Tintagel, the location of Morgan’s long-lost tomb. There we made a plan to find and wake Morgan—who was not dead, but under a stasis spell of her own making to preserve her until she could awaken and reclaim her throne. The plan was to use Thiriel to trick Morgan into giving up her considerably powerful gifted fae magic, thus weakening her enough that she could be dealt with and keep her from John Faust’s clutches.

      All did not go according to plan. But thanks to the unexpected aid of Lily’s half-sister Trista, who betrayed her father in order to escape his abusive control, all was not lost.

      Morgan was awoken and Thiriel took her fae power. But before Lily could subdue her, John Faust caught up to us and a battle ensued. Tragically, John Faust’s son Caden was slain in the crossfire, as was the loyal and mischievous pixie Pip, Sebastian’s closest fae companion. In the end, however, the tide turned against our adversaries and Morgan fled with John Faust through a secret portal.

      We returned to Atlanta, tired and battered, but hopeful. Allen and George had managed to nurse Ethel out of her coma and back to a functional, if weakened, state. Trista, who had come back from England with us, disappeared in the night, expressing her wish to be left alone to find her own way. And lastly, that ridiculous Sebastian finally summoned the courage to ask my human on a date.

      Praise the heavens, there was hope for those two yet.

      Five months later, without a peep from John Faust or Morgan, my human and her friends were once again faced with danger, intrigue, and Betrayal.

      Things between my two favorite humans were going well, until Lily’s former romantic interest Agent Grant came back on the scene, asking for help investigating some gruesome murders and signs of demonic activity. Though Sebastian didn’t trust Agent Grant and wanted Lily to have nothing to do with him—rightly so—my human insisted they couldn’t turn a blind eye to the situation, which was also a valid point. Thus began an entirely unnecessary and drama-filled dance between the three ridiculous humans in which Agent Grant tried to get close to Lily again, Lily rebuffed his efforts, and Sebastian stomped around like a grumpy water buffalo, alternating between threatening Agent Grant and lying to Lily in an idiotic attempt to keep her safe.

      Honestly, humans.

      In his grand finale of stupidity, Sebastian went rogue to deal with the demon problem on his own. If he’d thought about it for longer than two seconds, he would have realized his actions ensured Lily would come after him anyway the moment she realized he was gone—if a fae queen had failed to intimidate her, a few measly demons certainly weren’t going to be any deterrent.

      What I and my human did not know at the time was that Roger Darthe, a vile witch and old nemesis from Sebastian’s past, had kidnapped Sebastian’s brother to use as leverage to force the return of the Book of Names—a terribly dangerous demonology tome Sebastian had stolen from Roger a decade before and hidden. The problem was, Sebastian had given it to Thiriel to keep safe in the fae realm, out of any demon’s reach. To get it back from her he was forced to give up his gifted fae magic—power she claimed he was abusing and squandering when he should have been using it to hunt down demons at her beck and call.

      Then, instead of asking for help like any sane person would have done, the imbecilic and now powerless Sebastian walked right into Roger’s trap and handed over the artifact. At least he first ensured his brother’s safe release, so that was something.

      Predictably, as soon as Lily got wind of what had happened, she rallied the troops: myself, naturally, and the remade version of Sebastian’s fae friend Pip, who did not remember her former self at all. She was rather grumpy about being roped into the rescue mission, but she was the only one who could lead us to Sebastian. 

      We managed admirably and freed Sebastian, who had been severely tortured by Roger and the greater demon Roger shared a body with. Sebastian was haunted by lingering demon taint from his reckless youth, and rightly terrified of Roger’s demon. But my human was protected by a light that the darkness could not overcome, and was quite glorious as she fought off Roger and his witches to save her dearest love.

      While Sebastian recovered, Lily, Ethel, and Agent Grant attempted to discover what Roger and his witches were doing in Atlanta, but all they found was a clue indicating Roger was seeking a ring-shaped artifact. Before they could investigate further, they got word that Roger was attempting to break into the Basement under McCain Library. In rushing to the rescue, however, Ethel and Sebastian were ambushed and captured, and Lily was blackmailed into giving the witches entry to the Basement.

      I, of course, escaped and raced off to bring help in the form of a certain nosey FBI Agent, who I knew was tailing Lily.

      Roger—using his demon’s mind-control abilities—forced Ethel to activate a secret portal to the magically protected basement storage of the Hilprecht Museum, where many precious artifacts were under wizard protection. Though Agent Grant arrived in time to surprise the witches and free Lily and the others, Roger escaped through the portal to the Museum, where he and his demon began wreaking havoc in their search for whatever artifact they sought. Lily, being the only one with power to rival the demon’s, nearly sacrificed her life to stop Roger, but was saved by her white light.

      We might still have been overcome, however, if Sebastian hadn’t shown up with the cavalry in the form of Thiriel and her fae warriors. They fought off the host of demons Roger had summoned and saved the day.

      And that was when the greatest betrayal hit. While I was distracted fighting demons, Agent Grant, to whom I had entrusted an exhausted Lily, kidnapped my human and disappeared. Though Sebastian—newly sworn to Thiriel in return for her help in fighting off the demons and saving his friends—begged the fae queen for help in finding and rescuing Lily, Thiriel refused and demanded he continue hunting demons.

      And so my human’s poor witch did the only thing he could: he broke his oath to Thiriel not an hour after he’d made it, and went in search of Lily. The furious fae queen declared Sebastian anathema to the fae, took back all her power, and left him weak and helpless to go save his love on his own.

      Yes, the fae are heartless bastards. I’m glad you’ve figured that out.

      The next seventy-two hours were the most nerve-wracking I have ever endured—including that time a gargantuan hairball became lodged in my throat. The trials that followed challenged Sebastian and Lily’s Identity down to their core.

      Though we had no leads on where Agent Grant had taken Lily, it seemed very likely her father had a hand in her disappearance. So, being bereft of his usual fae allies, Sebastian sought out the next best thing: Anton Silvester. The old vulture was not inclined to cooperate, but he finally put Sebastian in touch with none other than Trista, now going by the alias Mallory Caine. The young woman was perhaps the only person in the world who knew enough about John Faust’s habits and movements to have a hope of locating him.

      Let me pause here and express my utter delight in working with my human’s half-sister. It was simply glorious to see someone bring Sebastian down a peg or three. Don’t get me wrong, I am eternally fond of the obstreperous witch—he gives divine tummy rubs, after all. But he has long needed a good boot to the posterior and my human is far too prim and proper to give it to him.

      Besides, despite Mallory’s glacial façade, I knew there was a cat lover inside her somewhere, and I was determined to find it.

      With Mallory’s help, Sebastian acquired weapons and abilities to make up for his lost powers, though he struggled mightily to resist the demonic influence that dogged his steps now that he had no fae magic to ward it off. It was a lingering remnant of his terrible mistakes as a teen, and on multiple occasions I had to pointedly remind him of his sacred worth to keep his mind from descending into darkness.

      Yet, with Mallory’s sources and Sebastian’s wily charm combined, they were able to locate and steal the information needed to track down John Faust’s whereabouts. We swiftly gathered with Ethel and Freda to plan our rescue mission, and it was decided that Sebastian, Mallory, and I would leave immediately, while Ethel gathered more allies to follow as quickly as possible. We headed north to the Mega Cavern of Louisville, Kentucky—an underground warehouse complex containing John Faust’s backup lair, where he had been hiding with Morgan for months.

      I, being the superior species, naturally led the infiltration of the cavern. But when we finally located my human and launched a rescue attack, we were defeated by Roger and his witches with their demon slaves. Sebastian was captured, while Mallory and I hid and waited for our chance to strike back.

      As I observed the events that followed, the seriousness of the situation was finally revealed.

      Morgan le Fay had gone quite mad with her thirst for revenge. She had persuaded—or forced—John Faust to go along when she hired Roger and his witches to locate and steal an enchanted ring from the Hilprecht Museum, which she would use to exponentially increase her power. Agent Grant, as it turned out, had been working for John Faust all along, even before meeting Lily. The foolish mundane had stupidly trusted John Faust when the manipulative bastard promised him Lily would be safe if only the FBI agent would bring her to him.

      Liar, liar, pants on fire, as you humans say.

      Upon delivering Lily, the FBI agent had been imprisoned while Morgan placed Lily under a sleep spell. Roger had then used a series of magical visions to try and trick Lily into submitting to his demon’s control, since her celestial magic prevented the demon from controlling her by force. But even trapped in a magical vision, my human was too clever for the demon.

      I was supremely proud of her but was prevented from gloating properly, due to the aforementioned life-and-death situation. Ah, well.

      With Roger’s failure and disgrace, his demon saw its chance for a more powerful host and seduced Morgan into allowing it possession of her body. Roger met an untimely but thoroughly deserved end, and Morgan proceeded with her plan to combine wizard and demon magic to bind other wizards' souls into her ring as a source of eternal power.

      Unfortunately, neither Mallory nor I was able to warn Ethel, Freda, and Freda’s Silvester relatives of the danger before they caught up to us and rushed right into Morgan’s trap. With the mind-controlling powers of her demon, Morgan easily subdued them and began her unholy ritual.

      Of course, we were not idle this whole time. Mallory helped free Sebastian, who promptly did the bravest and stupidest thing possible: He attacked Morgan. It was enough of a disruption to give the slippery John Faust his opening, and the wizard mortally wounded Morgan, thus saving the lives of everyone present. In the ensuing battle with a second greater demon, which Morgan summoned with her last breath, Agent Grant was tragically killed.

      There was quite a cleanup to be done in the end, but my human was finally returned to us safe and sound—at which point Sebastian declared his undying love and kissed her thoroughly.

      About time, witch.

      The dangerous artifacts, both the ring and Book of Names, were secured, and John Faust was imprisoned to be judged for his crimes. A convocation of wizards would be called to arbitrate the entire affair, but in the meantime everyone returned home to recover from the harrowing ordeal. My human, in particular, was plagued by terrible nightmares, and I worried that something much deeper was amiss.

      Fortunately, my human had me—and her many friends and family, of course—to aid in unraveling this latest mystery.

      So what are you waiting for? Get on with it. Adventure, magic, and snark await.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Due to size limitations, I have not included the usual chapter illustrations in this ebook. However you can view them on my website by tapping here.

      If you need to refresh your memory on any unfamiliar terms, you can find the Love, Lies, and Hocus Pocus Universe Glossary on my website by tapping here.

      

      Happy reading!

      —Lydia
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            EPISODE 13: THE TRIALS WE FACE
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            A CAT MUST HAVE HIS THRONE

          

        

      

    

    
      CAREFUL, WITCH. DO NOT DAMAGE MY THRONE.

      Lily covered her mouth with a hand to hide her grin as she read Sir Kipling’s bossy message hovering above his head where he was crouched on the sofa. The cat was currently glaring at his human slave—that is, Sebastian—who was kneeling on the floor surrounded by pieces of a large and elaborate cat tree that awaited assembly. Unfortunately for Sir Kipling, her boyfriend was too busy muttering curses and glaring at the badly translated instructions to notice the commands of his “Overlord.”

      “Um, Sebastian,” Lily said, having finally gotten her facial muscles under control, “do you need any help with that?”

      “No, no. I’ve got it,” he said, waving a hand vaguely at her while squinting with one eye at the paper before him. He cocked his head sideways and turned the paper this way and that as if to orient himself. “I think the trick is to ignore the instructions and just look at the pictures.”

      IF ONLY I HAD OPPOSABLE THUMBS, I WOULD NOT HAVE TO DEPEND ON LESSER BEINGS TO CARRY OUT MY WILL.

      “Hey, watch who you’re calling a ‘lesser being’ there, Mr. Bossypants,” said Sebastian, now rooting through the piles of pieces around him. Apparently he had been paying more attention than Lily had thought. “I got you this cat tree out of the generosity of my heart, bucko, and it cost an arm and a leg.”

      IT IS NO LESS THAN I DESERVE. I HAVE SAVED YOUR COLLECTIVE BACKSIDES ON MULTIPLE OCCASIONS, AS I RECALL.

      This time Lily couldn’t help but giggle as Sebastian rolled his eyes.

      “Yeah? Well, Lily adopted you off the street and has been feeding and putting up with you for years. Keep that in mind if we’re gonna start keeping score.”

      AND WHAT HAVE YOU CONTRIBUTED, WITCH?

      “I shamelessly worship your adorably floofy body,” Sebastian said without missing a beat.

      Sir Kipling sniffed and twitched his tail.

      “Ah-ha! There you are,” Sebastian cried, hand swooping down to pluck a piece of cat tree out of the jumble.

      Lily shook her head and went back to gathering the mess of packaging strewn everywhere while Sebastian started making order out of chaos. She bit back the urge to micro-manage the assembly—Sebastian was doing the steps out of order and clearly ignoring the directions. It made her inner sense of organization wail and gnash its teeth, which was why she focused instead on tidying up Sebastian’s living room.

      The room in question was long and narrow, with just enough space for a couch and a small desk along one wall, and a slender bookshelf and—eventually—the cat tree along the other. Two wide windows in the long exterior wall made the room feel less small, though they didn’t provide much of a view—only a second-story look at the narrow gravel parking lot and alleyway below. A door at one end of the room led to an even smaller bedroom boasting a twin bed and a dresser, on top of which sat a mini fridge and microwave. The bathroom was so small you could wash your hands while sitting on the toilet, and there was little more than elbow room inside the shower stall. At the opposite end of the living room was the outside door opening to an external wooden staircase, and it descended to the narrow strip of gravel where employees parked.

      All in all, it was a far cry from what Lily considered ideal. For one thing, there was nowhere to cook. But Sebastian ate carryout most of the time, and as a whole the place was leagues better than the drug-infested dump he’d left. The room was neat and clean and…well…

      Normal.

      There was no whiff of moldy pizza or alcohol, Sebastian’s trademark bargaining items for the fae he usually dealt with—or had dealt with, before he’d fallen out of favor with Thiriel, one of their queens, and been declared persona non grata. That meant no more windowsill full of empty glasses left over from drunken pixies partying the night away. In fact, there was no windowsill at all. The apartment was bare-bones, not particularly private, and about the worst place possible for a witch who regularly dealt with the fae and other denizens of the magical underworld of Atlanta.

      But it was the perfect place for a normal, mundane bachelor with simple needs.

      “Son of a motherless goat! I swear if I ever meet the designers of this cat tree I’m going to lock them in a room with that poltergeist, Percy. That’ll teach ‘em the meaning of chaos.”

      Okay, so not that normal.

      Lily stuffed the last of the packaging into a garbage bag, then sat down on the sofa next to Sir Kipling and began to stroke his silky fur as a way to keep her hands busy. It didn’t do much to distract her mind, but the thumping bass of Thursday night club music vibrating through the wall behind her did that well enough.

      If it had been up to her, an apartment above a popular bar and live music venue would not have been her first choice. But then, she wasn’t Sebastian, and he had needed a place very last minute after a gang of disgruntled fae had trashed his previous apartment.

      The infamous bar known as the Fifth Elephant—or simply the Fifth to locals of Little Five Points, Atlanta—had begun life as a retail warehouse servicing one of Atlanta’s earliest shopping centers on the east side. The area had fallen into disrepair in the sixties and seventies, but the eighties had brought a revitalization from interest in historic building preservation and a budding alternative culture.

      The Fifth Elephant had started out as a single room at the front of the warehouse with a small bar and a clear space at one end for performers. Over the years, however, it had progressively grown as room upon room was added, each with their own theme and decorations, until the warehouse was bursting at the seams. It currently boasted seven separate bars and ten stages of some form or another. There was everything from a small, wood-paneled room that looked like an English pub, to a huge, open area that took up the full two stories of the warehouse, had multiple bars and stages, and sported a balcony overlooking the dance floor. There were rooms with loud music and rooms with quiet music, and everything was linked together by a dizzying maze of corridors and staircases.

      Lily, like most Atlanta residents, had known about the place for years, though she’d never visited. It wasn’t her “scene,” as Sebastian so eloquently put it. He, on the other hand, not only knew the owner, but most of the bartenders and bouncers as well. He’d never told her how, and she hadn’t asked, but she suspected it had something to do with his “professional witch” business. So, when the bar manager who’d lived in the “upper room,” as it was called, had gotten married and moved out, it was unsurprising that word had reached Sebastian.

      Predictably, he’d leapt at the opportunity.

      The noise, light, and ruckus suited Sebastian, especially since the bar’s hours matched his preferred sleep schedule. Plus, living above a bar meant he could pop down any time he wanted for hot food. It was a win-win-win in Sebastian’s book.

      Lily, with significant effort, had managed to keep her opinions about it to herself. If Sebastian was happy, then she was happy. At least when it came to him and his apartment. The rest of her life, though…

      “Hey, Lily, could you give me a hand here? I need you to hold this platform while I put in all the screws.”

      “Oh, sure,” Lily said, startled from her thoughts. She was grateful for the distraction. These days letting her thoughts wander was dangerous, so she tried to avoid it at all costs.

      Between the two of them, they soon had Sir Kipling’s “throne” complete. They stepped back to admire their work and allow the feline to inspect it.

      “Your tower of magnificence awaits, oh Magnanimous Ruler of Floof and Claw,” Sebastian told the cat with a sweeping bow.

      YOUR ATTEMPTS AT WIT ARE NOT APPRECIATED, WITCH. STICK TO WORSHIPPING THE PERFECTION OF MY FELINE FORM.

      The glowing letters startled an undignified snort-laugh out of Lily, and she slapped a hand over her mouth, blushing. But Sebastian just flashed that crooked grin of his and reached up to pull her hand away from her face. He threaded his fingers through hers and gently reeled her in until he could put an arm around her back and tuck her against his side.

      “You know you’re adorable when you do that,” he said, and planted a kiss on her head.

      “I am most certainly not adorable,” she protested, only vaguely aware of Sir Kipling coming over to explore his new cat tree. Most of her attention was on the warm tingles emanating from all the places where she was pressed against Sebastian. She relaxed into him, not even realizing how tense she’d been until she was surrounded by his strong, comforting embrace.

      “I’ll have you know that you’re the most adorable woman in this city. Probably the whole state, matter of fact.”

      “Hogwash!”

      “You know you’re making it worse, showing your country roots like that?”

      “I—”

      “Hush, Lil, and take the compliment, will ya?”

      She could feel Sebastian’s silent chuckle and pursed her lips. How could she be both exasperated and terribly in love at the same time? She felt compelled to protest his doting words—because, of course, they were silly and completely exaggerated—yet they filled her with joy.

      Relationships were so confusing.

      IT IS ACCEPTABLE. Sir Kipling’s pronouncement hovered over his catloafed form snuggled into the generously cushioned platform at the top of his tree.

      “Only acceptable, huh?” Sebastian asked as he reached up to scratch under the cat’s chin.

      TOO MUCH PRAISE IS A BURDEN UPON THE SOUL.

      “Uh-huh. Always looking out for my best interests, aren’t you, Kip?”

      ALWAYS.

      The repartee might have continued, but a loud knock on the door interrupted them. Sebastian’s grip around her shoulders tensed, then the moment passed and Sebastian let go to head for the door, calling out, “Food’s here!”

      They’d eaten together most nights these past three weeks since, well…everything that had happened.

      Since she’d been betrayed and kidnapped by someone she’d thought was a friend, becoming Morgan le Fay’s prisoner to fuel a demonic spell.

      Since the people she loved most in the world had come to her rescue, pitting themselves against Nergal himself: a prince of demons worshipped in ancient times as the god of death, war, and destruction.

      Since she’d started having nightmares and an obscuring darkness had grown in her mind, coming between her and her magic.

      ‘As for my artful redecoration of your city…that is no lie. It is a promise.’

      “Hey, Lily, you okay?”

      Lily jumped and focused on Sebastian, who was closing the door with his foot while balancing a stack of takeout containers.

      “Y-yeah.” She shivered and rubbed her arms vigorously. “It’s chilly out there tonight, isn’t it?”

      “Not really,” Sebastian said, frowning. She gave him a bright smile and hurried to save the teetering pile, taking half the containers with her to the couch where they always ate whenever she was over. It wasn’t the dining situation she would have preferred, but there’d been many things happening recently that she didn’t “prefer,” and she was too overwhelmed to protest most of them. Eating from takeout containers on a couch paled in comparison to, say, watching someone you cared about die as their lungs filled with blood and they suffocated.

      Besides, it was hard to dredge up enough energy to complain when you were chronically sleep deprived.

      Sebastian sat beside her on his new couch and they dug into their steaming Thai food—a compromise between Sebastian’s insistence on “interesting,” and her requirement of “mildly healthy.” Sebastian tried to teach her how to eat with chopsticks, but she eventually gave up and switched to a fork so she didn’t starve. For a few minutes, all was bliss. The food was good, and eating was one of the few uncomplicated things left in her life.

      When they started to slow, Sebastian broke the silence. “So, heard from your family lately? Mrs. Singer and Jamie went back to the farm, right?”

      “Yes, that was last week. Preparations for spring planting are in full swing and Tom needed everyone to pitch in to get the crops planted in time. It’s been…stressful.”

      “I can imagine,” Sebastian murmured.

      Lily gave him a raised eyebrow, and Sebastian chuckled.

      “Okay, so I don’t know the first thing about farming. But I’m sure it’s a lot of work. I remember how much time my mom spent out in her garden when I was a kid, weeding and digging and who knows what else. Wonderful things came out of that patch of dirt,” he said, and a sad, faraway look crept into his eyes. Lily lowered her fork and rested a hand on his, wishing she could banish his pain. Her fingers brushed the raised pattern of scars on the back of it, a permanent testament to Sebastian’s love for his parents, though it was also a glaring indictment of his foolishness. Sebastian abruptly shook himself and dug his chopsticks into his noodles for another bite, then spoke around the food. “I’ll bet Jamie is just thrilled to be digging in the dirt instead of practicing magic.”

      “Oh, believe me, he complained vociferously until Mother sat him down and reminded him who had been putting food on his plate for the past sixteen years. He’s a good kid,” Lily insisted, smiling. “He just isn’t the farmer type. All the details about soil health, weather, equipment, and such bore him to death. He’s been bitten hard by the magic bug—it’s all he wants to work on. He even told Mother he didn’t want to finish high school or go to college. He just wants to apprentice under Ethel. Of course, Mother will make him finish high school at least. But after that, who knows?” She fell silent and stared down at her lap. Thoughts of the future had gotten her worrying all over again.

      “I think he’ll make a fantastic wizard,” Sebastian said, then threw back the last of his coke. “That kid is smart, motivated, and downright devious. I just hope he learns some sense before he gets himself killed.”

      Lily sighed. “Yes, as do we all.”

      “Don’t worry, Lily. He’ll be fine now that he’s back on the farm. How much damage can he do out there in the boonies?”

      “You’d be surprised,” Lily muttered, and Sebastian laughed.

      “Your mom can handle him. She doesn’t take crap from anyone. And isn’t she brushing up on her magic too?”

      Lily nodded. “Ethel doesn’t have the strength for a lot of hands-on instruction, but Mother only needed some technique refreshers and an eduba to reference the Enkinim and dimmu runes she’s forgotten. I was lending her mine until my grandfather Henry sent us her old eduba. She left it behind at the LeFay Manor back when she, um, ran away. And Henry thought she might want it now that…well…” Lily stopped, unable to verbalize the tangle of anxiety, anger, and longing that accompanied any thought of her father. She shook her head and pushed on. “Anyway, it’s not the Silvester family eduba, just a copy. My great-uncle Gregorio has the original. Apparently, copying a family eduba is quite faux pas among traditionalists, but the Silvesters are notorious for their practical bent. Mother says that’s why they’ve been so successful in business. Plus the family is huge. I think I have over thirty cousins.” She shuddered at the thought. “Wizard lifespan exacerbates that, of course. My great-grandfather and grandmother are both still alive, plus all my great-aunts and uncles.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” Sebastian said, giving her what was probably supposed to be a sympathetic look. But it was marred by the ghost of a smirk on his lips.

      “The mere idea of it is exhausting,” Lily moaned.

      “Come on, it won’t be that bad. Think of all the wizard-y stuff you’ll learn!”

      “Yes, I know. I just wish I could learn it with a few less people involved, let alone my family. And they’re Italians. I had no idea how friendly Italians are. Great-Uncle Gregorio came to visit after Lorenzo’s funeral, you know my cousin that, um…that Morgan…”

      “I know, Lil,” Sebastian said softly. “Go on.”

      She took a deep breath and forced her mind back on track. “Yes, um, he came by Ethel’s house to talk about the upcoming Convocation, and when he saw me his whole face lit up. He started talking so fast and grabbed both my hands and planted a kiss on each cheek before I could even get a single word out. Then of course he hugged me till I couldn’t breathe, and then kissed me again on both cheeks!”

      “Golly. So much affection. What a horrible thing to endure.”

      Lily narrowed her eyes and poked him firmly in the ribs. He flinched away with a grimace.

      “Hey! Watch it, woman.”

      “You could at least try to act sympathetic.”

      “I thought I was.”

      She poked him again. “Try harder.”

      “Okay, okay, I surrender! Stop poking me, my poor ribs have taken enough abuse as it is.”

      “Oh no!” Lily gasped, suddenly realizing what she’d done. “I’m so sorry, Sebastian. I didn’t think they were still hurting. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “Calm down. It’s okay. They don’t really hurt, not much. I was just trying to make a joke.”

      “I—yes, of course,” she said, but couldn’t help the tremble in her voice. Thinking about his bruised ribs got her thinking about why they’d been bruised, and that got the horrible, black cycle going in her brain again and⁠—

      “Hey, hey, hey. It’s okay.” Sebastian reached up and cupped her face, his thumb swiping away a tear that had spilled from her welling eyes. “I didn’t mean to bring it all up. Everything’s going to be fine, okay?”

      She pulled away and shook her head, not sure if she was more upset at herself for falling apart, or at Sebastian for being so understanding about it.

      “I’m fine. Everything is fine. I just need to…you know...” She didn’t finish, simply closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, using her training to calm her breathing. It worked. Sort of. Her emotions calmed and her tense muscles relaxed. But the darkness didn’t go away. It simply retreated to lurk in the depths of her heart. She could ignore it all she wanted, distract herself with other things. But as soon as she was alone and her mind was no longer occupied, she could feel it there.

      Waiting.

      So she tried to never be alone, to drown it out with busyness and light and sound and things.

      It was so, so exhausting. And worse, it was messing with her magic⁠—

      A soft thump brought Lily’s eyes up, and she saw Sir Kipling sauntering across the floor, having jumped down from his cushioned “throne.” He hopped up on the couch beside her, then leaned forward to delicately sniff at her remaining noodles.

      “What is this pathetic excuse for food?” he meowed, pulling back and looking up at her face with self-righteous affront. “There’s no meat. What am I supposed to eat?”

      Lily’s lips twitched upward. Sir Kipling always seemed to know when she needed his company. He’d stuck to her side like a particularly floofy burr these past weeks.

      “You’re not supposed to eat this,” Lily said, elaborating for Sebastian’s benefit. “You’re supposed to eat your own food, at home.”

      “And die from malnourishment as I endure endless hours of starvation?”

      “You ate right before we came, Kip. Stop being dramatic.”

      “Humph. My body is a finely tuned symphony of beauty and death. It needs regular nourishment to maintain its perfection.”

      “Uh-huh,” Lily said, rolling her eyes. She caught sight of Sebastian’s raised eyebrow as he observed their one-sided conversation, so she gave him a little smile. “Kip is complaining about being hungry.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. I grabbed some Fancy Salmon for cats at the store the other day. Figured Kip would like it.”

      “You did what?” Lily asked, eyes widening in alarm.

      I APPROVE, WITCH. GIVE ME YOUR OFFERING AT ONCE.

      Sebastian laughed and got up. In a flash Sir Kipling was on the floor, weaving between his ankles and meowing. Lily hastily set aside her food and rose to follow Sebastian to his mini fridge.

      “You know you can’t feed cats raw fish, right? There might be parasites⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, it’s cooked,” he said, opening the fridge to pull out a shrink-wrapped pouch with a picture-perfect cat modeling on the front.

      “Okay, but preserved fish has too much salt in it, it might cause an imbalance in⁠—”

      “I know, I know, Lily. I read the back of the package. It’s a treat, not a meal.”

      “Oh…well, then I suppose…”

      FEED ME NOW HUMAN OR I WILL END YOU.

      “Whoa, ease up a little on the hangry, there, Kip,” Sebastian said with a chuckle. He peeled off a paper plate from the stack on the fridge and carried it back into the living room. Lily trailed behind, chewing at her lip as her boyfriend opened the package and plopped the juicy treat onto the paper plate at the base of the cat tree.

      “I wish you wouldn’t spoil him like this, Sebastian. How is he supposed to maintain a balanced diet when everybody showers him with treats?”

      “Come on, Lil. Don’t worry about it. He works hard, he deserves a little luxury. Besides, he’s a magical talking cat who fights the forces of evil—do you really think too much salt is going to be his downfall?”

      Lily paused, torn between worry and amusement. “I…I suppose not. I just…worry.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Sebastian said softly instead of brushing her off with a flippant joke as he might have even a month ago. Like her, he hadn’t escaped their ordeal unchanged. He hadn’t lost his spirit—that mischievous spark that was so maddening and endearing at the same time—but she rarely saw a carefree bounce in his step any more, and he had shadows behind his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

      Her heart squeezed painfully every time she saw them, but she didn’t know how to make them go away. If she did, she would have already banished her own lurking shadows.

      Sebastian tossed the treat wrapper in the trash, then eased himself gingerly onto the couch, as if still fighting soreness. He caught her hand to draw her down with him, but lost his grip on the sofa arm and plopped down in a heap, pulling her after him. She yelped in surprise and fell in an undignified sprawl, half on the cushions and half on Sebastian’s lap. He burst out laughing and groaning at the same time, his attempts to prop her up sabotaged by her customary pencil skirt and heels. Instead of righting her, he only managed to push her off the sofa. She dropped to the floor with a thump, backside smarting and a little stunned as Sebastian’s laughter doubled in intensity.

      “S-sorry, I t-totally didn’t mean to—that w-was absolutely an accident—I s-swear,” he gasped, sliding off the couch to sit on the floor beside her.

      Lily fixed her skewed glasses and glared mightily in his direction. But she could only hold it for a few seconds before a smile broke through. It was impossible to stay upset when his laughter brought such warmth to her heart.

      “You are an absolute klutz and a heathen, Sebastian Blackwell,” she said, pursing her lips in a vain attempt to appear stern.

      “I know—isn’t it great?” he said, all grin and twinkling eyes.

      Lily snorted and looked away so he wouldn’t see her smile. She felt him scoot closer and snake an arm around her shoulders, then he gently pulled her so she was leaning against him, her back to the couch. She shifted her legs to tuck them to one side, then smoothed out her skirt and finally relaxed, leaning her head on his shoulder. It felt so odd, yet completely natural at the same time.

      She’d been fighting these past weeks to banish her self-conscious hesitation when it came to being close to Sebastian. She’d never been comfortable with physical affection, yet her body craved his warm and solid closeness in a way she never thought possible. It took effort to let him into her bubble. She might never be good at inviting him in, but he was shameless enough for them both and didn’t seem to mind her awkwardness.

      Of course, her nightmares made it ten times worse. She caught herself checking his eyes every time she looked at him, searching for that warm sparkle she knew was uniquely his. There were moments when he used a certain tone or moved a certain way that caused her body to tense up and made her expect to see the same predatory hunger in his eyes that she’d seen in her vision. But she never did. He was just Sebastian: messy, kind, irreverent, dependable. Perfectly human and perfectly flawed.

      But in her dreams…

      Silence fell over them. All was quiet except for the faint thump of music through the walls and the sound of Sir Kipling devouring his salmon.

      Silence was not good.

      “So, um, how’s your training going?” she said, asking the first question that came to mind. She felt him chuckle.

      “It’s going. Mallory enjoys beating me to a bloody pulp far too much. She should be paying me for the pleasure, not the other way around.”

      Lily pulled back enough to cock an eyebrow at him. “You don’t look very bloody to me. Are you sure she’s training you to fight, or just exaggerate?”

      “Hey! Some supportive girlfriend you are. Just because she’s good at inflicting pain without leaving obvious marks doesn’t mean you should pity me any less.”

      “Mmm. You’re not exactly the persecuted victim here. You did ask her to train you, didn’t you?”

      “Well, yeah, but she doesn’t have to be so vicious about it,” Sebastian grumbled.

      Lily laughed and put her head back on Sebastian’s shoulder, careful not to lean on him too heavily. She did think he enjoyed complaining a bit too much, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t noticed him wincing when he moved, or hadn’t seen the fading bruises on his arms.

      Her half-sister was no less of an enigma to her now than she’d ever been. Despite the budding friendship—all right, maybe that was stretching it. Perhaps working relationship—between Sebastian and the taciturn fighter, Mallory seemed to do everything in her power to avoid Lily. It hurt deep down in the same place where Lily’s longing for her father’s affection throbbed and bled. But she did her best to ignore it. Mallory didn’t owe her anything, no matter how much she wished for a bond between them.

      “Maybe if you stick around when you drop me off at Ethel’s I could whip up a batch of blueberry muffins,” Lily said, finally relenting.

      “Mmm, that sounds fantastic. I’m pretty sure your muffins have restorative healing power, because I always feel better after I eat them.”

      “That’s because eating sugar releases dopamine in the brain, silly.”

      “Hey, either way, I’ll take it.” She felt him shrug, then suddenly sit up straighter. “Why don’t we go now? You’ve got work tomorrow, and I wouldn’t want you to stay up too late making me muffins.”

      A sigh threatened to escape her lips, but she held it back. She didn’t want to leave yet. The sooner she left, the sooner she would have to endure another sleepless night, and the sooner it would be tomorrow, then the next day, and the day after that, with all the terrible things they would bring.

      The thought shattered the warm, comforting spell Sebastian’s proximity had brought, and the familiar tightness in her chest returned.

      “Yes. Of course. Let’s go home.”

      Well, not home. She hadn’t slept in her own apartment since she’d been kidnapped.

      Her apartment had been a place of safety, yet now it was defiled by the twisted visions Nergal had used to try and trick, then manipulate, then intimidate her into submitting to his will. She couldn’t sleep in her apartment—not when her dreams replayed those terrifying scenes over and over. Waking up in her own bed to a beautiful morning was no longer a luxurious moment of peace; instead it gave her a terrifying jolt of panic as she fought off the fear that she was back in one of those visions.

      Thus, she’d been staying with Madam Barrington, for her mentor’s sake as much as for her own. Ethel insisted she was fine, but she was clearly not recovering from their recent battles like she should have been. Normally Lily wouldn’t have infringed on her mentor’s independence, but she was honestly worried, and it gave her an excuse to spend as little time in her apartment as possible. She did chores around the house like cooking, cleaning, and laundry, so Madam Barrington could focus on preserving her strength.

      The old woman had refused to back out of her commitment to train Seth Humphrey, her newest wizard student, who clearly needed a mentor as much as he needed a teacher. Then there was the Convocation looming over their heads, which the Stewards had called to deal with John Faust. Madam Barrington had volunteered to represent the aggrieved party and was up at all hours of the day and night in long negotiations with wizards around the world to organize the event.

      For once, Lily did not want to know any details. She understood she would have to face it eventually, but she felt oddly desperate to focus on her thoroughly mundane job at the library and simple everyday things with Sebastian, free of fae or witches or demons. Free of Morgan. Free of her father.

      Some part of her hoped that if she avoided magic and everything connected with it for long enough, the dark, broken parts of her would have a chance to heal.

      So far, it hadn’t worked.

      They finished their swiftly cooling food and Sebastian tossed the trash while Lily gathered her things. Then, with Sir Kipling in the lead, they descended the outside stairs and piled into Sebastian’s “new” car: an antique, but well-kept Chevy Impala to replace his defunct rust bucket.

      Lily assumed he’d gone for an older car because they had fewer modern parts to potentially go haywire, as mundane technology he used tended to do. It was vastly better than when he’d been full to the brim with fae magic, which seemed to have a personal grudge against modern electronics. But even with his fae magic gone, there seemed to be a lingering effect that occasionally afflicted whatever technology he happened to use. The fact that he’d invested in a lovingly restored antique car despite that risk, rather than another decrepit pile of junk, gave her hope. Perhaps it meant he would be motivated to keep it clean, now that he no longer needed to cultivate moldy pizza in its back seat.

      The drive back to Madam Barrington’s house in Druid Hills was quick. Sir Kipling rode in Lily’s lap, since he wasn’t trying to sneak anywhere. His warm weight was a comforting counterpoint to the crisp spring air blowing in through the windows.

      When they arrived, Sebastian followed her and Sir Kipling up the steps to the house. He always stopped in to check on his aunt, though Lily also noticed him staring watchfully out the windows. Sometimes he would disappear outside—she guessed to poke about for any sign of trouble. There wasn’t much he could do to make the house safer than she and her mentor already had, but she couldn’t begrudge him the extra watchfulness after everything that had happened. She also suspected Mallory was beginning to rub off on him.

      As Lily reached the front door, it opened to reveal Madam Barrington leaning on her cane with a stony look on her face.

      “The negotiations are complete. We leave for Rome in one week.”

      Cold washed over Lily. She took a step back and bumped into Sebastian, who put a warm hand on her shoulder to steady her.

      “So—so soon?” Lily managed to ask.

      “Gregorio insisted upon it, and despite much protest from LeFay’s representatives, the Stewards were inclined to agree that this is not a matter which should be left to fester. But come inside, dear,” Madam Barrington said, her expression softening. “I am in great need of an invigorating cup of tea, and you look like you could use one as well.”

      The old woman stepped aside to clear the doorway, but for a moment Lily felt too numb to move. Then Sebastian gave her shoulder a tight squeeze, and feeling flooded her limbs again. She took a deep, shuddering breath. She couldn’t run away from this, no matter how much she wanted to. It would only follow her. She had to turn around and face it.

      A part of her wept inside—that weak, honest part that was so exhausted and knew she wasn’t up to this task. She closed her eyes and allowed herself a single moment to give in to it, to wish herself far, far away.

      One moment.

      Then she opened her eyes, straightened her spine, and put her shoulders back.

      This wasn’t just about her. She owed it to herself, yes, but also to her mother, to Mallory, to her half-siblings she didn’t know, to her Silvester relatives she’d never met, and to all the people her father had hurt—she owed it to them all to see this through.

      “I have a feeling we’ll need more than tea by the time this is over, Ethel, but it’s a start.”

      

      Preparations began right away. Lily was grateful for how much there was to do, since it kept her too busy to worry. Her boss, the director of library services, was less than pleased that she needed a long weekend—again—to deal with some family legal issues. The look in the older woman’s eyes told her what she already knew: she couldn’t keep having these “emergencies” and expect to retain her job. But this would be the last time. It had to be. They would neutralize her father for good this time, and she could finally get her life back.

      At least, that’s what she told herself.

      Lily knew there would be a healthy amount of confabulation—gossip was such a crass word, librarians never gossiped—among the staff while she was gone. But Penny, Lily’s assistant, moved the necessary appointments without a word or a look when Lily informed her of the schedule change.

      The timing couldn’t have been worse for her stepfamily. The Singer farm needed all hands on deck, yet Freda was a key witness and couldn’t stay behind. On top of that, Freda worried about leaving Jamie without adult wizard supervision. Lily’s poor brother was furious he wouldn’t be permitted to attend the Convocation, but he was simply too young and inexperienced.

      And it wasn’t just her son Freda worried about.

      Leaving the whole family behind with little protection beyond wards made everyone nervous. Madam Barrington had added celestial sigils to the house wards and ward charms the Singers already wore, but those were a paltry substitute for a fully trained wizard.

      Fortunately, the Silvester side of the family was not only numerous, but powerful and fiercely loyal to their own. As soon as Gregorio heard of Freda’s worry, he dispatched his daughter-in-law Valentina, who normally oversaw their winery in Florida, to take Freda’s place on the farm. Lily’s mundane family were none too thrilled, but they were also southerners, and so they’d no doubt show their guest the appropriate hospitality.

      Well, maybe not Becca.

      Her stepsister’s opinion of magic had not improved in the slightest since Lily and Freda had brought their mundane family into the know. Freda and Jamie were often on the receiving end of Becca’s sharp tongue and cold shoulder. It didn’t help that Becca blamed their recent troubles on magic generally, and Lily specifically. Deep in her heart Lily blamed herself too, and would have apologized to Becca if she’d thought it would do any good. But Becca was as stubborn as she was opinionated, and there was no time for tiptoeing around anyone’s feelings.

      Sebastian had little to prepare beyond clothes shopping—at Madam Barrington’s insistence—so that he had professional attire for the trip. Lily worried about what, exactly, Sebastian considered “professional,” but her boyfriend insisted he had it under control. She herself needed no such last-minute scramble, because of a special delivery package that arrived at Madam Barrington’s doorstep. The package was postmarked from a Nichols & Co., based in England, and Madam Barrington looked on with a mysterious smile as Lily opened it.

      Inside was a pile of tissue-paper-wrapped somethings with a note card on top. The card was made of cream paper embossed with crossed needle and scissors above a stylized Nichols & Co. Lily picked it up and opened it to read the message written in a neat and flowing hand.

      

      Dear Miss Singer,

      I hope these outfits do well by you in your coming adventures. It has been a pleasure designing them. Mrs. Blackwell and Mr. Dee send their warmest regards, and pray you will excuse them this unasked-for gift. In Mr. Dee’s words “she will need them.” Wear them proudly.

      Yours Sincerely,

      Emmaline Nichols

      

      Lily had to fight back happy tears as she read the note. The gift was more than a kind thought. It was a show of solidarity, a vote of confidence, a bestowal of armor for the coming fight.

      Considering what was ahead of her, she needed every scrap of help she could get.

      By early the next week, the major preparations were complete and there was only one thing Lily had left to do…

      

      “No, absolutely not!” Sebastian said, jumping up from where he’d been sitting on the bed in his old room at Madam Barrington’s house. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting you anywhere near that monster.”

      Lily’s jaw clenched down on the angry reply that jumped to her lips.

      That monster. Her father. True, yet no less painful.

      She took a deep breath and let it out, then laid down her ink pen and closed her eduba. Ethel had been borrowing it recently to show Seth Humphrey how family edubas worked, so Lily was catching up on some notes she’d been meaning to index and knew she wouldn’t have time once they left tomorrow for Rome. Turning in her chair at the small desk, she faced Sebastian and spoke much more calmly than she felt. “First of all, I will be in close proximity to that monster for an entire weekend. Or were you planning on locking me in my rooms for the duration of the Convocation?”

      “What? No, I⁠—”

      “Second of all,” Lily continued, “I wasn’t asking for your permission.” She spoke quietly, tiredly, without accusation, but she kept her level gaze firm.

      Sebastian grimaced, though he didn’t look away. “I…yes—yes of course. I’m sorry. I know I have no right, but…but if you’d listened to me last time, then none of this⁠—”

      “Stop,” Lily said, raising a hand. “Please. Let’s not argue about this. We’ve both made mistakes, but this is something I need to do. I need to talk to him. I need to…to understand him,” she finished in a whisper, her eyes dropping to the floor.

      There was a long silence.

      “Look, I don’t know why you feel the need to understand that sick bastard. He’s evil and that’s all there is to it. But if you’re going to be stubborn, then at least let me come with you in case something happens.”

      “No.” Lily shook her head, looking up again. “You would just make things worse. He hates you. I don’t understand why, but he does, and I can’t talk to him if he’s busy glaring at you.”

      Sebastian stood stock still, hands curled into fists and muscles in his jaw tight. His eyes flicked back and forth as he stared into her face, and Lily wondered what he was trying to get out—or what he was holding in. But then he let out a huge sigh and his whole body drooped.

      “I’m sorry, Lily. I’m not trying to—I don’t know—manage you or control you. You’re smart and capable and strong, but please think about this from my perspective.” He stepped forward, closing the distance between them and reaching up to tenderly cup her cheek. “There I was at the Hilprecht Museum, fighting and bleeding and thinking you were safe. Then all of a sudden you were gone. Just gone. I was terrified, thinking I’d lost you—” He choked on his words and swallowed.

      A bittersweet pain pierced Lily and she remembered Elizabeth Blackwell’s warning. They were words she treasured and feared in equal measure:

      ‘But you…the way he looks at you…please, be cautious. You have the power to save him, or utterly destroy him.’

      Sebastian found his voice again and continued. “I don’t know if I could survive another moment like that. So…can I at least drive up with you? I’ll wait in the car, I promise. He’ll never know I’m there. Just…please don’t leave me behind.”

      The plea in Sebastian’s voice made her heart ache all the more. She stared up into his eyes, twin pools of pain and vulnerability. Then she sighed and tilted her head to the side, leaning into his hand.

      “Okay.”

      “Thank you,” he whispered, and bent down to press his lips to her forehead.

      The moment felt awkward, but she forced herself to stay still, giving him time to fight back whatever demons his admission might have dredged up. Not too long ago she would have pulled back and dismissed the gesture out of embarrassment. But after all the times she’d begged him to open up to her, seeing him finally do it made her realize how much her own walls had been getting between them as well.

      He finally pulled back and took a deep breath. “Right. Let’s do this.”

      “What? Now?” Lily asked, startled. “What about dinner?”

      “We can grab something on the way. If we leave now, we can have you back in time for a good night’s sleep. Our flight out is tomorrow, remember?”

      “I—” Lily swallowed. Yes, she’d intended to go that evening. But she’d been putting off the moment of departure, trying to rehearse what she would say to her father in her head—as if that would make the confrontation any easier. “Okay. Let me go tell Ethel and get a few things.”

      “Well, well, well. Are we finally going somewhere?” came a drawling meow from the doorway.

      “Hey, Kip,” Sebastian said, turning to grab his new leather jacket off the bed. “Lily wants to go yell at her dad for being a miserable toerag⁠—”

      “It’s about time, for catnip’s sake.”

      “—and we’re coming along to stab him in the face if he tries any funny business.”

      “Excellent. I’ve been needing something to sharpen my claws on for weeks.”

      “Sebastian! Sir Kipling!” Lily glared between the two of them.

      “Hey, I’m just telling it like it is,” Sebastian said, heading for the door, “and I’m sure whatever Kip said was just as true. Besides, when have we ever led you astray?” With that, he winked and strode off down the hall.

      Lily sighed. Men.

      “Ethel will not approve,” Sir Kipling commented from where he still sat in the doorway.

      “Of course she won’t, but—wait a minute, since when were you on first-name basis with my mentor?” Lily asked, looking suspiciously at her feline.

      “Since we could communicate one logical being to another. It has been quite enlightening, to be sure.”

      Uh-oh.

      Lily knew it was pointless to ask what the two had been discussing. Being a cat, Sir Kipling was sure to withhold the information simply because he could. But for some reason, the thought of her beloved cat sharing confidences with someone else brought on an irrational surge of jealousy and, embarrassingly, a tiny whisper of insecurity. It was ridiculous on every level, of course, and she told herself that as she stood up to pack a few items into her carpet bag.

      The next thing she knew, Sir Kipling was at her knee, pawing her leg and demanding to be picked up. She obeyed, bending over and gathering his purring form into her arms. He stared up at her with yellow eyes half-lidded in feline contentment.

      “You are thinking gloomy thoughts,” he stated.

      Lily rolled her eyes. “And how would you know that?”

      “Cat Magic, obviously.”

      “Oh, be serious for once.”

      “I am always serious.”

      “Yes, yes, so you say. Now answer the question, stinker.”

      “You already know the answer.”

      “Well, then remind me what it is.”

      “Humans give off pheromones that change with their emotions. I’d have to stop breathing to stop knowing how you feel, and believe me, sometimes I wish I could.”

      “Oh, you are horrible,” Lily protested, trying to glare but not quite managing it.

      “That remains to be seen. The point is, you are moping, and I wouldn’t be a very good cat if I let my human go around wasting her energy on something as pointless as feeling sorry for herself, would I?”

      “I don’t suppose you would.”

      “Exactly. Now, you are my human, for better or worse. And even if you’re more trouble than three humans put together, I am always on your side—whether you like it or not.”

      Lily snorted softly and shifted an arm to scratch her cat’s fluffy belly. “Whether I like it or not, hmm?”

      “Yes, because half the time you don’t know what’s good for you,” Sir Kipling meowed, eyes now closed as he enjoyed the petting.

      “Oh? And you do?”

      “Naturally. I’m a cat. I always know best,” he replied, looking supremely smug.

      “Mm-hmm. Except when it comes to your diet.”

      The cat’s eyes flew open in alarm, then narrowed. “Do not speak such blasphemy, human slave.”

      “You keep right on calling me that and see how much salmon it gets you.”

      Sir Kipling’s expression shifted back to smugness and his purring intensified. “Sebastian will feed me salmon.”

      Lily laughed and shook her head. She’d been outmaneuvered and was woman enough to admit it.

      “All right, come on, you. Let’s get this over with.” Lily set her cat down and grabbed her carpet bag before heading out the door.

      

      Despite the displeasure of all parties involved, it had been decided to keep John Faust under guard in his home at the LeFay Manor. Wizards didn’t have jails, and there was no question of keeping him at Madam Barrington’s house. Gregorio had wanted to keep him under lock and key at the Silvester family compound in Florida, but Madam Barrington had advised against it, since the Silvesters were the ones accusing John Faust of murder in the first place. If the man fled his own home simply to avoid the Convocation and the accusations against him, he would be assumed guilty and condemned by the wizard community. But if he broke the Steward’s binding on his magic to escape being a prisoner of his accusers, he could easily claim the Silvesters had tried to kill him and thereby turn himself into the victim. It would cast doubt on the Silvester’s grievances and their sincerity in calling for a Convocation, and John Faust could weasel out of the entire ordeal.

      So they’d compromised. The Silvesters, suspicious of all LeFays, had sent some of their own to live at the manor as guards. Henry wanted nothing to do with any of it, but wouldn’t let Ursula throw the Silvesters out on their ears. The whole affair had made Ursula madder than a wet hen, especially when the guards wouldn’t let her see her “baby boy.”

      Since Lily had purposefully kept herself out of the loop the last few weeks, Sebastian got her up to speed while she drove north. He’d made it his business to have his nose in everything recently, and he seemed to relish the drama as he described the situation with his usual comic flair, though his humor had a dark bite to it Lily couldn’t blame him for.

      Because of her father, every one of them had almost died. And that wasn’t even the worst part. The worst part was that she didn’t even know if he was sorry for it—or if he was only pretending.

      Not knowing had tormented Lily in the dark hours of sleeplessness each night.

      ‘Perhaps this was not the best way to achieve my goal.’

      ‘I may have made some mistakes, and I am willing to consider a different path.’

      ‘I have never meant you harm, Daughter, whether you believe me or not.’

      No matter how much she’d tried not to think about her father, she couldn’t forget his words—or the confused, helpless longing they stirred in her.

      ‘I have never meant you harm, Daughter…’

      Did he really regret his actions? Could he actually have had a change of heart?

      Was it possible that he loved her after all?

      Lily tried not to think about it. That hope was too painful, not to mention foolish and dangerous. She could not forget all that John Faust had done and the way he’d betrayed her trust. She couldn’t let him fool her like that again.

      Fortunately, Sebastian talked the whole hour-long drive, giving her little time to agonize over her feelings. But with every mile they headed north toward what should have been her home, the tension in her body increased until she had to consciously relax her grip on the steering wheel.

      The setting sun shone on them as they drove over the arched bridge between the shoreline of Lake Lanier and the unnamed island that held her grandparents’ estate. As much as she wanted to forget a similar evening last year when her life had changed forever, everywhere she looked images and memories jumped out at her. The imposing iron gates. The long, winding drive. The manicured lawn and sculpted bushes surrounding the gray stone monstrosity of a house.

      Sebastian must have noticed her tension, because he reached over and laid a hand on her skirt-covered leg and gave it a gentle squeeze. The gesture was thoroughly distracting for reasons that had nothing to do with the current situation, but at least it jogged her out of her dark trip down memory lane.

      As she pulled up to the sweeping gray stone steps at the front of the manor house, Lily couldn’t help scanning the roofline and skies for a familiar black shape, even though she knew that her father’s raven construct, Oculus, had been deactivated.

      Lily parked the car on the gravel drive in front of the steps and turned it off, but didn’t get out.

      “You promise to stay in the car, right?” she asked, turning to Sebastian.

      “Yes, unless I have reason to believe you’re in danger.”

      “I won’t be,” she assured him and gave what she hoped was a confident smile.

      “We’ll see,” said Sebastian darkly.

      Sir Kipling’s meow from the back seat made them both turn.

      AND WHAT AM I, CHOPPED LIVER?

      Sebastian chuckled. “Sorry, Kip. I didn’t mean to doubt your skill as a guard cat. Let’s just say I’d feel better if you could use a gun.”

      VIOLENCE DOESN’T SOLVE EVERYTHING WITCH. BUT CAT MAGIC DOES.

      “For once, I hope you’re right,” Sebastian said, worried eyes cutting to her.

      “Everything will be fine,” she said firmly, then reached into the back seat for her carpet bag. As she put her hand on the door handle to get out, Sebastian caught her elbow.

      “Can’t I at least come and wait out in the hall? Please? He’s shut up in his room, he won’t even know I’m there.”

      Lily hesitated, then shook her head. “No, Sebastian. I need to do this by myself. I’ll be fine, all right?”

      There was no need to mention the sliver of doubt that she could even cast a spell to defend herself if something went wrong. Sebastian wouldn’t understand whatever was going on with her magic—not that she did, either—and he would surely overreact and make things worse. John Faust was cooperating, mostly. Nothing would happen. Besides, she had Sir Kipling. Who needed anything else?

      Sebastian didn’t move for a moment. His eyes searched her face and his fingers tightened around her elbow, as if he was reluctant to let her go. Lily pressed her lips together, biting back her words of impatience at the haunted look in his eyes. Finally he relaxed and released her, only to dig in his back pocket and whip out a large silver coin that he held between thumb and forefinger.

      “Take this.”

      “Your truth coin? Are…are you sure?”

      “One hundred percent,” he said as he took one of her hands, pressed the coin into it, then wrapped her fingers around it while holding her gaze. “I don’t know what you hope to find in there talking to that—that man. But it doesn’t matter, because you already know that you don’t need anything from him, right? You’re perfect the way you are. Promise me you won’t forget that.”

      “I—I won’t,” she promised, though the words rang hollow to her ears. Her own inadequacy, insecurity, and fears gaped before her like a yawning chasm. But as long as she didn’t look down, she could pretend everything was perfectly normal.

      “Good. And be sure to keep the coin in your hand or in your pocket close to your skin. It’ll get warm when somebody lies. The hotter it gets, the worse the lie. Okay?”

      Lily nodded.

      “Just remember that the coin isn’t infallible. It doesn’t discern objective truth, it detects intent. If a person utterly believes what they’re telling you, it won’t come across as a lie, no matter how crazy it sounds. Got it?”

      “Yes, thank you, Sebastian. I’m well aware of the limitations of magic.” She smiled to let him know she wasn’t trying to be sarcastic. “You really should let me examine your coin closely some time. I may be able to tell you more about its history and capabilities.”

      “Yeah, I’ll pass, thanks,” Sebastian said, flashing her a grin and leaning back into his own seat. “Every man deserves a few secrets, right?”

      Lily shook her head in amusement and finally pushed open the car door. “I hope this won’t take long, but please don’t come barging in guns blazing just because you’re tired of waiting.”

      “Okay, okay. I get it. I’ll be good.”

      Lily snorted. “Are you even capable of that?”

      “Ummm, nope, probably not.”

      “That’s what I thought,” she said, trying mightily not to let her lips twitch upwards as she got out of the car and turned to face him. “Just try not to be too terribly bad.”

      “As you wish, milady.”

      Lily lost her battle with her facial muscles, which made Sebastian smirk right back at her, as if congratulating himself at single-handedly making her crack a smile. Lily rolled her eyes and called through the still open door.

      “Come on, Sir Kipling, let’s go.”

      “Come on yourself, slowpoke,” came his meow from outside the car, and Lily looked up to see him already sitting on the hood.

      “Showoff,” she muttered, then shut the car door.

      The manor’s tall, smooth edifice towered above her as she climbed the front steps with Sir Kipling trotting beside her. The gray stone building stretched out to either side, eventually curving inward to form the East and West wings that framed the massive green lawn and manicured shrubbery.

      At the front entrance, Lily took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and rang the bell. One side of the large oak doors opened promptly, revealing Fletcher’s stoic face.

      “Good evening, Miss Singer, Mr. Kipling. It is a pleasure to see you both.”

      “Thank you, Fletcher,” Lily said, smiling at the butler. “I’m sorry for not calling ahead, but, well, I’ve come to see…my father.”

      “Of course, Miss Singer. Please do—ah-ha-haaa!” The butler made that sing-song cry all cat owners know and use when their feline overlords decided to make a point with their claws.

      Lily gasped, but before she could reprimand Sir Kipling for his rudeness, the cat had withdrawn his paw from the butler’s leg and sent an imperious statement to float above his head.

      IT IS SIR KIPLING, NOT MR KIPLING.

      The butler peered down at the missive with one eyebrow arched. Then he tugged his jacket straight and gave a shallow bow. “My deepest apologies, Sir Kipling. It won’t happen again. Now please, do come in.”

      Lily’s face heated as she stepped inside the great entry hall, mentally cursing her cat. As soon as the butler had closed the door and turned back around, she hurried to make amends. “I’m so sorry, Fletcher. He’s rather touchy about his name and now that he has the ability to correct people when they get it wrong, well…he is a cat, after all.”

      “A cat indeed,” the butler said dryly, glancing at the feline, who was busy sniffing the ornate umbrella stand. “Now, shall I call for the master and the mistress and bring you some refreshments?”

      “Oh no, please don’t bother. I just need to have a little chat with, um, you know, and then I’ll be on my way.”

      “Well, you will have to get past his guards to do that,” the butler said, distaste lurking under his words. “They are rather obstinate about who may—and may not—see him.”

      Lily raised a brow. “Has he had many visitors?”

      “Quite a few,” the butler said as he led the way across the circular hall to the grand staircase on the left that would take them to the second floor of the west wing. “There’s been a regular cavalcade of them traipsing through.”

      “Oh,” Lily said faintly, stomach clenching at the thought. What was her father up to? Laying plans? Gathering allies? “Um, what sort of people, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      The butler was silent for a moment, as if deciding how to answer. “The usual suspects, for the most part. Members of the families most closely aligned with, or beholden to, the LeFays, such as the Johnstons and DuPonts.”

      The butler’s words sent a shiver down Lily’s spine as she remembered her “debutante” ball when her grandmother had tried to play matchmaker with her and the local wizard bachelors. It had not been a pleasant experience.

      “Recently there have been strangers I have never seen before. They did not give their names, but I might have overheard something…”

      “Yes?” Lily prompted.

      “I don’t suppose the name ‘Romano’ rings a bell, does it?”

      A chill swept over Lily, making goosebumps rise on her exposed arms. “I, um, believe I’ve heard of them.” When Sebastian had recounted his “epic quest” to rescue her from Morgan’s clutches, she knew he’d skimmed over some things, but the Romano family had not been one of them.

      Fletcher nodded gravely, but said no more. It soon became apparent why as they topped the stairs and turned right toward the west wing.

      Two strangers, a man and a woman, sat in chairs halfway down the long hall, their posture relaxed as they chatted quietly together. They looked about her age and both had dark brunette hair; the man’s was cropped on the sides and longer on top in a messy pompadour, and the woman’s pulled back in twists that met at the back of her head in a high ponytail. Both wore sensible shoes, slacks, and polos. Lily couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she could tell it wasn’t in English.

      Were these some of her Silvester relatives?

      The rug underfoot was thick and muffled any sound of footsteps, but still the pair looked up as soon as Lily and Fletcher rounded the corner. Lily felt uncomfortable under their scrutiny, but she ignored her ever-present desire to avoid strangers and instead followed Fletcher down the hall, head held high. The strangers were obviously wizards, as their magic emitted a soft aura that she could detect without even trying. It wasn’t flashy, it was simply…there.

      They’d almost reached the strangers when Lily glanced down and noticed Sir Kipling trotting in front of her in full view, fluffy tail held high and flaunting his presence as if he owned the place. Lily was so used to him staying in the shadows that she felt a moment of panic. But then she reminded herself that they were among friends and there was no need for him to hide, as long as he didn’t reveal that he could⁠—

      GREETINGS, FAMILY OF LILY. MY NAME IS SIR KIPLING AND LILY IS MY HUMAN. WE ARE HERE TO YELL AT LEFAY. YOU MAY NOW PET ME.

      Lily wanted to beat her head against a wall, melt into the floor, and yell at her cat all at once. Since she could do none of those things, she pasted a smile on her face and marched up to the man. His eyes were as big as saucers as he stared at the floating gold letters and the cat who sat nonchalantly beneath them.

      “Hello. My name is Lily Singer, and it seems we are related.” She stuck out a hand and silently begged the man to take it. She wasn’t sure she could hold her confident façade together for long if things got even more awkward.

      The man’s gaze shifted up to her, his eyes wide and full of surprise. “Cugina Lilith? Is it really you?”

      “I, um, go by Lily, but yes⁠—”

      “Mamma mia!” the man said, leaping to his feet. “It is you! How wonderful to finally meet you!” The man’s entire expression lit up as he came at her with arms open wide.

      “I, ah, don’t—” But that was all Lily got out before he grasped her by the shoulders and swooped in to kiss both cheeks—twice—then wrapped her in a bone-crushing hug. In that moment of awkwardness, Lily was distracted by the wizard’s magical presence that hummed pleasantly in her senses; it was neither hidden nor left to shine, but settled comfortably beneath his skin. He smelled of earth and wine and sunshine, and the scent was oddly soothing.

      Fortunately the man released her before she passed out, and she took a deep breath, mentally preparing herself to be similarly assaulted by the woman.

      But the woman simply gave her a long-suffering smile and said, “I apologize for my brother’s enthusiasm, cugina. He forgets that you aren’t used to our ways. Dante,” the woman growled at her brother, who was grinning from ear to ear, “can’t you see she’s very uncomfortable? Santo cielo, give her a little personal space, you big oaf.”

      Dante stepped back and spread his hands. “Apologies, cugina, truly. I meant no offense. Our family has been searching for you almost my entire life. It’s unreal to finally meet you, to know that you’re alive and well, and to learn that all our fears were false.”

      “And also Dante is a big teddy bear who thinks everybody loves hugging as much as he does. Next time he tries it, kick him in the shin.”

      “Zitta! You cruel witch, what did I ever do to deserve you as a sister?”

      “You were born with a head as big as the sun, fratello caro, and my job is to prick it every now and then,” the woman said, giving her brother a wicked smile.

      “More like all the time,” Dante muttered.

      “I’m Coletta,” the woman said, sticking out a hand with five perfectly manicured, bright fuchsia nails that emphasized the golden tone of her skin. It took Lily a moment to register the gesture—she’d almost gotten whiplash from the rapid back and forth between the two siblings. She hurriedly took her cousin’s hand and gave it a polite shake. As she let go, she got a whiff of the same rich and tangy scent that hung around Dante, but this one was mixed with spices and something acerbic that tickled Lily’s nose. Just like Dante, Coletta’s magic was a soft presence under her skin.

      Madam Barrington had always taught Lily to keep her magic quiescent and masked until she needed to use it. Not only was it safer that way, but it left others guessing as to her power. Such a method kept a safe distance between her conscious mind and the Source, protecting her from becoming drunk on the feeling of constant connection to so much power. It did make tapping into the Source a slower and more laborious task, but if the tradeoff was staying alive and sane, Lily was happy to do it.

      But these two…it was like they had a permanent link—as if the Source flowed through them like blood in their veins instead of being something they had to pull from a deep well while fighting gravity the whole way. Or, as was her case recently, instead of having to fight past viscous darkness that plagued her waking and dreaming, clouded her mind, and made her magic seem further away than ever. How did her cousins manage it? Could she learn to do it too without going insane like the stories warned? Lily burned with curiosity and had to stop herself from asking about it then and there.

      “Hello, Coletta,” Lily said, belatedly. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m sorry, but I don’t know much about my mother’s family, so…”

      Coletta waved a hand. “Oh, don’t worry about that. We’ll teach you everything you need to know.” She grinned widely and Lily offered a tentative smile in return. “We’re your cugini carnali, your first cousins. Our father, Nicolas, is your mother’s brother. We know all about your Singer family, Valentina told us. She says your brother Jamie is adorable and follows her around like a puppy, pestering her with questions.”

      “Oh, my,” Lily said, blushing, but Dante and Coletta just laughed.

      “He will get along well in the famiglia Silvestro,” Dante said. “We are loud and boisterous and assertive. Though to be fair, there are nearly thirty of us on the family compound alone, so if you aren’t a little loud no one would ever notice you were there.”

      “It sounds, um, nice,” Lily offered, suppressing a shudder.

      Coletta must have noticed the reaction, because she laughed again. “Don’t worry, Lily. If we get on your nerves, just say vaffancul⁠—”

      “Basta Coletta! Don’t teach her that, you’ll get her in trouble⁠—”

      “What? She needs to know how to stand up for herself⁠—”

      “Nonna will wash her mouth out with soap if she hears⁠—”

      “Okay, okay. Lily, say vai a cagare instead⁠—”

      “Thank you, but I⁠—”

      “No! That’s just as bad, Coletta! She should say vaffanbagno, that is clean and acceptable⁠—”

      A loud, plaintive meow cut across the noise, making everyone look down at the line of hovering letters.

      WHY IS NO ONE PETTING ME?

      Dante burst out laughing and Coletta was seemingly overcome with paroxysms of adoration. She dropped to a crouch and gave Sir Kipling a luxurious scratching with her long nails all the while exclaiming in alternating Italian and English how utterly adorable he was.

      “Finally, someone who properly appreciates my magnificence,” Sir Kipling meowed in Lily’s general direction. The dignity he no doubt intended to convey was marred by his sudden affliction with elevator butt as Coletta’s fingers moved to scratch the base of his tail.

      Since Lily couldn’t respond with an appropriately humbling comeback without revealing even more about her cat’s powers, she simply smiled to herself.

      “What is it, cugina?” Dante asked, watching Coletta and Sir Kipling in amazement. “A construct? But how is it so lifelike?”

      “Um…no…” Lily said, mind racing. “He’s a real cat, he just, um, got exposed to a powerful artifact that did something to him. I told him to leave it alone, but, well, you know cats,” she finished, then let out a weak chuckle. Dante looked much too interested for comfort, so she hurried on. “We’re still studying the exposure effects of the somatic and psychogenic contact with such ancient magic. The artifact was fragmentary and probably suffering from parameter corruption and power leakage, so we’re not ready to draw any conclusions yet.”

      “Fascinating,” Dante muttered, bending down to peer more closely at Sir Kipling. “Have you tried replicating the phenomenon with variable subjects to pinpoint the catalyst?”

      Lily stared, feeling distinctly like a deer in the headlights of an oncoming semi-truck. She’d meant to rebuff his curiosity with technical jargon, yet it seemed to have had the opposite effect. What was she supposed to do? She had little experience with other wizards, especially those versed in advanced magic. She should have spent these last few weeks learning everything she could from Madam Barrington about wizard society and her Silvester kin, not hiding in McCain Library and trying to forget this world—her world—existed.

      Lily cursed herself as her mind scrambled for an answer. “Um, goodness, no, no. We immediately isolated the artifact and sent it away to be studied in a controlled environment.” Sebastian’s truth coin warmed in her pocket, and she felt her face heat in response. She mentally cursed the dratted thing. How did Sebastian manage being constantly reminded when he was bending the truth?

      “Yes, of course,” Dante said, though his eyes remained curious. “So, the golden letters are a part of the transformation?”

      “Oh, no. Those are part of his ward collar. It’s, um, well my mentor, Madam Barrington, was the one who designed it, so you’d have to talk to her to get specifics. But I’m sure she’d be delighted to chat about it,” Lily finished brightly, all too aware of the hot, itchy feeling under her clothes.

      YOU KNOW, I’M SITTING RIGHT HERE. YOU COULD ASK ME.

      Lily’s throat went dry at the sight of the letters floating innocently in the air.

      “Um, Kip⁠—”

      “Fantastico! Do tell, um, Mr. Kitty-cat.”

      MY NAME IS SIR EDGAR ALLAN KIPLING. YOU MAY ADDRESS ME AS SUPREME OVERLORD.

      Coletta snickered.

      “Uhhhh.” Dante’s eyes flicked to Lily.

      Lily shook her head, torn between laughing and groaning. “His name is Sir Kipling, but, um, I don’t think he’s going to be able to tell you anything useful,” she said, shooting a suppressive look at her cat. Sir Kipling just blinked at her, tail tip twitching.

      “Ah, good. So, Sir Kipling, how did you come by all…this.” The wizard gestured vaguely at the cat. “How does the letters spell work?”

      CAT MAGIC.

      “Eh? I don’t understand.”

      CAT MAGIC.

      Dante glanced at Lily, who was now fighting to suppress a relieved giggle.

      “He—he’s a cat. That’s about all I can tell you,” she managed to get out. She needed to relax and remember to trust Sir Kipling. It wasn’t like he’d ever let her down before. In fact, she wouldn’t put it past him to have initiated the entire conversation purely to remind her of that fact.

      “Well, I think he’s adorable,” Coletta said, standing up and dusting off her hands, which were liberally covered in fur. “I wish I had a handsome kitty to follow me around, though he would have to keep his paws to himself. We perform much delicate magic to aid the aging of our wines and to add flavor to our family recipes used in our restaurants. There is no room for a kitty knocking glasses off the table.”

      YOUR INSINUATION WOUNDS ME.

      Coletta stared down at him for a moment, one shapely eyebrow arched. Then she cracked a grin. “You are a strange thing. But I like you.”

      PET ME MORE AND THE FEELING WILL BE MUTUAL.

      Lily’s cousin laughed again and bent down to give the feline one last delicious scratch on his posterior, which he arched into, enjoying every second of it.

      “So, cugina,” Dante said quietly as Coletta cooed over said feline. “Your cat—Sir Kipling—said you were here to ‘yell’ at LeFay?”

      “Ah, yes,” Lily said, relieved that her cousin had dropped the topic of Sir Kipling’s strange powers. They weren’t so much a vital secret as they were inexplicable and unbelievable. But perhaps Dante had seen stranger things. Lily glanced around, noticing Fletcher was nowhere in sight. The butler must have made a quiet escape once it was clear he was no longer needed, which was just fine with her. One less witness to her awkwardness. “So…um, can I see him?”

      Dante’s brow furrowed and he scrunched his mouth to the side, examining Lily with a critical gaze. Lily swallowed and tried to look relaxed, though she was anything but.

      “Bene,” her cousin finally said, “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. Although I can’t imagine why you would want to talk to that pezzo di merda.”

      Lily decided not to ask what “pezzo di merda” was, though she could guess. Instead, she sighed and said quietly, “He’s my father.”

      Dante’s expression sobered and he put a hand on her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. The comforting gesture, so familiar and genuine as if Lily wasn’t still a virtual stranger, warmed her heart.

      “Come, then, cugina. I will go with you, just in case. There is no telling what a man like LeFay might do.”

      “Oh, thank you, Dante. I appreciate the offer, but that isn’t necessary.”

      “Nonsense, Lily! LeFay is a dangerous man, and cannot be trusted.”

      “That may be true,” Lily said, putting her shoulders back, “but I assure you, I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” She ignored the flash of heat in her skirt pocket.

      Dante looked at her doubtfully, but then Sir Kipling’s pointed meow made him glance down.

      I ALREADY TOLD YOU, WIZARD. LILY IS MY HUMAN. I WILL PROTECT HER.

      Both the Silvester wizards burst out laughing, but Lily smiled gratefully.

      “I wouldn’t underestimate him until you’ve seen him in action. I don’t suppose my mother has told you anything of our adventures yet?”

      “No,” Coletta said, getting control of herself. “But we’re dying to hear.”

      “Well, let’s just say Sir Kipling has fought off wizards, witches, and demons alike. I’d take him over another wizard any day.”

      Sir Kipling sat up straighter, the picture of feline magnificence as Lily’s two cousins exchanged wide-eyed looks.

      “I…suppose it would be fine,” Dante said. “Normally one of us accompanies visitors because they are all toadying sycophants, here to whisper and scheme. They cast circles of silence so we can’t listen, but what they don’t know,” Dante said, lowering his voice and leaning in, “is that Coletta reads lips. She has always been too nosy for her own good—” Coletta elbowed him in the ribs, but he only grunted before continuing, “They have mostly come to express their ‘undying’ support. Trying to garner favor, no doubt. But the Romanos, now, they are smarter. They cast silence and shadow. There is no reading their lips.” He leaned back up and frowned. “Those stronzi Romanos are a real piece of work. We’ve kept them out of Florida, but they own the underworld in New York, and they also have their fingers in criminal organizations all over the East Coast. Everyone knows they are rotten to the core, but no one does a thing. As long as they keep out of human politics and do not reveal magic to mundanes, none of the other wizard families will oppose them. This is our first chance to push back. We do not know what their interest is in LeFay, but they would not have come without reason. They are plotting some sort of defense, no doubt, and possibly more, should the Convocation not go as they wish.”

      Lily considered the glut of information. She definitely needed to talk to her mentor and get her head out of the clouds.

      “It is our job to ensure their failure, of course,” Dante continued, giving Lily a grim smile. “But since you are on our side, and since you think your kitty-cat can outfight two experienced wizards such as ourselves”—he gestured to himself and his sister and gave Lily a wink—“then I suppose it would not hurt to give you some privacy.”

      “Thank you, Dante.”

      “But, cugina, be careful,” Dante said, and laid a hand on her arm. “LeFay is a dangerous man and a deceiver of the highest order. Do not let down your defenses, whatever you do.”

      “I’ll be careful.” Lily gave her cousin a polite smile and turned toward the door to the bedroom suite.

      “Ah, Lily, I did not mention, but you must leave your bag here with us,” Dante said, and Lily turned back in surprise.

      “Why?”

      “We cannot risk LeFay getting hold of anything he could use to escape. He has done enough damage already, no? You may go in alone, but please leave your bag.”

      A chill tingled down Lily’s spine, but she nodded and set down her carpet bag by the wall, then approached the door. As she stared at the dark wood, her nerves rushed back with a vengeance. Her heart thumped beneath her breastbone and her palms felt suddenly clammy. Then she felt a warm weight pressing against her calf, and she looked down to see Sir Kipling wrapped around her leg. He blinked slowly up at her and gave a barely audible “murrrf” of encouragement.

      Lily took a deep breath and knocked sharply to announce herself. When there was no sound from within, she gripped the doorknob in one trembling hand, turned it, and entered.

      The room was large and comfortably furnished with thick oriental rugs, cushioned armchairs, a desk, a dresser, and a four-poster bed. Lily knew the door to the left led to a full bath, since she’d stayed in a room very much like this eight months ago when she’d first learned who her father was.

      And now here she was again.

      Memories, fears, hopes, regrets—it all washed over her in a rush as her eyes scanned the room and stopped on a tall, powerful figure. He stood gazing out one of the windows that overlooked the back garden. He hadn’t reacted at all to her entrance.

      For a while Lily could only stand there, looking at him. At his well-built appearance clad in his usual fine suit. At his strong hands clasped behind his back. At his dark, close-cropped hair and the sharp outline of his jaw. She stared and stared, almost oblivious to the increasingly tense silence, waiting for him to do…what?

      Turn around and smile at her?

      Tell her he loved her?

      Gather her in a hug and apologize for not being a better father?

      She couldn’t even imagine what that might feel like. Tom, her stepfather, was a decent, hardworking man, but not one to show physical affection. At least not to his awkward, quiet stepdaughter who would rather read books than be out in the dirt and sun. His most emotional display toward her had been a pat on the shoulder.

      What would it be like to be loved, to be treasured above all else, by your father?

      The longing to know broke her heart all over again.

      A bump on her thigh brought her back to herself, and she glanced down to find Sir Kipling with his front paws braced on her thigh as he peered up at her.

      Lily clenched her fists and squeezed her eyes shut, knowing she had to get a grip.

      With a deep, slow breath, she forced herself to relax, resolutely shoving her errant feelings back into the darkness where they belonged. This was no time for hope or longing. She’d come to assess her father’s sincerity—to talk to him alone, as equals, where he wouldn’t need to put on a front to protect his pride or reputation or whatever it was he cared about. She’d come to understand him and figure out where they stood, because she couldn’t go through this Convocation without knowing.

      Sir Kipling nosed her hand, as if to ask if she were done doing silly human things like wasting energy on emotions. She gave him a brief scratch, then he dropped back down to the floor and sat by her feet, his yellow-eyed stare fixed on the man who still hadn’t even glanced her way.

      It took every ounce of Lily’s strength to open her lips and force out the first word.

      “Father.”

      The figure by the window didn’t respond, though Lily saw his hands clench where they gripped one another behind his back. Finally, he turned around and fixed her with his ice-blue stare. His gaze flicked down to Sir Kipling at her feet, then back up. She couldn’t read anything from his face—it was as carefully composed as always. But his body language seemed stiff, not the commanding confidence she was used to.

      “Daughter.”

      His single word was as bland as his expression, yet it still felt like a punch to her gut.

      Silence stretched between them like a gravity well of emptiness. It pulled inexorably at all the emotions she’d tried to stuff away, and she fought a silent battle to keep them in check.

      They stared at each other for a long time, and Lily wished she knew what she was looking for. Despite having imagined this scenario over and over in her head, she still had no idea what to say. So, she waited.

      “I see you’ve met Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, my illustrious keepers.”

      The comment was so unexpected that Lily’s lips twitched before she could register the insult.

      Anger—at her father and herself—flared to life.

      “In less than five minutes they’ve shown me more kindness and love than you’ve ever shown me in your entire life,” she snapped. The words were out before she could stop them, and she felt her cheeks heat. But she didn’t take them back.

      John Faust’s eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. For a moment Lily thought he might finally cast off his ice-cold self-control. Maybe that’s what they needed, a good old shouting match. Maybe that would finally show her the truth.

      But his expression did not waver.

      “Kindness does not win wars, Lilith. It does not save civilizations or rescue entire races from destruction.”

      “My name is Lily,” she replied through gritted teeth. “And without kindness and—and human decency, our race is no more than a bunch of monsters!”

      You are no more than a monster, she thought, but didn’t dare say.

      The hint of a sneer touched her father’s lips. “Decency? Will you, the great Lily Singer, save our people with your kindness and human decency? How will you accomplish it, pray tell? With focus groups and community initiatives? What will you do with the wizards too proud to even admit there is a problem, that weakness and rot exists among us? There is no political office to run for, no central authority to distribute your love and kindness where it is needed. Goodwill and cooperation may be essential for long-term societal stability, but there is no place for weakness in a crisis. The strong must rise up and do what is necessary to save those too foolish or weak to save themselves.”

      Lily glared at her father, at his haughty expression and stubborn frown.

      “So that’s it, then?” she finally said. “That’s all you care about? Rising up and taking power for our ‘own good,’ no matter how many of us you hurt in the process? For someone who claims to care so much about the ‘wizard race’ you seem awfully ready to hurt the people you’re supposed to be saving.”

      Her father’s jaw clenched and his face hardened. Seeing the look, Lily’s temper flared. So much for hoping her father would show remorse since they were in private. His callous expression tipped her over the edge and she lost the battle to keep her emotions in check.

      “You’re not fighting to save wizardkind. You’re fighting to feed your own selfish ego! You don’t care about our people or our future, you only care about you and your future. You want to feel important and powerful and for others to worship you as some sort of sick savior⁠—”

      The stone mask on John Faust’s face finally shattered, showing the black cloud of anger underneath.

      “How dare you question my motives, you foolish girl! We are dying, and soon there will be none of us left. We will be extinct! And not one cursed wizard is lifting a single indolent finger to stop it!” John Faust’s voice had risen until he was nearly shouting.

      Lily flinched—not because she was afraid, but because of what she heard beneath the angry words.

      Pain.

      Loss.

      Fear.

      Her father’s mouth snapped shut, and his harsh breathing was the only sound in the room. Eventually, he spoke, and it was calmer, but still biting. “I am surrounded by cowards and fools. I do not answer to you or anyone else, and I will do what I must to save our race, whether they want to be saved or not.”

      “For the greater good?” Lily spat, barely able to believe the depth of her father’s arrogance.

      “Yes. For the greater good.”

      “And what about your good?” she shot back. She was angry at him, yes, but just as angry at herself for clinging to hope after his ‘may have made some mistakes’ and ‘willing to consider a different path’ statements a month ago when he’d finally surrendered. Had it all been a show? Or had he truly believed it in some rare moment of regret?

      The sneer had returned to John Faust’s lips and he looked down his patrician nose at her. “If I cared so much for my own good, do you truly think I would still be here, stuck in this accursed room for weeks, twiddling my thumbs while those fools out there glare at me through the door like two petulant toddlers? I could leave at any moment. I have allies, opportunities, and resources you could not dream of, my naïve little Lilith. I have spent my entire life honing my abilities for this very task. If I wanted to rule, I could rule. And yet I am here,” he said, spreading his hands wide, “trying to preserve the unity and peace of our kind.”

      Lily’s eyes narrowed. Had Sebastian’s truth coin warmed? Or had she imagined it?

      “I am no meek saint, as you pretend to be,” he continued, a smoldering fire in his sharp eyes. “I am a proud wizard, a son of greatness, a descendant of Gilgamesh. I do not fear the burden of that responsibility as so many of my brethren do, and I will not shy away from leading us to the future we were meant to have—a future that our foolish forefathers let slip through their fingers because they were too afraid to risk their comfortable lives. Why do you think we were given this power, Lilith? To summon handkerchiefs and heat tea kettles?” John Faust snorted in disgust. “Those are the timid spells of cowards too afraid of hard work to take responsibility for their own talents. Wizards do not exist to live as lambs, but as lions! Too many generations of wizards have despised their birthright, and our increasing decrepitude is the inevitable result.

      “You act as if I have some secret agenda all my own, but you are mistaken. I have never hidden my purpose, because there was no need. I am proud of the sacrifices I have made. And I have sacrificed more than anyone. I have given up my reputation, my career, my family. I have risked everything to save us. Do you think I delighted in the pain I caused? I am not so sick and cowardly as that. But I endured it because someone had to.”

      For a moment Lily could only stare open-mouthed at her father. The audacity of his words seemed too much. Had he really just said…

      “Y-you endured it? You? What about all of the people you’ve hurt? The innocent bystanders? Your own children? Me?” She could barely choke out the words. They felt like crushed glass, grinding and cutting as they pushed their way out of her throat. They fell to the floor one by one, forming a shattered mess of anger and pain. “How dare you speak of sacrifice when you abused your own little girl. Did you grow up in fear and loneliness? Were you callously manipulated like a pawn by your own father? Did the man who was supposed to love and protect you instead try to kill you for his own ends? Were you already planning my pain and heartbreak when you first held me in your arms? Am I anything at all to you? Did you ever truly love me, even a little bit?”

      The silence rang with the shrill echo of her questions. Lily desperately searched her father’s face, looking for any scrap of remorse. This was going all wrong; she hadn’t been able to hold herself back. Her fingers were clenched so hard her nails felt like they were digging permanent gouges into her palms—or into her heart, based on how much her chest ached.

      John Faust did not answer for many heartbeats as flashes of emotion flickered over his face, there and gone again like elusive phantoms. Were his eyes starting to glisten?

      “You—you have no idea—” he began, but then seemed to choke on his words as some terrible emotion took hold of him. His cheek twitched and every muscle in his face and neck tensed at once. Though his gaze did not shift, his eyes became unfocused. He looked like he was fighting a battle no one could see but himself.

      At last he spoke, his words as grating and harsh as an executioner’s ax scraping across cold stone.

      “I did what was necessary, Daughter.”

      The words sent cold numbness crashing over her, snuffing out her anger and filling her chest with lead. She fought to remember how to breathe.

      This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. She wasn’t supposed to care this much. She couldn’t let herself care this much.

      A plaintive meow at her feet sent a shock of feeling through her and she took in a gulp of air, then bent down to pick up her cat and clutch him to her chest. His fluffy warmth was the only thing that kept her going.

      “V-very well,” she said, not looking back up at her father. “If that is how it is, then there is nothing left to be said. I—I shall leave you in peace.” Lily spun on her heel and aimed herself blindly for the door, her vision blurred and her eyes stinging.

      “Wait, Lilith⁠—”

      “That is not my name!” Lily said, somehow finding the handle as she clutched her cat with her other hand. She tore the door open and barreled through it, desperate to get away.

      “Mamma mia, what is the matter? What happened?”

      Lily ignored Dante’s question. She kept her eyes on the floor as she slowed enough to snatch up her carpet bag, then hurried off down the hall as fast as she could without running. Sir Kipling wriggled out of her grasp and jumped down to race ahead out of her downcast field of vision. She felt the loss of his warm presence, but didn’t have the emotional bandwidth left to wonder what he was doing. The feel of her cousins’ bewildered gazes on her back made it all the harder to cling to her composure. She sped up, rounded the corner, and barreled down the sweeping staircase so fast it was a wonder she didn’t slip. When she finally reached the great oak front door, she found it open and followed the silver flash of Sir Kipling’s gray form disappearing down the front steps.

      “Wait, Miss Singer! Whatever is the matter?”

      Fletcher’s voice and hurried footsteps echoed behind her, but she didn’t pause and only threw a jumbled, “Sorry—thank you—have a nice day,” over her shoulder.

      The car was a blurry mess in front of her, but one thing was clear: Sebastian’s outline as he scrambled out of the passenger seat and hurried toward her.

      She crashed into him at full speed, heedless of anything beyond the need for something to hold on to. He let out a pained grunt when they collided, but he didn’t flinch away and his solid form steadied them both.

      “Hey, now, it’s okay. I’ve got you.”

      Her only response was to burst into a flood of tears.

      Sebastian’s strong, gentle grip kept her upright as he guided her into the passenger seat and buckled her in, all while she gasped and sobbed her heart out. A soft, warm weight appeared in her lap the moment she was seated, and she buried her fingers in Sir Kipling’s fur. Soon after, the car’s engine rumbled to life and they started home.
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