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            A DESPERATE ENDEAVOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Soft voices and the occasional ring of a phone made up the muted background noise in the FBI Atlanta Field Office lobby where Sebastian Blackwell sat, futilely trying to ignore the broken record of horrible thoughts cycling through his mind. Every fiber of his being vibrated with the need to act, and his instincts screamed at him that this was a waste of time.

      He stared at the clock on the wall in front of him, watching the second hand tick. Fifty-six, fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine—three hours and twenty-eight minutes. That was how long it had been since Lily disappeared. Almost three and a half hours. Each minute of it was as excruciating as the very first, when he discovered the woman he loved had been kidnapped and the bottom had fallen out of his world.

      You are la’nitan: accursed one.

      The memory of Thiriel’s ice-cold voice echoed in his head, and Sebastian clenched his right hand, not looking at the twisting scars he knew stood out there, white against his pale skin. For nearly a decade they’d been hidden beneath the magical tattoo that had anchored his gifted fae magic to him.

      But no longer.

      Lily was in trouble, his fae magic was gone, and his honor had been left in a shredded heap on the frigid Pennsylvania ground. One man was responsible for it all: FBI Agent Richard Grant, or Agent Doofusface as Sebastian had often called him. Now, though, Sebastian realized that was too complimentary an epithet. Traitorous Slimy Bastard was more fitting. There was no telling if the agent had personally kidnapped Lily, or hired others to do it, but he wouldn’t have disappeared without a trace if he hadn’t been involved somehow.

      The idea that Richard might have been stringing them along the whole time, even as he’d fought with them to drive the witch, Roger, and his demons from the Hilprecht Museum, made Sebastian boil with fury. Lily had almost died defeating Roger, and Sebastian had indebted himself even more deeply to the fae, all so they would come help destroy the swarm of demons Roger had summoned. Then Lily had declared her love for him and he’d been riding on the top of the world, kicking demon-butt and saving the day—until Sir Kipling had alerted him that Lily was missing. Sebastian had found her charm bracelet broken on the ground next to the skid marks left by whatever vehicle had taken her away. He still shuddered with the agony of that moment when he’d been forced to choose between obeying Thiriel’s command to keep hunting the demons, or breaking his oath to the fae in order to rescue Lily.

      Lily.

      Sebastian had no idea how he was still conscious with fear constricting his chest so tightly he could barely breathe, even as fury blazed hot inside him. The tension coiled up in every limb fought for release, and he pushed back the urge to destroy something. Bruised ribs and a multitude of cuts and scrapes from the battle strained his self-control even further.

      Sebastian focused on the clock again. Three hours and twenty-nine minutes.

      He had been waiting for barely ten minutes, but it felt like ten hours. Was the wait even worth it? That slimy traitor of an FBI agent had sworn to keep his knowledge of wizards and their affairs secret from his partner, Agent Meyer, when Lily had asked for his help last summer, so it was highly unlikely the agent knew anything of her partner’s mysterious disappearance. Yet, if there was even the slightest chance she did, Sebastian might be able to ferret it out using the enchanted truth coin he had inherited from his wizard father. He had to at least try.

      Three hours and thirty minutes.

      Sebastian stared at his hands, remembering the feel of Lily’s warmth when he’d held her tight for that stolen kiss. It was better to remember that than think about the demon ichor that had stained his hands mere minutes later. He had swung by his apartment before coming here, to wipe off the worst of it with a towel and throw on a clean change of clothes—showing up at an FBI field office covered in blood and gore would not have resulted in a warm reception. After cleaning up he’d only taken time to raid his kitchen and grab a few other supplies before rushing off to the FBI. And look where his hurry had gotten him: sitting on his butt and staring at a clock. To keep from strangling the welcome desk clerk, he promised himself that if nothing happened in the next five minutes, he’d go in search of Agent Meyer himself.

      Desperate to pass the time, he reached inside his pants pocket and pulled out his truth coin, intending to walk it along his fingers or perhaps practice some sleight of hand. But instead, he could only stare down at its tarnished silver surface, overwhelmed by memories so vivid he could almost taste their bittersweet tang: Lily, hands on her hips, adorably annoyed as he showed off by flipping the coin from hand to hand; Lily, aghast expression turning to righteous fury when he confessed what the coin really did; Lily, her hands divinely warm and soft as he held them in place around the coin while Richard swore he would never harm a hair on her head.

      What had Agent Grant done with her? How could he have been so sincere as to fool the coin’s magic, and yet still betray them less than a week later? Who was he working for? Roger? Sebastian squeezed his eyes shut as a shudder ran through him. He silently begged the heavens and whoever or whatever was in them to keep Lily safe from that monster. But then why would Richard save them from Roger and his goons—even shoot that demon in the face—if he were secretly working with the witches? No, there was a much more likely candidate, but it didn’t make things better. It made it all ten times worse⁠—

      “Mr. Blackwell?”

      Sebastian jumped to his feet even as his eyes scanned the room. He spotted Agent Meyer at the entrance to the hall leading back to the FBI offices, and he raised a hand in acknowledgement.

      “Right this way, please,” the woman said.

      Long legs eating up the distance between them, Sebastian followed, coin clutched tightly in one hand as he tried to ignore the ache radiating from his chest. Agent Meyer led him to a small office at the very end of the corridor, its windows overlooking the parking lot and busy street beyond. The two desks squeezed into the room were both tidy despite the stacks of files and paperwork that covered their surfaces.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Blackwell?” Agent Meyer asked, her professional tone brisk as she took a seat at one of the desks and gestured to the single visitor’s chair. “You mentioned over the phone that it was urgent?”

      “Yes, it is,” Sebastian said. He perched his lanky frame on the edge of the chair and leaned forward, fixing Agent Meyer with a searching look. Then, with hands clasped in front of him and his truth coin sandwiched between his palms, he took a deep breath and spoke. “Do you know where Agent Grant is? I need to speak to him right away. We—we had planned to meet this morning, but he never showed and he isn’t answering his cell phone.”

      Agent Meyer’s forehead creased. “Are you two working together on something?”

      “We, uh—yeah, I guess you could say that. He promised he’d meet me, and I really need to talk to him. Do you know where he is?” Sebastian asked again.

      “It’s all right, Mr. Blackwell. I’m his partner, so anything to do with a case you can tell me.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “No. It needs to be Agent Grant. Do you know where he is?” he asked a third time, starting to feel desperate. He needed her to answer a direct question for the truth coin to tell him if she were lying or not.

      The woman’s lips turned down and she gave Sebastian a long, level look before finally responding. “Agent Grant had to take a few personal days. If you’ll leave him a voicemail, I’m sure he will get back to you as soon as he can.”

      Truth. At least, Agent Meyer believed she was telling the truth. Unfortunately, it didn’t do Sebastian any good. He needed more.

      “I already left him a voicemail,” he said. Several, actually, of the I’m-going-to-kill-you-with-my-bare-hands variety. “He’s not responding, and I really, really need to talk to him. It’s time sensitive, and...” He hesitated, wondering how far to go. “Well...lives are at stake, Agent Meyer. Is there any other way to get in contact with him?”

      By now, the FBI agent was truly frowning. “Mr. Blackwell, if you fear you’re in danger because of your involvement with Agent Grant on a case, we can protect you. But you have to explain to me what’s going on.”

      “It’s not me who’s in danger,” Sebastian ground out, frustration mounting. He stopped and took a deep breath—this was too important to let emotion sabotage his efforts. Then he looked directly at Agent Meyer, doing his best to lay aside the charming, cocky facade that was his mainstay and let sincerity show in his dark brown eyes. “This isn’t directly related to any case, but Agent Grant has vital information I need to keep someone safe. There’s no one else who can help, and getting the police involved could be disastrous. Please. Is there any other way I could contact Agent Grant?”

      Silence hovered in the room as Agent Meyer’s keen eyes searched Sebastian’s face. Then she let out a sigh and, picking up her cell phone, dialed and held it to her ear. They both waited as it rang, but it must have gone to voicemail because the agent made a face and hung up. She then took a moment—probably looking up a number—before dialing a second time. This call was answered on the second ring.

      “Yes, this is Agent Meyer with the FBI Atlanta Field Office. I was wondering if my partner Agent Grant is there at the moment? He said he needed to go home for a few days to visit Mrs. Grant, but I haven’t been able to reach him on his cell.”

      Shock ripped through Sebastian at the agent’s words and he realized his mouth was hanging open. He snapped it shut and quickly composed his expression, grateful the FBI agent was frowning at her desk while whoever it was on the other end of the line spoke. Sebastian strained to hear their words, desperate for any clue about this “Mrs. Grant,” but he couldn’t make anything out. If Pip or Jas had been with him, they could have easily eavesdropped and relayed the information while safely hidden by their fae glamour. But they weren’t with him, and he tried not to dwell on the fact that he would probably never see them—or any fae—ever again.

      “Hm, that’s odd. Well, thank you for letting me know. Could you please leave him a message to call me right away when he does arrive? Yes. Thank you.”

      Agent Meyer raised her eyes to Sebastian as she hung up, a troubled look on her face.

      “No luck?” Sebastian asked, his already leaden stomach sinking further.

      The FBI agent shook her head.

      Sebastian’s fists clenched involuntarily, making his fingernails dig into his palms as he tried to keep his breathing calm. He had expected this—well, not the “Mrs. Grant” part, but that hardly changed the situation beyond proving the depths of Agent Grant’s douchebaggery. This dead end was not a shock, and now was no time to panic, even if it felt like every passing second could be Lily’s last. “Do you have any idea where Agent Grant could be?” he asked one final time.

      “Perhaps his flight was delayed,” Agent Meyer said, shrugging. “He could simply be stuck in transit with a dead battery on his phone.”

      Right, Sebastian thought, knowing whatever Agent Grant had told his partner was likely just a smoke screen. He did wonder, though, why Mrs. Grant lived so far away that her husband needed a plane to reach her. Perhaps they were separated? That would explain the agent’s pretense of singlehood, that little piece of rat dung. But now was not the time to puzzle out the FBI agent’s marital status. Right now he needed to find the slimeball. Yet how could he probe deeper without casting suspicion on himself?

      “If he’s on a plane home, then why is his car in a parking lot on Agnes Scott campus?”

      “What?”

      “That’s where we were supposed to meet. His car is there, but he isn’t.” Sebastian was taking a chance saying even that much, but he needed to know how much Agent Grant had told his partner about the witch case he’d been working on.

      Agent Meyer’s brow furrowed. Sebastian could see thoughts flashing behind her eyes, but he couldn’t get any sort of read off her and his coin was unhelpfully cool.

      “Perhaps he had to skip your meeting and take a taxi to the airport to catch an earlier flight,” she finally said. “Look, I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, Mr. Blackwell, but we won’t know more until Agent Grant calls me back. I promise, as soon as I hear from him, I will let you know.”

      Sebastian nodded stiffly, afraid to make any other motion lest he slam his fist on the desk in front of him or kick the nearby trash can in frustration. He didn’t even bother asking Agent Meyer for a phone trace. Not only did she seem like the kind of rule-following paper-pusher to refuse such a break in protocol, but the chances were slim to none that it would do any good. Richard Slimeball Grant wasn’t stuck on a plane with a dead battery. He was hiding somewhere and had either turned his phone off or ditched it entirely. That meant Sebastian would have to do things the old-fashioned way: with magic, elbow grease, and a whole lot of luck.

      Except he didn’t have magic anymore.

      Sebastian gritted his teeth as despair stirred at the edge of his awareness, waiting for a moment of weakness to pounce. There was an odd ringing in his ears, and his mind felt clumsy as it tried to think over the buzz of panic in his head.

      Hurry.

      Do something.

      She’s going to die.

      Hurry.

      Do something.

      Do something.

      DO SOMETHING.

      “Shut up!”

      “Excuse me?” Agent Meyer jumped at his outburst and now had one elbow cocked back, hand hovering near her belt where she no doubt had her sidearm holstered.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t—I mean, things are a bit stressful,” Sebastian explained, then abruptly stood and extended his hand. “But thank you for your help.”

      Agent Meyer rose slowly, a wary look on her face. Instead of shaking the proffered hand, she held out her business card. “I’m sure everything will be fine, Mr. Blackwell. Call me if you hear from Agent Grant. Now, if you would please return to the lobby.” She held an arm extended toward the door.

      Sebastian left the office, fists in his pockets and barely aware of his surroundings as Agent Meyer escorted him to the lobby, still throwing him guarded looks. After she left him by the front desk, he just stood there for a moment, blind to his surroundings while he tried to bully his mind into deciding what to do next.

      He should summon Grimmold and track down that filthy FBI agent.

      No. No fae. They would never talk to him again.

      He should go see Anton. Anton would know what was going on—he always did.

      No. Based on their last little tête-à-tête, Anton would probably shoot Sebastian in the face for letting Lily get kidnapped. Hadn’t he already warned Sebastian to leave Lily out of his screwed-up life? Well, Sebastian had tried, and look where that had gotten him.

      So what should he do? He had nothing left⁠—

      “Merrrow!”

      Sebastian snapped out of his daze as the low hum of the lobby quieted and people looked around in confusion at the loud meow. Of course, there was no cat in sight, but then Sir Kipling could have written an entire book on How Not To Be Seen. Sebastian didn’t bother trying to spot the elusive feline, who had silently shadowed him since Lily’s disappearance—Kip would make himself known when he was good and ready. Instead, Sebastian strode toward the door, knowing now what he needed to do.

      He wasn’t alone—Lily had taught him that—so it was time to stop pretending he was.

      ***

      Sebastian waited on his aunt’s doorstep after having rung the doorbell, resisting the urge to lean against the door frame and close his weary eyes. His mind was on fire with impatience, while his body was begging to shut down. To distract himself, he thought about a similar day last year, much warmer than this chilly February morning, when Lily had been holding him captive in a surprisingly strong grip to keep him from slinking away. He’d had no desire to ask for his aunt’s help with the Jackson Mansion curse and be reminded of all the ways she disapproved of him, but Lily had been adamant. Of course, Lily hadn’t been privy to Sebastian’s long and troubled history at the time, or why, exactly, his aunt had disowned him. She’d just thought he was irreverent and irresponsible—which he was—and in need of some “firm” encouragement—which he was not. Yet even if her misguided efforts had been clumsy, she was still the catalyst that had begun rebuilding bridges in his life long ago burned and crumbled to rubble. The fact that she’d stuck around, even stood up for him, after learning the truth about his past...

      Sebastian shook his head, amazed as ever at how determined and brave Lily was, despite her self-professed social anxiety. If their places had been reversed, Lily would’ve already had a plan in place and been rushing off to rescue him. Again. Instead, here he was, trying not to break down on his aunt’s front porch.

      “Sebastian? What are you doing just standing there? Come in, come in!”

      With a start, Sebastian realized he’d been so preoccupied he’d completely missed the door opening to reveal Mrs. Singer’s worried face.

      Good grief, he needed to get a grip.

      “Sorry. Hi, Mrs. Singer,” he said, too exhausted to be embarrassed as he stepped into the house. He’d barely cleared the doorway and hadn’t even gotten a chance to unzip his leather jacket before Lily’s mom swept him up in a bone-crushing hug. Apparently strong grips ran in the family.

      When she finally released him, she kept her hands on his shoulders and looked up into his face, her eyes full of unspoken fear. “Is there any news about...about...”

      Sebastian shook his head and the tension in him that had eased for a moment swooped back in full force. “The FBI won’t be any help. I need to talk to Aunt B. Do you think she’s up to it?”

      Mrs. Singer nodded, swallowing hard. “She’s resting in bed. The nurse at the hospital said they couldn’t find anything obviously wrong with her. They wanted to take some blood samples for testing, but of course Ethel flatly refused. I think she’s just very worn out and needs to rest.”

      “Of course she does. She went toe to toe with a greater demon in a battle of wills and barely came out alive. We might need to tie her to the bed, because you know she won’t stay in it for long.” Sebastian shook his head then started moving toward the hall stairs, taking off his jacket as he went while Mrs. Singer walked beside him.

      “I’ll stay and keep an eye on her for—well, for as long as it takes.”

      “How’s Jamie?”

      Mrs. Singer let out a shuddering sigh. “He’s very quiet. I’m half afraid he’ll try to sneak off in the middle of the night to go looking for Lily. He doesn’t show it, but he thinks the world of her. He’s always looked up to her, and now that his siblings know about magic, things are, well, a bit awkward at home. Sally’s a practical sort, and Tom and Drew just pretend it doesn’t exist and get on with the farm work. But Becca...well, she’ll come around eventually, I’m sure.”

      “Have you, um...told them about...” he trailed off as Mrs. Singer shook her head.

      “I—I’m sure I won’t need to.” They halted at the base of the stairs and Mrs. Singer took his hand in both of hers. He couldn’t help but notice how her fingers trembled. “This will all be over soon. You’ll find Lily and everything will go back to normal.”

      “Of course I will.” The automatic response felt weak leaving his lips, so he said it again, forcing himself to believe it. “Of course I will, Mrs. Singer. You have nothing to worry about.”

      The look she gave him was full of a mother’s worry, but she put on a brave smile and was opening her mouth to reply when a meow interrupted them. Glancing around, Sebastian spotted a windswept-looking Sir Kipling at the base of the stairs. The cat must have just come in from outside where he’d no doubt been poking about for any sign of intruders. Earlier that morning the precocious feline had caught a ride with him in Aunt B’s old Buick that he’d used to transport the elderly wizard from Agnes Scott campus to the hospital. From there Sir Kipling had been an invisible but ever-present shadow as Sebastian had called Mrs. Singer, broke the news, then borrowed Aunt B’s Buick again to drive to the FBI field office. Once they’d returned to his aunt’s house, the cat had slipped out and disappeared into the yard. Now he stood with one paw hovering over the bottom step, like he’d only paused on his way up to fuss at them for being slow.

      At the sight of the silky-furred feline, Mrs. Singer smiled. “Oh hello, Mr. Kipling. I’m glad to see you’re back safe.”

      The cat gave her a long-suffering look, as if he were some martyred saint in a Renaissance painting, then bounded up the stairs, no doubt headed for Aunt B’s room.

      “I, uh, don’t think he likes being called ‘Mr.’ Kipling,” Sebastian said, the first smile in hours lifting one corner of his mouth.

      “Goodness me, I forgot. I can never remember if it’s Mr. or Sir.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “Oh, it couldn’t be anything but Sir. Have you seen the size of that cat’s ego? But why bother with either? Just call him adorable fluffball. Problem solved. Though you might want to give him milk every chance you get so he won’t murder you in your sleep. He’s smart enough not to bite the hand that feeds him.” Grinning a little at his own joke, he put his foot on the bottom step, then turned his head back to Mrs. Singer.

      “You want to come up and join the powwow? I know you’ve been sort of, well, out of the game for a while, but three minds are better than two.”

      Mrs. Singer gave him a grateful smile, but shook her head. “I want to, of course. But I can’t, not right now. I still have to call Lily’s supervisor at the library and convince her Lily is very sick and needs the rest of the week off. Oh, if I don’t keep at Jamie to get his school done, he’ll be so behind when we get home he’ll never catch up. Besides, you’re right.” The woman deflated and her shoulders drooped as she raised a hand to rub her forehead. “I’ve spent years doing everything under the sun to hide my family, years telling myself it was better that way, convincing myself not to make that phone call or send that letter telling people I loved that I was okay. When Lily left, it took me a whole week to get up enough courage to call Ethel and beg her to watch over my daughter. And look where all that effort has gotten me.” She raised her head to meet Sebastian’s gaze, regret stark in her eyes. “Lily is in terrible danger and I’ve been cut off from the magical community so long I—I don’t know who to turn to. Thank the heavens for dear Ethel. I don’t know what we’d do without her.” Mrs. Singer shook her head again and gave Sebastian a fierce look. “Just find my daughter, Sebastian. Once we know where she is, there’s nothing in heaven or on earth that will keep me from getting her back.”

      Giving Lily’s mother a determined nod, Sebastian headed up the stairs, taking them two at a time as new energy filled him.

      He slowed at the top and put one hand on his bruised ribs as he tried to get his breath back without inhaling too deeply. Stupid ribs. He cursed Roger long and eloquently in his head as he paused there, and his idle gaze was drawn down the hall to the open door of the guest bedroom where his brother had been sleeping for the past few days. Except for the ticking of the hall clock and the quiet murmur of noise from the kitchen downstairs, the house was silent and there was no sign of life from the guest bedroom. Sebastian shook his head and strode toward his aunt’s room.

      As he approached, he noticed the door was slightly ajar—no doubt Sir Kipling’s doing—and wondered if he should knock before entering. Or if he dared enter at all. This was, after all, the den of the she-dragon. No doubt Lily would have smacked him for being so disrespectful, but Lily hadn’t had the “great and terrible” Madam Barrington as a guardian for two years. Memories from his youth washed over him, and he vividly recalled the forbidding look on his aunt’s face when she promised a fate worse than death to any nosey boy who dared set foot in her bedchambers. She had never specified what, exactly, his punishment would have been, but he had dreamt up all sorts of gruesomely torturous scenarios, fueled by his own robust imagination—no doubt her plan all along.

      Sebastian almost smiled at the thought.

      Almost.

      Pushing back the memories and his feeling of trepidation, Sebastian gave a soft knock, just in case his aunt was resting.

      “Enter,” said a thin voice from within. Sebastian felt a pang of sadness at hearing the weakness in it, but he schooled his features into a carefully neutral expression as he pushed through the doorway—his aunt would not thank him for his pity.

      Like the rest of the house, Aunt B’s bedroom had high ceilings and old-fashioned windows that stretched from knee height all the way up to the top of the room. But unlike the other rooms decorated in darker hues, the master bedroom was done in shades of ivory and white, giving it an airy, peaceful feel. The windows were framed by gauzy curtains edged in intricate lace, though their once pristine whiteness had faded with age. An antique chest of drawers and vanity made from pale cherry wood added some color, along with a writing desk, well-worn armchair, and marble-topped side-table. A large four-poster bed with an intricately carved headboard completed the ensemble, and sitting in it was Sebastian’s aunt.

      She sat propped up by pillows with Lily’s red spellbook open on her lap and Sir Kipling sprawled across her feet, busy administering purr therapy for the old woman’s benefit. Of course, the fact that he was purring didn’t mean he was happy. The angle of the cat’s ears and the slow twitch of his tail told any observer exactly what he thought about lap-stealing books. If Sir Kipling hadn’t been smart enough to know what gruesome fate awaited anyone who harmed one of Lily’s books, then Sebastian would have feared for the spellbook’s mortal existence. As it was, it seemed the cat had accepted his fate with as much grace as could be expected from a feline denied his rightful throne. As for the spellbook, Sebastian assumed Aunt B had rescued it along with Lily’s carpet bag from McCain Library before they’d left. Sebastian knew the book was properly called an eduba, but Lily always got so adorably annoyed whenever he “forgot” the proper term, so of course he forgot at every possible opportunity.

      Except Lily was gone.

      No, not gone, just “temporarily mislocated,” he told himself firmly, pushing back against a spike of panic. The term was one Lily used whenever she couldn’t find something and refused to admit she had lost it. The memory squeezed his heart so painfully he forced his mind back to his aunt. The old woman had looked up when he’d entered, and now she stared at him with all-too-knowing eyes.

      “You should be resting, Aunt B,” Sebastian said, hoping to divert her scrutiny. “They should have made you stay in the hospital at least overnight.”

      “Do not be ridiculous,” she snapped, her voice gaining a little strength now that she had something to be annoyed about. “I am in perfectly good health, considering the circumstances, and we have no time to dilly dally about.”

      Sebastian pressed his lips together, resisting the urge to contradict her, since he absolutely agreed with her reason for disregarding her health. That didn’t mean he had to like it, though.

      “Now, if you are quite finished wasting time with pointless worry, we have much to discuss. I take it the FBI is clueless as to Agent Grant’s whereabouts?”

      “Wait, how did you even know⁠—”

      “Simple deduction, nephew. Agent Grant, who has had a questionable interest in Lily for some time now, is suspiciously absent. Therefore, your first move would have been to seek out his partner to ascertain his whereabouts. Had you gained any leads, you would be following them, not standing in my bedroom gaping at me like a drowning fish—” She broke off as a fit of coughing took her, and Sebastian started forward, alarmed. But his aunt held up a bony hand and waved him back as her other hand fumbled for the glass on her bedside table. Sebastian hated seeing how her limbs shook as she brought the cup to her lips and drank, but his mind furiously avoided thinking about words like “fragile” or “dying.”

      “That is better. Now, sit down, Sebastian, before I get a spasm in my neck from staring up at you.”

      He forced himself to obey, even though the restlessness in his limbs begged for movement, for action. He pulled over an austere-looking wooden chair from beside one of the windows while she took a few more sips from her cup. It was only once he had draped his jacket across the back of the chair and seated himself that he took a good look at the liquid she was drinking. It was acid green. He peered warily at it, wondering what sort of strange concoction it was.

      “Is there a newt in my drink, or have you lost your wits entirely?”

      “What? Sorry, no, I’m just distracted.” He peeled his eyes away to meet his aunt’s severe stare and got to the point. “According to Agent Meyer, the slimeball took a few personal days, but when she tried to call and find him, he wasn’t where he was supposed to be. Agent Meyer said his plane was just delayed or something. Obviously her partner never told her anything about his case or us. It was a dead end.” Sebastian clenched his fists, wanting to punch something. Instead, he forced his fingers to relax and laid his hands on his knees, then took a deep breath to fight the sense of urgency throbbing in his blood.

      Madam Barrington nodded. “The possibility needed to be eliminated. Now that you have done so, let us move on to a more profitable line of inquiry. You must go speak to Mr. Silvester.”

      Sebastian choked. If he’d been drinking anything, he would have sprayed it across his aunt’s bedspread. “Wh—what? Mr. Silvester as in Anton Silvester? You—what—how do you even know him? He’s a criminal, for crying out loud. Doesn’t associating with criminals go against your high-and-mighty code or something?”

      His aunt’s look of severity returned—pursed lips, narrowed eyes, and all. But this time he refused to be intimidated. He’d had enough of that when he was young, and while he might have regrets about his past, he wasn’t going to apologize for who he was or turn into some kind of uptight, stuffed shirt to make his aunt happy.

      For a moment, it looked as if she were going to scold him. But then Sir Kipling abruptly rose and stretched, diverting her attention as he sashayed up from the foot of the bed to settle beside her. He laid a soft paw on one of her wrinkled hands in a play for attention, then looked up at her expectantly until she exhaled mightily through her nose and relaxed. She lifted her hand to scratch Sir Kipling behind the ears with expert fingers, making the cat lean into her touch and purr unabashedly.

      “While I do not make it my habit to invite Mr. Silvester over for afternoon tea, it has always been in my best interest and in the interest of my students for me to be professionally acquainted with the players of note within our magical society, regardless of my personal views. I certainly do not approve of Mr. Silvester’s chosen profession—well, his clandestine one, in any case. He possesses exceptional taste in art, and his gallery is a credit to this city. We do, however, have a specific...interest in common.”

      His aunt’s hesitation made Sebastian’s brow furrow and his eyes narrow. What “interest” did Aunt B have that would drive her to associate with a criminal like Anton? Certainly not him, the wayward nephew and professional troublemaker. He was more of a problem than an interest. But maybe Lily…

      The beginnings of a revelation sparked in the corners of his mind, casting brief flashes of light over something monumental that he couldn’t quite grasp. “What are you saying? You don’t mean...” He trailed off, staring at his aunt’s placid face. Her expression revealed nothing except a faint air of resignation.

      “What is Mrs. Singer’s maiden name?” he finally asked, not quite believing where his instincts were leading him. Anton’s inexplicable interest in Lily, bordering on paternal protectiveness, had bothered him ever since the art dealer had first confronted him⁠—

      “Silvester,” his aunt stated, as if she were discussing nothing more interesting than the weather.

      “No. No way. No freaking way!”

      “It is quite ‘way,’ I can assure you,” she replied, tone dry as paper.

      Sebastian swore, loudly and colorfully.

      “Language, nephew! You were not raised by hooligans.”

      He mumbled an apology and jumped up from his chair to pace the room, unable to sit still any longer. “No wonder he’s been acting like an overprotective sheepdog,” he muttered, pieces clicking into place. “So that means...what? He’s her uncle?”

      “Great uncle, to be precise,” Madam Barrington said. “He is brother to Freda’s father.”

      Sebastian stared at his aunt. “Really? Nah, he doesn’t look older than fifty. That would make him, like, seventy or something. Wait a minute, is he secretly a wizard?” he exclaimed, eyes going wide. But his aunt shook her head.

      “No. It is not widely known, but initiates often enjoy a lesser form of wizard longevity. The effects are never as pronounced—nothing that cannot be explained by good genes and a healthy lifestyle.”

      “Wait, you’re saying my dashingly handsome and youthful face is my dad’s fault? I always thought I got my babyface good looks from Mom...” Sebastian mused, brow scrunching in thought. His aunt’s cheeks twitched, and she pressed her lips together as if she were suppressing a smile. Sebastian barely noticed, however, the obvious question sitting heavy on his lips, daring to be asked. “So...does this mean I’m going to live a really long time, like you?”

      “It is a possibility. The effects rarely begin to show until later in life—or rather, it is not until later that the effects become apparent by what is not showing.” She gave a wry smile.

      Sebastian stared at her, trying to wrap his mind around the idea that wizard magic was a part of him, even if in just a small way. He’d spent his entire youth resenting his mundane birth and lack of innate magic that wizards took for granted. Later, when he’d stumbled across other types of magic and embraced the mantle of a witch, it had been easier to forget his bitterness. Yet it never entirely went away. He especially hated the term “initiate.” It made it sound as if he were some wizard wannabe serving the whims of his wizard kin, subsisting on stray magical scraps that dropped from their table. He was proud of being a witch, proud of finding his own way in the world instead of having things handed to him on a silver platter. And now it sounded like he was a tiny bit of a wizard after all. Did Lily know that some initiates had wizard traits? What would she think?

      Wait—Lily.

      His train of thought screeched to a halt. This was no time to have an existential crisis. “Right. So, Anton,” he began again, mentally tucking away the issue of his family heritage for later contemplation. “Does Lily know?”

      His aunt shook her head. “Not to my knowledge, though her mother’s maiden name is no secret, so I would not be surprised if she has deduced the connection.”

      With a grunt, Sebastian resumed pacing, long strides carrying him back and forth as he took five paces to the windows, then five paces back to the door on ceaseless repeat. “Somehow I don’t think she has,” he said. “At least not when she went to see him last summer when we were trying to find Tina.”

      “I beg pardon?”

      He waved a dismissive hand without looking up. “We needed Tina’s testimony to convince Agent Scumbag to spring me from jail that one time, remember? I sent Lily to Anton because he’s the only reliable point of contact for all the various witches and magical miscreants in the area. Wait a second—” He stopped abruptly and whirled on his aunt, a scowl gathering on his forehead. “Have you been using Anton to spy on me ever since I turned eighteen and left?”

      “Certainly not,” she replied, her hand moving from scratching Sir Kipling’s ears to stroking his long, silky back. The cat, seeing his chance, casually inched up onto her lap and settled into a catloaf atop Lily’s eduba.

      The king had retaken his throne. 

      Sebastian’s amusement at the cat’s sneaky coup was not enough to distract him from the way his aunt’s pale face had regained a bit of color, which for her was the equivalent of a tomato-faced blush. He narrowed his eyes. “You haven’t been using Anton to spy on me...but not for lack of trying,” he guessed. “Anton is notoriously tight-lipped about the people he works with.”

      The old woman’s jaw stiffened, the planes of her face becoming even sharper than usual. “I did what I believed necessary to look after your welfare, in whatever way that I could.”

      “Even after you disowned me?” Sebastian’s eyebrow lifted in challenge and his body tensed as old memories and hurts flooded back.

      His aunt stared at him for a long moment, her eyes dark and fathomless. When she finally spoke it was in a tone heavy with emotion. “My father disowned me after I refused to break off my engagement to the man I loved—Arthur had the misfortune of being born a mundane, and a commoner at that. Yet never have I met a man more possessed with the qualities of honor, courage, humility, and kindness. There were...other factors involved in the incident, but it was my engagement that proved to be the last straw for my father. Gaining Arthur was worth the loss of my inheritance and privileged life among the aristocracy, yet after that day my father never spoke to me again.” She faltered, her gaze going unfocused as her brows pinched in sorrow. Then she took a shuddering breath and started again. “I disowned you because—well because I thought it would knock some sense into that bloody stubborn head of yours,” she said with an exasperated huff. “Obviously I miscalculated. Later, I resolved not to allow my pride to send me to my grave regretting that decision. I did my best to watch you from afar, though I was powerless to protect you from the demonic influence you seemed so determined to toy with.” Painful emotions flickered across her face, and there was a haunted look in her eyes. “I hoped that one day I might repair the damage I had dealt, though I had no notion of how to do so while you continued on your foolish path.

      “It was only when Lily came to me with the tale of an impetuous young man who had aided her in the recovery of a collection of books I had sent her to fetch that I saw the smallest glimmer of hope. I thought perhaps she would have a positive influence on you, though at every turn my practical wisdom urged me to warn her away from you, lest she, too, be led astray by the evil which tainted your past. Of course, as we have both seen, she was more than up to the task.” His aunt sighed mightily, her years and many worries seeming to weigh heavily on her shoulders.

      A pregnant silence fell, but all Sebastian could do was stare, his entire body tingling with disbelief. The moment was so surreal he felt like he was dreaming. Who was this woman and what had she done with his cold, tight-lipped, and uncompromising great-great-aunt? It was almost like...well, like she really cared.

      The realization stunned him.

      He vaguely remembered several days ago when she had first apologized for the way she had handled him as a youth. The two of them had been with Lily in his aunt’s office, strategizing about how to find and stop Roger. But he hadn’t been wearing his Ring of Cacophony then—hadn’t even known he needed to be wearing it to stave off the mad whisperings in his head that seemed to color his perception and make everything look worse than it was. He had heard her apologize, and thought he had accepted it. But he had been too busy wrestling with his own demons to see the concern and regret that was now as plain as day.

      “Aunt B, I—I⁠—”

      She shook her head, her sad smile making the words die on his lips. “You need not trouble yourself formulating a reply for my sake. I daresay this is awkward enough as it is. I am not accustomed to expressing feelings, not since—well, not since my Arthur was taken from me.”

      “What happened to him?” Sebastian asked, desperate for some change of topic. His entire understanding of his childhood had been turned on its head and he could feel his heart soften as he looked at his wrinkled old aunt. But he couldn’t even begin to process it all—that would come later.

      “He died in the war. The Great War—World War One,” she clarified at his blank look. “It was the Battle of the Somme, the most horrible campaign of the entire war. On that first day alone, over fifty thousand Englishmen lost their lives. He—he lasted until day three,” she finished, her voice tight and her eyes glistening.

      “I’m sorry,” Sebastian said, feeling strangely guilty. He hadn’t known that about his aunt. He’d always assumed she was a cold-hearted old biddy who had never loved anyone. That just went to show how vastly he’d misunderstood her. The realization made him wonder what else he’d been painfully blind to. He had a sudden vision of Lily, her eyes desperate as she’d uttered those three earth-shattering words. The memory was accompanied by a crushing tightness in his chest, and he had to take several deep breaths before the suffocating feeling eased.

      “It is in the past,” his aunt said, her age-spotted hands stirring to movement once more as she stroked Sir Kipling’s soft gray body. The cat had rolled over and sprawled across Lily’s eduba so that his considerably large form completely obscured it as he purred away like a diesel motor. “After I immigrated to America, I made a name for myself as a tutor and have lived comfortably for many years. Yet, being both widowed and cut off from my family, I thought I would never again know deep affection—that is until our dear Lily appeared at my library nigh on seven years ago. That girl would put a dozen wizards twice her age to shame. She has endured my implacability these many years and has become like a daughter to me. We must do whatever is necessary to recover her. That is why you must go speak to Mr. Silvester immediately.”

      Sebastian nodded and collapsed back into the chair by his aunt’s bedside, his manic energy suddenly gone. He leaned forward to prop his head in his hands and place his elbows on his knees. “I agree, Anton is as good a place to start as any, but I don’t know what help he’ll be. I already tried using him to track down Roger, but he swore he knew nothing. Whoever hired Roger didn’t do it through Anton, so that’s a dead end. Plus, we have no idea who Richard is working for or if he just went crazy or what. We have no leads and nothing to go on,” he said to the floor, clutching his dark hair and doing his best not to pull it out in frustration.

      “On the contrary. We do have a lead.”

      Sebastian’s head jerked up so fast he almost gave himself whiplash. “What? What do you know?”

      The old woman reached to the side and tapped a wrinkled piece of paper that sat next to her green concoction. “Lily found this at the old factory where Roger had his lair. It depicts an ancient ring, wizard-made, most likely dating back to before the Babylonian Empire. I have not had time to fully translate the dimmu runes, but from what I have deduced so far, the ring’s purpose involves amassing power, and it does so through a vile combining of wizard and demon magics. No doubt it was the object Roger was so eager to find, though we cannot know if he discovered it at the end or not. I lost consciousness soon after we confronted the demon within Roger, and Lily is not here to fill in the gaps. It is a pity Sir Kipling has not yet found a way to speak to the rest of us as he does to Lily.” She gave the cat a gentle pat and he meowed expressively in reply, as if he had been following the entire conversation and was now offering his own two cents. When neither of the “dumb humans” in the room reacted, the feline repeated himself and twitched his tail in emphasis.

      Sebastian examined the cat, his lips twisting to one side in consideration. He had experienced Sir Kipling’s intelligence in a way that his aunt had not: while in Melthalin the cat could inexplicably talk to both of them, not just Lily. And before that, when Lily had first gone to meet her father at the LeFay estate and had been held prisoner, it was Sir Kipling who had alerted Sebastian and led him there through a combination of twenty questions and charades.

      Before he could start asking the cat questions, however, Sir Kipling abruptly rose from Aunt B’s lap, jumped off the bed, and trotted out the door. Sebastian exchanged a quizzical look with his aunt, but the old wizard simply shrugged and continued where she’d left off. “Regardless of whether or not Roger attained his goal, it is clear from this paper that a wizard was the one to provide him the knowledge of what he sought, and most likely hired him to do the deed. While there are a number of individuals who would no doubt desire such an artifact, there is only one who would desire both this ring and Lily.”

      Sebastian’s eyes narrowed as adrenaline surged through him. “John Faust LeFay.”

      “Indeed. And if we assume it was Agent Grant who spirited Lily away—a reasonable assumption, as he was the last person seen with her—that would make him the wizard’s pawn. I find it hard to believe that Agent Grant was in league with Roger, but it is entirely possible that the two were hired separately to accomplish disparate tasks. Mr. LeFay has always excelled at operating in secrecy, and there is no telling how Morgan le Fay may be influencing or aiding his efforts.”

      A needle of fear stabbed through Sebastian, making his breath hitch. The idea of Lily in the clutches of those two psychopaths was terrifying. He needed to find her before...Sebastian clamped down on his thoughts, refusing to even consider the possibility.

      “Okay, so our working theory is that Fancypants—who’s hiding out somewhere with the Ancient Hag—hired Tentacle Face and his minions to find the ring and sent Agent Scumbag to nab Lily, which means all roads lead back to Fancypants. If we find him we can rescue Lily and stop whatever nefarious plans they have for the Evil Artifact of Power. Does that about cover it?”

      For a moment his aunt simply stared at him, her face blank. Finally, she said, “Do you dislike proper names in general, or simply loathe the names of our adversaries in particular?”

      Sebastian shrugged stiffly. “Name calling helps me resist the urge to punch something. So, how can Anton help? You’ve been looking for Mr. Fancypants the past five months, so haven’t you already asked Anton where he is?”

      “I have indeed, and Mr. Silvester politely reminded me that he was not in the habit of selling information about his associates, even if those associates were less-than-savory individuals.”

      Madam Barrington’s words brought a scowl to Sebastian’s face. “Exactly. Anton is a stubborn prick. Your point?”

      “That was then. The situation has changed.”

      Sebastian’s scowl deepened, but then it dawned on him. “Lily is Anton’s grand great-niece or whatever, so with her gone he’s got a personal motivation to flip on John Faust. This is great. I bet Anton will lead us right to that murderous, kidnapping low-life and we’ll drop down on him like a ton of bricks.” Forgetting himself, he jumped up from the chair, then winced at the stab of pain the sudden movement caused in his side. He ignored the discomfort, new vigor filling him now that he could see a glimmer of hope in their situation. “I’ll go see him right away. Oh—uh, can I borrow your car again? I have no idea what Freddie did with mine when he used it to get away from Roger at the factory.”

      “I suppose if it is absolutely necessary,” the old woman said with a sigh. Then she fixed Sebastian with a threatening look. “See that you return it in pristine condition, both inside and out. I have been driving that car since 1978, and you would not enjoy being the cause of its early retirement.”

      Sebastian gulped reflexively. “Yessir, ma’am. Pristine. Got it.” He spun on his heels to head for the door and noticed Sir Kipling at his feet just in time to avoid stepping on the feline. His awkward side hop and stumbling shuffle sent him staggering into the doorframe instead of striding from the room as he had intended. “What the devil are you doing lurking around behind my feet, Kip? I swear if you tripped me on purpose⁠—”

      MERRROW!

      Sebastian ceased his tirade as the cat gave him a significant look and trotted from the room, white-tipped tail held high. Rubbing his smarting collarbone, Sebastian followed, impatient and itching to get on the road. Sir Kipling led him down the hall to the bedroom where Mrs. Singer and Jamie had been sleeping, and then stopped beside the bed. With a meow, he pawed at something hidden behind the dangling edge of the sheets.

      “What is it, Kip?” Sebastian asked as he knelt down and reached under the frame. His hand found a flat box and he pulled it out, then laughed at the sight of it. “Scrabble? Well I’ll be, you clever old dog.” Sir Kipling hissed and took a swipe at Sebastian’s arm. “Hey!” he protested. “Calm down, it’s just a saying. Clever old cat doesn’t have the same ring to it.” The feline gave him a disdainful sniff and trotted back out of the room.

      Sebastian gathered up the game and hurried back to Madam Barrington’s room, where Sir Kipling already waited for him, perched on the foot of the bed. The cat patted the bedspread with one paw, meowing in command. Assuming the role of obedient human, Sebastian opened the game and laid the box top picture-down on the covers, then poured all the letters into it and set to flipping them upright so Sir Kipling could see them. When he was finished, he stepped back and bowed. “Your alphabet soup, oh most supreme highness. Is there anything else you require? A massage? A gilded cat bed? Or perhaps salmon marinated in whipped cream?”

      The cat gave him an imperious look that gods and emperors would have envied, then set to work arranging a string of letters. It was an amusing spectacle to watch, but the seriousness of the situation suppressed any urge he had to chuckle. Once the cat finished, Sebastian leaned forward to peer at the uneven line of squares. “LETTERS IN AIR SPELL,” he read, then looked up at his aunt. “Do you have any idea what he means?”

      Aunt B shook her head, looking just as confused.

      Sir Kipling huffed in annoyance and set about adding more letters, then meowed at them once he had finished.

      “LETTERS IN AIR MAGIC SPELL,” Sebastian read again, then lifted an eyebrow, considering the possibilities. “Hmm, maybe he wants you to cast a spell to make the scrabble letters float in the air? But what good would that do you, Kip? Are you going to run around with a flock of scrabble letters following you everywhere?” He couldn’t help himself this time and let out a snort at the mental image.

      With a growl, Sir Kipling shook his head, an unnatural and awkward movement for a cat. When neither Sebastian nor his aunt voiced any other ideas, the feline set to rearranging the letters again. This time, he left a large space between the first word and the rest.

      “SPELL    MAGIC LETTERS IN AIR.” Fighting back the distracting buzz of impatience, Sebastian considered the scrabble pieces, then looked at Madam Barrington. “Any ideas?”

      For a moment she looked as confused as he felt, but then her face cleared and she smiled at their furred companion. “Indeed I do. Our estimable Sir Kipling is requesting a spell that can conjure magical letters to float in the air, which he can then rearrange. Is that correct, my friend?”

      Sir Kipling meowed in a self-satisfied sort of way and started purring.

      “Well if that’s not a resounding yes, I don’t know what is,” Sebastian said. “But, Kip, it’ll only work if you’re around Aunt B or Mrs. Singer, since I’m obviously not a wizard, even if I do have a well-preserved face.”

      The cat went back to his letters and spelled out a new sentence.

      “PUT ON COLLAR,” Sebastian read for his aunt. “Can you do that?” he asked her, eyeing Sir Kipling’s collar.

      “I could. It is not a particularly difficult thing, to imbed a spell into a physical anchor. But that does not solve our problem. As you have adroitly pointed out, only wizards can activate such a spell, and Sir Kipling is not a wizard.”

      “But my ring has a manual activation,” Sebastian pointed out, holding up his hand, “and so did that lugal-thingamajig. Couldn’t you just put a button on his collar for me to press or something to make the letters appear?”

      “That is possible, in theory. But it would be a much more complicated construction that would take time and careful testing to create—time that we do not have.”

      Sir Kipling’s meow drew their attention back to him. He had hastily arranged another sentence.

      “PUT SPELL    I DO REST,” Sebastian read aloud, then scratched his head. “Huh. You mean you can do magic like a wizard, Kip?”

      The cat just stared at him, his whiskered face as enigmatic as a sphinx.

      “Can he do that?” Sebastian asked, looking to his aunt.

      The old woman raised an eyebrow, her gaze on Sir Kipling. “I believe only the Creator himself could say what, exactly, our extraordinary companion can or cannot do, so I will not waste our precious time hypothesizing. If he says he can do it, we must trust his instincts. Otherwise, what is the point of asking?”

      Sebastian crossed his arms, anxious to be going but also curious. He had never heard his aunt speak of “the Creator” before—whatever wizard euphemism that was supposed to be. But just because he’d always resented being excluded from her world of magic didn’t mean he wouldn’t relish learning more, given the chance. He’d try anything if it helped them rescue Lily.

      “Unfortunately,” his aunt went on, “such an irregular spell will still take a bit of time to prepare. The individual elements are familiar to me, but I must consider how best to combine them so the magical parameters are properly warded from cross-contamination while remaining functionally integrated, not to mention recalibrating the reaction specifications to identify non-hominid kinesics.”

      Sebastian’s eyes glazed over at his aunt’s technical mumbo jumbo, but he shook himself and forged onward. “Right, okay, so how long will it take? An hour?”

      “Goodness no, nephew. Days, at best. A week if we allow for proper safety testing—which we need, but may have to do without.”

      “I don’t think we have a week,” Sebastian said, expression turning grim. “If we wait that long Lily could be—could be—” He stopped, taking a breath to calm his racing heart. He just couldn’t say it. “We don’t have that kind of time,” he summarized. “The sooner you can get that spell ready, the better. That cat is our wild card. He may be the only advantage we have over John Faust—if we don’t even know half of what Sir Kipling is capable of, then Mr. Fancypants won’t have a clue what’s coming for him.”

      His aunt nodded, the weary cast of her face replaced by hard determination. “I will see it done. Now, before you depart, I need to give you something. Will you bring me my bag? It is over there.”

      Following the line of his aunt’s pointing finger, Sebastian retrieved a large black purse from her dresser and brought it to her. She rooted around in it before coming up with two round, silver objects, each a little smaller than his palm. They had minimal decorations, only a ring of stylized flowers and leaves around the edge, and there was a space in the middle where curly initials were engraved. One said “ELB” and the other “DGB.” His aunt took the second one and pried it open with a fingernail. Examining it, he realized it looked like the doodad Lily always used to touch up her makeup. This one, however, appeared much older and had no powder in it, just a mirror on top and a circle of dimmu runes engraved into the bottom beneath a little grate where the makeup was supposed to go.

      “These are pocket conveyance mirrors—or portholes, as wizards used to call them. Few wizards use them anymore, not since the mundanes invented cell phones. But they do have their benefits. Lily has often complained to me how difficult you are to reach via phone.” Sebastian tried not to look guilty, but then he caught a twinkle in his aunt’s eye, and relaxed. “Since I believe you lost your cell phone courtesy of Mr. Darthe, and I avoid the confusing little contraptions as much as possible, these portholes will do nicely. They used to belong to myself and my sister, Day. It is how we kept in touch over the years without our father knowing, since he forbade the family from contacting me after he summarily cast me out.”

      That odd feeling of upside-downness returned as Sebastian tried to imagine his aunt—the Madam Barrington, epitome of propriety and class—as the black sheep of her family. He couldn’t manage it, and shook his head to clear it before reaching out to take the mirror his aunt offered him.

      “Thanks, but how does it work?” Sebastian asked, hoping it was quick and easy so he could get going. “Is there a switch or something to turn it on? Or is it on all the time like that photograph you smuggled me when I was in prison?”

      Madam Barrington smiled a little, perhaps remembering that particular misadventure of his. “Almost. My sister was an initiate, so these were designed specifically to work for one not gifted with command of the Source. The one you have was hers. You simply need open it and say my full name, Ethel Lucy Barrington, and the phrase sorores ad aeternum.”

      “Wait a minute,” Sebastian said. “Isn’t that Latin? Since when do wizards use Latin?”

      “They do not. Which is why we decided it would be a perfect password for our little portholes. No self-respecting wizard would deign to use Latin as a key phrase, and you can be sure my father had an overly healthy respect for himself. But precocious young girls engaging in advanced and strictly off-limits magic have little mind for convention. Besides, my sister and I thought it quite romantic.”

      Sebastian’s eyes grew wider and wider as his aunt spoke until they were as big as dinner plates. At her last sentence his jaw dropped and he stared at her open-mouthed. She just gave him a mischievous little smile.

      “You did forbidden magic? You? B-but what about all that rule-following nonsense you went on and on about when I was a kid?”

      The mischievous twinkle vanished and sternness returned to Madam Barrington’s face. “Rules exist for a purpose, and we break them at our own peril, as you yourself have learned most painfully. I have ignored my fair share of rules, and suffered their consequences. You must forgive me if some of those consequences were so painful that, in my desire to spare others the same grief, I became quite inflexible.”

      Not having a reply, Sebastian simply nodded. After a moment of contemplative silence, he ventured a question. “So what does it mean? The key phrase?”

      “Sisters unto eternity,” his aunt replied, each word leaving her lips reluctantly, yet softly—as if they were precious things she was desperate to hold onto. The sadness in her eyes made Sebastian look down at the silver mirror resting in his palm, and he had to work hard to keep his thoughts from turning to his mother, and how much he missed her, even after all this time.

      “Um, okay. So say the password and then you’ll just appear?” he asked once he had swallowed the lump in his throat.

      “In a manner of speaking. The porthole will grow warm when it is being activated, so it is best to wear it somewhere close to the skin. It conveys both sight and sound, unaltered. Therefore if you are in the dark, I will not be able to see you, and if you shout, it will be as loud as if you were in the room beside me.”

      “Right, so no shouting.” With that, he slipped it into one of his back pockets, since his front pockets were occupied by his truth coin on one side and Lily’s broken charm bracelet on the other. The reminder of it made his heart squeeze painfully in his chest, and he opened his mouth to bid his aunt goodbye.

      “There is one more matter I must quickly address,” his aunt said. “The family ring which your great-grandfather gave you, I would ask that you leave it with me for the time being.”

      Sebastian looked down at the signet ring on his finger. It was plain except for the symbol engraved on its flat top: a four-legged creature of some kind flanked by two leaves—or perhaps they were feathers? He glanced back up at his aunt, confused. “What do you need it for? I know I can’t really ‘use’ it the way a wizard could, but it still has some passive stuff that protects me, right?”

      “Indeed it does, and there is more which it could do, were I allowed some time to examine and modify it. George reminded me of this recently, and you need every protection I can offer, so please let me do this for you, nephew.” She held out a gaunt hand, and after a moment, Sebastian tugged off the ring and dropped it into her palm.

      “Better be quick, then, or there may not be much left of me to protect,” he said, mood turning dark as he thought of his broken oath to Thiriel.

      “Do not speak such things, Sebastian. Though we may not always understand our trials, that does not mean they are without purpose. Despair poisons the soul just as surely as the most potent venom poisons the body. Do not give it the chance—for Lily’s sake, if for no other reason.”

      Sebastian took in a deep breath and squared his shoulders. He remembered times past when his aunt had offered her cryptic bits of wisdom. For whatever reason—whether because he was older and wiser, or perhaps just more used to her strange ways—this offering actually made some sense to him. He tried to let it soak in, so he wouldn’t forget.

      “Go, now, Sebastian. And may the heavens watch over your endeavors.”

      Sebastian gave his aunt a solemn nod, then turned to Sir Kipling. “You coming?”

      The feline gave him an unfathomable look then jumped off the bed and trotted to the door, pausing only to meow back at him as if to say, “Well? What are you waiting for?”

      With a snort, Sebastian grabbed his jacket and strode from the room, mind already turning over his next task. He needed to call his phone company and get his number sent to the prepaid burner phone he’d grabbed from his apartment. He kept some around for the inevitable times when his main phone went on the fritz. It was annoying to keep forwarding his number to different disposable phones, but it was the only way around his little “causes mundane technology to randomly break” problem. It was fortunate that the simpler the tech, the more reliable it seemed around him, which was why he tried not to drive any vehicle made in the last twenty years, what with the amount of computerized tech in cars these days. He’d breathed a sigh of relief when that brand new Camaro he’d rented for his date with Lily had still been running smoothly when he’d returned it.

      In theory, all that was behind him now, with his fae powers gone. But he’d spent enough time dealing with the fae to know that the drawbacks of their magic usually stuck around a lot longer than the benefits.

      He’d shrugged on his jacket and was almost to the front door when a call stopped him.

      “You’re leaving so soon? What did Ethel say? Where are you going next?”

      Sebastian hesitated, itching to get out the door, but then turned back to face Mrs. Singer. “I’m tracking down more leads. Don’t worry, Mrs. Singer, we’ll find Lily.”

      “I know,” she said, coming down the hall and stopping in front of him. “It’s just...I feel so helpless. My daughter is in danger, and I want to be out there looking, or wringing someone’s neck, or something. If anything happens to her...” Her tortured expression sent a wave of pity through Sebastian, and he stepped toward her to give one of her shoulders a gentle squeeze.

      “I know it’s hard. But the only reason I can go out there and find Lily is because I know you’re here keeping everyone safe. Speaking of everyone, where’s Freddie?” Sebastian asked, remembering the empty room upstairs.

      Mrs. Singer sighed. “He left early this morning before I got home with Ethel. Jamie said he just called a taxi and took off. I suppose he never really believed he was safer here with his aunt.”

      “For once, I think he might be right. Freddie probably isn’t a target anymore now that Roger’s got what he wanted, and Richard too,” he finished, expression turning dark as he imagined Lily in that traitor’s clutches. With the whole situation they were in, he barely had any emotions left to feel betrayed by his brother’s disappearance. It was exactly what he’d come to expect, and he told himself it was better this way: better to have Freddie far away from all of them where he wouldn’t get hurt. “Look, I have to go⁠—”

      “Where are you going?”

      Sebastian hesitated, unsure how much he should say. “I’m, uh, going to downtown Atlanta to meet with someone.”

      The woman gave him a steely-eyed look, the kind only a mother of strong-willed children could give, and for a moment Sebastian was reminded of his own mother. For all his mom’s gentle nature, she could stare down a ten-foot-tall grizzly if the creature refused to eat his vegetables or tried to stay up past his bedtime.

      “Okay, okay, fine. I’m going to see your uncle, Anton Silvester.”

      “Uncle Anton? Goodness, I haven’t thought about him for years! He might know something, certainly, but will he talk to you? You’re not family, and the paranoid old grump is as slippery as a fish.” Cautious hope had rekindled in Mrs. Singer’s eyes, and she chewed her lip as she eyed Sebastian. “Look, maybe I should go with you. He might listen to me, even after all these years.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “You can’t, Mrs. Singer, remember? Who would look after Aunt B and Jamie? I know Roger is probably gone, but we can’t be absolutely sure. Besides, if John Faust is behind Lily’s kidnapping then he might want you, too, or even Jamie. What if someone attacks the house? You have to stay,” he finished, trying to keep his words gentle.

      A fierce struggle played out on Mrs. Singer’s tanned face, the lines of both hardship and laughter around her mouth and eyes growing deeper with each passing moment. Finally, she let out a breath and spoke, her voice low and intense. “I know. I will. And I’ll talk to Ethel about what we can do in the meantime to help out on our end. But you listen to me, Sebastian Blackwell. The moment you find out where my daughter is, you will call me and tell me, and I will be coming to help rescue her. She is my daughter. I gave birth to her. I raised her. I’ve spent my entire life protecting her, hoping I was showing her how to be a kind and strong woman who could one day protect herself. But we all need help sometimes, and woe betide any person—wizard, witch, or mundane—who tries to come between me and my daughter. Do you understand me?”

      Sebastian gulped at the fierce look in the woman’s eyes, and hoped he never had the misfortune to be on the receiving end of her threats. “Yes, ma’am, I believe I do.”

      “Good. Now promise me.”

      “I—” He hesitated again, unable to get the words past his lips. Were his promises even worth anything anymore? Or would he keep breaking them whenever he thought the circumstances justified it? But this was Lily’s mother. If anyone deserved to be kept in the loop, it was her.

      Taking a deep breath, Sebastian looked into Mrs. Singer’s eyes and gave his words careful thought, making sure he was willing to follow through no matter the price.

      “I promise.”

      She visibly relaxed and tears sprang to the corners of her eyes. Then, without warning, she flung her arms around him and pressed her face against his chest. “Oh, Sebastian, please bring my Lily back safe,” she whispered into his shirt, her voice catching on a sob.

      Stunned and not sure what to do, Sebastian patted her on the back. “I will, Mrs. Singer, I will.” He prized her gently away, then looked her straight in the eye and added a bit of steel to his voice. “If it’s the last thing I ever do, I will bring her back.”

      “I—I know you will,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes. “Now get going. We don’t have any time to waste. If Anton gives you trouble, tell him his little Frito said he’d better give you whatever help you need—actually, wait here a moment.”

      With that, she dashed off down the hall. A few moments later she returned with her purse, which she dug furiously through. Finally, her hand emerged with something small and silver in it. “Here. If he gets all stubborn, give him this. Tell him that I knew he’d help then, and I know he’ll help us now.”

      “Uh, okay,” Sebastian said, taking the small object from her. He examined it and realized it was a silver cufflink, dull and scratched as if it had spent many years being banged about in Mrs. Singer’s purse. Shrugging, he stuck it in his pocket with his truth coin, not trusting something that small in one of his jacket pockets where it might fall out. “I’d better get going. Be careful, stay sharp, and let me know if anything happens.”

      Mrs. Singer nodded, and with that, Sebastian spun on his heels and headed out the door, down the steps and to the old Buick parked on the curb. Sir Kipling sat ready and waiting on the car’s hood, the perfect picture of feline nonchalance except for the rhythmic twitching of his tail.

      “Come on, Kip, we’ve got work to do.”

      The cat meowed in agreement, then jumped to the pavement and up into the car as soon as Sebastian opened the driver’s side door. Sebastian himself slid in and got them going, his mind busy making plans and considering contingencies. It wasn’t until three streets later that he finally noticed Sir Kipling’s incessant pawing on his arm. He slowed down at a stop sign and turned his head to look at the cat. “What’s the matter, Kip? Forget your bowl of cream at the house?”

      With a look that Sebastian could have sworn was the cat equivalent of an eye roll, Sir Kipling hopped into the back seat and meowed loudly.

      “What the heck—” Sebastian began, twisting farther to stare at the oddly behaving cat. That was when he noticed something out of place, and looked down to find Jamie Singer squashed onto the floorboards in the back of Madam Barrington’s Buick.

    

  

OEBPS/images/llhp_6_final_cover_full_size.jpg
flSY\r 'I]:O)I)f KS E Sé‘S:[I_II l,]]EN:if}{ /?[i [ﬁ Oﬁ

‘ LOVELIES &r
HOCUS§POCUS

W IDENTITY





