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      Main:

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

      Sebastian Blackwell - ne’er-do-well “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, Sebastian’s great-great-aunt

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

      Mallory Caine - mundane, John Faust’s daughter, Lily’s half-sister, fighter for hire

      

      Lily’s Family:

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

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

      Jamie Singer - wizard (apprentice), Lily’s half-brother by her mundane stepfather

      Becca Singer - mundane stepsister, recently deceased

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

      Lucia Silvester - wizard, Lily’s first cousin once removed

      

      Sebastian’s Family:

      George Dee - wizard, Sebastian’s great-grandfather, lives in England

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

      Stephen Blackwell - wizard, Elizabeth’s husband, mysteriously disappeared

      Thomas & Alison Blackwell - Sebastian’s parents, died when he was sixteen

      Frederick Blackwell - wizard (untrained), Sebastian’s older brother, also a bit of a git

      

      Atlanta and English Cast:

      Gregory Rosenberg - old friend of Madam B’s, immigrated from Germany before WWI

      Anton Silvester - Atlanta’s magical fixer, Lily’s great-uncle, black sheep of the Silvester family

      Vladimir - employee of Anton’s

      Jacopo Romano - Head of the Romano crime operation in Atlanta

      Nigel Hawkins - mundane, George’s manservant at Highthorne Manor

      Mr. and Mrs. Hammond - Butler and cook of Highthorne Manor, respectively

      

      Fae:

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

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

      Zarim/Zaril - dualities of the aspect of Horned King

      Gavi/Gali - dualities of the aspect of Raven

      Yuki - one half of the aspect of Fox, loves to annoy Sir Kipling

      Sabor - one half of the aspect of Saber Cat, loves to tear things to shreds

      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 in the Lily Singer Adventures, 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, continue on and read Sir Edgar Allan Kipling’s snarky summary of the previous seven books. The bold words indicate the start of each book in the series: Beginnings (1), Revelations (2), Allies (3), Legends (4), Betrayal (5), Identity (6), and Kindred (7).

      Happy reading!

      

      —Lydia

      

      Greetings, illustrious reader! 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 salmo⁠—

      What? A story recap? Of my 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 (1), 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 a piece of it trapped by 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 out from her comfort zone and seek 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—you guessed it—time loop in the tiny town of Pitts, where an unsuspecting mundane was using the artifact to relive his terminally ill son’s birthday celebration over and over. Unbeknownst to the mundane, the artifact’s magic was failing, and so 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; on top of that, 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 (2) 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 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 make sure my human stayed 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 did suspect 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 both his knowledge of demonology and his gifted fae powers to fight the demon, 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. Ethel 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 they had encountered in Pitts—John Faust LeFay—who claimed to have information about her family. Unfortunately, my human was too blinded by her 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 had 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 actually 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: Ethel, Lily’s mother Freda, though they had been estranged for seven years, and Tina, who served as the getaway driver. Fortunately, 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 Ethel finally shared details of Lily’s past 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 (3) 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. He was overstepping.

      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 also the existence of 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 pleased to discover he too was a wizard.

      Next, Ethel 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 stayed busy stalking his delightfully tempting crab construct.

      Unfortunately, John Faust was able to track Lily to Allen’s house, where he and two henchmen attacked in the dead of night. Though we fought them off, they were able to kidnap Allen. To her frustration, 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 taken her on several dates, but things quickly turned sour when I caught him planting bugs in our apartment and outed the duplicitous wretch. He claimed he really was interested in Lily…despite also leading the investigation against her father. Fortunately, my human was smart enough to banish him to the most remote and professional zone possible. Despite this drama, Lily 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, though not before John Faust was able to use Allen to conduct his location spell and, presumably, discover Morgan le Fay’s location. 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 called 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 (4), 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 headed immediately to America to help 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 fae queen 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. 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 to be dealt with and keep her from John Faust’s clutches.

      Things 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. Yet 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 (5).

      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. The problem was, Sebastian had given it to Thiriel to keep safe in the fae realm, out of any demon’s reach. To convince her to return it, 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. 

      The three of us managed admirably and freed Sebastian, who had been severely tortured by the greater demon Roger shared a body with. Sebastian was haunted by lingering demon taint from his reckless youth, and was rightly terrified of Roger’s demon. But my human was protected by a light 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, yet 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 had been tailing Lily.

      Roger—using his demon’s mind-control abilities—forced Ethel to activate a secret portal to the magically protected 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 once again.

      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—begged the fae queen to let him go find and rescue 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 once again, now trying to save his love on his own.

      Yes, the fae can be heartless little cretins. I’m glad you’ve figured that out.

      The next 72 hours were the most nerve-wracking I have ever endured—including that time a gargantuan hairball became lodged in my throat and I spent a hellish eternity hacking it up onto my human’s bed. The trials that followed challenged Sebastian and Lily’s Identity (6) down to their core.

      Though we had no leads on where Agent Grant had taken Lily, it seemed likely her father had had a hand in her disappearance. So, being bereft of his previous 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 provides 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 just 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 would take the time to gather more allies before following after us. 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 and king of stealthiness, 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 had to hide and wait for our chance to strike back.

      As I observed the events that followed, the seriousness of the situation finally became clear.

      Morgan le Fay had gone quite mad with her thirst for revenge. She had persuaded—or forced—John Faust to go along when she’d hired Roger and his witches to locate and steal an enchanted ring from the Hilprecht Museum, which she planned to use to exponentially increase her power.

      As it turned out—though we didn’t learn this until after the fact—Agent Grant had been working for John Faust all along, even before meeting Lily. The foolish mundane had stupidly trusted John Faust when the manipulative monster 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.

      So, upon delivering Lily, the FBI agent had found himself imprisoned as well, while Morgan placed Lily under a sleep spell. The witch Roger had then used a series of magical visions to try and trick Lily into submitting to his demon’s control—a particularly crafty prince of demons named Nergal—since her celestial magic prevented the demon from controlling her by force. But even trapped in a magical vision, my human had proved too clever for Nergal.

      So there Mallory and I were, observing Morgan’s madness unfold as Roger’s abject failure was put on display and Nergal saw his chance for a more powerful host. The demon seduced Morgan into allowing it possession of her body, and Roger met an untimely-but-thoroughly-deserved end. Then, Morgan used Nergal’s power 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 Nergal at her disposal, 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—conveniently claiming he was forced to cooperate with Morgan—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, making me worry that something much deeper was amiss.

      Worse, Morgan le Fay’s body mysteriously disappeared, and while it seemed impossible that she could have survived, we were forced to assume she was out there somewhere, still possessed by a prince of demons and plotting revenge.

      That would have to be another problem for another day, however.

      Weeks passed as everyone prepared for the wizard Convocation. Lily reconnected with Kindred (7) from Florida, her mother’s family the Silvester clan. Though long estranged because of the threat of John Faust, Freda now enthusiastically brought Lily into the fold, and the Silvesters helped Ethel, Freda, and Allen transport John Faust to Rome, Italy, where the Convocation would take place.

      Lily and Sebastian made good friends with the hosts of the Convocation, the Servillo clan, an ancient Lu-enu family dedicated to protecting the few portal gateways left in the world. Over a hundred wizards from every country and clime gathered in the hidden Domus beneath the Servillo’s villa for the trial. My poor human was put through three days of harrowing testimonies that dragged her family’s troubled past out to be poked and prodded by both busybodies and slimy lawyers. Not only did it come to light that John Faust had experimented on Lily as a child, but that he had also abused his wife and brother.

      As terrible as the experience was, my human rose to the challenge, and learned much about herself in the process. She is a true warrior, my human, even if she does need a bit of prodding to show her fangs.

      Circumstances forced her to reveal to her closest allies the darkness she had been struggling with since her encounter with Nergal, which had manifested in a mental block on her magic. She’d been hiding it in shame, which I could have told her was a silly thing to do, but does my human ever listen to me?

      Okay, sometimes she does, but that’s beside the point.

      During the Convocation, it became clear that the Romanos—a wizard family eyeball deep in crime who were providing John Faust legal representation—were attempting to manipulate the Convocation and steal secrets from the Servillos. Their schemes were put to a swift end, with a little help from me, of course.

      In the final testimony of the Convocation, dear Ethel revealed that she had not, in fact, recovered from the deadly curse John Faust had cast upon her the previous year. Instead, George Dee, her friend and ally, had joined his life-force to hers in a blood-binding, enabling her to survive the curse while they tirelessly searched for a way to break it.

      But it could not be broken.

      Only John Faust could remove it, and the shocking reveal of Ethel and George’s emaciated states, previously hidden by spells, was the final straw. The Stewards of the Convocation condemned John Faust as a danger to wizardkind and set him to the task of righting his wrongs.

      The Convocation was interrupted, however, by an urgent message from Jamie Singer that the Singer Farm had been attacked by Morgan and Nergal. Lily and Ethel took a contingent of allies—including me, obviously—and used the Servillo’s portal at great risk to travel instantly back to Atlanta, while Sebastian, Mallory, and the rest of their party stayed behind to finish the Convocation.

      My poor human found her childhood farm burnt to the ground and her family kidnapped. Meanwhile, Sebastian and the rest escorted John Faust back to Atlanta via mundane means, having to fight off an ambush by Romano thugs in the process who attempted to steal John Faust away for their own nefarious plans.

      Reunited in Atlanta, my human and her allies discovered even more unpleasant news: Nergal had taken over the LeFay estate, killed Lily’s stepsister Becca as a warning, and was demanding they bring him the artifacts confiscated from Morgan in exchange for the hostages’ safe return.

      With John Faust’s family now on the line as well, my human made a reluctant and extremely suspicious truce with him so they could save their respective loved ones. John Faust was helpful for once in his life and used his advanced knowledge of magic to help Lily overcome her magical block—galling, I know. He also, finally, lifted his curse on Ethel.

      Plans were made and put into motion.

      Much to everyone’s surprise, some of Sebastian’s old fae allies made contact, hinting in their usual enigmatic-and-unnecessarily-cryptic way that Thiriel’s grudge against Sebastian was not shared by all, and that they weren’t done with Sebastian by a long shot. They facilitated a secret backup plan for the eventuality that John Faust would double cross everyone.

      The final battle at the LeFay estate went wrong the moment Lily and John Faust arrived. While Morgan le Fay had gone completely insane, she had not lost her frightening power, which was further bolstered by the crafty demon using her as an unholy host. But with help from Sebastian and moi, Lily was able to hold out against Morgan and her undead minions while Mallory and Ethel freed the hostages.

      In the end we were almost overcome, but aid arrived at the last minute from our fae allies—animal aspects from time long forgotten, braving the demon’s wrath to fight in one last glorious battle. They injured Morgan so badly Nergal was forced to take over his host completely, allowing us to attack him directly. During that last, desperate attack, when Nergal’s corrupt power would have destroyed my human, the mysterious entity that had been aiding her for many months granted her power far beyond anything she had handled before. Nergal was defeated, but like a cowardly vermin he fled from Lily’s incorruptible, shining form.

      Though the hostages were safely recovered and Nergal disappeared entirely, much destruction was left in the demon’s wake. The shining power my human had been granted was too much for her body to handle, and it sent her into a coma before it vanished without a trace.

      I did my duty, of course, and applied EPT—Emergency Purr Therapy, to the non-cat people out there—almost unceasingly until Lily awoke from her coma several days later. Soon after, we learned that the fae realm was in an uproar and that Nergal’s next move was likely to use Morgan’s knowledge to assault the fabled refuge of the ancients, a group of wizards responsible for all the most powerful magic and most advanced artifacts left in the world.

      Being the foolish and noble human that she is, Lily did the predictable thing and decided we must find the fabled refuge first, warn the ancients, and save them from Nergal.

      More travel. How terribly annoying and inconvenient.

      At least this time I would get to ride in style. You’ll have to read the story yourself to find out all about my new accommodations, so off you go! 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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            FROM THE SHORES OF TROY

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily Singer squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again, trying to push back the angry bundle of fear and sorrow that clogged her throat.

      The campus of Agnes Scott College was a mess.

      Bits of masonry and other debris peppered the smooth, thick lawns of green between the buildings, increasing in density around Buttrick Hall and Alston Campus Center, both of which had partially collapsed. Barriers and yellow warning tape had been put up warding off the curious crowds of students, while teams of workers cleaned up the scattered debris and assessed how to stabilize the remaining structure so repairs could commence.

      Between the two half-collapsed buildings sat McCain Library. It looked relatively untouched in contrast to its surroundings, though the exterior masonry was singed as if it had been bathed in a wash of flame. Which, knowing the culprit of the destruction, it likely had. Lily imagined the pattern of damage had engineers and emergency-response personnel scratching their heads, but it made perfect sense considering what Lily knew. She knew that McCain Library had unique and especially strong spells protecting it, put in place by the original wizard architects of the magical Basement archive hidden beneath it. She also knew the library had been the specific target of a vicious, rage-induced attack that, were it not for the library’s protective spells, would have flattened it into smoking rubble.

      She knew a demon had attacked McCain Library. Not just any demon, but Nergal, prince of destruction and decay.

      And he’d done it because of her.

      A strong arm gently wrapped around her shoulders and squeezed, drawing her into a side hug.

      “This isn’t your fault, Lil’.”

      Sebastian’s murmured words warmed her heart, though they couldn’t banish the bone-deep chill that made her shiver every time she remembered that Nergal was still out there, free, angry, and probably looking for more ways to hurt people.

      If anyone could understand what they were up against, though, it was Sebastian Blackwell, considering he’d faced it all by her side over the past year. Despite his mischievous “Professional Witch” ways, he was the loyal boyfriend she didn’t deserve—though “boyfriend” didn’t do justice to everything they’d been through together. Not even considering their own adventures, Sebastian had a long history with this demon. Nergal was the same creature he’d once tried to bargain with to resurrect his parents when he’d been a young and foolish teenager, traumatized by the horrible car accident that had stolen his loved ones.

      He’d survived the encounter, but with terrible scars that had haunted him ever since.

      Would he survive this new conflict they were headed into? Would any of them?

      When her gloomy silence stretched on, Sebastian released her shoulders and shifted to grab one of her hands, which were clasped in front of her and twisting fitfully. He pried them apart and claimed one of them in his warm, calloused grip.

      “Come on, Lily. If I’ve learned anything it’s that you can’t get tied up in knots over these bastards. Demons are demons, and the quicker we regroup and make a plan, the better. This isn’t your fault. So stop worrying.”

      “I know,” she croaked, throat dry and tight. She did know, though that didn’t stop the guilt threatening to crush her. It just gave her the courage to bear up beneath it, instead of giving in to it and collapsing.

      They currently stood on one of the paved walking paths that cut across the college campus. Madam Ethel Barrington, Lily’s elderly wizard mentor, stood close by on Sebastian’s other side, and Sir Kipling, her more-magical-than-he-had-any-right-to-be cat, was slinking around somewhere out of sight, no doubt doing his own survey of the damage. The day was overcast and gloomy, though Atlanta’s famous spring humidity was already filling the heavy air. The caw of a crow echoed across the subdued campus, adding to the somber atmosphere.

      “The buildings will be repaired and good as new in no time,” Madam Barrington said. “I expect insurance will pay for everything, so there is no sense in crying over spilt milk.” Her voice was brisk and sure, as usual. Being over a hundred years old and having lived through numerous wars and magical crises was no doubt an excellent way to grow immune to something as shocking as a demon attack. Though the elderly wizard was still weak from having been under a deadly curse for the last eight months, she was looking so much better that it gave Lily hope. She had even discarded her cane.

      “Of course, Ethel. You’re…you’re right.” Lily took a deep breath and squeezed Sebastian’s hand, trying to reassure him that she was fine.

      Or, at least, as fine as she could be after enduring the whirlwind trial of her narcissist father, having their dirty family laundry exposed before a multitude of her wizard peers, then working with said father—freshly convicted of his many crimes—to defeat a prince of demons and rescue their kidnapped family members, all within the same week. To top it off, she’d briefly become the vessel of some kind of celestial power that had ultimately defeated Nergal and sent him fleeing off to wreak havoc elsewhere. The ordeal had sent her into a three-day coma, from which she had awakened to the news of Nergal’s attack on McCain Library.

      Oh, and there was also Madam Barrington’s revelation that the fabled wizard Merlin was, in fact, real, and Avalon existed, and Nergal was likely headed there right now, so they needed to get a move on and figure out where it was and how to warn Merlin before it was too late, and⁠—

      “Hey, Lil’, ease up on the grip, will ya,” Sebastian muttered, tone lighthearted. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      Lily relaxed her hand with studied effort and smiled sadly up at him.  “You can promise no such thing, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “I can too,” he retorted. His chocolate-brown eyes showed a sparkle of mischief despite the dark circles and worry lines around them. “As long as we’re together, everything is okay, and not even a double-chocolate-layered lava cake with extra filling could pry me from your side. You’re stuck with me. So yes, everything will be okay.”

      Lily’s lips twitched and she was tempted to roll her eyes, which she could tell from the lopsided grin on Sebastian’s face was exactly his intent.

      “What about a triple-layered lava cake, hmm?” she said, playing along.

      “Nope, not even that.”

      “Quadruple-layered?”

      Sebastian smirked and leaned closer, bringing his face close to hers.

      “Not a snowball’s chance in hell,” he whispered, his breath caressing her lips. A little shiver ran through her—the good kind—and before she could react, Sebastian leaned farther and pressed his warm, soft lips to hers, his free hand coming up to cup her cheek a moment later as if to keep her from escaping.

      Not that she wanted to.

      “Ahem.”

      The pointed sound of throat clearing made Lily jump and she tried to lean back. But Sebastian’s grip firmed and he leaned with her pull, deepening their kiss and refusing to let go.

      “Nephew.”

      Sebastian finally let Lily draw away, though he kept a tight hold on her hand—which was fortunate, because she was feeling distinctly light-headed and wobbly-kneed.

      Sweet baby Moses on a popsicle stick.

      Her boyfriend was a good kisser—a fact that was distinctly terrifying in all the best ways.

      “If you could possibly refrain from acting like a twitterpated pair of lovesick juveniles in public, that would be greatly appreciated.” Madam Barrington’s expression was stern, though her voice wasn’t as convincingly cutting as usual.

      Even so, Lily felt heat creep into her cheeks and she looked down, nervously smoothing the skirt of her magically enhanced adventure outfit. Considering the tumultuous events of the last week, it would likely be her daily uniform for the foreseeable future.

      “Aw, come on, Aunt B. Just because you’re a stick in the mud doesn’t mean the rest of us have to be. If you had a beau as handsome and dashing as me, you’d be kissing him in public too.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Lily could see Sebastian grinning and puffing out his chest, though the withering look his aunt gave him seemed to deflate the witch a little.

      “Unlike you, Nephew, I do not allow the urges of the flesh to distract me from my duty. You would do well to keep your head about you if you hope to survive. More depends on it than your own life and limb.” Her tone was cutting this time, and she sent a pointed look at Lily, which only made Lily’s blush deepen.

      “Okay, okay. I get it. Geez,” Sebastian grumbled to himself.

      Lily gave his hand a squeeze, hoping to convey her support and understanding. She agreed with her mentor: focus was of the utmost importance with the stakes they were facing. But the slow process of falling for Sebastian over the last year had also taught her that love was an essential part of coping when circumstances threatened to grind you into hopeless despair.

      Sebastian was the reason she’d made it this far, and he’d be the reason she overcame what lay ahead of them.

      If they survived.

      “Guten Tag, meine alte Freundin.”

      Lily nearly jumped out of her skin at the heavily accented voice that came from close behind them. She and Sebastian turned to see an old, bent man in a black coat and bowler hat, leaning on a cane several paces down the sidewalk.

      “Ah, Gregory, how good it is to see you again. Thank you for coming,” Madam Barrington said. “I had feared my message might not reach you, considering that letter you left me a few months ago.”

      “Ach, it might not have, if not for that slippery little Miezekatze. His words stick to you as stubbornly as his hair, no?”

      Madam Barrington chuckled, which made Lily’s eyes widen as she stared between the stranger and her mentor. She’d barely ever seen the woman smile, much less laugh. Who was this wizard that he caused such a reaction?

      “Yes, I know exactly what you mean. But then, he is a cat. One can hardly expect anything less.”

      “Ja, ja. Where is the furry fellow, then, eh?”

      “Exactly where you’d expect him to be, I would guess.”

      It was the stranger’s turn to chuckle and shake his head, muttering a few words under his breath in what Lily now recognized as German.

      “Apologies, Gregory, please allow me to introduce my student, Miss Lily Singer, and my great-grandnephew, Sebastian Blackwell. Lily, Sebastian, this is Gregory Rosenberg, one of the original architects of the Basement.”

      The old man—most definitely a wizard, judging by the magic that leaked from him in serene little wisps of power—nodded gravely to them, though when his eyes fell on Lily and Sebastian’s clasped hands, a cheeky little smile twitched his lips upward. It made Lily suspect with no small amount of mortification that he’d been standing there long enough to have seen Sebastian’s swoon-worthy kiss.

      “P-pleased to meet you,” Lily said, acutely aware that her face was still flushed even as she tried not to stare impolitely. Gregory Rosenberg? Never in her wildest dreams had she thought she’d get to meet such an important historical figure. She remembered the previous summer, when her mentor had first mentioned him alongside Leslie Wilbourne. Together, they had blended masterful magic and architecture into a safe haven of wizard learning. But why was he here? More importantly, why did he seem to know Sir Kipling already? Was this the old German gentleman her cat had roped into hijinks at the library last winter when Lily and Sebastian had been away for the weekend?

      “We have much to discuss, Gregory, and little time to do it. Shall we retire to the Basement?”

      “Gewiss.” The old man nodded and waved a hand, inviting them to proceed him.

      “Um, Ethel, isn’t the library closed?” Lily whispered as they started toward the singed building.

      “Of course.”

      “So…shouldn’t we head somewhere else? Your office, perhaps?”

      “Whatever for?”

      Lily opened her mouth to point out the many ways they’d be “breaking the rules” by using McCain Library while it was off limits for structural inspection, then stopped, thought about it, and closed her mouth again, shaking her head.

      They were facing possible demonic incursion and widespread destruction, not to mention the threat to an ancient refuge of priceless magical power and history. It was just like her ridiculous brain to get hung up on “the rules.”

      When they arrived at the door on the back side of the library that led to the lower floor, Sebastian stepped forward confidently to open it for everyone else. Before Lily could point out that he didn’t have a key, he’d pulled the door open with a flourish, revealing Sir Kipling’s smug feline face where the cat sat, tail curled around his paws, just inside the threshold.

      Lily glanced at the heavens. Was it fate or simply cruel irony that she was surrounded by reprobates?

      They hurried in before anyone noticed their little group, though Gregory paused inside the door to bend creakily over his cane and give Sir Kipling a scratch around the ears. The furry little stinker accepted the adoration with obvious pleasure, purring up a storm as he rubbed his chin across the old man’s fingers.

      The hallway to the archive level was dim and silent, and they proceeded down it single file without a word, Madam Barrington in the lead.

      Entering the Basement felt oddly surreal, as the last time she’d been there she’d portaled in from Rome, thousands of miles away—a feat any wizard would have said was impossible. That impossibility had been barely a second thought for her, though, since she’d gone to such dangerous extremes in a desperate attempt to get to her family in time to save them from Morgan and Nergal’s murderous clutches. Then, mere weeks before that, Roger Darthe and his witch minions had held Madam Barrington at knifepoint to blackmail their way into the Basement and force her to give them access to a secret depository of ancient artifacts at the Hilprecht Museum in Pennsylvania. That was the same night Lily had been drugged and kidnapped by her father. Again.

      Lily shook her head, pulling herself back from the traumatizing memories. So much had happened in the last few months, she was doing good just being on her feet and thinking clearly. She had no time to process things properly.

      Madam Barrington respectfully insisted Mr. Rosenberg enter the Basement first, which he did after hesitating for a moment on the threshold of the broom closet, one hand laid gently on the doorframe. Lily guessed he was as caught up in memories as she had been, though hopefully his were more pleasant.

      Next went Madam Barrington, then Lily with Sebastian’s hand held tightly in hers. Mundanes didn’t have the magical connection to the Source necessary to enter the Basement on their own. They had to be ferried through by a wizard—or a particularly precocious magical creature, as she’d discovered when Sir Kipling had brought the late FBI Agent Richard Grant through to save them from Roger and his thugs on that fateful night.

      They emerged into the soft lighting and old-book smell of the Basement. Mr. Rosenberg’s delighted mutterings and exclamations in German echoed softly through the space as he examined her chintz chairs and admired the vaulted ceiling glamour that made the room seem much bigger than it was. Soon, though, Madam Barrington corralled her old friend, and Sebastian pulled up chairs for everyone to sit. He plopped down next to Lily while Madam Barrington and their guest sat on Lily’s other side. The moment Mr. Rosenberg’s lap was horizontal, Sir Kipling jumped up into it and settled down to purr noisily, expression still insufferably smug. Lily pursed her lips at the sight, torn between amusement at his antics and annoyance that he was showering affection on someone else.

      Of course, he would probably tell her that he was exactly where he was supposed to be, which meant the old man needed Kip more than she did at the moment.

      That was a sobering thought.

      Lily shook her head and focused on Madam Barrington as her mentor began to explain their situation to Mr. Rosenberg. It took a good five minutes, even in the most succinct of terms, but Mr. Rosenberg listened closely, head cocked and eyes sharp as he absently petted Sir Kipling’s purring form.

      “Ach, Ethel,” he sighed when she was done. “I knew such a day as this would come. I simply hoped I would be dead before it arrived.”

      Madam Barrington dipped her head gravely.

      “I know, my friend. But it is here, and we must act.”

      “Ja, ja. You still have the journal I entrusted to you, no?”

      Madam Barrington reached into her carpet bag and pulled out a small, worn leather volume and held it up.

      “Gut, gut. You did read it after all, ja?”

      “Indeed, Gregory. Against my better judgment.” Madam Barrington’s dry smile was there and gone again.

      “A glutton for responsibility, you are, meine Liebe.”

      Madam Barrington didn’t deny it, simply held out the small book to Mr. Rosenberg.

      “Nein, nein,” the old man said with a laugh, leaning back farther in his chair. “It is your problem, gnädige Frau. I am retired now, ne? Based on what you have said, the time has come, and you will be leaving soon. I already have the two items you sent me for safekeeping, so now I will stay and watch over my Basement. These chairs are good for my old bones.” He patted one cushioned arm in emphasis, his other hand still busy stroking Sir Kipling.

      “Wait a minute. Aunt B, he’s the one who’s been keeping that ring and the Book of Names? He’s barely a hundred pounds soaking wet! I’m just a lowly witch and even I could⁠—”

      “Ach du grüne Neune! A witch?” Mr. Rosenburg surged to his feet, sending Sir Kipling scrambling as he held his cane out threateningly toward Sebastian. “What is the meaning of this? Meine Güte, Ethel, what have you let into my library?”

      Lily couldn’t help her gasp, and Madam Barrington hesitated, obviously searching for the best way to explain.

      “Calm down, old man,” Sebastian said and rose as well, hands held out nonthreateningly on either side. “Don’t get your knickers in a knot. Short version, I was a stupid teenager, made a mistake, paid the price, and ever since I’ve been helping the fae fight demons. I didn’t mean any disrespect about you guarding those horrible artifacts. I just know how…persuasive demons are when they want something. I’m on your side, okay?”

      Mr. Rosenberg’s eyes narrowed and he didn’t lower his cane. Lily opened her mouth, then hesitated and glanced at Sir Kipling, who had clawed his way up to the back of the old man’s chair. She knew her cat had a history with Mr. Rosenberg, but he wasn’t jumping in to vouch for Sebastian. It certainly wasn’t because he didn’t trust “her” witch—as he often called Sebastian—so there must have been a good reason for him to stay silent.

      She shut her mouth and waited.

      “Look, you don’t believe me? That’s fair. I’ll show you. Elwa, Pilanti’ara, could you come here for a sec? This gentleman doesn’t think I’m a nice guy—which is flat-out insulting, I mean, look at this face.” He flashed Mr. Rosenberg a smile and a wink, which only made the old man scowl further. But the shimmering, glowing pixie that appeared by Sebastian’s head wiped the scowl right off the wizard’s face.

      A high, rapid squeaking filled the room, and by the tone it was quite clear that Pip didn’t think Sebastian was a nice guy either.

      “Hey, that is totally not tru—No, I already paid you for tha—no, no, Yuki said you have to work for free now, so don’t even think about trying to guilt trip me int—okay, fine, maybe a shot every now and then to tide you over. But only after you get your chores done. Got it?”

      Pip’s rapid speech lowered to a grumbling burble, and Sebastian shot an apologetic look at Mr. Rosenberg.

      “Sorry, bit of a contract misunderstanding. Nothing to worry about. Pip, why don’t you go show the nice man how sorry you are, ‘kay?”

      Pip promptly crossed her arms and gave an emphatic squeak that even Lily could understand.

      “Piiiip. We don’t have time for this,” Sebastian said through gritted teeth. “Don’t make me call you-know-who. You’re on probation as it is, and I already stuck my neck out for you once.”

      That shut the little pixie up. After a moment of furious stewing, she gave a tiny huff and zoomed over to Mr. Rosenberg. The old man lurched backward in alarm, hit his chair with the backs of his legs, and fell into it with an “umph.” Pip giggled like a chipmunk on crack cocaine and zipped forward to kiss him right on the tip of his nose. Then she vanished, though her squeaky laughter echoed for a few seconds before it, too, faded away.

      “Verdammte Feen,” he muttered, rubbing his nose.

      “Yes! I agree on every possible level,” Sebastian said before collapsing back into his own chair. “I’m too busy dealing with pixie attitude to mess around with demons. Plus, they’re butt ugly and smell bad. You have nothing to worry about. Besides,” he jerked a thumb in Lily’s direction, “she would flay me alive if I did anything to jeopardize her precious books—and if there was anything left of me after that, Aunt B would make sure to finish the job.”

      That made Mr. Rosenberg snort. Sir Kipling, who had watched Pip with wide, intent eyes the entire time she’d been in the room, finally deigned to stretch and make his way down to settle back into the wizard’s lap. Mr. Rosenberg resumed petting the feline, though he kept his cane in hand.

      “Very well, young man. I will trust Ethel’s judgment. For now. But I had best not catch any of your verdammten pixies mucking about in my Basement, ja?”

      “Don’t worry. They won’t touch a thing. Though sometime soon we need to have a conversation about that ring and that book.” He cut a glance at his aunt. “I promised Thiriel I’d give her back the book. Heck, I’d feel better if both the darn things were squirreled away in another realm. Wouldn’t you?”

      Lily didn’t want Thiriel involved in anything they did, but kept her opinion to herself, her eyes flicking back and forth as she followed the tense conversation.

      “Careful, Nephew. Do not be deceived by looks. Gregory is perfectly capable of guarding such dangerous items, otherwise I would not have called on him for aid.”

      “Ja, listen to your elder, young man, and do not worry. I will care for both of them and for my Basement while you do what needs to be done.”

      Sebastian’s jaw worked for a moment, but he finally nodded and let the matter drop.

      “Thank you, Gregory,” Madam Barrington said, seeming relieved to get things back on track. “Having you here will be a great help. Lily can notify her superiors that you have returned from your travels and need research access to your donated material. That will explain your presence for the next few weeks.”

      Lily swallowed, remembering the leave-of-absence form she’d submitted to her boss just that morning, along with the goodbye note she’d sent to her poor assistant Penny, who would likely be taking up the slack. An overwhelming, gray blanket of sorrow threatened to settle on her, but she fought it off.

      This was not the end. She would return.

      “However, there is the matter of our next step?” Madam Barrington turned and looked significantly at the antique card-catalog cabinet against one wall, upon which sat that old stone gargoyle Lily had never liked. It had once perched atop the library, but when the stacks were rebuilt it had been removed and tucked away in the Basement.

      Lily’s brow furrowed, though Mr. Rosenberg seemed to know exactly what Madam Barrington was implying, because his expression soured. He muttered under his breath in German for a moment, then sighed.

      “Apologies, Miezekatze, but duty calls.”

      Far from seeming upset, Sir Kipling perked up his ears, then jumped off the old man’s lap to trot over to the antique cabinet. While Mr. Rosenberg levered himself out of his chair with his cane, the enigmatic feline crouched and leapt up to the top of the cabinet. There he took up a sentinel pose on the far corner, as if to stay as far away from the gargoyle as possible while still keeping an eye on both it and the elderly wizard heading his way.

      Lily wondered what Mr. Rosenberg was up to. Was there a document hidden in the cabinet? She’d looked through it years ago when she’d first become Madam Barrington’s student, but all it contained was old catalog cards from the library above. The Basement’s own catalog was safely inscribed in Lily’s red eduba, originally compiled decades ago by Madam Barrington when she had become caretaker of the Basement. Lily glanced at Sebastian, but he only shrugged, seeming content to watch and wait.

      Instead of opening any of the cabinet drawers, Mr. Rosenberg simply stopped and glared at the gargoyle.

      “Ach, verdammter Magier, you could not make anything simple, could you?”

      STOP GROUSING LIKE AN OLD WOMAN AND GET ON WITH IT, Sir Kipling insisted, his gold letters drifting to hover in front of Mr. Rosenberg’s face.

      The old man waved them off as if they were pesky gnats and gave Lily’s impertinent feline a piece of his mind in rapid-fire German.

      Lily hid a smile and leaned toward her mentor, who was watching Mr. Rosenberg’s progress with a tired expression.

      “Ethel, would you be so terribly kind as to explain what in the world is going on?” Lily asked. She half expected her mentor to obfuscate with some excuse, as she’d done so many times before, and so was shocked when Madam Barrington nodded.

      “That gargoyle contains an artifact created by Kabdari, the ancient wizard I told you of, known in more recent myth as Merlin. We believe the artifact is some sort of advanced conveyance spell. It has been hidden within various objects over the centuries—a particularly handsome bronze bust in the twelfth century gave rise to the famous legends about the Brazen Head. It has been passed down through Gregory’s family line, including Albertus Magnus, and when Gregory entrusted me with caring for the Basement, I placed it within the gargoyle for safekeeping. This book”—she raised the small leather volume—“contains the ‘conversations’ had with this Brazen Head over the years by various owners, along with many of their own ramblings. Unfortunately, so much of it is mixed up with rank superstition and various mundane theories on alchemical rubbish that it is difficult to pluck the nuggets of truth from it.”

      Lily watched Mr. Rosenberg, taking a moment to digest the information.

      “So, this conveyance spell…Kabdari uses it to speak to, well, the outside world from inside wherever Avalon—I mean, Dul-Zahdag—is?” Lily asked.

      “Yes, and no.” Madam Barrington brought her hands up to steeple them in front of her. “The spell is much more complex than that. It is an ingenious magical combination of telephone and computer, and even has an answering machine.”

      Sebastian snorted, but Lily ignored him.

      “Please explain.”

      “According to this journal and Gregory’s own experience on the matter, the system is a complex combination of a base conveyance spell layered with a repository spell of recorded information embedded in our end of the link. The other anchor, which we assume is located within Dul-Zahdag, contains a further repository of knowledge, one much deeper and more complex than the one we have here.”

      “So, it’s a way to contact Kabdari directly?” Lily asked.

      Madam Barrington sighed.

      “It used to be. There is record of direct conversations with him in the journal, but such records are few and far between. What we do know, based on the activation spells passed down to Gregory, is that the system has the ability to record and preserve messages, and also offers limited answers to specific sets of questions. I am sure the entire system was set up as a means to stay in contact with and help wizardkind retain the wisdom of the ancients without putting Dul-Zahdag in direct danger of discovery. However, neither I nor Gregory have been able to successfully connect with Dul-Zahdag in our lifetimes. The last record of direct contact was by Gregory’s father. It is likely the spell has weakened to the point that it is no longer connected to its counterpart in Dul-Zahdag.”

      “That, or the connection was severed,” said Mr. Rosenberg over his shoulder. “It would be just like that old madman to leave us hanging in the wind.”

      “That is only a guess,” Madam Barrington said firmly. “We are entirely ignorant of the social, political, and physical landscape of Dul-Zahdag. Anything could have happened.”

      “But you said this Merlin-Kabda-whatshisface guy went looking for you after Grandpa Stephen disappeared,” Sebastian said. “Didn’t you ask him then?”

      Madam Barrington frowned, and there was a moment before she replied.

      “Our encounter was disappointingly brief, considering the news he brought. However, he did take the time to leave a message—for use in emergencies, so to speak.”

      “What was it?” Sebastian asked, leaning forward eagerly.

      “We will soon find out,” she said with a gesture toward Mr. Rosenberg.

      A cry of triumph followed Madam Barrington’s words, and the German wizard stepped back from the cabinet, eyes fixed on the gargoyle. Sir Kipling’s whiskers were twitching sporadically and he seemed puffed up in agitation, though he did not abandon his post. Instead, he leaned forward to sniff the gargoyle.

      “Eme-gir-a du!”

      The sudden ringing voice made Sir Kipling jump back with a hiss and his hind legs slipped over the edge of the cabinet. There was a moment of panicked scrabbling, but gravity won and sent the feline plunging toward the floor. Being a cat, Sir Kipling avoided landing in an ungraceful heap, but it was a close thing. Lily might have offered sympathy had she not been transfixed by the Enkinim-speaking gargoyle on top of the cabinet. If she wasn’t mistaken, it had just asked them to choose their language.

      “English, if you please,” said Mr. Rosenberg. 

      “Speak your inquiry,” the ringing voice said in strangely accented English, its tone stilted and unnatural. Sir Kipling hissed at it once more before stalking over to Lily’s chair. He hopped up on the arm, then up to the high back, where he hunkered down to stare malevolently across the room at the offending piece of stone.

      Mr. Rosenberg turned and raised his eyebrows at Madam Barrington, who leaned forward and spoke.

      “What message did Kabdari leave?” Silence greeted her question, and she pursed her lips in annoyance. “I had forgotten how vexing this thing can be. Many years ago, after you left me that volume, Gregory, I spent a considerable amount of time playing twenty questions with it. But years later when Kabdari sought me out, he cautioned that its magic was limited and best not drained without great need.” She paused, seeming to consider her next words carefully. “Did Kabdari leave a message?” she finally asked the gargoyle.

      “Yes,” confirmed the voice.

      “Will you tell us what it is?”

      Silence.

      “Tell us Kabdari’s message,” Madam Barrington tried next, voice sharp.

      Still there was only silence.

      “Who is the message for?” Lily asked on a whim, hoping her mentor wouldn’t mind the intrusion.

      “The younger one and the eldest born of many. The kinsman redeemer and the beast led to slaughter.”

      “Yeah, that clears it right up,” Sebastian muttered. “Clearest gobbledygook I’ve ever heard.”

      “Shhh,” Lily shot at him before glancing between Madam Barrington and Mr. Rosenberg, hoping that had made more sense to them. But her mentor’s expression was troubled, and the German wizard simply shook his head in disgust and shuffled back over to his chair.

      Lily tried a different tack: “What is the name of the one the message is for?” When the voice didn’t reply, she attempted: “How do we know who the, um, kinsman redeemer is?”

      “The chosen shall choose their path. They shall put on their task like a mantle.”

      “Is this thing trolling us, or is something being lost in translation?” Sebastian asked, glaring at the offending hunk of stone.

      Mr. Rosenberg cackled. “Now you see why we go mad, ja? Verdammt, dieser alter Magier.”

      That got him a reproachful look from Madam Barrington, who said, “I believe it is trying to convey that the message recipient is dependent on actions, not identity.”

      “Okaaay,” Sebastian said, rolling his eyes at his aunt. “So what do we do to hear the message, get up and dance a jig?”

      Before Madam Barrington could scold her nephew for his flippancy, the gargoyle answered.

      “Speak the name of your creator.”

      Silence met the voice’s command, though Lily hardly noticed.

      Speak. Name. Creator.

      In the uneasy blackness that plagued her mind, something sparked, and a moment later buried memories came rushing in.

      ‘…the demon’s name is strong, but there is one that is stronger…’

      Her head whipped around and she stared at Sir Kipling, who was perched on the chair back behind her. His gaze shifted from the gargoyle across the room down to her, and he met her questioning stare with unflinching eyes that shone solid gold in the Basement’s soft light.

      Lily blinked, and then she was back there, sitting on the floor of her apartment in her vision, staring at Sir Kipling’s golden eyes.

      ‘…if you choose this path, choose it knowing that you will face great sacrifice, but you will never have to face it alone…’ 

      Sir Kipling yawned, shaking her from the memory with his show of sharp teeth and pink tongue. When he looked at her again, his eyes were their usual flat yellow surrounding slitted black pupils. Had the gold just been a memory?

      Turning back around, Lily realized everyone in the room was now staring at her. Mr. Rosenberg’s expression was intent and curious. Sebastian’s brow was furrowed, and when she met his eyes, they were dark with foreboding. She glanced at Madam Barrington, but the wizard’s gaze was level without any hint of surprise, as if the gargoyle’s words made sense to her. What did she know that Lily didn’t?

      ‘What are you?’

      ‘What do you think I am?’

      ‘I—I don’t know.’

      ‘You will.’

      Goosebumps crawled up Lily’s arms and she suppressed a shiver at the echo of that voice in her head. Forces bigger than her, bigger than any understanding she could bring to bear, were moving, and here she was caught in the middle.

      It should have terrified her out of her mind. It did terrify her, but not in the same way Nergal terrified her. It was the terror of standing on the edge of a cliff, surrounded by thick, obscuring mist. It was the terror of walking through a door without the slightest clue of what was on the other side.

      The ancient peoples of the Earth called fae and demons gods and worshiped their incomprehensible power. Modern “enlightened” culture mocked ancient superstitions while simultaneously worshiping science as the end-all-be-all.

      Yet no one then, or now, ever asked: who created the fae? Who created the demons? Who created the laws of science?

      ‘Speak the name of your creator.’

      The mere question sent shivers down her spine, and she felt the urge to run and hide—to put the question back in the box. But she’d seen too much to run away now. She’d been touched by a power not her own, and she couldn’t simply bury her head in the sand and pretend it hadn’t happened.

      Lily opened her mouth, but Sebastian cut her off.

      “Don’t say a thing, Lily.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “I—” he started to say, then stopped, glancing guiltily at his aunt. “I just have a bad feeling about this. It feels like…something they would do.” When she only raised an eyebrow, he leaned in and lowered his voice. “You know, get you to agree to something you don’t really understand? Never explain things straight up, because they know you’d run in the opposite direction if they did.”

      Understanding washed over her. She reached out, hesitated, then took both of his hands, shifting to lean in and touch her forehead to his.

      “This is not the fae, Sebastian. And besides, we’re in this together. What happened to us going to warn Kabdari? Defeating Nergal? Saving the world?”

      Solid things. Actionable things. Duties that grounded her and swept away some of the mist obscuring her path.

      “I didn’t sign up to save the world,” he murmured, squeezing her hands. “Just you.”

      “Well, I’m part of the world, so if you save the world, you’ll save me too, right?”

      Sebastian barked a harsh laugh. “You have clearly never tried to save the world.”

      “And you have?”

      His laughter died, and she leaned back to see that haunted look in his eyes again. It made her pause, and she searched her mind, trying to find the words to express what was weighing on her heart.

      “Sebastian…I don’t want to do this any more than you do. This is the exact opposite of fun or comfortable or enjoyable. But we’re here, right now, and we have the ability and tools to help. I don’t know about you, but I can’t just ignore that. And besides, when has avoiding responsibility ever made you happy in life?”

      “Oh, I can think of many, many times.” An almost-but-not-quite smile lifted one corner of his mouth.

      “Come on, that’s not what I’m talking about and you know it.”

      “Hey! There’s something to be said for having fun, Miss Stick-In-The-Mud.”

      Lily leveled a stare at him, waiting until his grin faded before softly continuing. “In the deep dark of night, when there’s nowhere to hide from yourself, have you ever truly felt that running away gave your soul the peace and joy it needed to be at rest?”

      Sebastian’s eyes dropped, and he was silent for an endless moment as the question hung between them.

      “No,” he whispered.

      “Me neither,” she agreed. The reluctant acknowledgement made her chest ache at the inkling of where her resolve would take them.

      I serve another.

      Lily shivered, though not in fear. Something hovered at the edge of her senses, a feeling of vastness like an endless velvet sky blazing with billions of stars.

      “Sebastian, look at me.”

      His chocolate eyes met hers, and she could see moisture shimmering in their corners.

      “I choose this, even knowing there will be danger and,” she swallowed, “probably sacrifice. I will help where I can, when I can. But you have to choose too, one way or another.”

      Terrible pain shone in his eyes, and Lily could only guess what kind of trauma and memories he was wrestling with. She squeezed his hands.

      “If you need to stay behind, I will love you just the same,” she promised, hoping her terror at the thought of going on alone didn’t show in her face. “Atlanta needs protection, too.”

      A half-laugh, half-sob escaped Sebastian’s lips and he shook his head.

      “Over my dead body. Where you go, I go. So if this is the path you choose, then I’ll walk every stupid, freaking, blasted step with you, no matter what.”

      Lily’s heart swelled, and for a moment she couldn’t speak. When she finally found her voice, she whispered, “Thank you.”

      “For you, Lil’? Always.”

      That prompted a wet chuckle, and she shook her head, then gave his hands a final squeeze and stood. Madam Barrington’s eyes followed her, and she gave her mentor a nod of thanks. A shadow of sorrow seemed to pass across the old woman’s face, but when she nodded in return, her expression was as calm and resolved as ever. Mr. Rosenberg watched them silently, expression expectant.

      Lily turned to the gargoyle, clenched her fists, and took a deep breath.

      “The name of my creator is Dimmu-ningshar-sa.”

      The pinprick stars of her magic, the only thing she could sense through the darkness that still filled her, brightened in her mind’s eye and she felt the vastness move. It filled her with power for a single, awestruck moment. Then it eased away and was gone, leaving Lily blinking stupidly as a voice, no longer stilted but rich and uniquely accented, emitted from the gargoyle.

      “Greetings, friend, I am Kabdari. If trouble is at your door and you seek wisdom or aid, I pray that you find it, because I have none to offer. If you seek power or riches, do not waste your time here. There is none to be found, only great burden and sorrow. Our glory has crumbled to dust, our eyes have grown dim, and our cries for help have been met with silence. There is nothing left. Forget your plans, you must divine another way. Farewell.”

      Stunned silence filled the room, and Lily glanced about to see identical looks of confusion on her companions’ faces.

      “Well, that was…unexpected,” Madam Barrington murmured, as Sebastian threw up his hands.

      “Seriously? Seriously? That’s it?”

      Lily half expected Sebastian’s shrill question to prompt a response from the gargoyle, but her hopes were dashed when it remained silent.

      “At least he didn’t ask us to agree to a bargain, right?” she offered vaguely, mind busy.

      “Yeah, definitely not fae, that’s for sure.”

      “Ha, siehste: a madman, exactly as I said.”

      Lily pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head.

      “No, there’s got to be more to it than that.” She shot a pleading look at Madam Barrington, hoping for a voice of reason. Her mentor cocked her head, thoughtful, then spoke:

      “If we seek to find Dul-Zahdag, a secret so well kept it has remained undiscovered for thousands of years, I very much doubt that the path to its doorstep will be either clear or easy.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Lily said, dropping her hand. “This is a misdirection, surely, meant to dissuade those with less-than-honorable intentions.”

      Sebastian groaned. “Ugh. I hate mind games.”

      “Excuse me? You? Hate mind games? You’re a witch, you play mind games for a living.”

      “Don’t remind me,” he grumbled.

      “All right, let me try a direct approach,” Lily said, glancing at Madam Barrington, who nodded. “Kabdari, we need to tell you about a great danger. Morgan has allied with a demon and is trying to get back to Dul-Zahdag. We don’t know how to stop them. How can we warn you?”

      Silence.

      Lily huffed out a breath and tried rewording the request, turning it into a command, and a dozen other variations until she was thoroughly frustrated. Madam Barrington watched with silent gravity while Mr. Rosenberg fingered his cane with a furious scowl on his face, as if he were contemplating giving the gargoyle a good whack on its stone head.

      “Take a breather, Lil’, and let me have a crack at it,” Sebastian said. “I’ll bet these ancient wizards are a hoity-toity bunch. They don’t want just any old schlub sniffing around their little Pleasure Island. So, let’s show Kabdari we’re not just anyone.”

      She shrugged helplessly, having nothing better to try.

      Sebastian cracked his knuckles with a dark smile and said out of the side of his mouth, “Let’s see what Kabdari thinks of good ol’ Thiriel. Normally I wouldn’t dare throw her name around, but since she’s busy acting like I don’t exist, I’m sure she won’t mind.” To the gargoyle he said, “Elwa, Kabdari’un. Ina Qem’nathir a’Melthalin. Ism a’Tahiri’elal, ka’at!”

      There was a tense moment of quiet, then the gargoyle responded in Kabdari’s voice:

      “Inu Nashra’un Ah’laradu?”

      Sebastian hesitated and looked at Lily, that haunted shadow still in his eyes. But he set his jaw and answered firmly:

      “Taq.”

      “Very well, friend of the fae. That which you seek must be protected at all costs. If you believe yourself worthy, then prove your loyalty and cunning by unraveling the clues I left behind.”

      Elated, Lily dove into her carpet bag for her eduba and started scribbling furiously, recording Kabdari’s message word for word as Sebastian, Madam Barrington, and Mr. Rosenberg leaned forward, listening intently.

      “Find the ancient pathways of Yangcheng, Sheba, and Kaan. When you stand before them, command them to reveal their secrets in my name. Only then can you unlock the pathway to Dul-Zahdag, the apple of the eye.”

      The thing went silent, and in the quiet Lily finished scribbling the message and scanned it, making sure her writing was clear so she wouldn’t mistake any of the words when she came back to it later.

      “Well,” Madam Barrington finally said, leaning back and shaking her head, “that is less cryptic than I’d feared, but we still have plenty of work ahead of us. He is right, the knowledge we seek—” She stiffened suddenly, words dying on her lips. Then she leapt from her chair, moving faster than Lily thought possible at her age.

      “Come! My house is under attack.”
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      Madam Barrington’s house was barely ten minutes from Agnes Scott College.

      But a lot could happen in ten minutes.

      Sebastian made the drive in five, likely doing permanent damage to Madam Barrington’s precious Buick in the process. But the elderly wizard didn’t say a word, simply held on as Sebastian took turns at insanely dangerous speeds. They’d left Gregory to watch over the Basement, otherwise the old man would have been banging around in the back seat next to Lily. Her seatbelt was the only thing that kept her from injury, and she clutched Sir Kipling tightly in her arms to keep him from being flung from side to side.

      They screeched up to the curb a few houses down from Madam Barrington’s home. Three black cars were parked in front of it and another two were parked on the side along the cross street. Though the front porch was empty, Lily spotted a figure in a suit standing suspiciously at the front corner of the house, one hand down behind his leg as if he were hiding something in his hand. Likely he was a lookout, ready to shoot anyone who tried to flee out the front door.

      “They are trying to break in through the back,” Madam Barrington snapped, though Lily hardly needed the confirmation—she could feel the waves of magic being thrown at the house even from inside the car.

      As Sebastian ripped off his seatbelt, the elderly wizard started giving orders, quick and harsh.

      “No guns. Sebastian, Sir Kipling, the kitchen window is unlocked, the wards will let you through. Tell Nicolas and the others to exit, circle, and flank those at the back door—quietly. We’ll keep them distracted. Kipling will give the signal to attack. Lily, with me. Give me your strongest shield and let me do the talking.”

      Sebastian and Sir Kipling slipped out of the car and darted across the neighbor’s front yard, concealed by a large row of rose bushes. Madam Barrington led the way down the street, walking in plain view with her hands held out empty by her sides in a gesture of peace. As they approached her house, she called out to the man loitering near her front porch.

      “I am sorry, but I have enough vacuums, knives, and insurance to be getting on with. Whatever you are selling, I suggest you move on to the next house.”

      Lily barely listened. She walked beside her mentor, attention focused inward as she coaxed, willed, demanded that her magic flow out. It responded, albeit sluggishly, following the shape of her will and the Enkinim spell she spoke in her head. A multi-layered shield shimmered into being, one layer to allow magic out, but not in, sandwiched between two other layers that would absorb kinetic energy. The barrier had to be formed very tightly to them, however, or the shields blocking kinetic energy would interfere with their own offensive spells. It was a technique Madam Barrington had recently taught her, but there’d been little time to practice it ever since she’d broken through the trauma block on her magic and settled into her “new normal.”

      She held onto the spell with desperate determination, trusting Madam Barrington to take care of the rest.

      “You know what we’re here for, old woman,” the man sneered, turning enough to reveal the silencer-equipped handgun he held at his side. “We’ll take what we want, whether you like it or not. We might leave your house standing, but only if you play nice and stay out of our way.”

      “Your mother must have been a busy woman.”

      “What?” The man shifted, eyes narrowing.

      “She was obviously too busy regretting your existence to teach you good manners,” Madam Barrington said, voice dangerously cold. “I will give you one chance, and one chance only, to remove yourself from my property. If the next words out of your mouth are not ‘yes, ma’am,’ I will do your mother a favor and teach you what she did not.”

      “Why you⁠—”

      “Incorrect,” Madam Barrington snapped, silent-casting as she spoke. Her spell hit the man squarely in the chest and threw him back into the corner of the house with a crack of skull hitting wood. The gun he’d been starting to raise dropped from his slackened grip as he collapsed to the grass in an ungainly heap.

      Madam Barrington sniffed. “Impertinent manchild.”

      “The Romanos need to invest in better wards for their flunkies,” Lily said. Now that she’d formed her shields and anchored them to her amulet, she had enough brain cells free to feel a flash of amusement at her mentor’s ire.

      “His ward was perfectly serviceable—he is still alive, after all.”

      Lily snorted, then followed closely as they headed around the house. She watched her mentor for signs of strain, but the old woman’s back was ramrod straight and her stride purposeful.

      So far so good.

      They rounded the back corner and were confronted by half a dozen raised pistols and two wizards emanating threatening levels of magic. Four other wizards were crowded around the back door making strange motions. Any mundane would think them crazy drunkards doing some sort of dance, but Lily knew they were throwing spell after spell at Madam Barrington’s wards, trying to break through by sheer brute force.

      All were dressed in matching dress shirts and slacks as if they’d come from a funeral. A few looked knocked about, with grass in their hair and scuffs of dirt on their clothes—Madam Barrington’s protections on her house were not solely defensive.

      “I see Jacopo is too cowardly to come get LeFay himself,” Madam Barrington called out, holding her position.

      A towering man with a shaved, waxed head spoke, though he didn’t lower his gun. “Mr. Romano is a busy man. I am Ivan, and you will give us the prisoner or we will take him and you as well for our trouble. I am sure Mr. Romano would enjoy speaking with you once I’ve gotten you properly…docile.” His lips spread in a leering grin.

      Lily breathed deeply and evenly through her nose, keeping her heart rate calm and her focus locked on her spell as she carefully evaluated their targets. Six guns, all with silencers. She’d never tested her shield spell to find out how many bullets it would block before it failed. Maybe she should start training with Sebastian and Mallory and let them have a go at her.

      “I shall enjoy watching you eat your words when you are rolling around on the ground screaming like a little girl,” Madam Barrington said, her voice deceptively calm. “I suggest you run back to your cowardly employer and inform him that LeFay declines the pleasure of your company and will be leaving the country today with no plans to return. Now run along, and the next time any one of you sets foot on my property, I will electrocute you into gibbering piles of singed flesh and let the authorities sort you out at their leisure.”

      Though Ivan didn’t even bat an eyelid at Madam Barrington’s words, some of the other thugs exchanged worried glances.

      “Talk all you want, old woman,” Ivan sneered. “You’re outnumbered, so you can either open this door now, or I’ll take that pretty little thing you brought with you and start cutting off her fingers until you feel like letting us in.”

      “Anyone who lays a hand on Miss Singer will shortly thereafter lose their eyeballs and possibly their ears too, depending on how vindictive her familiar decides to be. You are welcome to try it and find out.”

      Lily shifted, forcing even more power into her skin-tight shield to expand it to the side as the farthest of Romano’s men tried to surreptitiously flank them.

      “Ethel, if we could wrap this up please,” Lily gritted out, every muscle tense with readiness.

      As if in answer to her request, a gray form streaked past her legs, making a beeline for Ivan with a hair-raising yowl.

      Lily had a split second to brace herself before bullets started peppering her shield. She felt the impacts in her bones, and she heaved in response, shoving every drop of power she could into the shield as Madam Barrington started flinging spells at the shooters.

      Ivan was screaming and dancing, and it took Lily a moment to realize Sir Kipling had avoided the inviting but easily defended target of his baby-bald head, and had instead latched onto the man’s crotch and promptly begun shredding his pants.

      A black blur darted from the bushes and someone screamed, then gurgled, as Mallory’s sword sliced through their throat. A loud thwack and equally loud oaths of death and destruction came from where Sebastian was laying into the shooters from behind with his zombie-killing baseball bat. Her uncle Nicolas, her cousin Lucia, and her father were right behind, battling the wizards at the back door in a silent fury of spells that kicked up dust and leaves around them.

      Her father.

      Seeing him still spiked her adrenaline, even though she knew they were no longer enemies. Sort of. Nicolas must have removed the Di-mi-kur cuffs when Jacopo Romano’s thugs arrived, knowing they would need every able body to fight. It was a risk, trusting her father, but one they had to take.

      The last of the shooters went down in a spurt of blood, so Lily let two of her three shields drop, freeing enough of her concentration to send an energy spell straight to Ivan’s crotch. He obviously had a much stronger ward charm than the others, because the attack only made him howl in pain instead of dropping him on the spot. But that was all the distraction needed to keep the giant from kicking Sir Kipling. While he clutched his nether regions, she cast a compression spell on his head—the same spell she’d once used to turn a clump of foil into a solid ball of aluminum. Ivan’s ward kept it from instantly bursting his brains out of his ears, but the pressure made him panic and grab his head while Sebastian came at him from behind and swung his baseball bat at the man’s legs. The sickening crunch and subsequent scream of pain made her suspect Ivan’s knees would never be the same again.

      Once he was down and Mallory had her sword held to his throat, Lily was able to release her compression spell and turn her attention elsewhere. She helped Madam Barrington subdue the final few wizards while Nicolas and Lucia did something to the thugs they’d downed, rendering them unconscious.

      There was a moment of silence after the last of their enemies fell, filled only with their pants of exertion.

      “Well, that was fun,” Sebastian said, spinning his bat and grinning like an idiot.

      “We need to move,” Mallory said, tone as flat as ever. “More will be coming.”

      “Agreed.” Madam Barrington dusted off her skirt, then reached into her pocket for her phone. “Lily, Sebastian, Lucia, go in the house and pack our bags, essentials only. You have five minutes. Nicolas, LeFay, Sir Kipling, stand watch. Mallory, if you would be so kind as to search, then disable their vehicles, I would be greatly obliged. Take anything useful or magical, but be sure to leave behind sufficient incriminating evidence for the authorities to find.”

      Mallory, in an astonishing show of cooperation, nodded curtly before turning to jog around the house toward the curb. Lily shook her head in surprise, then headed inside, grabbing Sebastian on the way—he’d been frozen in place, staring after Mallory in slack-jawed amazement. As they headed up the back steps, Lily heard Madam Barrington speaking on her phone:

      “Good morning, Anton. My apologies for the interruption, but we are about to complicate your day.”

      

      Between the abused Buick and Sebastian’s Impala, they got everyone and their bags packed in and headed out in record time. Madam Barrington spent an extra few minutes shoring up the house wards and casting a few more nasty surprises for the next wizard who came poking around uninvited. Unfortunately she had to exempt mundanes, as the sirens of Atlanta’s finest were already audible in the distance. What in the world would happen when police found several dead and many unconscious individuals lying around Madam Barrington’s backyard, Lily had no idea.

      They’d crossed a line—had been pushed over it, rather—and there was no going back now. The one saving circumstance was that a bunch of armed thugs would have a hard time accusing an elderly woman of assault. If Ivan and his men kept their mouths shut, it would be chalked up to gang violence. If they didn’t, well…

      Maybe it was a good thing Lily and the others were leaving the country soon.

      At Mallory’s insistence, they split up and drove an extra twenty minutes in various switchbacks and circles to lose any potential tails before they finally headed to the safe house Madam Barrington had sweet-talked out of Anton—well, more like demanded stubbornly until Anton gave up pretending he didn’t have one. It was a nondescript suburban residence in west Atlanta near Chalet Woods. The house had a big driveway lined by bushes and trees and a privacy fence around the property. In the rear, it backed up to thick woodland, adding extra privacy and a scenic ambiance.

      When they pulled up, a broad-shouldered man with long blond hair and a beard met them. Combined with the multiple ear piercings, he had a distinctly Viking look. For some reason Sir Kipling trotted right up to him and twined about his feet, depositing a layer of gray hair on the man’s black pant legs. From the long-suffering look the man shot at the cat before shooing him away with a foot, Lily suspected the two of them had met before, though she couldn’t begin to guess when. She was tempted to be suspicious, but Sir Kipling had made it abundantly clear from the first day he’d spoken to her that his comings and goings were his own business, so she just had to trust him.

      “Welcome,” the man greeted them as they approached with their bags in hand. “My name is Vladimir and Mr. Silvester sent me to get you settled. Once you’ve unloaded your belongings, please have the drivers return and move the cars to the garage to keep them out of sight. Then I must ask that everyone remain indoors until Mr. Silvester arrives. He is finishing up an appointment at his gallery and will be along shortly.”

      “Certainly, Vladimir. Thank you.” Madam Barrington nodded to him and waved a hand to get them all moving.

      Though Nicolas and Lucia eyed Vladimir in suspicion as they passed, the man remained perfectly civil and nonthreatening, even at John Faust’s cold-eyed stare. Lily hung back and waited outside for Sebastian and Mallory to park the cars, as it kept her as far away from her father as possible.

      She hoped the house had plenty of bedrooms.

      While she waited, she noticed a large black bird—too big to be a crow, but too small to be a vulture—perched in a tree along the wood line behind the house. It sat so unnaturally still that she narrowed her eyes at it, trying to remember what had become of Oculus and wondering if the dratted construct was once again shadowing them on John Faust’s orders. Then the bird moved, cocking its head as if it were as suspicious of her as she was of it. With a sudden flurry of wings, it took flight, cawing high and clear like a crow, switching to a harsh, grating sound she’d never heard before, then dipping even lower into the distinctive croaking of a raven. Its flapping took it rapidly upward and it soon disappeared away over the woodlands, leaving Lily more confused than before.

      Ravens could imitate other bird calls, right? Come to think of it, she was pretty sure crows could too. She’d never heard Oculus make anything but the most generic raven sounds, though that didn’t mean it couldn’t.

      She was still puzzling over what she’d seen when Sebastian and Mallory came back from parking. Sebastian snagged her hand and pulled her toward the house.

      “You doin’ okay?” he asked, leaning in.

      “I’m fine.” At his look of suspicion, she amended: “I am uninjured.”

      Apparently satisfied for the time being, he gave her a peck on the cheek and then held the door open for her. She blushed, despite herself, and went inside, all too aware of the silent, baleful presence of Mallory behind them.

      “I hope there’s something to eat in this place,” Sebastian declared as he followed. “I’m starving.”

      “You just had breakfast,” Lily pointed out.

      “That was hours ago. Isn’t it lunchtime yet?”

      “It’s barely eleven.”

      “Eh, that’s good enough.”

      While he recruited Lucia to scour the kitchen and whip up some food, and Sir Kipling went along to do quality control, Lily sought out Madam Barrington. She spotted her mentor in the hallway leading to the bedrooms, speaking quietly to Nicolas. Despite her better judgment, Lily held back unseen, listening.

      “…can’t be trusted,” came Nicolas’ voice.

      “He can be trusted to act in his own best interests, and right now we are his only allies.”

      “That is a dangerous assumption that I am not willing to risk.”

      “Well, you won’t need to risk it for long. You and Lucia are returning to Florida as soon as you can arrange it, preferably today.”

      “Nonsense! We will stay here and help for as long as needed.”

      “Thank you, Nicolas, your kindness and generosity are greatly appreciated. However, we are leaving.”

      “Leaving? With LeFay? Wherever to?”

      “That is not important. You cannot come with us, and more importantly, your family needs you, Freda especially. Besides, I need you to deliver a detailed report to Marco and Gregorio. The Romanos are growing increasingly bold, and I fear what they may do if we do not take steps to counter them.”

      “Is it truly that bad?”

      “You were there, Nicolas. They attacked us in broad daylight, with magic. Jacopo does not strike me as a fool or a hothead, so I can only assume the orders came from above him. The Stewards have ignored the Romanos for too long, but the Convocation changed things. It opened people’s eyes. We have a chance now to alter the status quo. But we must act while the memory of the Convocation is fresh, before our brethren sink back into apathy. Go home, mourn your loved ones, and prepare for war. I will be in touch. Lily,” she said a little louder.

      Lily started and her cheeks heated. She cleared her throat and came around the corner. “Yes, Ethel.”

      “I hope you were paying attention?”

      “Y-yes, ma’am.” She wanted to stare at the floor, but she kept her eyes up and so saw her uncle’s badly hidden smile and the amused arch of her mentor’s brow.

      “While Nicolas arranges transportation for himself and Lucia, we need to have a conversation. Mallory,” Madam Barrington called.

      There was a beat of silence, then something shifted behind Lily and she nearly jumped out of her skin. Mallory brushed past her and Lily wondered where on earth her sister had been lurking.

      “Please keep watch at LeFay’s door for a moment, if you would? We will not be long.”

      Mallory nodded and went to lean on the wall close to the door John Faust had disappeared behind.

      Nicolas excused himself, pausing to give Lily a hug and a kiss on the forehead as he passed. She was starting to get used to the extreme…touchiness of her Silvester family, though it still threw her off balance.

      “Come, Lily, in here.” Madam Barrington led her into one of the bedrooms off the hall. It was plain and unadorned, with a simple bed, one chair, and an empty shelf. Lily sat on the bed and let her mentor have the chair.

      Madam Barrington lowered herself into it with a sigh, and Lily could see the weariness in her sagging posture—a weariness she had not allowed herself to show even a hint of in front of the others.

      “What’s the matter, Ethel? Are you hurt?”

      The old wizard waved Lily’s concern away.

      “I am old, dearest Lily. Very, very old.”

      Lily bit her lip, holding back an unexpected wave of emotion that made her eyes heat and prickle uncomfortably. She wanted to deny the truth, but that would not make it any less real.

      “We need to talk. Please, cast a circle of silence, if you would.”

      Lily nodded and did as asked, though it took her longer than usual to settle herself and conjure the spell. She had to fight back frustration and impatience, even though she knew adjusting to her new mental landscape would take time.

      It was time she didn’t have.

      “Thank you, Lily,” Madam Barrington said when she was finished. “I needed to speak with you because…I will not be going with you to search for Dul-Zahdag.”

      “What?” Lily shook her head, sure she’d heard wrong.

      “I must stay in Atlanta.”

      “B-but I need you! You know so much about Kabdari and Nergal and this whole mess, and you always know what to do! Can’t the Stewards deal with the Romanos?”

      “It is not a matter of ability. The Stewards, as a unit, refuse to deal with the Romanos. Some of them are even allied with the crime family, as you saw in Rome.”

      Panic welled up in Lily’s chest, making it hard to breathe.

      She couldn’t do this alone. Yes, she’d gone to England last fall without Ethel to stop her father, but she’d been so naïve then, so unaware of the horrors that lurked out in the world. The person she was today was much more broken and full of darkness.

      Besides, dealing with John Faust was child’s play compared to what it took to face down a prince of demons.

      “I—I⁠—”

      “You will not be alone, my child.” Madam Barrington gave her a knowing look. “I could not peel Sebastian away from you even if I threatened him with loss of life and limb. And I believe Mallory will come along for the ride—‘if we play our cards right,’ as Sebastian might say.”

      “I understand, but they’re not…they’re not…”

      “Me?”

      Lily squeezed her eyes shut and nodded, trying to quell the unwanted but very real feeling of loss. She was an adult, for heaven’s sake, so why did this news make her feel so small and afraid?

      There was a shuffling, and Lily opened her eyes to see Madam Barrington scooting her chair close enough to take Lily’s hands in hers. The old wizard continued to wear the magical seeming spell that had concealed the horrible ravages of John Faust’s curse over the past eight months. But Lily could tell with a squeeze of her mentor’s hands that they weren’t nearly so bony and frail as before.

      Still…they were the hands of an old woman.

      “Lily, I am not one for rousing speeches or romantic paroxysms of optimism. I have survived these long years by being practical to a fault, and doing whatever I had to do. When I was eighteen, my father tried to marry me off to a worthless member of the aristocracy. I defied him, married a mundane, and was summarily disowned. Soon after, my new husband left for war, and I never saw him again.”

      The old woman’s hands trembled in Lily’s grasp for a moment, then Madam Barrington took a deep breath and continued. “Filled with anger and desperate loss, I jumped at an opportunity to join a top-secret band of spies and witch-hunters, organized by those of us who believed wizards could not afford to stay neutral in the Great War. For years I survived by my wits and spite, refusing to give up until those who had killed my husband and ruined my life had paid. I almost died too many times to count. Eventually, we won the war, and I immigrated to America, unable to bear the sight of England anymore without my Arthur. Over the many long decades since, I never once saw my mother or father. While I did make some few friends—for which I am eternally grateful—it was a terribly, terribly lonely life. Many times my soul was weary to the point of death…yet I had no one to help me carry the burden.

      “Then one day, a bright-eyed determined young lady walked into my library.” Madam Barrington smiled, and Lily felt her heart warm. “She was terribly shy, yet so eager to learn that I could not help but take her under my wing lest she do herself harm through sheer determination to know, well…everything.”

      A wet chuckle escaped Lily’s lips, and she sniffed and wiped her eyes with one hand.

      “I had spent many years tutoring younger students, and while there were some older pupils, I had never had the unique experience of teaching magic to an adult, much less one so studious, talented, and thirsty to learn. It was a delight I never realized I had been missing, and it was not long before it became my greatest joy in life.”

      The burning in Lily’s eyes returned, but this time she didn’t try to hold it back. Madam Barrington smiled at the sight and reached up to wipe a trailing tear from Lily’s cheek.

      “My greatest joy in life has been teaching you, Lily dear. I am confident you are fully prepared to face the world and take it on with all the fierceness that lives inside you—even if it does take a bit of commotion to draw it out.”

      Lily chuckled again and shook her head. “I try to save it up for when it’s most needed. Being fierce is exhausting.”

      “Indeed, it is,” Madam Barrington said dryly. “But I have every faith in you, because I have seen you take on trials that have crushed lesser men and women. You have taken those challenges on and grown even stronger. You are a warrior, remember?”

      Lily set her jaw and nodded.

      “I know you have faced more than is fair, and more is being asked of you, even now. But you were created for such a time as this, my Lily. I know it in my bones.” She squeezed Lily’s hands tightly, eyes searching Lily’s face as if she were looking for something.

      “Your friends and family will never give up on you, so you must not give up on yourself, nor doubt that you will find the strength to go on. Growing up, taking on the mantle of the generation before you, is so very hard, my dear. I know it better than most. But it is the way of life, and must happen some time or another.”

      The old woman shifted one hand to grasp Lily’s forearm, squeezing it in emphasis as she leaned forward, demanding Lily’s full attention.

      “No matter what happens to me or anyone else in your life, Lily, you are not alone, and you never will be. Do you understand me?”

      Lily breathed in deeply through her nose, then let it out slowly through her mouth.

      “I can’t say that I understand it, Ethel. But with everything I’ve seen…everything I’ve felt…I think my heart knows it to be true.”

      “That’s my girl.” Madam Barrington patted her hand, then leaned back, smiling grimly. “And chin up, it is not as if I’m dropping dead this instant.”

      “Ethel!”

      “Come, now, I am entitled to make a joke on occasion. I cannot let my nephew have all the fun.”

      Lily gaped at the twinkle in her mentor’s eye, shining brightly amidst the wrinkles that lined her face.

      “Here,” the old woman continued, digging in another pocket of her skirt for something. She withdrew a round silver compact and placed it in Lily’s hand. It was one half of a paired porthole, a sort of magical telephone with linked conveyance spells that wizards of old used to communicate over long distances. They’d used that same compact to keep in touch with Lily’s family back on the Singer Farm during the recent Convocation in Rome. “I have never tested its reach across the entire world, but it is strong enough to span oceans and continents, so I expect to hear from you every evening for a full report, understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Lily said with a smile.

      “And…” the old wizard started to say, then hesitated. “You should know that I have updated my will, both magical and mundane, to list you as my sole beneficiary.”

      Lily gasped.

      “B-but Ethel, what about Sebastian? Surely after everything he’s done, he’s proven to be trustworthy?”

      “Peace, child. This has nothing to do with my nephew’s past mistakes. I must have a wizard heir, Lily. Surely you understand. Sebastian would not have a clue what to do with most of my possessions, nor how to care for them. Besides, he is already well endowed by the trust his parents left him. Frankly, he would consider this a bullet neatly dodged. Do you imagine such an inheritance is a windfall of wealth and ease? Far from it. I am putting immense responsibility upon your shoulders, my dear, and I only pray that you will forgive me for it someday.” Madam Barrington smiled sadly.

      Foreshadows of grief echoed through Lily’s heart like a distant clock tower tolling out the day’s end. She swallowed, then forced a smile onto her face.

      “Don’t be so gloomy, Ethel. I’m sure everything will work out. You’ve beaten curses and demons and thugs, and you’re just as fierce as ever. So, no fatalistic nonsense. We have too much work to do to waste time on useless things like dying, don’t we?”

      Madam Barrington chuckled dryly. “Indeed we do. And I fully intend to join you in your search for Dul-Zahdag eventually, once I am satisfied the situation in Atlanta is stable. I simply do not yet know when that will be, or how I will manage it.”

      Lily’s brow furrowed at the reminder of their—well, now her—task, and the fact that she still didn’t know where they were going or how they would get there.

      “I know that look well, Lily. Do not waste energy fretting just yet. As soon as we are done here, I will call our friends the Servillos. If anyone knows more about the pathways Kabdari spoke of, it will be them. In the meantime, we have one other important matter to discuss.” She raised her eyebrows significantly, and Lily grimaced.

      “Whatever are we to do with your father?”

      The question hung in the air, and Lily stared across the room at the blank, beige wall, thoughts running in circles. Finally, she groaned and buried her head in her hands.

      “I…don’t know, Ethel. I don’t know! Shouldn’t you be insisting we lock him up?”

      “He would be a powerful ally,” her mentor said, tone neutral. “And we are most certainly in need of powerful allies.”

      “But how can we trust him after everything he’s done!”

      “It does not matter what ‘we’ think. Only you.”

      Lily looked up, eyebrows scrunching together in confusion.

      “You are his daughter, Lily. You are the LeFay heir, like it or not. And like it or not, everything he has done has been for the LeFay legacy, which, in his mind, centers on you.”

      “Don’t say it like that,” Lily whispered. “You make it sound like…like it’s all my fault.” Her voice caught and she clenched her hands to keep them from trembling.

      “Never, Lily. LeFay’s choices are his responsibility and his alone. But that does not mean he made them in a vacuum. Now you have an opportunity to influence events, one way or the other.”

      Lily looked at her mentor, heart aching. “What would you have me do, Ethel?”

      “That is not for me to say, my dear. You must make this choice, because it is you, not I, putting your life into his hands. What I can say is that I do not believe LeFay is a danger to you. Others, perhaps, but not you. I also believe he is truly, deeply, unquenchably enraged at Nergal. Regardless of what we decide here, he will seek some means by which to destroy the demon.”

      That gave Lily much to think about—more than she had time for. So instead, she took a deep breath and stood up.

      “I agree we can trust him to not murder us in our sleep for the time being. Whether or not we can work together, though, is up to him. I know the Stewards set him the task of cleaning up his mess with Morgan, but I won’t bring him unless he’s willing to work with us as a team.”

      “Very well,” Madam Barrington said. “Let us put the question to him.”

      They exited the bedroom and nodded to Mallory, who remained leaning against the hallway wall, arms crossed, expression stony. Then Lily, because her mother had raised her properly, knocked on the door at the end of the hall before opening it.

      “Enter,” came her father’s voice almost right away.

      The imperiousness of his tone made invisible hackles rise on Lily’s back, but she reminded herself that he was imperious to everybody. It was nothing personal, just general jackassery. With a deep breath, Lily turned the handle and went in first, while Madam Barrington brought up the rear and closed the door behind them.

      Inside the room Lily saw John Faust, wearing the same suit he’d been stuck in for several days and looking distinctly rumpled, examining a collection of papers he had spread out on the bed since the room had no desk. He was comparing several sketches side by side without bothering to look up. Lily had peeked at them the night before when she’d had a “talk” with her father, and since he now had them out in the open she felt no compunction about glancing at them again. She realized they were indeed angelic sigils, but many of them were also intertwined with dimmu runes. Lily wondered where he had gotten these mixed-magic diagrams. Or was he crafting them himself?

      After a long moment in which he still didn’t look up at her, she cleared her throat.
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