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      Main:

      Lily Singer - introverted wizard, library archivist from 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 (Trista) - mundane, Lily’s half-sister through John Faust, 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

      

      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 (untrained), Elizabeth’s husband, mysteriously disappeared

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

      Frederick “Freddie” Blackwell - wizard (untrained), Sebastian’s older brother

      

      Avalon Cast (Ancients of Dul-a):

      Kabdari (Myrddin/Merlin) - elder of Dul-a, known as Timewalker to the fae

      Arcturus (King Arthur) - the only mundane resident of Dul-a, bearer of Excalibur

      Garaš - elderborn, senior acolyte of Kabdari, friendly and gregarious

      Agig - youngerborn, acolyte of Kabdari, troubled and laconic

      Hurin - youngerborn, acolyte of Kabdari, Sir Kipling’s biggest fan

      Kuzu Ašer - elderborn, Master Crafter of Dul-a, brilliant and eccentric

      Asilal - elderborn, assistant to Master Crafter Kuzu, practical and kind

      Zenna - elderborn, head record keeper of the House of Crafting

      Zigan and Sumur - youngerborn friends of Garaš

      

      Council Members of Avalon:

      Urudusa - elder of Dul-a, half-brother of Kabdari

      Adaḫ - elderborn, granddaughter of Urudusa, Dul-a’s chief healer

      Dariše - elderborn, daughter-in-law of Kabdari, mother of Garaš

      Imbar - youngerborn, most ambitious council member and rival to Kabdari

      Shada - youngerborn, ally of Imbar, connoisseur of the arts

      Mušmi - youngerborn, ally of Imbar, socialite and hostess extraordinaire

      Tibira - youngerborn, ally of Imbar, skilled metal crafter

      Lukaš - youngerborn, ally of Imbar, useful idiot and drunk

      Adamen - youngerborn, ally of Imbar, useful idiot and gossip

      

      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, Thiriel’s messanger

      Pip - low fae of the aspect of plants, specifically flowers, Sebastian’s ally

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      There are two foreign languages in this book: Enkinim, the language of wizards, and Ka’ard, the language of the fae. Below is a brief pronunciation guide. For a complete list of foreign words and their translation, see the glossary at the end of the book.

      Enkinim was the original language of mankind before the Scattering, when language was confused and most of mankind forgot their original tongue.

      Vowels are pronounced thus: a as in father, u as in moo, e as in peg, i as in ski. There is no o sound in Enkinim.

      There are two unique consonant marks found in this book: ḫ is pronounced ch in the back of the throat as in German Bach or Scottish loch, while š is pronounced sh as in dash.

      There are several differences in how you might expect to pronounce consonants. I chose not to use purely phonetic spelling in the book itself to preserve the reading experience, but I have used it below to help explain these potentially unfamiliar pronunciations:

      - z is pronounced like a blended t+s, as in bots. It is a much more abrupt sound than the soft buzzing z we use in English. So Kuzu = KOO-tsoo and Zenna = TSEH-nah.

      - g is not as hard or heavy as g of goat. It is halfway between a g and a k. There is no English equivalent, so feel free to think of it as g of goat if you want to keep things simple. There is no soft g sound as in gin in Enkinim. So utug-ene = OOT-oogk-EH-neh.

      - r is always rolled as you might hear it spoken in Spanish.

      The pronunciation emphasis is on the first syllable of most words, with some exceptions for three syllable and more words such as Kabdari = kahb-DAR-ee.

      Hyphens within a word indicate a compound word just as in English, or they indicate a modifier, such as the suffix “ene,” which is added to make a noun plural.

      

      Some example pronunciations:

      Garaš = GKAH-rahsh

      Asilal = AH-see-lahl

      Urudusa = oo-roo-DOO-sah

      Dariše = DAR-ee-sheh

      lubar = LOO-bar

      apašeš = AH-pah-shehsh

      kaš-ninda = kahsh-NEEN-dah

      

      Ka’ard is the language of the fae. If you wanted a language equivalent for comparison, it would sound similar to the flowing tonal quality of Arabic.

      A unique part of Ka’ard is its frequent glottal stops, indicated by an apostrophe, as you can see in the very name of the language. A glottal stop is produced by cutting off all airflow between sounds, like when you say “uh-oh.” It is most noticeable between two vowels. When it appears between two consonants, it doesn’t change the sound much besides creating a slight pause or separation between the syllables.

      Vowels are pronounced the same as in Enkinim: a as in father, u as in moo, e as in peg, i as in ski. In addition, Ka’ard has an o sound pronounced like old and ore.

      Some consonant differences to remember are:

      - h is very breathy and high in the throat, like an exasperated sigh.

      - r is always rolled as you might hear it spoken in Spanish.

      - q is pronounced deep and low in the back of the throat similar to the Arabic letter qaaf.

      

      Some example pronunciations:

      Nashra’un Ah’laradu = NAHSH-rah’oon AHH’lah-rah-doo

      Pilanti’ara = peel-AHN-tee’ah-rah

      Tahiri’elal = tah-HHEE-ree’eh-lahl

      Melthalin = mehl-THAHL-leen

      Ka’ard = KAH’ahrd

      Sabor = sah-BORE

      elwa = EHL-wah

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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, keep reading for Sir Edgar Allan Kipling’s snarky summary of the previous eight 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), Kindred (7), and Odyssey (8).

      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, putting the entire town 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 the Tablet of Eridu—a secret wizard artifact—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 imbued 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 using the tablet’s power 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, 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 on the line, 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 wizard, 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 to Thiriel’s seat of power.

      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 awakened 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, 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 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 magical archive 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 master of stealth, 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 had promised Agent Grant that Lily would be safe if only the FBI agent would bring her to John Faust’s lair.

      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 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 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 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 busybodies and slimy lawyers. It came to light that John Faust had not only experimented on Lily as a child, but 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 neck-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 after fighting off an ambush by Romano thugs 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 her father so they could save their 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 everyone, the mysterious entity that had been aiding my human 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 island that had inspired the myths of Avalon—a hidden refuge called Dul-Zahdag in the language of the ancients who lived there.

      Being the foolish and noble human that she is, Lily did the predictable thing and decided we were honor-bound to 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 was able to do most of it in style. As we prepared to embark upon our grand Odyssey (8), Sebastian obtained a glorious cat-carrier backpack, ensuring I could take my ease while the humans did all the work.

      Other details had to be arranged before we left. Through Madam Barrington’s connections, we met with the mysterious and knowledgeable Gregory Rosenberg, one of the original builders of my human’s magical Basement library. He passed on secret knowledge of the ancient named Merlin—or Kabdari, as he was known in his own language—and of how to find Dul-Zahdag.

      Armed with this knowledge, and spurred on to urgency by Romano thugs’ repeated attempts to recapture their “asset” John Faust, Lily and Sebastian appealed to the fae animal aspects for aid in traveling swiftly and secretly across the globe in search of the hidden isle.

      Against everyone’s better judgment but Lily’s, we included her father in the party, ostensibly to keep him out of Romano clutches, but also on the slim chance he could stop being a miserable toe-rag long enough to be of help. To my great sadness, Madam Barrington stayed behind—she was not up to the swift pace needed to travel through the twilight between realms. On the bright side, Mallory joined us, likely still hoping for a good excuse to slit her father’s throat.

      One doesn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, and all that.

      With the help of our fae allies, we located the first ancient gateway full of clues in China. There, we were forced to fight off a sudden attack of demons, perhaps attracted to our trail in the twilight. Our next clue led us to Ethiopia, where my humans found a second gateway buried in ancient palace ruins. Again, we were attacked by demons, and this time we were forced to split and flee to shake them off.

      To our horror, Lily got stuck with her fork-tongued snake of a father. But when we were reunited safe and sound, it became clear their shared trial had enabled Lily to let go of her hurt and bitterness over the man’s many abuses. I was particularly relieved to have her back under my watchful eye, and regardless of Lily’s newfound inner peace, no one was about to let John Faust off the hook for his crimes.

      Our last clue led us to a third gateway deep in the jungles of Guatemala. There Lily finally learned the truth behind her father’s legendary ice-cold nerves. It seemed the wily wizard had developed a spell that suppressed emotion and heightened focus, and had been using it continually upon himself and Mallory for decades. It was why he’d been marginally more open to reconsidering his actions after the Convocation, having been restrained by magic-suppressing cuffs that had forced him to face his emotions.

      With this horrible new insight fresh in everyone’s minds, we were once again attacked by demons in the night. This time, we made a hair’s-breadth escape through the twilight to the safety of George Dee’s Highthorne Manor. The suspicious English wizard forced John Faust to reveal that he had been tattooing himself with celestial and demonic runes in a foolish attempt to become the “perfect weapon” against Nergal, which had attracted demonic attention in the process.

      Even worse, my humans discovered from the Dees that it was John Faust who had devised the “accident” that had killed Sebastian’s parents long ago. Distraught beyond reason, Sebastian finally heard the full story of the multi-generational blood feud between his Blackwell ancestors and John Faust’s Blackwood family line. With Lily and Mallory’s help—and my liberally applied EPT, of course—Sebastian came to terms with what he had learned, and like Lily, was able to let go of his bitter hatred before it poisoned his soul. He departed soon after with one of the fae to fetch Madam Barrington to us so we could interpret the gathered clues and locate the entrance to fabled Avalon.

      Unfortunately, that was not the end of our demon troubles. Somehow, despite the house being heavily warded, John Faust once again managed to attract demonic notice and the creatures attacked Highthorne Manor itself. With the help of our fae allies, we destroyed them and departed at once with our erstwhile ally.

      We rendezvoused with Sebastian and Madam Barrington in Morgan’s now cold and empty tomb at Tintagel; there, remoteness and privacy enabled Lily to put John Faust’s toes to the fire and extract answers about what he’d been up to in secret. His admissions seemed to prove that though his means had been terribly reckless, our common enemy Nergal was his focus now and he had no desire to betray us.

      It was anyone’s guess if he was being truthful—or using the truth to hide a lie.

      Reunited with Madam Barrington, and with some surprising insights from Sebastian’s fae expertise, my humans finally unlocked the secret of Avalon’s whereabouts. Our clues led us to a lonely, windswept isle where we sniffed out the underground chamber hiding Avalon’s entrance. This special gateway was the only access point to the time loop that had successfully hidden the ancients from the mundane world for thousands of years.

      Before we could unravel the key to entering Avalon, Nergal himself launched a surprise attack. Our fae allies were no longer by our side, having been forbidden by Thiriel from helping us further until Sebastian returned to Melthalin to answer for his actions. But my humans had learned a thing or two since the last time they’d fought Nergal, and with John Faust’s help we managed to hold our own—for a time, at least.

      Nergal gravely injured Mallory, and the fight took a desperate turn. Yet just when the demon was overwhelming us with his dark corruption he abruptly vanished, leaving Morgan’s senseless body behind, now seemingly devoid of his presence. Moments later, a contingent of ancients arrived through Avalon’s gateway. We discovered that our presence had triggered their wards, and they had come to investigate the disturbance.

      Though not hostile, the ancients would take no chances with the security of their island, so they placed magic-suppression cuffs on every member of our party—well, not me, obviously. I am a cat, after all, and no power on Earth can contain me. With Mallory near death and Morgan in a coma, we were all escorted through Avalon’s gateway into the unknown.

      What happened next? Well, you’ll have to find out for yourself. But first, you should scratch my ears. Telling tales is exhausting work, and I deserve a reward…

      There. Much better. Now, off you skip, and enjoy the next leg of our thrilling adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

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

      If you need to refresh your memory on any unfamiliar terms, you can consult the master Love, Lies, and Hocus Pocus Universe Glossary on my website by tapping here which contains terms from previous books. For terms in this book, tap here to jump to Avalon’s glossary found at the end of this novel.

      

      Happy reading!

      —Lydia
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          [image: Map of the Island of Dul-Zahdag]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE TEMPLE ISLE

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘They’re all hidden somewhere, perhaps at Avalon, if it exists…’

      ‘You are a mewling child who knows nothing! I ruled Avalon once, and I will rule it again…’

      ‘Its proper name is Dul-Zahdag, and the ancients who dwell there have hidden within a pocket in time for over four thousand years…’

      Wild thoughts swirled through Lily’s head as she stepped into the opaque magic of the Gates of Avalon—the portal to Dul-Zahdag. Voices echoed in her memory, things her father had said about the figures of Arthurian legend, wild claims made by Morgan le Fay, and Madam Barrington’s grave revelation that Avalon was real. That had been only a week ago, but after racing through the twilight with the fae, discovering clues all over the world to locate the hidden entrance to Dul-Zahdag, Lily’s sense of time had been warped.

      Her life in Atlanta felt like a parallel timeline belonging to someone else. Someone normal.

      Sebastian moved in step with her through the portal gateway wide enough for four abreast. Lily clung to his hand as tightly as he clung to hers. They were like two limpets braced against the wave of uncertainty and change about to pull them under.

      What lay beyond?

      What secrets would they discover?

      What obstacles would they have to overcome?

      The magic of the portal enveloped them, sending shivers of power skittering along Lily’s nerves. Then a disorienting shift made the pair stumble, and they emerged on the other side staggering like drunks. Sir Kipling meowed plaintively about their lack of coordination from where he huddled inside the cat-pack slung across Lily’s back, but she was too distracted to reply.

      Their long, exhausting journey across three continents, hopping between gateways, searching tirelessly for Dul-Zahdag to warn Kabdari about bloodthirsty Nergal, prince of demons, had finally led them to…

      The exact same cavernous room they’d just left.

      For a moment, Lily could only stand and blink as her mind caught up from the portal’s disorienting magic.

      Then she realized, of course they would be in the same room. Or more accurately, an identical room preserved in a never-ending time loop so massive it covered an entire island.

      Lily surveyed the cavern, noting the same gigantic, awe-inspiring spell circle beautifully inlaid into the swirling stone of the room’s floor. Its many silver veins shimmered beneath dozens of magic-fueled lights affixed around the perimeter of the room. There was something new sprouting from its center, though: a ceiling-high, solid silver obelisk whose surface reflected the nearby lights like a field of twinkling stars.

      Lily stared at it, transfixed. Was that the central anchor of the entire time loop?

      Sir Kipling shifted in the cat-pack to poke his head out the top and do his own inspection. After verifying the absence of danger—and the disappointing lack of cream, salmon, and couch cushions—he returned to his sheltered den. He was obviously content to let Lily do the uninteresting work of bipedal transportation while he saved his strength for things like judgmental staring and snarky commentary.

      Soft voices speaking Enkinim drew Lily’s attention from the obelisk to the ancients standing near it. They were watching her small group of modern interlopers warily. The rest of the natives, along with the strange mundane wearing medieval-looking garb, were already disappearing up the stairs at the far end of the cavern. They bore with them an unconscious and bleeding Mallory, and—to Lily’s great trepidation—the senseless form of Morgan le Fay.

      “Come, friends,” said Kabdari in richly accented English, looking at Lily and her companions. “Let us hasten to the surface so we may tend to the injured.”

      The old wizard gestured them forward with a wrinkled and knobby hand. Unlike the other dark-haired ancients, who looked to be in the prime of life, Kabdari’s bronze face was heavily lined and crowned with gray. His shoulder-length hair and long beard were oiled and styled in that distinctive curly pattern so iconic in ancient Mesopotamian statues and reliefs.

      When Lily didn’t immediately react, his thick eyebrows rose in question. She mentally shook herself.

      “Yes, of course.” Lily nodded and looked at Sebastian, whose face was tense and watchful. His bare chest shone pale in the cavern light, marred by streaks of Mallory’s blood from when he’d torn off his shirt with blood-covered hands to staunch the wound in her side.

      Barely thirty minutes ago, they’d been battling for their lives, staving off the demon Nergal’s attacks. Not twenty minutes ago, the demon had stabbed Mallory with her own sword. They’d despaired of rescuing her from Nergal’s clutches until Kabdari and his wizards had abruptly come through the portal. At their appearance, Nergal had vanished without a trace, leaving Morgan le Fay’s comatose body behind like a discarded shell. Kabdari had quickly cast a spell on Mallory to slow her heart and keep her from bleeding out while they took her to a healer.

      Urgency, wonder, worry, and curiosity battled for dominance inside Lily’s head. There was nothing she could do to satisfy any of them though, so she turned to check on her other two companions. Madam Barrington looked as straight-backed and determined as ever despite their harrowing battle, and her gray eyes roamed the cavern with visible appreciation. John Faust, in contrast, seemed cool and unconcerned as always, though he was evaluating their surroundings just as intently as Lily’s mentor.

      The four of them wore wide silver cuffs engraved with powerful dimmu runes that blocked their access to the Source. The hollow feeling of nothingness in Lily’s soul where normally there was warmth and energy grated painfully on her senses. Fortunately, the cuffs didn’t affect her artifacts, so her personal wards were still in place protecting her. It was a welcome bit of reassurance, though Kabdari had insisted the cuffs were only a temporary precaution.

      They would find out soon enough if he truly meant it.

      “Come on,” she said quietly to Sebastian, keeping her grip on his hand firm as they set out across the cavern.

      The remaining ancients fell in behind them, and together they traversed the floor’s swirling stone patterns and the geometric lines of the spell circle. The only sound in the vast space was the echo of their footfalls and soft rustle of their clothes. Lily couldn’t help staring at the shining silver obelisk when she passed it, eyes drinking in the wondrous sight.

      As they crossed the cavern, the lights behind them winked out one-by-one. When they finally reached the spiral staircase on the far side, Lily looked back over her shoulder. The portal gateway and expansive wall of reliefs around it were lost in darkness, though the closest side of the silver obelisk still glinted in the last of the cavern’s magical lights. The metal pillar’s surface appeared to ripple in the dim light, its shape distorting and wavering as if she were viewing it through a heat wave. Then Kabdari began to ascend the stairs and the last of the cavern lights winked out, ending the optical illusion and plunging the ancient heart of Dul-Zahdag into darkness.

      The only light left was above them now, and Lily reluctantly turned back and released Sebastian’s hand so they could follow Kabdari up the staircase single file.

      Right away Lily noticed the difference between the real-time staircase and the one they climbed now in this loop: the walls before her were covered in ascending reliefs depicting the history of the ancients, much like the reliefs around the gateway. Starting at the base of the stairs, they showed the ancients’ gradual work in taming and colonizing the island, from building great works of architecture, to clearing crop fields, to cultivating orchards and gardens verdant beyond any myth written about Avalon.

      Lily couldn’t resist tracing her fingers across one of the stone pictures as she passed, hardly able to believe it was real. The artistic beauty and precise detail were otherworldly, far beyond anything mundane tools could achieve. She was especially interested in the renditions of various beings and animals entirely distinct from the ancients and their livestock. Were those the fae? Had the two races lived and worked together back then?

      It was a surprising but pleasant thought.

      As they climbed, the reliefs changed. Once the island’s loop had been cast, the depictions turned to portrayals of marriages, births, festivals, and harvests. The everyday lives of everyday people. Monumental events grew fewer and farther apart, and reliefs of the fae disappeared entirely.

      It made sense there wouldn’t be many unexpected events in a closed magical loop. No natural disasters or visitors from distant shores to force change upon the ancients. But how might that sort of stagnation have changed them? Obviously they would have spells to preserve their memories year after year. But without external pressure to spur innovation and change, wouldn’t the monotony drive them mad? Lily had struggled growing up isolated on a remote peanut-and-cotton farm for barely twelve years; she couldn’t imagine surviving thousands on the same small island.

      Perhaps the ancients’ mastery of magic gave them enough agency and novelty to keep their lives interesting. A year ago in Pitts, she’d survived an accidental and unregulated twenty-four-hour time loop. No doubt a year-long loop carefully crafted by the most powerful wizards in history was different.

      Lily shifted her attention to the ancient climbing the stairs in front of her. What kind of man was Kabdari, the wizard behind so many legends? She had to shake herself internally to get the mental image of cartoon Merlin in voluminous medieval robes with a pointy hat out of her head. Children’s animated movies aside, Kabdari had likely adopted the culture and dress of many societies over his millennia of travel across time and space. What she saw now was the ancient wizard in his natural environment, likely wearing the same style of clothes he’d grown up with in ancient Sumer.

      He had on a short-sleeved tunic of blue that reached almost to his ankles, wrapped at the waist by a wide yellow sash. The tunic’s collar, sleeves, and hem were decorated with a beautiful woven trim. Over the base tunic was a crimson shawl-like outer garment fringed in gold, going from his left shoulder down across the body and looped loosely around the waist and hips, leaving his right arm and shoulder uncovered.

      All the clothes seemed finely woven, likely wool, and their colors were beautiful and vibrant. His shoes were soft leather, dyed the same red as his shawl, with burnished metal fastenings. He had a plethora of rings and bracelets of silver and gold on both hands, while a thick cuff of silver inlaid with gold and lapis lazuli encircled one forearm. Circular gold earrings hung from each ear, and he wore a wide woven headband over his crown of silver hair that featured repeating geometric patterns interspersed with ornamental disks of gold.

      Eventually, Lily was too winded by the endless climbing to scrutinize Kabdari further, so she kept her head down and focused on not tripping. By the time daylight had replaced the golden glow from regular light fixtures, she wasn’t sure which was stronger: her anticipation at seeing Avalon, or her relief at finishing their climb.

      When they rounded the last spiral and Lily got her first peek at the staircase opening, she was surprised to see a high, flat stone ceiling instead of empty, blue sky. The stairs ascended to a square hole in the floor of a large stone building, much like the entrance to the Servillo’s underground Domus in their Roman villa. As Lily climbed the last steps, she finally got a look at ancient wizard architecture and it was…not what she’d anticipated.

      Maybe she had let her experience at the Servillo’s villa color her expectations, because the lack of Romanesque arches and domes of white marble felt odd. Yet these wizards had originated in ancient Sumer, not Rome or Greece, and could hardly have carted mountainous tons of marble to an isolated volcanic island in the middle of the vast ocean.

      That meant instead of white marble, dark gray stone rose around her in an open square room with evenly spaced pillars in place of walls. The stone blocks, likely basalt, fit so perfectly together she wondered how much magic had been used in their construction. Or had the fae helped them? Archeological evidence indicated the Sumerians had built with mud brick, not carved stone. But perhaps all evidence of the wizards among them long ago had been lost…or erased?

      Lily’s curiosity burned as their party filed up from the staircase and spread out. She craned her neck to take in the ceiling and saw there was a small square opening in the center. As her eyes roamed farther, she realized the opening was directly above a large stone altar at the center of the room. Its top was blackened with evidence of fire and its sides were covered in dimmu runes framing reliefs of people and symbols, including the familiar eight-pointed star.

      So, they stood in a temple.

      Before she could wonder much about it, Kabdari led their group to a gap in the columns where a long flight of steps descended the hill’s peak to flatter ground. There, a stone complex had been built in a square around the temple hill, its flat roof edged with raised borders and decorative crenellations. Verdant gardens of flowers and vegetables nestled between the buildings and the hill, while outside the complex patches of wheat or perhaps barley grew alongside orchards and vineyards. It was obvious this lake isle was almost four times bigger than its counterpart in real time, likely because it hadn’t been eroded by four-thousand years of wind and rain.

      Lily glanced at Sebastian, who had come to stand beside her, and they exchanged a wary look. Instead of taking her hand again, he stepped close under the watchful eye of their escort and whispered in her ear, his warm breath sending goosebumps over her skin.

      “I’ve got your back.”

      Moving away again, he jerked his chin encouragingly in Kabdari’s direction. Warmth flooded her heart, and Lily nodded. She stepped confidently after the ancient, who was headed down the steps toward the complex below.

      The cat pack shifted, and Sir Kipling poked his head out again to survey the change of scenery.

      “Is it just me,” he meowed, tone as supremely judgmental as ever, “or are these primitive humans severely lacking in soft things to lounge upon?”

      “I highly doubt they took the preferences of cats into consideration when they built all this thousands of years ago,” Lily murmured, then pursed her lips against a smile.

      Leave it to a cat to critique the interior decoration of the very people who controlled their fate.

      The group of newcomers filed down the steps after Kabdari, their escort bringing up the rear. Now out in the open, Lily had an unobstructed view of the temple isle, the large lake around it, and the inside of the caldera rising in the distance. Below them, a stone-paved road wound down from the temple complex to the lake edge, where two boats were moored to a stone pier.

      The striking blue waters of the lake were ridged in little wavelets kicked up by the cool breeze blowing in their faces. The wind brought scents of damp stone, grass, and mud to Lily’s nose. Since the sky was overcast, there was no telling what time of day it was. Her porthole watch wasn’t any help, because she couldn’t know if the loop’s time was synchronized with real time or not.

      To Lily’s surprise, the inner slope of the caldera across the water was devoid of buildings except for a stone shed beside the caldera-shore pier. There were, however, paved paths. The largest of them wound up the inner caldera slope and disappeared through a deep cut in the ancient volcano wall, no doubt leading to the rest of the island of Avalon. All the other paths were smaller, branching out like veins across the inside of the caldera. Each one ended in a stone arch built into the steep caldera slope. Lily wondered what they were. Underground houses? Food storage? Prisons? Tombs?

      A chill swept across Lily’s skin, helped along by the brisk breeze. She wondered if Sebastian was cold without his shirt, knowing he wouldn’t show it if he was. He’d stuffed his leather jacket away in one of their packs before they’d first descended to the underground gateway, since it had been sunny and warm in the late spring day they’d left behind.

      They finally reached the end of the staircase and stepped onto the open courtyard at its base. To the right and left of the courtyard, wooden doors led into the temple complex. Where the courtyard ended in front of them, more steps continued down to the paved road that wound between crops fields on its way to the pier.

      Kabdari angled to the right and led their group across the courtyard to one of the thick wooden doors. The room they entered was high-ceilinged and airy with tall windows that let in plenty of daylight. It seemed like a combined kitchen and dining room, with long stone counters, brightly painted wooden storage cabinets, and racks of tools including kitchen utensils like ladles and knives. They passed two long wooden tables lined by benches as well as a scattering of low-backed chairs with woven seats.

      In the next room, the ceiling was lower, as if a second story occupied the space above. This new room looked like a library and study area, with wide windows looking out over the lake on one side of the room and flower gardens and the temple hill on the other. Tables and chairs were scattered around, while long rows of shelves lined the walls. The shelves held everything from scribal supplies, to musical instruments, to piles of scrolls, clay tablets, and even some codices that were bound like modern books. Lily’s fingers itched to pick them up, but Kabdari didn’t slow, so she knew she couldn’t linger.

      Exiting the library, they turned right into a long, narrow hallway that made up one entire side of the square complex. The outer wall had a row of widely spaced windows, while half a dozen doorways lined the inner wall. Fixtures glowing with magical light were mounted along the inner wall. Their metal parts were no doubt engraved with dimmu runes to anchor each fixture’s light spell. They seemed to be a more efficient source of illumination than the light globes Lily was used to, at least for permanent lighting.

      The four ancients who had gone ahead bearing Mallory were clustered in the hallway and speaking among themselves. They looked up attentively as Kabdari strode toward them. The old wizard spoke in Enkinim, and they split off to go stand outside four of the six doors along the hallway.

      Kabdari turned to Lily and her companions.

      “These are our visitor quarters. Here you may wash and rest—and be assured of your safety,” he added, sharp eyes flicking between Sebastian’s scowl and John Faust’s blank stare. “We welcome you as our guests. All your needs will be provided for. If you must relieve yourself, tell your escort ‘ub-bid’ and they will show you to the facilities. I will speak to all of you very soon, but for now please take your ease while I see to the injured.”

      Alarm spiked in Lily’s system as she realized Kabdari meant to split them up. A claustrophobic memory of gray walls, a single high window, and the numbing weight of wrought iron around her wrists made her throat close.

      Sebastian’s warm, calloused fingers wrapped around her hand and gave it a squeeze. She cast a grateful glance at his determined face and pushed her anxiety down. She wasn’t helpless or alone, even without her magic. She refused to let the past have a hold over her.

      Before she could say anything to Kabdari, Sebastian spoke up.

      “Where’s Mallory?”

      Kabdari’s eyebrows lowered momentarily in confusion, then his expression cleared. “Ah. Your friend is here in this first room being tended by our healer. As soon as you are settled, I will check on her to ensure there is nothing more I can do to help.”

      “One of us should stay with her,” Sebastian said firmly, expression hard. “She might wake up, and when she does she won’t know what’s going on or who she can trust. You do not want to see how she reacts when she feels threatened.”

      “Very well,” Kabdari said with a nod. “You may accompany me⁠—”

      “No, it should be Lily,” Sebastian said quickly, “in case, um, there’s anything she can do to help.” The worried expression he shot her was confusing, since Lily was sure Mallory would rather have Sebastian at her side than anyone else. But maybe he thought Lily could better spot any threat to Mallory from the ancients while she was unconscious and vulnerable.

      Kabdari seemed unfazed by the request and nodded as he spoke to his companions again, giving orders. One of the ancients stepped forward and gestured for Sebastian to remove his pack, which made Sebastian’s eyes narrow.

      “Please,” Kabdari said, no doubt trying to head off a fight. “We must search and sterilize your possessions to ensure nothing in them might harm our people.”

      Sebastian’s scowl deepened, but Kabdari made a reassuring gesture with his hand.

      “I do not mean weapons, young warrior. I speak of biological contaminants, or technological devices which may raise…questions and curiosity best avoided.”

      Lily’s eyebrows rose, impressed by Kabdari’s advanced scientific knowledge—though she shouldn’t have been, considering how long he’d been alive. She couldn’t think of anything problematic in their packs; they’d already forsaken all electronics when they’d set out into the twilight, and their only organic provisions were dried and packaged foods.

      “It is a reasonable request,” Madam Barrington said, looking unbothered, and Lily nodded in agreement.

      Reluctantly, Sebastian let his pack slide to the ground. It was added to their other pack that one of their escorts had already been carrying. Kabdari gestured at Sir Kipling’s cat pack, and Lily unslung it to place it gently on the floor as well. Sir Kipling hopped gracefully out of his “feline palanquin” then set to furiously grooming his wayward fur into submission, patently ignoring the many pairs of eyes studying him with varying levels of curiosity and surprise.

      “My familiar,” Lily offered to Kabdari with a weak smile. It wasn’t really accurate, but it was the most true thing she could say under the circumstances.

      “You might as well tell them you are my human and be done with it,” Sir Kipling meowed between licks. “No point giving them an inaccurate first impression.”

      “He’s, ah, quite friendly,” Lily choked out, caught between amusement and exasperation and needing to hide both.

      “Oh, now you’ve done it. They’ll think I have no self-respect!” Sir Kipling complained, pausing his ministrations to glare at her.

      “And loud,” Lily added with a bit more firmness. “Ignore him.”

      A strangled cough came from Sebastian, who didn’t need to understand Sir Kipling to guess the sort of indignant protestations the feline was voicing.

      Kabdari nodded, then gestured at Lily’s satchel.

      “Your bag as well, Lily Singer,” he said.

      Moving just as reluctantly as Sebastian had, Lily unslung it from across her body, though she kept ahold of it, brow furrowed.

      “I use the contents quite frequently,” she said, thinking of her eduba. “How soon can I have it back?”

      “I will examine it myself as soon as everyone is settled so that it may be returned with all due haste,” Kabdari said. He gave her a reassuring smile.

      Unhappy, but knowing she had no choice, Lily added her satchel to the pile.

      One of the ancients gestured politely and herded Lily’s three companions toward rooms farther down the hall, while Kabdari turned toward the closest door, where he’d said Mallory was being tended. Lily hesitated long enough to see Sebastian’s lingering look of worry, Madam Barrington’s nod of support, and her father’s hooded, calculating gaze that swept over the ancient escorting him. Once each had disappeared into their designated quarters, Lily hurried after Kabdari, Sir Kipling at her heels.

      The room they entered was simple, large enough for a narrow bed, a chair, and a small table that held a stone basin of reddish water beside a pile of bloody cloth. Light came in through a glass-paned window that looked out over a flower garden, a path, and the temple hill behind them. The natural light was supplemented by two enchanted metal fixtures, one on each side of the room.

      Sitting in the room’s sole chair was a woman with thick black hair. Her tresses had been wrapped messily in a colorful cloth, which wound around her head to keep it out of the way as she leaned over Mallory’s senseless form on the bed. The healer had cut away Mallory’s shirt and was busy cleaning the wound around the sword hilt that still protruded from the fighter’s side. No fresh blood seeped out thanks to Kabdari’s spell that had put Mallory in a state of semi-hibernation.

      The old wizard spoke rapidly to the woman, who looked to be middle-aged and was dressed in a colorful fringed wrap over a tunic that left her right shoulder bare. Kabdari’s words were too quick for Lily to catch more than vague meanings of blood and magic and demon taint. The woman replied with impatience, then gestured sharply at the bowl and pile of bloody cloth on the table.

      Kabdari turned toward the door.

      “I must organize fresh water and more supplies. Please remain here and do not hinder Adaḫ,” he said, pronouncing the woman’s name with the same soft guttural “ch” sound as the German name Bach.

      Lily nodded and stepped aside so Kabdari could hurry from the room. A quick peek around the doorframe confirmed one of Kabdari’s followers had taken up a post outside the door. Lily turned back toward the bed, worry fluttering in her stomach as she wondered what the ancients’ version of “healing” entailed. How advanced could they possibly be, so cut off from the scientific advances of the entire human race? Had this isolated society developed their own, magic-based system of medicine? Or had Kabdari brought back medical knowledge from the outside world from his once-a-century excursions?

      Though Adaḫ worked with efficient surety, Lily still wondered if Mallory would have been better off in a hospital, surrounded by doctors in sterile scrubs and masks. The healer’s colorful wrap was tightly belted by a wide sash beneath her breasts, keeping it from getting in the way, and she wore no rings on her fingers that might interfere with her work, though her lower and upper arms were festooned with multiple ornate cuffs. The ornaments sported a dizzying array of semiprecious stones, and some of them had dimmu runes etched or inlaid into them, confirming what Lily had already suspected: the jewelry of the ancients was as magically utilitarian as it was ornamental.

      With a trilling meow, Sir Kipling announced his presence to the room, interrupting Lily’s worried examination.

      The healer—Adaḫ—had barely glanced at Lily, but she stopped dead at the sight of Sir Kipling. Wisely, the cat did not get in her way, simply trotted to the head of the bed and hopped up on top of the mattress. He settled down in a watchful cinnamon roll at the crook of Mallory’s shoulder and neck, making Adaḫ purse her lips. She glanced at Lily, then shook her head and went back to work, muttering under her breath.

      Lily watched as Adaḫ took her last clean strip of cloth and inserted it carefully around the exit wound at Mallory’s back. Next, the healer took a bottle from a neat box of supplies by her feet to pour its contents over the entry wound. The clear liquid pooled in the wound, then overflowed and ran down Mallory’s side, following the curve of her body to eventually soak into the cloth stuffed underneath her.

      It looked as though Adaḫ was disinfecting the wound. Was the clear liquid alcohol? It could be anything, even infused with magic, and Lily wouldn’t be able to tell since she was cut off from the Source by the enchanted cuffs around her wrists.

      That emptiness gnawed at her insides, but she pushed the feeling back. She was about to try speaking Enkinim to ask how she could help when hurried footsteps sounded in the hallway.

      Lily stepped to the wall to get out of the way as Kabdari and two other ancients came in carrying a pile of clean bandages, clay containers of water, and a strange device that looked like a cross between a miniature sink and a fountain. They quickly set up the contraption in the alcove between the bed and the table, then poured the jars of water into the reservoir at its bottom. Finally, Kabdari laid a hand on it; a moment later water started bubbling from the metal tap at the top, falling down in a continuous stream to the bowl below. Lily assumed if she could look at its innards, she’d find some magical means of purifying the outflow before it was recycled back into the reservoir. She was intensely curious how it worked, but reined in her scholarly impulses and refocused her attention on Mallory.

      Adaḫ said a single brisk word, and the two ancients who had brought the fountain gathered the dirty bandages and water, shooting only brief curious glances at Lily and Sir Kipling before they bowed and left. After that, Adaḫ vigorously washed her hands and wrists in the sink-device, using another mysterious liquid from her box of supplies. Kabdari washed next while Adaḫ wiped down the table. Then Adaḫ piled the clean bandages within easy reach and started rooting through a woven cloth bag one of the others had brought in. She pulled out a paintbrush and a glass bottle filled with metallic, silvery liquid, and Lily’s eyebrows rose in interest.

      “Is there any way I can help?” Lily asked Kabdari as he dried off his hands. What she really wanted to ask was, “What are you doing to my sister and will she survive?” but knew indulging her worry wouldn’t help Mallory.

      “Yes,” Kabdari said to her offer. “We must remove the sword from her side so I can purify the wound of demonic taint before Adaḫ heals the flesh. The sword must be taken far enough from my presence that any lingering corruption on it does not interfere with my senses. Please take a clean bandage and be ready to receive the weapon. Wrap it securely, then carry it to the courtyard. We will deal with it later. Garaš!” Kabdari called out sharply, alarming Lily for a moment until the wizard standing watch outside the door poked his head into the room. Lily realized Kabdari had been calling his name, not uttering some ancient curse that ended in a harsh “sh” sound. The elder wizard gave a clipped instruction, to which Garaš replied in an affirmative tone.

      “Lily Singer, take a cloth and stand ready,” Kabdari commanded.

      She hurried to grab a clean bandage, then went to stand at the foot of the bed, where she watched nervously as Adaḫ and Kabdari conferred in Enkinim.

      Before Lily had a chance to mentally prepare, Kabdari had taken up a tightly folded bandage and Adaḫ was grasping the hilt of the sword. With a look of intense concentration, she withdrew it carefully from the wound. Lily held her breath, not daring to move a muscle until the jagged edge of the sword had cleared Mallory’s side and Kabdari had moved swiftly to insert the folded cloth into the wound.

      An impatient bark from Adaḫ reminded Lily to hold out her hands, and she took the sword from the healer. Even though she only touched it through a swathe of cloth, the memory of Nergal’s corrupt hand wrapped around its hilt made her shudder. With awkward movements she wrapped it in the bandage, making sure it was completely covered, then strode out of the room and down the hall, following the way they’d come in. Garaš fell in step behind her, no doubt accompanying her at Kabdari’s instruction.

      In no time, Lily had reached the courtyard, where she looked around for an appropriate place to lay the offending piece of steel. Garaš pointed helpfully at a stone bench tucked against the building’s wall, so Lily laid the wrapped sword on the flagstones beneath it where the cursed thing wouldn’t be tripped over. Intense relief washed over her when she released the sword, and she felt an impulse to wipe her hands on her skirt.

      Lily hurried back to the impromptu infirmary, anxious to see how Mallory fared. Garaš followed behind and resumed his post once they arrived. Inside, Lily was greeted by the sight of Kabdari painting a complex circle of sigils across Mallory’s bare side in silver ink, the wound at its center. Lily recognized the intricate geometric angles and precise curves as celestial sigils.

      Kabdari finished a stroke, then handed the brush and bottle to Adaḫ and bent down to lay his hands on Mallory’s skin to either side of the circle. Intense silence fell over the room. Lily was sure that if she’d been free of her oppressive cuffs, she would have felt Kabdari’s power filling the space around them.

      They stood utterly still and silent for several long minutes while Kabdari wordlessly worked his magic. His eyes remained open, focused on the sigils between his hands as he purified every trace of Nergal’s corruption from Mallory’s body.

      Finally, the elderly wizard relaxed and straightened with a groan. Adaḫ swooped in, shooing him away and grabbing a clean bandage as well as the same bottle of clear liquid she’d used before. With it, she carefully cleaned away the silver spell circle on Mallory’s flesh, then removed the wad of cloth from the wound and poured more clear liquid over the puncture. Kabdari took the soiled bandages from her, disposed of them, then pulled the neglected chair over to gently push Adaḫ into it, as if used to the healer forgetting that sitting was an option.

      Adaḫ sat before waving Kabdari off with an impatient gesture. She put her hands flat on Mallory’s side, thumbs and pointer fingers touching to form a diamond around the wound. Thus situated, she bowed her head and began to mutter under her breath. Sir Kipling, ignored by the wizards since he’d stayed out of the way, looked on with hooded yellow eyes. It was only in the following quiet that Lily realized Sir Kipling was not purring—at least not audibly. Was he being quiet to avoid distracting Adaḫ?

      A soft touch at Lily’s elbow made her start, and she found Kabdari standing close. He gestured toward the door, so Lily reluctantly preceded him out into the hallway.

      “Adaḫ has a long and arduous task ahead of her,” Kabdari said once they had stepped away from the room. “We must not distract her.”

      “What is she doing?” Lily asked quietly.

      “Using her exact knowledge of anatomy and healing spells to probe the wound layer by layer, discern the damage, and encourage the flesh to knit back together exactly as it should. She will begin with the blood vessels, preventing further bleeding, then move to any damaged organs, the deepest first. Then she must move outward, toward both the front and rear, one layer at a time, to repair all critical damage while leaving what the body can fix itself to heal in its own time. Once she is finished, she will bring your friend back to wakefulness to feed her various potions to aid in healing, prevent infection, and support blood replenishment.”

      Lily stared at the open doorway and chewed on her lip. She was still worried for Mallory, but had obviously underestimated the skill and knowledge the ancients possessed when it came to keeping people alive.

      “Will she be all right?” she asked, tearing her eyes away to look at Kabdari’s weathered face. The look he gave her was kind…but not very reassuring.

      “Adaḫ is the best there is. Her understanding of the body through magic is like nothing I have ever seen. She will heal the wound, of that I have no doubt. The biggest danger is blood loss and infection. We have experimented over many thousands of years to invent a spell that reliably staves off infection, but the human body is too complex and the pathogens too diverse and intertwined with the body’s healthy biome for us to find much success.”

      Lily’s eyes widened and her brows rose, which made Kabdari chuckle.

      “I try to keep my knowledge as up to date with modern medical advances as can be managed with my infrequent trips to the outside world. I always bring back books for Adaḫ. She both craves and resents them. We have tried using modern antibiotics and other select medicines, but our bodies have different reactions to them than you lubar do, and some of those reactions have been…not good. It is too dangerous to experiment on ourselves with outside science when—well, never mind. You must excuse an old man’s enthusiasm. Adaḫ tells me I am in love with the sound of my own voice. She may be correct,” Kabdari said with a chuckle.

      “No,” Lily said, knowing exactly how he felt. “You love knowledge and the good it can do for the world. I…well,” she stumbled over her thoughts, suddenly realizing who she was talking to: a four-thousand-year-old wizard of unimaginable power. Not Madam Barrington. Not Sebastian. Not a friend. Where was her common sense? “I, um, think I understand,” she finished awkwardly, dropping her gaze.

      Kabdari looked at her, head cocked, and perhaps there was a smile hidden somewhere under that curly gray beard.

      “We must leave Adaḫ to her work. Come, Lily Singer.” He gestured to the next door down from Mallory’s sick room. “You must be exhausted. Please, rest. I must check on…several things, to ensure all are settled, and then I will return. We have much to talk about.”

      The look he gave her was grave, yet there was an energy beneath his gravitas. An excitement, perhaps. Or maybe Lily was imagining things.

      She swallowed.

      “May I please speak to my companions before I retire? I want to assure them of my s—of Mallory’s condition.” She wasn’t sure why she hesitated to admit Mallory was her sister. She felt reluctant to disclose anything that could be used against her while her blocked connection to the Source grated so painfully on her soul.

      “Of course,” Kabdari said. He spoke swiftly in Enkinim to the ancients standing guard outside their rooms. Then he turned back to her and dipped his head. “Farewell for now, honored guest. We will speak again soon.”

      With that, he strode away down the hall.

      The next door after hers was the one Sebastian had disappeared into, so she made a beeline for it. The wizard on post beside it watched her with hostile eyes as she opened the door and stepped into the room.

      Apparently not all of Kabdari’s companions were happy to have outsiders in their little paradise.

      “Lily!”

      Before she had a chance to see the room properly, Sebastian swept her up in his strong arms. He hugged her tightly, burying his face in her neck. Once she got over her surprise, she returned his hug just as fiercely. This was the first time they’d had a moment to themselves since their harrowing battle with Nergal. A part of her still couldn’t believe they’d made it through alive. But now they were safe—or at least not immediately in danger—which meant the ball of fear in her chest could finally ease and drain away under the reassuring warmth of Sebastian’s embrace.

      Wait, warmth?

      An entirely different and very distracting emotion filled her chest, and her cheeks grew hot as she realized Sebastian was still half naked.

      When he finally eased his grip, it was merely to step back and hold her at arm’s length, as if to look her over and make sure she was unhurt. Lily couldn’t help but notice the dried blood still on his torso—because, of course, she was decidedly not noticing his smooth skin and appreciably defined muscles. She also noticed the triangular seeing stone that hung from his neck, mostly because it was the only thing she could fix her eyes on that wasn’t a dangerously attractive, naked man-chest. Normally the stone was tucked discreetly under Sebastian’s shirt; now, though, it was plain to see, and even had a smudge of blood on it. She made a face at the blood and glanced around, spotting the clean bowl of water and untouched cloth sitting on the table behind him. Obviously, he’d been too busy pacing the room and worrying about Mallory to remember that he was shirtless and smeared with blood.

      “Mallory is going to be fine,” Lily told him, choosing to believe it herself. “They removed the sword and are healing the wound now.”

      Sebastian took a deep breath in through his nose, then exhaled sharply through his mouth.

      “Yeah, of course,” he said, as if trying to convince himself. “They’re super-duper-powerful wizards and all that. She’ll be back to glaring daggers and threatening everybody in no time, right?”

      “I’m sure of it,” Lily said. She produced a smile for his sake.

      “You’re a terrible liar, you know that, Lil’?” Sebastian said, offering a weak smile in return, which was progress.

      Lily huffed, more for show than from true annoyance.

      “Being reassuring to a friend isn’t lying, and I’m not terrible at it—I just don’t have any defenses against you.” Her lips began to form a pout, but the action was rudely interrupted by Sebastian tugging her back toward him and pressing his mouth against hers with unerring accuracy.

      She gasped against his lips, and their soft warmth curled briefly into a smile before they got back to the more important business at hand. By the time he was done with her, she had more or less melted against him, made all the more boneless and dazed by the fiery heat of his bare skin. She was supremely grateful for Sir Kipling’s absence at that moment, since he would have voiced his approval in the most smug way possible.

      That, of course, was when she remembered the door was still open behind them, and a several-thousand-year-old stranger stood outside. If her face hadn’t already been hot from Sebastian’s kiss, it was definitely flushed now.

      “You are so adorable it hurts. I can hardly stand it,” Sebastian said, grinning down at her with a crooked smile that soothed her embarrassment. “Never have any defenses against me. Please. I want all of you exactly the way you are.”

      Okay, now her face was flaming.

      He seemed like he wanted to pull her back in for another kiss, but she pushed gently against him and looked pointedly at the blood smeared across his torso.

      “You are covered in dried blood, dearest. You need to clean up. I’ll ask Kabdari to send you some clean clothes as soon as possible. For now, I need to go update Ethel, then Kabdari and I are going to talk.”

      That put a scowl back on his face, but he did release her.

      “Be careful. I don’t trust these guys farther than I can throw them.”

      “Well, at least you can actually throw them now. You didn’t used to be able to,” Lily quipped without thinking, unable to keep her eyes from straying back to Sebastian’s muscular chest.

      An astonished look blossomed on his face as Lily’s brain caught up to her tongue. She slapped a hand over her mouth, realizing she’d just implied he used to be weak.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said from behind her hand, “I didn’t mean—that is, I wasn’t thinking—” She cut herself off, though, because Sebastian was shaking with barely contained laughter.

      “No, it’s fine—I love it,” he finally said, trying to compose his face. “And to be fair, you’re right.”

      “Okay…um…you clean up then, and I’ll…go talk to Ethel.” Before she could beat a hasty retreat, though, he caught her hand and drew her close to whisper in her ear.

      “Call me on your porthole watch and leave the connection open, will you? I can’t stand being stuck in this room.” He didn’t say “without you,” but Lily could feel the sentiment in the strength of his grip on her hand.

      She nodded and surreptitiously fiddled with the watch on her wrist, shoved uncomfortably to the limit of its wristband by the cuff crowding it forward. Her body hid the movement from the open door behind her, and she was able to manipulate the manual controls of the watch without a sound; it established a connection, which Sebastian accepted on his own porthole and left there, muted for now.

      “Get cleaned up,” she said, allowing herself one last glance at his bare chest before she stepped back, cheeks warm again.

      Sebastian nodded, and his eyes stayed on her as she turned and left.

      A glance sideways showed her the guard at the door was still scowling, so she quickly schooled her features, trying to channel her mentor’s aloof confidence. She nodded politely at the disapproving wizard instead of speaking. She didn’t know if any other ancients spoke English besides Kabdari, though Adaḫ likely did if she was reading medical texts brought back from the outside.

      No one stopped her as she went to the next door down and knocked. She was let in by a wary-looking Madam Barrington. Her mentor, at least, had freshened up by using the provided bowl and towel to wash her face and pat down her mussed hair. Lily sat with her on the bed to give her a hurried update, voice low.

      “I have every confidence Mallory will recover, barring some unforeseen medical emergency,” Madam Barrington said after Lily had finished. “Do not make the mistake of assuming these ancients are primitive simply because they do not employ modern mundane technology.”

      Lily nodded, determined to keep an open mind. Everyone was relying on her—she couldn’t let lazy ignorance or prejudice lead to bad decisions that would hurt them all.

      “Is there anything I should know about Kabdari before I speak to him at length, Ethel? I know at times you have, well, hidden things from me.” She gave her mentor a steady look.

      Madam Barrington glanced away, but in a thoughtful manner, not a guilty one.

      “There are many pieces of knowledge I could share, but we do not have time for them, and they would needlessly confuse the situation. It is my sincere belief that Kabdari is our ally as far as our greater goal is concerned—that is, the good and survival of wizardkind and mundanes alike. But he is as human as the rest of us. He will be swayed by his own loyalties and responsibilities to his people here in Dul-Zahdag. Never forget that.

      “When it comes to Morgan le Fay…” Madam Barrington frowned deeply. “I am troubled that he is so reluctant to believe the danger she poses. I cannot but assume he is blinded by concern, or perhaps guilt, though there are just as likely political factors at play of which we are ignorant. We need to proceed cautiously without losing sight of our goal. Morgan le Fay must remain under the strictest guard. I fear there is much we do not understand about Nergal’s capabilities. It is possible Kabdari’s decision to bring Morgan inside the protections of the time loop has already given the demon exactly what he wants. Only time will tell. But we must remain on our guard and continue to insist on her imprisonment—preferably outside of Dul-Zahdag, if it can be managed.”

      Lily doubted the likelihood of that. But they needed to know more before they could do anything about it.

      And they needed to get these cursed cuffs off.

      “What about…my father?” Lily had no idea what to think or feel when it came to John Faust. The past few weeks had been a whirlwind of hurt, hope, forgiveness, and betrayal. Everything about him was confusing, and she hardly trusted herself to make reasonable decisions where he was concerned.

      Madam Barrington let out a thoughtful noise, then spoke.

      “He most certainly has been given what he wants—or at least used to want—though perhaps not in the manner he was hoping. He may yet be a valuable ally against Morgan, but I do not think he can be trusted in this new land to do anything but scheme and manipulate in pursuit of his own power. It would be best if he, too, remained under close guard.”

      It hurt to hear, but Lily knew her mentor was probably right. No matter how much a small, child-like part of her wished she could trust her father, she knew it was foolish. He himself had warned her not to trust him, though he had also said she had nothing to fear from him, which seemed flat-out contradictory.

      Now was not the time to untangle her father’s twisted motivations, though. Leaning closer to her mentor, Lily spoke quietly. “I have an open connection to Sebastian’s porthole, so he can hear what Kabdari has to say. Should we loop you in as well?”

      A tiny smile flitted across Madam Barrington’s usually stern face, and she nodded.

      It took some tense fiddling, but eventually they had the connection set up. Lily silently blessed the Servillos and their ingenious artifacts designed to be equally useful to wizards and initiates alike. Lily was certain any mundane technology they had tried to bring into Dul-Zahdag would have been scrambled by passage into this interdimensional space.

      Lily bade her mentor a quiet but heartfelt goodbye. Once back out in the hall, she was torn between going right or left. Should she give her father an update too? Or leave him to his own devices? It wasn’t as if John Faust would be stewing in worry over Mallory. He might even consider it a convenient tragedy should his former pet assassin succumb to her injuries.

      Thinking about it that way, maybe it was better to wait until there was something meaningful to report. Lily didn’t relish broaching the touchy topic of—in John Faust’s view—his greatest betrayer. She would wait to hear what Kabdari had to say before undertaking the headache-inducing task of communicating with her manipulative, narcissistic, and dangerous-but-also-possibly-an-ally-depending-on-the-day father.

      Holding in a sigh of weariness, Lily turned and headed back to her room. She avoided eye contact with the ancient outside Sebastian’s door—the wizard’s glare seemed to be a permanent fixture—but attempted to give a friendly smile to the one leaning against the wall beside her own. He and Garaš, who was still posted by Mallory’s door, had been talking quietly when she’d entered the hall, but now they watched her with silent, curious eyes.

      The wizard acknowledged her with a slight incline of his head, and there might have been a smile hidden beneath all that oiled and curled facial hair. She couldn’t tell, and it would have been rude to stare, so she ducked her head and hurried into her room before closing the door quietly behind her.

      Then, and only then, did she allow herself a deep, slow, sigh. If there was a quaver to it as well, she didn’t dwell on it. Instead, she pulled her chair up to the simple table and sank into it, feeling at loose ends without either her cat or her eduba to occupy her.

      Fortunately, she was only left to stew in the feeling for ten minutes or so before there was a soft tap on her door.

      “Enter,” she said in Enkinim, hoping the form she’d used was correct enough to be intelligible. She was dying to learn conversational Enkinim, the original language of mankind. The very idea filled her with a shiver of excitement.

      “Admirably done,” came Kabdari’s voice as the door opened to reveal his smiling face. “Though it would properly be ‘ḫe-en-ku’ using the precative mood, not ‘kur,’ the base infinitive,” he said, his exotic accent and ancient words jarring starkly with his use of modern English grammatical terms.

      Lily felt her face heat up but smiled anyway, too excited by the idea of instruction from a native speaker to be overtaken by self-consciousness.

      “I would love to learn more, if you’re willing to teach me,” she said, trying not to sound overly eager. After all, there were still cuffs around her wrists. “I’m guessing the Enkinim modern wizards use is a very, erm, basic form?”

      “In the extreme,” Kabdari agreed, shutting the door and moving to sit on the bed. A tightly wound tension in her chest eased when she saw him carrying her satchel. He held it out to her with a smile before he sat, and she took it gratefully. Instead of rifling through it then and there to make sure everything was accounted for, she put it and her anxiety aside, focusing fully on Kabdari as he spoke.

      “I have watched the language of creation slowly devolve through many winding years,” the old wizard continued. “Wizards have relied more and more on the intent of their will over the precision of their words as the subtle workings of Enkinim have been lost. This uncertainty of outcome and inability to safely channel the exact parameters of a spell has no doubt aided in the fall of magic from common use among my modern brethren.”

      “But you’re a living example of the ideal form,” Lily said eagerly, leaning forward. “This entire island is a perfect time capsule of knowledge. Just think of the awakening and enlightenment you could bring to wizardkind if⁠—”

      “Peace, Lily Singer,” Kabdari said, cutting her off with a raised hand, his expression troubled. “Your passion speaks well of your commitment to understanding. But understanding cannot be achieved without trust, so let us start at the beginning.” He paused and gave her a searching look. “Come, tell me your story. Who are you? Who is your family? How did you learn of Dul-Zahdag? How are you allied with one who is Nashra’un Ah’laradu? What do you seek to achieve here? Tell me all.”

      The command was given matter-of-factly, as if the possibility of refusal hadn’t even crossed Kabdari’s mind. But Madam Barrington’s words were fresh in Lily’s thoughts, and she hadn’t been born yesterday, even if her self-consciousness still tripped her up sometimes.

      “Trust thrives on trust, honored elder,” she said, ducking her head in respect. “I could speak much more freely if you would remove these cuffs first. Their effect on my mind and body is…very distracting.”

      Kabdari’s eyebrows rose, but he didn’t appear offended. He contemplated her in silence for a time, then finally leaned forward and held out his hand. Lily scooted closer and hesitantly put one of her wrists in his palm. A moment later, a seam split open along the length of the cuff and it cracked open.

      The iron curtain across her soul parted. Warmth and awareness flooded through her, and Lily had to press her lips together and breathe through her nose to hide a gasp of relief.

      Kabdari peeled the first cuff off her wrist, then repeated his spell on the other cuff. When the second cuff opened, the curtain that had been merely parted was finally ripped away. This time Lily couldn’t suppress her sigh as everything inside her realigned and relaxed, basking in the presence of the Source that had never been so obvious as in its absence.

      “Thank you,” she said, leaning back as she spread her magical awareness outward to probe her surroundings, both curious and wary. She found no listening spells or other nefarious magic in her room, though her search was hampered by the distracting pulse of Kabdari’s overwhelming magical aura. It was the strongest she’d ever seen, far outstripping her father’s, and it took some mental fine-tuning to filter it out. Meanwhile, Kabdari laid the cuffs on the bed beside him, then gestured to her in invitation.

      “Come, speak,” he commanded again, his gaze intent and expectant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            KNOWING GOODNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily took a deep breath, hardly knowing where to start.

      “Well, you seem to know me already. When you came out of the portal, you said my name before I could introduce myself.” She returned Kabdari’s intent look with one of her own, and he chuckled ruefully.

      “For the sake of thoroughness, please proceed assuming my total ignorance of your background.”

      “All right,” Lily conceded, wondering if it had been Madam Barrington who had told Kabdari her name when he’d anonymously visited the Basement years prior. What else might her mentor have told him—and what might he have told her mentor that had led them to this point?

      “I am the daughter of John Faust LeFay and Mary Singer—well, Freda LeFay, formerly Silvester. It’s…all rather complicated. The point is that my family line includes the LeFays and Blackwoods on one side, and the Silvesters and Flamels on the other.”

      Lily watched Kabdari’s face as she spoke, looking for any flicker of recognition. But the wizard was obviously well-versed in keeping secrets, because his expression stayed neutral. She went on to describe her magical education and academic experience, then paused, unsure how to continue. Her complex family drama was none of Kabdari’s business, not to mention some of the details might have political ramifications. Yet her family’s past was intimately linked to how and why she sat before him.

      A sudden thought came to her, and her eyes narrowed.

      “Did you tutor a young woman named Annabelle Witherspoon around the beginning of the twentieth century?” she asked. Then she realized the Gregorian calendar might mean nothing to Kabdari, so she added, “About a hundred years ago, give or take.”

      An amused light entered Kabdari’s eyes, and he nodded.

      “I was roaming the North American continent at the time. A great deal had changed since my last foray into modernity, and this United States of America intrigued me greatly. I have tried to keep an eye on my descendants over the turning years, and Annabelle Witherspoon was the last wizard of that powerful and illustrious family.”

      “Your descendants?” Lily asked, unable to suppress her burning curiosity considering she was one of them through her LeFay line. She still couldn’t believe she was related to Merlin himself. His towering role in Arthurian legend was dwarfed by his even-more-ancient history as creator of the gateways and quasi-guardian of wizardkind for millennia.

      Kabdari did not immediately reply. Instead, he looked out the window, his craggy bronze face closed off, though a hint of sadness leaked through.

      “It is…complicated, as you have said,” he finally replied, looking back and smiling without humor. “Over the years, I have sought to share my knowledge and power with a world ill prepared for it. There is only so much I can safely reveal to each generation. The bonds of family and blood create a haven for such knowledge—a haven that mere politics or alliances cannot provide. For this reason, I have taken a wife and fathered children many times throughout the ages. Each time, I remain with them for as long as I can, but…it never feels long enough.” His voice dropped so low she had to strain to hear him. “I have gained—and lost—more loved ones than you could possibly imagine.”

      The sadness in his face was no longer hidden; he gazed at her with dark eyes that had seen more years than any soul was meant to endure. The lines etched across his face seemed like a map of every loss he had shouldered—and now dragged behind him as haunted memories.

      “That…must have been very difficult,” Lily said stiffly. A part of her wanted to feel sympathy, yet another part recoiled in horror. The thought of all those women and children left behind, no matter how reluctantly, reminded her of her own father’s twisted actions.

      “There is much about the world you do not understand, Lily Singer,” Kabdari said, perhaps picking up on her conflicted thoughts. “In time you will learn, but you must keep your mind, your eyes, and your heart open. Now, please, continue. How do you know about Annabelle Witherspoon?” he asked, voice gentle but firm.

      Lily scrunched her brow, gathering her thoughts while filing away what Kabdari had said. She hoped Madam Barrington and Sebastian were listening carefully too.

      “I encountered Annabelle’s…well, spirit I suppose, through an old curse gone wrong that I was, um, hired to resolve. I found her diary, and it was full of incredibly advanced spells and Enkinim, but she never named her tutor. When I asked her who it had been, all her spirit was able to tell me was ‘ask the fae.’”

      Kabdari made a thoughtful noise but otherwise didn’t stop Lily, so she went on to describe her and Sebastian’s adventure in Pitts, and their run-in with John Faust. When she recounted how Sebastian had destroyed the Lugal-nam, a shadow crossed Kabdari’s face, though he remained silent.

      She skimmed the events of the previous summer and fall, only describing enough of John Faust’s actions to give context for finding Morgan’s tomb and to fill out a few details about Sebastian’s interaction with the fae.

      On that topic, she was extremely careful. She didn’t want to compromise Sebastian’s perceived status as Nashra’un Ah’laradu—friend of the fae—since it seemed so important to Kabdari. Who knew what the ancient might think of Sebastian’s on-again-off-again dealings with those tricky beings? Or perhaps Kabdari would understand. Perhaps the old wizard had once experienced a similar falling out and already knew how difficult the fae could be.

      After the events surrounding the discovery of Morgan’s tomb, she skipped ahead to the trouble Roger Darthe and his witches had caused in Atlanta, and the reality of Morgan’s schemes that had been behind it. Kabdari’s face grew more and more stony as Lily delicately described Morgan’s descent into madness and her determination to use demonic powers to regain her “throne” in Avalon. For that part of the story, Lily went into as much detail as possible, especially about Nergal’s and Morgan’s unholy alliance, hoping Kabdari would understand how dangerous his daughter had become.

      She skimmed over the Convocation in Rome, not hiding her father’s crimes but avoiding the painful details. Once she returned to Nergal’s involvement she slowed again, recounting his attack on her family with only a small hitch in her voice. Unlike before, she went into detail on Sebastian’s role and the fae’s involvement, including many of Yuki’s cryptic comments about long-ago bargains and prophecies.

      There was no mistaking the sharpening of the old wizard’s gaze as he listened, but he gave no hint of the thoughts swirling behind his discerning brown eyes. He folded his arms and stroked his beard when she described their battle with Morgan and Nergal at the LeFay estate to save her family, then nodded absently at Madam Barrington’s revelation of Dul-Zahdag afterwards.

      When Lily reached the final and most recent leg of their convoluted journey, Kabdari’s demeanor changed. His gaze, which had wandered at times while he’d listened, now swung to fix on Lily. He seemed to examine her as intently as she had been examining him, and she found herself losing her train of thought under the intensity of his unwavering regard.

      ‘I have waited a long, long time for this day.’

      Those had been his words when the two of them had come face to face outside the gateway to Avalon. She assumed “this day” meant the advent of outsiders unraveling his clues to discover the location of Dul-Zahdag. But why had he been waiting? Why not just lead them himself? What part did the fae play, and why had Kabdari seemed confused when Lily pointed out it was Sebastian, not her, who was a friend of the fae?

      So many questions burned on her tongue, but was it safe to ask them? It seemed prudent to wait until their situation was stable before rocking the boat. So instead, she forged onward, avoiding Kabdari’s intense scrutiny as she summarized their conversation with the “brazen head” gargoyle and their subsequent travels from gateway to gateway.

      She felt her face redden when she described John Faust’s ill-advised attempts to craft himself into the perfect “weapon” against Nergal and the subsequent demonic escapades that had resulted. She knew her attempt to downplay her father’s actions might damn her in Kabdari’s eyes. Yet no matter how old or wise he might be, she would not allow Kabdari to hold her father to a different standard than he held Morgan le Fay—who had done far, far worse.

      The memory of Becca’s dead, milky eyes and raspy, broken voice was testament to that.

      After describing their final fight with Nergal, and Morgan’s unexpected reappearance, Lily finally fell silent. The quiet stretched on long enough that she dared to peek at Kabdari; she found him staring vacantly at her with a troubled wrinkle to his brow, a hand once again stroking his beard.

      “The chosen shall choose their path,” he murmured to himself. “They shall put on their task like a mantle.”

      Lily shivered. She recognized the line as something that infuriatingly cryptic gargoyle had said. Though, of course, it hadn’t been the gargoyle. It had been Kabdari.

      “What does that mean?” she said, prodded into asking. She didn’t like the feeling Kabdari’s words gave her: a sense of being trapped, not by outside forces but by her own decisions one small step at a time.

      Instead of answering, his gaze focused and he asked a question of his own.

      “Who told you the name of your creator?”

      Lily’s brow furrowed at the non-sequitur, and she hesitated. “My cat,” seemed like the wrong answer, even if it was true. She’d glossed over Sir Kipling’s involvement in their adventures, not sure how to explain what she didn’t understand herself. She was more or less resigned to the fact that some sort of guardian spirit or entity had done…something to her cat. Whether it was as simple as granting her feline special powers, or whether her brief glimpses of golden eyes and lion-like fierceness hinted at a deeper connection, she had no idea.

      Maybe she should call Sir Kipling from Mallory’s room and make him explain it all. That would serve Sir Kipling and Kabdari right for being so confusing and mysterious when all she wanted was to stop a demon from hurting people so she could go home and be left in peace.

      But that would pull Kip away from watching over Mallory. No matter how frustrated Lily might be, she wasn’t about to risk Mallory’s life.

      “I…heard it in a vision,” Lily finally said, and to her astonishment Kabdari nodded gravely, as if her answer was both perfectly normal and expected. Maybe she should have said, “my cat,” just to see Kabdari’s reaction.

      A thoughtful pause hovered between them as Kabdari watched her, perhaps deciding what to say next. Finally, he folded his hands in his lap and asked:

      “So, after all that danger and trouble, Lily Singer, why did you come to Dul-Zahdag?”

      Lily frowned.

      “I already told you, we had to warn you about Morgan and Nergal. For all we knew, she was going to lead him right to your doorstep and threaten the most sacred haven of wizardkind left in the world. That’s why you have to do something about Morgan. You can’t just⁠—”

      Kabdari raised a hand with a shake of his head, forestalling her.

      “I understand. Yet that is not why you came. That is the purpose you hoped to achieve, and I assure you it will be addressed. But before we can do so, I must know why you are here.” The ancient leaned forward, his stare so intense Lily found herself unable to look away. It wasn’t a magical hold—there was no hint of a spell. Nevertheless, she was drawn deeper and deeper into his eyes.

      They were dark and brown as the wet earth, and as she looked closer she realized they were flecked with tan, like grains of sand or motes of gold drifting through his soul.

      “Why are you here, Lily Singer?” Kabdari asked softly.

      Lily felt her brow furrow as she searched for the right answer. The true answer.

      “Because…it was the right thing to do,” she said slowly, testing the words even as she spoke them.

      It was true. But was it the most true?

      “Who are you to say what is right?” Kabdari challenged.

      Lily recoiled as if the old wizard had slapped her. He didn’t seem upset, only curious, yet the question made her hackles rise. So many answers ran through her head: everyone knows what common decency is; Nergal is the epitome of evil and has to be stopped; only cowards would stand aside and do nothing; he hurt my family, so it would be foolish to ignore such a threat.

      Instead, she reined herself in.

      “I made the most moral decision I could with the information I had,” she stated firmly. “What else was I supposed to do? Let Nergal run around slaughtering people? Regardless, I came to help and have sacrificed a great deal personally in the process. Do you think I’m lying? You’re probably the most powerful wizard alive on Earth, so I’m sure you can verify my truthfulness. Why are you interrogating me as if I’ve done something wrong?”

      At her sharp words, Kabdari leaned back, eyes going hooded and thoughtful.

      “A fair question. Have you done something wrong?”

      Lily opened her mouth, an angry retort on her tongue. But something made her pause, and she shut it again to draw a deep breath in through her nose. She could see how he was prodding the murky waters to see what might surface. It was the logical thing to do in his situation: to test a stranger he sought to understand.

      So why were his questions getting her worked up? She had good, logical, practical reasons for her actions. Yet there was so much she still didn’t understand.

      And she hated that.

      “No, I have done nothing wrong,” she said, more controlled now as she looked him straight in the eye. “I’ll admit I’ve taken risks, and no doubt some of my actions were less wise than they could have been. My father is…not a good man. Yet I believe we are aligned toward the same goal, for now. I have come to you in good faith, and I want to help. If you have no need of it, believe me I would much rather be back home minding my own business than halfway around the world, held captive by a stranger who is entirely too nosy for his own good.”

      A smile had twitched Kabdari’s cheeks as she spoke, though he attempted to hide it behind the hand stroking his beard.

      “You are quite right, Lily Singer. I am too nosy for my own good. But I also have an entire civilization to protect, so I do not apologize for my questions, especially since they are for your benefit as much as mine.”

      “What?” Lily’s brow furrowed.

      “Listen well, my child,” Kabdari said, not unkindly. “I have lived over four thousand years. Time enough to make more mistakes than you could ever dream of. If there is one thing I have learned, it is that you cannot do good until you know goodness. And it is often those most sure of themselves who are most blinded by foolishness and pride.”

      The old wizard’s amusement faded, and he rubbed a hand across his craggy face.

      “Many lives depend upon me, and I am beset on all sides by doubt and uncertainties. You come to us on the winds of change, heralding both opportunity and risk. You say you come to do good, yet you know so little. Do not abandon the fire that drives you—I believe we need it here where so many have fallen asleep. But at the same time, do not blindly follow your assumptions.”

      He paused, a furrow forming across his brow.

      “Do not be deceived by masks, my child. Not even your own.”

      Kabdari fell silent, his eyes now distant in contemplation. Lily slowly leaned back in her chair, an edge of fear sending tingles through her limbs. Not fear of Kabdari. She was certain now they were on the same side, even if she wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. So why did Kabdari’s warning give her the same feeling as her father’s statement that she had nothing to fear, at least from him?

      There was more going on here than she could guess. She’d been so focused on getting to Avalon that she’d barely spent any time considering what to do once she’d arrived. She had a thousand questions for Kabdari, yet half of them he likely wouldn’t answer, and the other half she wouldn’t want to know the answer.

      Lily shook her head. Right now, she had more immediate problems. She could indulge her curiosity later.

      “I thank you for your wisdom, elder. If I have answered your questions to your satisfaction, might we discuss what happens next? What are your plans for us? Are we prisoners here, or guests? What of Morgan and our warnings?” She tried to speak boldly, even as her inner introvert wailed that she’d done enough for one day and should go hide in a closet.

      Kabdari sighed and seemed to gather himself.

      “You have done well, Lily Singer, and I am happy to answer your questions.”

      “Please…” Lily hesitated, but then forged on, “call me Lily, if you want. You are, after all, my great-great-something-grandfather.”

      Kabdari smiled. “A full hand of greats, meaning about sixty, as you lubar count. And you may call me pabia. It is a familial term for a male elder or ancestor, and I believe it will help smooth your way among my brethren. By it, they will know I have acknowledged you as kin, and to trifle with you would be to trifle with me.”

      Lily nodded politely, thinking she’d been through enough trauma with her father that she wouldn’t be dropping her guard any time soon. But she wanted Kabdari to know that she valued their connection and was relieved to hear that he valued it as well.

      “As for your questions, I will answer them out of order,” he continued, “leaving the most complex for last. You are not our prisoners, but we cannot allow free access to our home without establishing trust. Mistress Barrington I already know. I will need to speak to your other young companions, but as long as they are as honest and sincere as you, there will be no issue.

      “John Faust LeFay is a different story. Even if he were not tainted by the utug-ene, your own reluctance deems him worthy of lock and guard. I will have to interrogate him at some point and hear his side of the story, as twisted as it may be. We have our own ways of discerning truth, so be assured he will not wiggle free from accountability.”

      “Good luck with that,” Lily sighed, trying not to sound as cynical as she felt. “He is very good at rationalizing. Don’t underestimate him.”

      Kabdari folded an arm across his midsection, stroking his long beard with his other hand and looking thoughtful.

      “According to our laws, he deserves death,” the old wizard said, eyes fixed on Lily as he spoke.

      She swallowed, heart and mind at war. When she didn’t comment, he went on.

      “Those laws, however, are thousands of years old, and there has never been need to enforce them. They were established at our inception, when the horror of betrayal, chaos, and upheaval from our homeland was still fresh in our hearts. The utug-ene and their human servants we feared would hunt us down never appeared, thanks in no small part to the aid of our fae allies.

      “Our paranoia since then has kept us safe: so safe that many among us no longer believe the utug-ene are a threat—or even exist. The youngerborn have never known anything but ease and safety, and some no longer believe the stories their elders tell them of the outside world…”

      Kabdari trailed off, his face more lined than before as his brows drew low in contemplation. Then he shook his head.

      “I do not know what the council will decide, but if he remains here in the temple complex, quiet and out of the way, they will likely be content to ignore his…indiscretions.

      “As for my daughter…” Kabdari sighed deeply. “I am not so foolish as to call you a liar. But there is no obvious taint on her. For the time being she will remain here, guarded as your father is, until such time as she recovers her wits and can speak in her own defense.”

      Lily pressed her lips together, not at all happy with his answer. She decided to try one more time, struggling to keep her words calm and polite when all she wanted to do was shout in frustration.

      “Madam Barrington told me weeks ago when we began our search for Dul-Zahdag that you had been watching the outside world for a long time, expecting demonic forces to seek out your refuge. Yet here we are, telling you that Nergal is doing just that, and you’re brushing it off. We are living proof that what you’ve feared for thousands of years is happening, right here, right now!”

      “Peace, young one,” Kabdari said, holding up both hands, palms out. “You are entirely correct that we have always feared the servants of the enemy would not rest until they found what had slipped through their fingers so long ago. I do not doubt that you have encountered and fought with this demon you call Nergal. Do not be fooled by the welcome we have shown you into thinking we are not on our guard. Yet the evidence before me does not indicate any immediate threat—if it had, my first action would have been to eliminate your father, who appears far more entangled in demonic schemes than my daughter. What would you have me do differently?”

      “Move Morgan outside of Dul-Zahdag,” Lily said immediately, leaning forward in her earnestness, hoping she had a chance to convince him.

      Her heart sank when Kabdari shook his head.

      “We cannot care for her properly there. In addition, every time a portal is cast to the outside world, it puts this island at risk. No, it is safer to keep her close, under careful guard, so that we can tend to and monitor her. Perhaps it would be wise to put John Faust under the same subduing spell as Morgan, to ensure he does not engage in any mischief.”

      Even as Lily opened her mouth to protest, Kabdari continued.

      “I am willing to take your word that he is not knowingly allied with any demon, nor intends us harm. I do take your concerns seriously, as you can see, and you should worry no further about it.”

      Lily took a deep breath through her nose and nodded, dropping the topic. For now.

      “As for the immediate future,” Kabdari continued, “you will rest here for a hand of days—that is twelve—along with myself, Adaḫ, and all our companions. You are familiar with the practice of quarantine, yes? We must wait and see that no diseases have been brought onto the island. You will also need time to adjust to our food, water, and environment. Our biome has been isolated for so long that your body may react to simple things with great violence. To use more familiar terms, we must watch for allergic reactions and intolerances. Here, you may rest from your journeys in safety, and we will have plenty of time to talk. I can tell by your eyes that you have many questions.”

      “And after the twelve days?” Lily asked cautiously.

      Kabdari breathed in deep and sat up straighter.

      “After that, I must bring you before the council of Dul-Zahdag. We have laws and customs that must be followed. I can protect you and prepare you during our quarantine, but after that I must allow the events you have set in motion to grind forward.”

      “And…what might we expect from this council?”

      Her question didn’t seem to surprise Kabdari, yet a shadow came over his face, deepening the lines of care he bore.

      “I do not know, Lily.” Kabdari shook his head. “You are the first group of lubar, that is outsiders, to come knocking at our sacred gate. Dul-Zahdag is…not a paradise. A haven, most certainly, but one filled with humans who do as humans are wont to. Who can say how my people will react to your coming? You have poked a stick into the ants’ nest. Now we can only wait and see.”

      “But what do you hope will happen?” Lily pressed, needing to understand more, or else risk going mad with worry for the next twelve days. “Is there a clear path forward we should be aiming for?”

      Kabdari did not immediately answer. His gaze drifted and became unfocused once again as he mulled over her question.

      “I hope that my people will live, Lily,” he finally said, words full of a quiet sort of desperation. “I hope that everything good we have achieved can be preserved. For millennia, I have planned, worked, and sacrificed toward that goal. But my plans have largely come to naught, and many schemes have backfired. I no longer know my own way. My only option is to continue forward, not giving in to despair.” His eyes refocused on her. “Perhaps your coming will bring the clarity and solutions I have long hoped for. What path should you aim for? One of friendship and welcome. If my people can see and accept you for who you are, perhaps they will gain hope for a future that reaches beyond this island.

      “For now, do not trouble yourself with worry. Rest, and we will give our honored guests a proper welcome to our island once twenty-four hours have passed and everyone appears healthy. Only then shall we tackle the question of the council and how to prepare. Or as you lubar often say: do not be anxious about the future, for today has trouble enough of its own.”

      Lily stared at him, feeling weariness and trepidation weighing on her, pulling her down. She resisted the urge to rub her temples. More politics, more maneuvering, more people. It was the Convocation all over again.

      Plaintive thoughts intruded on her brain, things like Why can’t humans just be sensible? and When will I ever learn to leave well enough alone?

      She didn’t regret coming to Dul-Zahdag. But if she could have cast a portal back to her cozy apartment in Atlanta at that moment, she would have fled in a heartbeat and hidden under as many blankets as she could possibly pile atop her bed. After making herself a cup of hot tea, of course.

      If only life were that easy.

      “I don’t suppose you have any tea in Dul-Zahdag?” she asked abruptly, trying not to get her hopes up.

      “As a matter of fact, we do,” Kabdari said with a subtle smile. “It is one of the luxuries from the outside world that I have introduced over the centuries. It grows quite well in our climate.”

      Lily slumped in relief. “Thank the heavens.”

      Maybe she would survive this mess after all.
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      Kabdari left her with the Enkinim phrase to dim her lights whenever she was ready for sleep. He promised to send along changes of clothes from their packs, once they’d been magically sterilized.

      Finally alone, Lily plopped down wearily on the bed. But instead of laying back and fruitlessly staring at the ceiling, she did a quick inventory of her satchel to ensure nothing was broken or missing, then retrieved her eduba and started jotting down notes.

      After her most recent encounter with the not-angel, she had begun a list of questions in her eduba where they would be safely hidden by the volume’s archiving magic. Some of them had been hard to verbalize, and even harder to write down, as if the act of recording them on paper gave power to the doubts they reflected in her own heart.

      Now, though? So much had happened she’d become numb to the fear of uncertainty. She was so deep into it by this point that the only way out was forward. What harm could more questions do?

      Who am I to say what is right?

      What is goodness?

      What masks am I hiding behind?

      A sound from her wristwatch porthole made her pause, then flip to another page and poise her pen, ready to write. She heard Kabdari greet Sebastian, and she listened carefully as the old wizard put Sebastian through the wringer just as he had her.

      Sebastian, of course, handled it with much more charm and aplomb than she had. Okay, maybe not charm. But his blatant suspicion of the man did lessen after Kabdari removed the dimikur from his wrists.

      Still, Sebastian didn’t mince his words when he told Kabdari that he hadn’t come for any high-brow or noble reason. His only concern was keeping his friends safe, and the ancients could do whatever they wanted as long as they left him and his friends alone.

      Lily was interested to note that Kabdari did not volunteer information about the island or the political situation—though Sebastian didn’t ask, probably because he’d already heard Lily’s conversation with the old wizard.

      Her ears did perk up, though, when Kabdari asked how Sebastian had become a friend of the fae.

      To her complete non-surprise, Sebastian rebuffed the wizard with a very politic line that true friends of the fae didn’t gossip about them to strangers, so if Kabdari really wanted to know about Sebastian, why didn’t he call his little spy friends Gavi and Gali to come have a chat.

      At which point, Kabdari replied in perfect, flowing Ka’ard, the language of the fae.

      The response must have stunned Sebastian, judging by the heavy silence that followed. Lily had to cover her mouth to hold in a bit of mirth, imagining the look on Sebastian’s face.

      It was hard to parse tone from a language as foreign and exotic as the fae tongue, but Sebastian’s reply in equally fluent Ka’ard seemed as annoyed as Lily had imagined it would be. She listened intently, wishing she could understand them. She caught a fae name here and there, including Thiriel’s, but for the most part could only listen and wonder.

      She would certainly be grilling Sebastian later on what the two of them had said.

      By the time Kabdari left Sebastian’s room, she’d gained very little in way of information. But the conversation had ignited a burning coal in her heart that glowed with pride and respect for Sebastian.

      It stung her with conviction, too.

      Over and over she kept underestimating him, and that unconscious assumption revealed something dark and ugly in her heart that she didn’t like to think about.

      Sebastian was smart. Very smart. And skilled. What Lily had always assumed to be innate laziness and unsophistication was simply a mask of disinterest—a coping mechanism against the trauma and chaos of his life. He’d never lacked ability, only a good reason to try.

      He’d needed someone to fight for.

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

      Lily’s cheeks heated at the memory of Elizabeth Dee’s words last fall at Highthorne Manor. She didn’t know about saving—she felt like she’d hardly done a thing but stick by him through all this craziness. If anything, Sebastian had done just as much saving for her as she had for him. Yet she would certainly do everything in her power to keep from destroying him.

      He’d taught her to get off her high horse and stop judging people, including herself, based on her own version of perfection.

      The sound of Kabdari’s voice through her porthole interrupted Lily’s thoughts. She readied her pen again, listening intently.

      “Mistress Barrington.”

      “Kabdari.”

      A long silence.

      “You came,” said Kabdari.

      Another long silence.

      “Yes.” Madam Barrington sighed. “I pray I do not live to regret it.”

      “You are not the only one, Mistress,” Kabdari said gently.

      Silence. Then he spoke again:

      “Your companions are…not what I expected.”

      “Oh, you had expectations? How foolish of you.”

      Lily could hear the smile in her mentor’s voice and knew exactly what expression of dry amusement the old woman was giving Kabdari.

      “Yes, yes. No need to remind me. One cannot help it, after waiting so long. But, which one of them do you think…how do you read the signs?”

      “Whyever are you asking me? This is your circus, ancient one, not mine.”

      There was a huff of amusement from Kabdari.

      “My penance, more like. Would that I could lay it down and finally sleep like many of my brethren. I have earned it, I would think.”

      “We do not earn peace by giving up before the work is done, old man. We fight for it tooth and nail. We rage against the dying of the light. Do not falter now that the end of the race is nigh.”

      “Those sound like my lines, Mistress,” Kabdari said, wryness in his tone. He paused, then sighed heavily. “I do not refute your wisdom, only pray to An-dimmu that I might have the strength to rage when at last my light dwindles. I breathe stolen air, living on years snatched and hoarded from An-dimmu himself.”

      “That may be. Or perhaps the years were given to you for such a time as this?”

      Kabdari grunted.

      Both wizards fell silent, though there came a shuffle of cloth and clink of objects that made Lily think Kabdari was removing her mentor’s cuffs. When the silence was broken, it was Madam Barrington who spoke.

      “You will, of course, keep Morgan sedated? You are not so much a fool as to risk your entire society and life’s work over sentimentality for one wayward child.”

      “Do not speak to me of children, childless one,” Kabdari snapped.

      There was a moment of tense silence, then Madam Barrington replied, words stiff.

      “Certainly, if you refrain from assuming superiority by the quantity of sorrow you have endured—as if all of us have not had our hearts ripped out by one thing or another.”

      Kabdari sighed again.

      “Of course I will be cautious. But if she wakes…I must know what happened.”

      “You already know,” Madam Barrington said harshly. “We have all told you the truth. Or do you need to look Nergal in the face before you will believe your daughter chose to sell her soul for power and revenge?”

      “Peace, woman! It is a moot point for now. She is under guard and spell while her body recovers. She was near death when we found her.”

      “Of course she was. The last we saw her, she was eaten alive by a fae dinosaur, or did Lily skip that part?”

      Lily nearly snorted out loud, but managed to suppress it.

      “I believe there was mention of it,” Kabdari said dryly. Then he changed the topic to more mundane matters and told Madam Barrington what to expect over the coming days, just as he had told Lily.

      While they spoke, Lily listened with half an ear and scribbled a few notes in her eduba, though they were accompanied by an annoying number of question marks. She’d been too captivated by her elders’ cryptic exchange to take notes when they’d first begun to talk.

      “I look forward to when I can point you at the council and set you loose,” Kabdari said at one point, his words catching Lily’s attention. “At least then you will be their problem instead of mine.”

      “I fought in two World Wars, ancient one. The petty politics of your people are hardly daunting.”

      “Wait until you meet Imbar. He will make you wish you were back in your wars.”

      “Do not think you will get off that easy, Kabdari. We have more problems to handle than your council. Morgan and Nergal must be dealt with.”

      “You may doubt me, Mistress, but I would rather face the utug than Imbar and his sycophants. The utug, at least, would be simpler to handle. Remember, I am no king. Nor am I a council member. My influence is significant, but also breakable. You are in Dul-Zahdag now, Mistress. There are rules, expectations, alliances. We have an entire civilization to save, and I would no more abandon my people than I would abandon my daughter.”

      There was a brief silence.

      “Well, then, it sounds as if we have our work cut out for us,” Madam Barrington said briskly. “Might I suggest a hearty meal and copious amounts of whatever passes for tea in this delightful place? We are going to need it. Oh, and do you have fish?”

      “I—yes…why?”

      “You will find out soon enough. I will leave you to discover the delightful surprise yourself, since I am sure you rarely get to enjoy the unexpectedness of novel magic.”

      “I…look forward to it.”

      Lily pressed her lips together and tried not to giggle at the thought of Sir Kipling ordering Kabdari around and demanding fresh fish with a side of cream.

      “I will check with Adaḫ on your friend’s prognosis, then see to a meal for each of you. It will be a simple fare tonight—we were not expecting company at the temple, as you might imagine. I have already sent word for fresh supplies to be delivered tomorrow.”

      “Very well,” Madam Barrington agreed. “I will await news, and we can continue conversing at a later time over food and drink. There are a great many things we all need to know if we are to succeed.”

      “Yes, Mistress Barrington. Do not remind me. I grow weary merely thinking of it.”

      Kabdari’s voice sounded dismissive, but Lily couldn’t help imagining there was humor in his eyes as he spoke.

      After that, Kabdari gave Madam Barrington the same instruction on how to work the lights, then bade her farewell. Lily waited, wondering if Madam Barrington or Sebastian had anything to say about what they’d learned. There was no sound, though, and in the silence Lily realized Sebastian would have to ask the ancient standing watch by his door to dim his lights at bedtime, since he was a mundane. John Faust would have to do the same, though for different reasons.

      Lily wondered how annoyed her father was at having to endure the ancients’ magic-suppressing cuffs. A sliver of pity for him made her shake her head, knowing he had only himself to blame.

      With that mental reminder, Lily returned to her notes and was soon lost in thought, puzzling over what she knew, what she didn’t know, and what she would need to find out if they were to survive.

      By the time Kabdari finally returned bearing food and drink, the gray sky outside the window had begun darkening toward night. Since they would need to pinpoint any problem foods if the lubar had a reaction, Kabdari had brought only a simple fare. He made Lily feel welcome, though, by naming each item. There was plain ninda bread, crisp on the outside but soft on the inside, dried sumaš fish, and a bowl of fresh ningi fruit that were unmistakably strawberries. There was also—thank the heavens—a steaming clay cup of apašeš, which smelled like an aromatic black tea, though the lighter amber color reminded her of oolong.

      Kabdari left her to eat in peace but reminded her to tell Garaš if she fell ill. He and the other ancients would take turns remaining outside their rooms—not as guards, Kabdari insisted, but as guides and helpers should any of the lubar need aid. Kabdari and his companions were kept busy bringing food and drink to everyone, which she could hear from quiet footfalls, the clink of clay dishes on trays, and subdued conversation in the hallway.

      Lily tried not to chafe at the isolation as she ate in silence, unsatisfied curiosity fizzing along her nerves. Kabdari had already assured her Mallory was doing as well as could be expected, and had said Adaḫ would be checking on her every hour throughout the night. The old wizard hadn’t commented on Sir Kipling’s continued presence as Mallory’s personal security scarf. Lily missed her cat’s reassuring purr and heavy weight on her lap but was glad he was sticking to Mallory like a burr. She knew he would alert them if something went awry.

      If Sir Kipling’s absence was a sad little ache, Sebastian’s absence was a restless tension between her shoulder blades. It only got worse as she dimmed her lights to nothing before bedding down for the night. It wasn’t as if she was desperate for conversation. Well, maybe she did miss Sebastian’s jokes and irreverent commentary. But mainly she felt…off-kilter without him there.

      Without him watching her back.

      She’d spent so long on her own it felt distinctly odd to realize how much she longed for the relief of someone else’s presence. Yes, sometimes Sebastian grated on her nerves, and normally she preferred to be left alone. But here, now…everything in her longed to have him beside her, hand in hand, facing this mess together. And, all right, maybe the snuggling was nice too, even though it made her cheeks hot to think about.

      Tomorrow, she told herself sternly, then rolled over to try and sleep.
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      Lily must have been more worn out than she’d thought, because it felt like late morning by the time she finally woke up. There was fresh water, more simple bread, and a block of pale yellow cheese on her table beside her satchel and eduba.

      She rose and washed her face, ate her breakfast, then peeked out the door to find Garaš leaning against the wall beside it, just as he’d been the day before. He gave her a welcoming smile and a slight bow of the head and shoulders as he greeted her in Enkinim. She recognized elements of the word “morning” in it and so she repeated the gesture and greeting back to him, hoping she’d gotten it right. The widening of his smile seemed to indicate she had, so next she asked about the ub-bid and was rewarded by a nod and a gesture to follow him.

      As she’d discovered yesterday, the ancients’ version of a washroom was surprisingly modern. They had running water over a stone sink and even a flushing toilet. Lily knew the Romans and other ancient civilizations had developed sophisticated aqueducts, baths, and water systems without the benefit of magic, so it was no surprise the ancients had achieved even better with magic as an additional tool.

      Once back in her room, she stretched and did a longer-than-usual yoga routine. It was mostly to keep herself busy, but she was also coming to appreciate the stress-reducing effects of exercise. Plus, she was acutely aware of her physical inadequacies after their helter-skelter race across the world to find the gates of Avalon. It was high time she started training more seriously. She wasn’t equipped with the proper clothes for regular workouts that involved—ugh—sweat. But it had barely been three days since they’d left Highthorne Manor, so she still had at least one set of clean clothes and was certain the ancients had ample means of doing laundry.

      By noon, she’d talked to both her mentor and Sebastian on their portholes, exchanging quiet updates and assurances. Kabdari stopped in to check on her after lunch and allow a brief visit to Mallory’s room to see her progress. The fighter was still unconscious but sleeping peacefully. Lily wondered if that was due to medicine, a spell cast on her, or Sir Kipling’s vigorously applied EPT—emergency purr therapy, as he called it. He’d shifted to a catloaf on Mallory’s upper chest, well away from her wound. Small clay bowls on the floor gave evidence of food and water left for him, and there was a larger clay basin under the table filled with sand.

      Since Kabdari was beside her, Lily didn’t do more than stroke Sir Kipling and give him a questioning look. He simply stared at her with lazy yellow eyes in reply. She could tell by his slow blinks that he was content to stay silent and right where he was, which put her at ease. He would have told her if he suspected danger.

      She reluctantly left him and returned to her room to spend a slow afternoon resting, thinking, studying her eduba, and trying not to fret. Fortunately, her room’s window opened from the inside, so she enjoyed the fresh air and smell of blooming flowers along with the distant sound of unfamiliar birds.

      By evening, Lily—and most definitely Sebastian, judging by his frequent calls on her porthole to complain—was ready to do anything that wasn’t in her room. She didn’t have to agitate for it, though, because about the time Lily’s stomach growled its protest, Garaš stuck his head into her room and motioned for her to follow him.

      Lily smoothed her knee-length skirt—not her adventure skirt but a sturdy alternative—and hoped she looked presentable by the ancients’ standards. Her white cotton blouse and twill skirt over sensible leggings seemed plain and humble compared to the colorful robes the ancients wore with their patterned and tasseled edges. They also had on numerous gold and silver adornments in the form of rings, bracelets, cuffs, necklaces, and earrings, not to mention adorned caps and headbands tied around their thick, curly hair. The fact that the jewelry pieces were likely all artifacts rather than fashion statements didn’t make Lily feel any less underdressed. But it wasn’t as if she could have lugged formal evening attire on a mission across multiple realms seeking to defeat a demon prince.

      Out in the hall, the two of them met Madam Barrington and Sebastian with their respective escorts. Her companions wore equally sensible clothes as her, and as a group they looked like a gathering of sparrows among parrots. The ancients’ physical youth and vigor made the contrast even more stark, and she couldn’t help noticing that their magical auras glowed with lazy power, completely unmasked and unrestrained. It gave them all an unnervingly holy appearance, as if the lot of them were demigods descended from above. Their glow reminded her of her Silvester relatives, who had also eschewed the customary masks most wizards put on their magic to appear as inconspicuous as possible.

      None of her Silvester relatives had glowed with this sort of power, though.

      Lily was struck with the thought that she didn’t need to mask her aura here if she didn’t want to. Madam Barrington had her mask firmly in place as usual, however, so Lily decided to keep hers as well. It wouldn’t hurt to appear as harmless as possible until they knew more about the political situation.

      A glance down the hall showed Lily an ancient still standing outside John Faust’s door, unmoving. She would need to talk to her father after dinner. If he was left out of the loop too long, he might try something rash.

      Garaš led them down the hall, through the library, and into the large dining room and kitchen. To Lily’s delight, the long wooden tables were covered with a wide assortment of foods in clay and wooden dishes. Most of the ancients she recognized from their first encounter were already seated, including Adaḫ, though Lily noticed the fair-skinned mundane with reddish hair was missing. Kabdari was sitting at the head of the table closest to the outside door, and he rose and motioned to several empty seats on either side of him when Garaš led them in.

      “Welcome, friends!” the old wizard said in English. “It is a relief to see you in good health, and I am pleased to officially welcome you to our home. Let us break bread together and celebrate the blessings this day brings.”

      Kabdari’s smile was so genuine that Lily couldn’t help smiling in return, and even Sebastian managed to look polite, if not happy. He still seemed on edge, though he no longer shot constant glares at the ancients around them as if expecting them to attack at any moment. Lily couldn’t blame him. He probably felt as naked as she’d felt with magic-suppressing cuffs on—the ancients still hadn’t returned their packs along with Sebastian and Mallory’s weapons.

      At least the two mundanes could fight hand-to-hand, so they weren’t totally reliant on weapons. The ancients looked healthy and fit, but none of them had that lithe, predatory look of a trained fighter like Mallory. Lily supposed they didn’t need such skills if Avalon was the peaceful paradise told of in stories.

      Well…not paradise. Lily hadn’t forgotten Kabdari’s ominous words about this island. She just needed to figure out what they meant.

      Everyone took their seats, Madam Barrington on Kabdari’s left and Lily and Sebastian on his right. The old wizard brought out something from inside his wide sash, which was purple today instead of yellow.

      “Before we begin, please take these medallions,” he said, holding up three engraved silver disks on leather cords. “I have long prepared for the eventuality of visitors, so these are enchanted with a spell of understanding that will translate our native tongue to yours. There may be hiccups—my most recent update relied heavily on early-twentieth-century English because I do not trust my understanding of your newest turns of phrase. My people already wear similar medallions for the translation of your English into Enkinim. Please bear with us, though, as we may not understand all of your idioms.”

      Kabdari passed them out and Lily resisted the urge to examine hers closely before putting it on—there would be time for that later.

      “How do they work?” she asked.

      “With difficulty,” Kabdari said, giving a rueful chuckle. “It took me centuries to perfect the spell. The problem is that magic is extremely unpredictable when applied to the human mind. The brain itself is an exceedingly complex and delicate work of creative magic. One cannot simply cast a spell to transfer knowledge from book to mind or from one mind to another as one would from paper to paper. The mind is living, and every cell interacts with magic in its own way. My experiments along that vein have resulted in a messy jumble at best, and damage to the brain tissue at worst.

      “Instead of attempting to imprint knowledge, I discovered ways to express it to the senses in the form of magically induced stimuli. The translation is not drawn from information imprinted in the brain, but rather data imprinted and programmed into an exterior source.”

      Lily glanced at her companions and found Madam Barrington listening raptly, while Sebastian ignored Kabdari and stared instead at each of the seated ancients in turn, obviously assessing them.

      “The medallions are connected to a master database containing the appropriate lexicons and translation spells, all of which would require too much power to duplicate on every medallion. Instead, the medallions use conveyance magic to transfer the input data—spoken Enkinim, in the case of yours—to the database. Then they receive the output data—the English translation—and transfer it to your ears in the form of magical stimuli. Garaš, would you care to demonstrate?” Kabdari said to the ancient sitting beside Madam Barrington.

      “Certainly,” Garaš said.

      Lily’s mouth dropped open in shock—not because of what Garaš had said, but how she’d processed it: it felt just like how she understood Sir Kipling. She still heard the Enkinim word Garaš spoke, but overlaid atop it was the understanding of what he meant, expressed in her brain as if she’d heard it in English.

      “It is an odd feeling, I know,” Garaš said, grinning at her expression, “but then much of what Grandfather creates is odd. He is almost as terrible as Kuzu with his mad inventions. Yet your people are mad as well, no? You have those light boxes that convey entire stories of pictures with no magic at all. Grandfather told us of them, and I hope to one day see them myself. They sound truly wondrous!”
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