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      Someone once said opposites attract. It was about the most cliché, yet popular relationship trope in existence: that irresistible magnetism between opposing personalities, that fitting together of two souls like pieces of a puzzle. And whoever had first said it, Lily Singer wished she could clobber them over the head with her carpet bag. Or at least shake them silly until they explained what in heaven’s name they had been thinking when they’d uttered such a confounding piece of rubbish. A hex or two might even be in order, just for good measure. For while such a theory was all well and good in the field of thaumaturgic metallurgy, it was a terrible piece of relationship advice.

      It was also not something she should be thinking about while performing delicate magic, since casting required the utmost calm and concentration.

      “Are you sure you should be doing this the afternoon before your big date? If you mess up my agility training device, I’ll be extremely displeased.”

      Lily glared at her meddlesome feline. His feet were curled beneath him in a catloaf position as he nestled comfortably on a nearby chintz chair, “supervising” her work. “For the record, it is not yours. And if it were it would be a cat toy, not an agility training device, whatever that’s supposed to be.”

      “Humph.” Sir Kipling flicked the tip of his tail, a plume of white against his grey body. “I do not have toys, nor do I have time to waste playing. I follow a strict training regime to keep myself in top fighting shape, thank you very much.”

      “I see. So is this training regime something you work around the fifteen naps you take a day? Or are the naps part of your training?”

      There was a silence as Sir Kipling stared at her, whiskers twitching in irritation. “Ungrateful,” he finally groused. “Ignorant and ungrateful, that’s what you are.”

      Lily picked up her open eduba and used it to hide her smile, pretending to re-read her notes on the casting sequence she would use to enchant the wooden ball lying in the center of her spell circle. In reality, she already had the entire spell memorized forward and backward—her usual habit when conducting new experiments. Casting magic, especially spells one had altered or created oneself, was a dangerous business, and all wizards took extreme care when it came to magic. Those who did not inevitably met with a sticky end.

      Which was why Sir Kipling had a point. She probably shouldn’t be conducting new experiments mere hours before a date with her best friend and companion in magical adventure, Sebastian Blackwell. Everyone had to have a weakness, right? Well, hers was social interaction—especially if the person involved was handsome and male, as Sebastian most certainly was. The whole opposites attract thing made it ten times worse, because⁠—

      “Well? Are you going to proceed with your enchantment before I die of old age and waste one of my precious lives?” Sir Kipling’s sarcastic meow intruded on her wandering thoughts as they attempted to careen full-tilt down the “dating” rabbit trail. She shook her head, irritated at herself. Laying her eduba down on the oak worktable, she stepped into the spell circle to examine her crafting one final time.

      The piece of wood was the size of a pingpong ball, carefully etched and inlaid with aluminum dimmu runes to hold and seal the spell she was about to cast on it. Her uncle Allen—a brilliant, if rather scatterbrained wizard—had been teaching her construct magic over the past five months, ever since she had returned from her adventures in England last September. This simple crafting was her first step toward creating much larger and more complicated constructs. It would be years, possibly decades, before she was skilled enough to build something like the floating hands her uncle had crafted to cook and clean at his house, or the strange but wonderful crablike creature named Egbert, who was supposed to help him with his experiments. Of course, the crab construct was as eccentric as its maker, and it spent more time chasing mice and hoarding shiny objects than it did helping her uncle. That occasionally happened with more advanced constructs. The dozens of layers of parameter spells which gave each construct its abilities and guided its purpose were delicate. They easily picked up minor flaws unique to the crafter who created them—which is why Lily was starting with a simple wooden ball. Her plan was to enchant it with a movement spell, “programming” it to avoid all objects within a one-foot radius. In theory, if her spell worked, the ball would be impossible to pick up or catch, since it would move to stay at least twelve inches away from any approaching object. It would make a wonderful cat toy, though she would never admit to designing it specifically for Sir Kipling. If she did, he would ignore it. Instead, she spent a great deal of time assuring him it was strictly off limits and not to be touched.

      Reverse psychology worked wonders on cats.

      After ensuring each of her inlaid runes were well sealed and in the correct order, Lily stepped to the edge of her circle, closed her eyes, and attempted to clear her mind. Normally she liked to sit in a comfortable crosslegged position when she cast. But she was still in the pencil skirt and blouse she habitually wore for her day job at the library above her magical basement archive, and pencil skirts did not lend themselves to sitting crosslegged. Such an outfit could be inconvenient, she would admit. But that inconvenience was a small price to pay to maintain her preferred, southern genteel, ladylike appearance. Being a lady was her version of rebellion, inspired by growing up around blunt country types and rambunctious stepsiblings who would sooner eat soap than learn manners. It had made her the laughingstock of her little rural school, but she had done her best to ignore the other children’s jibes, finding solace in her books while trying not to dwell on how different she was.

      Of course, it had all made sense when she had learned that she was, in fact, a wizard. Throwing herself into the study of magic had done much to bolster her confidence and help her find her place in the world. Yet a lifetime of being the outsider—not to mention being introverted and naturally awkward—was not something easily overcome, not even with magic. Which was why not for the first, or even the hundredth, time over the past five months she wondered how in the world she had ended up dating her ne’er-do-well witch friend Sebastian, who was her opposite incarnate, if ever there was one.

      She had tried dating in the past, and each disastrous attempt had only further cemented her belief that she was better off sticking to books and magic. Magic was logical and followed predictable rules. Even if it had the potential for getting out of hand, the risks of using it could be easily mitigated by a skilled and cautious wizard.

      But people didn’t work like magic, and there were no textbooks for her to memorize on how to deal with them. If there were, her life would be so much easier. Maybe then she would know how to react to Sebastian’s polar-opposite personality. If he said A, she knew she should say B. If he did X, she would have already memorized the appropriate Y and Z response and could whip it out with aplomb. Lily’s lips twitched upward at the thought even as a familiar knot of anxiety formed in her chest. She sighed. Books just made more sense than people did—they didn’t have annoying habits, they never said anything awkward, and they definitely didn’t get their feelings hurt. If only men were more like books…

      An image of Richard Grant, FBI agent and former dating interest, popped into her head. While not perfect, he had certainly fit her ideal of a proper gentleman. A pity he had lied to her and used her as bait in one of his investigations. She wondered how things might have turned out different if he’d actually intended to date her, not just use her to arrest her father.

      Shaking her head again, she tried to rein in her wildly galloping thoughts and focus on the spell. Sebastian had a good heart and he made her smile—when he wasn’t annoying the heck out of her. Why had she even been thinking about Richard in the first place?

      “All right, I give up.” Sir Kipling’s irritated meow once again brought her attention back to the present and away from her complicated dating life. She blushed, glad her magical talking cat couldn’t also read minds.

      “What do you mean you give up?” she asked, looking over her shoulder to see him rise in a lazy stretch before he jumped off the chair and stalked over to her spell circle.

      “I give up this pointless waiting while you daydream about men.”

      “I was not⁠—”

      “Yes, you were. Your scent changes when you’re thinking about Sebastian. You smell like⁠—”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll take your word for it,” Lily said, absolutely not wanting Sir Kipling to finish that thought. She shuddered to think what sort of awkward comments he would make if she ever managed to settle down with someone and have an actual love life. Better not to think about it. Life was best taken one step at a time, after all.

      Lily frowned, a crease forming on her brow as she looked down at the little wooden ball, then at her watch. It was getting late, and she had already made considerable progress, having finished the last dimmu runes and applied the sealant. Various tools, bottles, and brushes littered the oak worktable, a testament to her labors. She still needed to clean up here, take a shower, and dress—and it wouldn’t hurt to leave time for a nice cup of tea to calm her nerves before Sebastian arrived. Perhaps Sir Kipling was right. She would finish his cat toy another day when she was less distracted. She was about as good at not worrying as Sebastian was at not getting into trouble—which, ironically, was one of her greatest sources of worry. Well, at least worrying about a date with a handsome man was better than worrying about having no date at all. With that thought to comfort her, she gave a rueful smile and got to work cleaning up.
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        * * *

      

      Lily stood in front of her bathroom mirror, attempting to subdue her rebelliously frizzy chestnut hair with copious amounts of bobby pins. Sir Kipling was absent, having been banished from his perch on the toilet after he suggested she do what all intelligent creatures did and just lick her hair into submission.

      Once her hair was finally presentable, she examined her makeup and checked that there were no smudges of foundation on her glasses. Satisfied, she tugged the hem of her dress, ensuring every part of her appearance was perfect, then straightened her posture and squared her shoulders. She could do this. Relationships couldn’t possibly be more complicated than advanced thaumaturgy, and she had nearly mastered that.

      “Has it ever occurred to you that even if you dressed in a brown paper sack, Sebastian would still get that starry-eyed look on his face as soon as you opened your front door?” came the drawling meow of her ever-smug feline. So much for him obeying orders.

      “Has it ever occurred to you that you should keep your patronizing comments to yourself?” she shot back, hyper-aware of the heat spreading across her cheeks.

      “If I did that I wouldn’t be much of a cat, now would I? Besides, you spend so much time agonizing over unimportant minutiae that you need frequent reminding of what really matters.”

      Lily turned to face her opinionated cat who sat in the bathroom doorway, the white mustache and monocle markings on his smokey-gray face only adding to the mantle of precociousness he wore like a royal robe. “A lady’s appearance is not unimportant, I’ll have you know. And it’s not Sebastian’s opinion about my appearance that worries me, it’s his opinion about everything else. Not that it’s any of your business. I thought I told you to take your scintillating wit elsewhere? I’m sure the houseplants would like some company.”

      Having delivered her repartee, she snatched up her purse and made a rapid exit of the bathroom, hoping to forestall further snarky comments about her dating life.

      Of course, when it came to Sir Kipling, her magical, talking familiar, there wasn’t much that could deter him when he wanted to be heard. It was his least endearing trait, and a frequent annoyance ever since his transformation by a mysterious entity who had also given him strange and unexplainable power. Through a process of elimination, she had come to suspect that the entity was angelic in origin, though no record existed since the time of ancient Babylon of any wizard encountering such beings.

      The contemplation of esoteric magic soothed her annoyance as she traversed the hall, entered the kitchen, and started boiling water for a cup of peppermint tea. Her respite was short-lived, however, as she turned to find her cat sitting blithely on the kitchen table, having appeared there as if by magic. It hadn’t been magic, of course. At least she was relatively sure it hadn’t. While she knew her feline had come away from his angelic encounter with abilities that no amount of physics could explain, he was also uncannily good at every trait his species naturally possessed—including sneaking around without being noticed.

      “Shoo. I would like to enjoy a quiet cup of tea by myself before my date arrives, if you please.”

      Sir Kipling ignored her, his yellow, half-lidded eyes unblinking as he stared her down, white-tipped tail twitching rhythmically. She glared right back until her teapot began to sing, which gave her an excuse to abandon the contest of wills. Once the tea was ready, she retreated to the living room. He did not follow her this time, thankfully, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Perching carefully on the edge of the sofa so as not to wrinkle her dress, Lily cupped her mug between chilled hands and breathed in the soothing, minty steam wafting up from her tea.

      Her four-legged harbinger of chaos and snark was actually the least of her worries. She loved him, despite his annoyingly misplaced notion that it was his job to build her character—it was understandably upsetting when the creature who had once been your silent solace from the world started expressing “opinions.” But then, one could hardly expect a magical cat to be without his quirks, and Sir Kipling had long been her only true companion.

      No, her cat was not her chief concern. Even so, his comments did nothing to help untangle her emotions about one dashingly handsome reprobate. Despite Sebastian’s troublemaking ways, he was her friend and the one person who had consistently watched her back throughout their entirely inconvenient adventures that had started the previous summer—from a life-or-death race through time, to a museum heist, to finally meeting her biological father.

      A year ago, she would have given anything to know the truth about her past and reconnect with the wizard heritage that her mother had hidden from her as a child. Now she wished she had left well-enough alone. It was bad enough that her father believed any action was acceptable if it advanced the greater good of wizardkind. Worse, however, was that when they’d finally met again for the first time since her infancy, he’d tried to make her join him in his crusade to “save” wizards from their slow decline and extinction. From genetic experiments to seeking primeval powers, her father was convinced that it was his duty—his destiny, even—to restore wizards to their former glory of ancient times. She had refused to be involved, of course, thus pitting herself against a particularly powerful and egomaniacal wizard.

      Their struggle had come to a head last September when Lily and her friends had raced to locate Morgan le Fay’s tomb in southern England before her father found it and tried to use the ancient wizard’s power to his own ends. With the help of Sebastian’s fae allies, they had been able to awaken Morgan le Fay from her magical slumber and strip her of some of her magic. But John Faust had caught up with them and, after a fierce skirmish, had escaped with Morgan. Now Lily and her friends had two dangerous wizards for enemies.

      For weeks after she had returned to Atlanta, Lily had spent each day on edge, half expecting Morgan or her father to burst into her office at McCain Library where she worked as the archives manager. But neither wizard had materialized, and no one, not even Madam Barrington’s considerable network of magical acquaintances, had been able to find any trace. It was as if the two wizards had disappeared off the face of the earth. Lily hadn’t even been able to detect any sign of Oculus, her father’s magical raven construct, hanging about. She was sure John Faust would have sent his creation to spy on them from afar. But despite weeks of vigilance, there was no sign of the construct’s magical presence.

      Lily, being the adventure-hating introvert that she was, had buried herself in work, doing her best to forget what had happened in the hopes that it would all finally go away and leave her alone. The tactic seemed to work, at least on the surface, and around November Sebastian had finally gotten her to go for that “cup of coffee” she had promised him at the end of their adventure in England.

      The cup of coffee—or tea, on her part—had gone vastly better than any of her previous first dates. It was still awkward, but at least Sebastian didn’t talk about playing a gaming campaign in his mother’s basement, nor did he try to skip out early with the excuse that his father had just died—a refreshing change from disastrous blind dates she had endured in the past. He did, however, almost get in a fight with a group of homeless men who claimed he had stolen their pizza on multiple occasions. Over Sebastian’s protests that dumpsters were free game, Lily had ordered the men several large pizzas from a nearby parlor and managed to drag Sebastian away before the situation got out of hand.

      Things were much less nerve-wracking during their second date, despite Sebastian arriving late to pick her up and making reservations at the wrong restaurant. The holiday spirit had made up for it, helped along by Sebastian’s breathtaking Christmas gift of a leather-bound copy of the complete Chronicles of Narnia by C.S. Lewis. It was a childhood favorite and she couldn’t fathom how he’d known about it. Perhaps he had bribed Sir Kipling for present ideas. Such sneaky tactics were Sebastian’s trademark, and while he went out of his way to be charming, complimentary, and even occasionally polite, he seemed to take great delight in continually surprising her.

      And that was the problem.

      What was a girl to do when the mere thought of a boy produced equal amounts of excitement and trepidation? Surely it wasn’t normal to long for, and be driven crazy by, the very same person? Opposites might attract, but what in the world were you supposed to do next?

      As January, and a few more dates, had come and gone, it became increasingly clear that she and Sebastian had little in common besides disastrous magical adventures. Sebastian was about as content with normal life as a cat was content with eating lettuce, while she craved the mundanity of a quiet routine. Her idea of an enjoyable date—candle-lit dinners, classical symphonies, museums of fine art—bored him, and he was forever trying to spice things up. His ability to sniff out trouble, or cause it if none was to be found, was almost preternatural, and it drove her up the wall. He didn’t seem to understand that she liked the quiet, the normal, and the unexciting. He thrived on spontaneous adventure, but unexpected situations made her distinctly uncomfortable. He preferred winging it, while she was a meticulous planner.

      They were polar opposites in every way, and she couldn’t for the life of her figure out what to do about it.

      So, here she was, waiting for Sebastian to pick her up for their next date—a date that he had insisted on being a surprise, pointing out that if he did all the planning, she couldn’t very well be upset if things went awry. While his logic was technically sound, the very thought of surprises made her nervous, and she couldn’t help but wonder what misadventure would ensue from his gallant effort to impress her.

      “Didn’t some wise old human with a beard once say, ‘you might not always get what you want, but you always get what you expect’?”

      Lily started, barely keeping hold of her mug as she twisted to shoot a look of annoyance at her cat, who was perched on the back of the couch. “Whoever said that obviously never expected much in life. I can ‘expect’ to win the lottery, or find a first edition copy of Pride and Prejudice, but that doesn’t mean it will happen.”

      Sir Kipling flicked his tail in dismissal. “That’s not expecting, that’s wishing, and it’s about as useless as trying to tell me what to do. Expectation is a mindset, and mindset drives attitude and action. Maybe if you expected the unexpected, you’d find yourself enjoying your little tête-à-têtes a bit more. Need I remind you that you worry too much?”

      “No, you needn’t, and I’m not worrying. I’m mentally preparing. I managed my life just fine before you got your powers, you know, so you can stop acting like I’m green as a leaf.” Lily sniffed, then busied herself with sipping tea, hoping that would end the conversation.

      No such luck.

      “Perhaps. But you didn’t have nearly as much stress or danger in your life then.”

      “You can say that again,” Lily muttered. Realizing she had just agreed with him, she opened her mouth to clarify, but he beat her to it.

      “Far be it from me to give advice to a mighty and all-knowing wizard. I have better things to do than be unappreciated. Like take a nap. Enjoy your evening.” With that, he hopped down from the couch and sauntered off toward the bedroom, grey body swaying, paws silent on the hardwood floor. Lily watched him go, knowing he was headed for his favorite spot on the bed where he could catch a few rays of sunshine on his belly whenever the weather cooperated.

      For a passing moment, Lily wished she could join her cat. Curling up beneath warm covers with another mug of tea and a book was much more inviting than going traipsing about Atlanta in the cold on an unknown adventure. Maybe she could convince Sebastian to abandon his plans for the night and join her. The thought of them snuggling together sent a blush across her cheeks, and she hurriedly tipped back her mug, finishing the last few swallows of tea. Her friend would no doubt think such a mundane evening exceedingly dull; it would be silly to even mention it. If she looked on the bright side, at least this was a rare occasion to wear her velvet party dress with matching stole. The garment was the color of deep amethyst and much too hot to wear during most of the year. She’d only donned it once in the several years since she’d bought it in a moment of weakness at a renowned vintage boutique. Smoothing out the skirt with one hand and enjoying its luxurious softness, Lily thought maybe the evening wouldn’t be so bad after all. She’d never been one to put much faith in the power of positive thinking, but perhaps if she did…

      Lily pursed her lips, brows drawing down as she noticed what she was doing. The only thing she hated worse than her cat’s unasked-for opinions was realizing that he was right.

      Letting out a huff of breath, she got up to go rinse out her mug. A sharp knock on her front door made her jump, and she almost dropped the mug for the second time. There had been no tell-tale rumble and clank of Sebastian’s wreck of a car pulling up to her apartment, and besides, it was almost exactly six-thirty, and that man had never once been on time in all the years she’d known him.

      A memory of Richard standing on her doorstep holding a bouquet of red roses flashed across her mind, and she shook her head, scolding herself. She could never trust the FBI agent’s intentions again, even if he had always been refreshingly punctual.

      Hurriedly setting the mug in the sink and grabbing her little black clutch, Lily ran a nervous hand down her dress, then went and unlocked the front door before opening it hesitantly. The sight that greeted her made her jaw drop. There was Sebastian, lanky but heartbreakingly dashing in a pristine tux suit and jacket, holding a box in his hand. Behind him, parked askew at the foot of her front steps, sat a sleek black car with tinted windows. She couldn’t tell the make at a glance, but it looked expensive. Lily’s thoughts stuttered, mental gears flying in every direction.

      “Um…hey, Lily.” Sebastian’s smile was unsure, seemingly thrown off by her astonishment.

      “G-good evening,” was all she could manage. Stepping out onto the porch and closing the door behind her, she gestured in wordless amazement at Sebastian’s fancy ride.

      “Oh, uh, yeah.” He laughed and scratched the back of his neck. “I rented a car for the evening because, well, I know you don’t appreciate my taste in, um, interior decorating, and it didn’t really feel right using your car, because, well, I’m the guy and, um, I’m supposed to, uh…”

      Realization dawned, and Lily felt a grin spread across her face as Sebastian fumbled through his muttered explanation. She rarely saw him in such a state. He was usually the height of suave charm and excelled at all things social. Yet here he was at a loss for words.

      Because of her.

      Her smile spread wider and a flush of happiness warmed her from head to toe. “I think it’s an excellent idea, though you really needn’t have. I don’t mind taking my car.”

      The tension in Sebastian’s face eased, and the usual sparkle reappeared in his eyes. “But then you couldn’t side-seat drive and fuss at me for not using my blinker. I would never dream of depriving you of such a pleasure.”

      Lily narrowed her eyes, a reflexive protest on her lips, but Sebastian distracted her by holding out the box in his hand.

      “Here. Since roses are about the lamest thing on the planet, I got you this instead. I, um, hope you like it.” The nervous smile was back, but a merry light remained in his eyes, and he gestured eagerly. “Go on, open it.”

      Taking the box with tentative hands, Lily looked down at it. Its smooth, wine-red surface was dotted with little gold stars, and a tiny bow was stuck to the top. She removed the lid slowly, then unfolded the slip of tissue paper within to reveal a sparkling silver charm bracelet. Unsure but curious, Lily picked it up and examined the five charms dangling from its slender chain.

      “The, uh, charms are to represent the things you care about, so you can always have them with you,” Sebastian said hurriedly, pointing to each as he explained. “The book is for the library and your love of learning. The cat is, well, pretty obvious—don’t let it go to Kip’s head. The bat is for Aunt B., who is a cantankerous old biddy, but I know you’re fond of her.”

      Lily pressed her lips together, trying to hide her smile as Sebastian continued to the fourth charm.

      “The peanut is for your family back home. You’re not much of a country girl, I know, but you still love them. And the coin is, um, well…me I guess.” He coughed, then rushed on, “I know I annoy you to death half the time, so you can take it off if you want, no problem. I couldn’t really customize the charms, but I took a pin and scratched a mustache on Kip and wrote ‘Odyssey’ on the book because I know you said that was one of your favorite classics, and I made the coin look a little more like mine, so…”

      He trailed off, shuffling his feet in the silence.

      “I—I don’t know what to say—” Lily began, voice halting.

      “I can take it back if you don’t like it. I know you’re not much of a jewelry person, I just thought, well, maybe you’d like having us all, um…with you?”

      A pure note of happiness swelled like a balloon in Lily’s chest and a bubbly laugh escaped her lips, surprising her before she could stop it. No one, much less a man, had ever given her such a precious gift before. The bracelet glinted in the glow of her porch light, and she could see the painstakingly precise scratches across the cat charm’s nose and the tiny title squeezed onto the book charm’s cover. True, she didn’t normally wear much in the way of jewelry, and a charm bracelet wasn’t exactly her style. But the obvious care behind it made her heart swoon in a warm, tingly sort of way, and she knew she would wear the gift gladly.

      Sebastian, clearly misinterpreting her mirth, hunched his shoulders and looked down. “Yeah, I know it’s pretty lame, I guess I’ll just⁠—”

      “Don’t be silly! It’s the most thoughtful present anyone has ever given me. Thank you!” Feeling giddy, she threw her arms around his wide shoulders, trapping his arms at his sides and giving him a breathless squeeze. A second later her brain caught up with her body and she hastily stepped back, eyes on the ground as a flush heated her cheeks.

      Strong hands entered her vision and gently pried the chain from her stiff fingers, undid its catch, and fastened it around the wrist not occupied by her ward bracelet. “I asked one of my fae friends to give it a touch of glamour. It’ll never show any tarnish or smudges. There.” He stepped back, fingers brushing her arm as he dropped his hands. His touch left trails of goosebumps on her skin that tingled in the chilly air. “I’m glad it fits, since I sorta had to guess. But it looks great. Almost as pretty as you.”

      Lily glanced up in surprise, then hurriedly looked back down again, heat washing over her entire body at the sight of Sebastian’s tender smile. Despite her embarrassment, she couldn’t deny the glow of pleasure his comment had lit in her chest. A cold wind gusted over them and Lily shivered, realizing her stole must have slipped from her arms when she’d hugged him. She hastily gathered it up, hoping her hair hadn’t gotten disheveled as well.

      Sebastian seemed to notice her discomfort because he took her arm and tugged her toward the steps. “Come on, it’s freezing out here. Let’s get going, shall we?”

      “Oh, um, of course. Where are we going?”

      “That’s a surprise, remember? Have a little faith.” Lily could hear the grin in his voice, though she didn’t dare look at him with her face burning like the sun.

      He led her down the steps and to the car, deftly opening the passenger door and offering a hand for her to grasp as she slid into the low seat. In a flash, he had shut her door and was slipping into the driver’s seat, his tall form barely fitting inside the available space. With the twist of a key, he brought the engine purring to life, and they were soon headed down Ponce De Leon Avenue toward downtown Atlanta.

      Still feeling overwhelmed, Lily used the excuse of examining her new bracelet to avoid conversation. Small talk was the bane of her existence.

      “So, did you have to use a sleeping spell on Kip to get him to stay at home?”

      “I considered it,” she replied, lips lifting in a wry grin. A sudden suspicion made her twist around to eye the back seat. Finding it empty of a certain smug feline, she relaxed. “I guess he decided to let us muddle along by ourselves.”

      Sebastian laughed. “Well that’s a first. Though we should probably check under our seats when we get there, just in case. You know I caught him trying to sneak into the back of your car twice on our first date, the little stinker.”

      “You have no idea. You don’t have to live with him.”

      That just made Sebastian laugh harder. “Aw, come on. He means well, you know that. You’re his human, after all. He has to take care of you.”

      “Meaning well doesn’t make him any less of an insufferable know-it-all. And I can take care of myself perfectly fine, thank you very much,” Lily said with a sniff.

      “Of course you can. But if there were powerful wizards and who knows what else trying to kill me, I’d be pleased as a peach to have that cat keeping an eye on my back. He’s darn useful.”

      “I suppose,” Lily admitted, brows drawing down as she stared at her hands folded in her lap. The memory of their past adventures weighed heavily on her mind, and her body tensed at the mere thought of her father and Morgan le Fay.

      “So…um, how’s work?” Sebastian asked in the suddenly heavy silence. “Any, er, old documents or anything come through the library lately?”

      Surprised by the question, but eager to be distracted, Lily told him about a recently acquired, first-edition copy of some of Robert Frost’s writings, donated by a long-standing patron of the college. It was a welcome addition to McCain Library’s extensive collection of Frost’s publications. Agnes Scott had been a favorite destination of the poet’s for more than twenty years during the latter part of his life, and he had left much of his work in the care of their archives. Sebastian had never shown much interest in her job as an archivist before, and she wondered if he was actually curious, or simply asking for the sake of conversation.

      Whatever he was up to, he continued to ply her with light chatter and questions, and she relaxed more and more the farther they drove. She barely even noticed where they were going until he turned onto Peachtree Street, which headed into the heart of downtown Atlanta. Skyscrapers rose around them, sparkling in the evening lights, and their conversation quieted as Lily stared out the window. She had little reason, and scant budget, to visit the expensive business center of Atlanta, and could only remember seeing it a handful of times since she had been admitted to Agnes Scott as a freshman.

      “Come on, Sebastian, tell me. Where are we going?” Lily asked, heartbeat quickening in excitement and not a little anxiety. The two emotions seemed to go hand-in-hand wherever Sebastian was concerned.

      “We’re almost there,” was all he said.

      True to his word, they soon pulled into the Westin Peachtree Plaza, home to the fifth-tallest building in Atlanta. The skyscraper soared above them, a round monolith of glass that reflected the lights of the city in a kaleidoscope of twinkling colors. The gold lettering above its entrance declared it to be a hotel, which only confused Lily more.

      “Um, what are we doing here?” she asked as they pulled up to the entrance and a valet headed toward them.

      “What do you think, silly?” he asked with a grin. Before she could protest further, he had exited the car and was handing off the keys. Then he came around to help her out before waving a thanks at the valet.

      Lily tried to calm herself with a few deep breaths. It wasn’t the formality of the location that made her nervous—she actually preferred formal to informal, as it was easier to hide behind a protective wall of politeness. But not knowing where they were going or what they were doing made her stomach clench uncomfortably. She preferred to be in control of her environment; life was just safer that way.

      Sir Kipling’s words about worry and expectations came back to her and she resisted the urge to scowl. That blasted cat was too smart for his own good.

      Smoothing her expression into a demure smile, she took the arm Sebastian proffered and followed him up the marble steps, trying to keep her grip light and relaxed even as nerves fluttered like butterflies in her chest. They passed into a soaring lobby of glass, marble, and sparkling chandeliers, and her eyes widened as she gazed upward at the impressive sight. Not even her grandparents’ manor house, which was built of stately stone and filled with priceless antiques, was this grand.

      Instead of leading them toward the front desk, Sebastian headed straight for the elevators. To her surprise, even the elevator had an operator, as if the guests of the hotel were considered too important to push their own buttons. As they entered, Sebastian leaned in and whispered into the man’s ear, slipping him something in the process. Probably a tip, as would be proper. The man did not reply, but simply nodded and slid a small key into the elevator control panel, turned it, then pressed the unlit button marked “73.”

      Wondering nervously what Sebastian was up to, Lily kept her eyes on the red-carpeted floor as the elevator ascended. Whatever it was, it would be marvelous, she told herself, trying out the whole positive-expectations thing. It would be relaxing. Enjoyable. Definitely not illegal. She wasn’t sure if her mental exercise was working, but the last thought did coax a fond smile to her lips as she recalled their past misadventures—Sebastian tended to view rules and regulations more as suggestions than requirements.

      When the elevator finally dinged, announcing their arrival at the seventy-third level, Sebastian gave a silent nod of thanks to the operator and held out a hand to Lily. “Shall we, my lady?” His smile was crooked and teasing, the laughter twinkling in his eyes inviting her to share his mirth. His excitement infused the air between them and sent a shiver of anticipation down to her toes as she raised her hand to place it—trembling only slightly—in his. Before she knew it, Sebastian had whisked her out of the elevator and down a corridor toward a dark flight of stairs. The elevator doors pinged behind them as they closed, leaving them alone in the dimness. By the still silence around them and the chill air that raised goosebumps on her skin, Lily guessed this part of the hotel was either unused or closed for some reason. Above her at the top of the stairs, she could tell the room opened out into a large circular space, its far reaches lost in the gloom.

      “Close your eyes,” Sebastian prompted as he prepared to lead her up the stairs. When she gave him a doubtful look, he only grinned wider. “I promise, you’ll enjoy it more that way. What’s a surprise without a little mystery thrown in?”

      Hoping she didn’t trip and fall flat on her face, Lily squeezed her eyes shut, resisting the urge to peek. Sebastian carefully guided her up the steps and around a corner, leading her into the middle of the large, open space, the echo of their footsteps muffled on the carpet. He positioned her carefully as soft music began to play in the background and the glow of muted light grew behind her eyelids.

      Sebastian moved behind her and his hands, palms surprisingly warm and soft, rested on her bare shoulders as he leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Open your eyes.”

      The sight that greeted her was breathtakingly magical. A wide circular space surrounded them, its walls made entirely of glass that afforded a stunning, three-sixty-degree view of the glimmering expanse of Atlanta spread out below. Tiny pinpricks of gold, silver, and green twinkled in the air throughout the room, almost like Christmas lights but with no visible support, reminding her of the ethereal beauty of Melthalin, the fae realm they had visited last September in the midst of their adventures. The effect was surreal, making Lily feel like they were in the heavens among the stars, looking down on the world, its hustle and bustle muted so that its true majesty could shine through.

      Moisture pricked the corners of Lily’s eyes, the unexpected beauty of it all overwhelming her.

      “What do you think?” Sebastian’s breath tickled her ear and the skin of her neck left exposed by her fancy updo. He hadn’t moved, and the warmth of his body behind her was comforting in the chill.

      “I—I’ve never seen anything more beautiful,” she breathed, though the words felt clumsy and didn’t do the scene justice. She felt Sebastian relax behind her, and a part of her laughed inside. He’d been nervous.

      Well, that made two of them.

      “I’m glad you agree,” Sebastian murmured in her ear, voice cracking as he slid his hands down her arms to gently capture her fingers and give them a squeeze. “Since it’s what I think every time I look at you.”

      His words did something funny to her body, and she found she couldn’t move as every nerve hummed and her knees turned weak and wobbly. Her senses sharpened, and she became hyper-aware of his soft touch, the gentle cadence of his breathing, and the faint, musty smell of him offset by a hint of spice. All of it put together turned her brain to mush, handily short-circuiting any form of coherent thought. Was this what swooning felt like? It was a good thing she wasn’t facing him, because she might have just collapsed into his arms.

      Sebastian saved her from having to reply—which she couldn’t have done anyway—by nudging her toward the edge of the room. “Come look. You can see Atlanta even better from over here.”

      The wobble-inducing moment passed, giving Lily’s brain a chance to reboot with a sputter as Sebastian led the way to the edge of what turned out to be a railed platform. They stood at the top of a three-tiered construction, with two more levels below them. The middle level was wider than the top and filled with lounge-type seats—open-aired and railed as well—while the bottom level extended all the way out to the glass wall and was full of tables and chairs.

      “Welcome to the most picturesque restaurant in Atlanta,” said Sebastian.

      Lily drank in the sights below her, walking slowly and following the curve of the rail to get a look at every side of Atlanta’s vast expanse. “It’s amazing,” she murmured, then tore her eyes from the spectacle to give him a concerned look. “But why is it empty?”

      “Oh, just temporarily closed for repairs. I know a guy who knows a guy, so I managed to get us a little, shall we say, private evening.” He grinned, eyes sparkling in the lights that hovered around them. “The levels normally turn slowly to show off the view, but of course everything is shut down for the renovations.”

      That explained why it was so chilly, though Sebastian’s hand still wrapped around her fingers helped to stave it off. She wondered what it had cost him to organize such an elaborate affair. She knew his parents had left him a considerable sum, but he had always been loath to use it. The idea that he had dipped into it just for her made her heart swell. Needing a distraction, she looked back out over the glittering cityscape, the thrill of meeting in such a private place warring with her ingrained rule-following nature. “Um…are you sure we can be up here? What if the hotel owners find out?”

      “We’re fine, Lil, I promise,” Sebastian said, squeezing her hand. “I totally could have snuck us in no problem. But I knew you would disapprove, so I made sure to get permission from the appropriate parties, even if they did need a little persuading.” The grin in his voice made her blush, and she pursed her lips, partly annoyed at being so predictable, but mostly trying to hide the exasperated smile that threatened to give her away. If he caught her being amused by his obstreperous ways, it would drive him to new heights of mischief. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice. With a gentle tug, he drew her back toward the center of the room where there was an island, which looked like it served as the bar when the restaurant was in use.

      Now that her attention was no longer distracted by the mesmerizing view, Lily noticed the little table pulled up next to the bar, white tablecloth draped across it and two candles burning between sets of shining silverware. On the bar sat several plastic bags bulging with unknown items. After pulling out a chair for her and getting her seated, Sebastian began to rummage through the bags, pulling out one item after another.

      “It’s not exactly five-star fare, but I showed a menu to Sir Kip and he pointed out your favorite things, so…” He laid a plastic takeout container in front of her, then opened it with a flourish.

      A wave of savory deliciousness wafted up, drawing a surprised chuckle from her throat. “Fried chicken? Seriously? You brought me to the fanciest restaurant in all of Atlanta to serve me fried chicken? On a cat’s advice?”

      “Hey, I’ll have you know it is a tried-and-true classic, the very essence of southern cuisine. Besides, Kip is a smart cat.”

      “That he is,” Lily agreed, shaking her head. “But fried chicken is a finger food, and I’m wearing velvet.”

      “You, my dear madam, are a wizard. Do you mean to tell me that in all the history of magic there has never been a spell created to vanish grease spots?” Sebastian struck a dramatic pose, a hand over his heart. “My faith in wizardkind is shattered.”

      Lily rolled her eyes, trying—and failing—to hide her smile this time as she made a mental note to discuss situation-appropriate meal choices with her too-smart-for-his-own-good feline.

      Sebastian coughed and returned to his bags, pulling out more items. “That’s not all, of course. No fried chicken meal would be complete without potato salad, corn pudding, mashed potatoes, and collard greens with bacon.” He unveiled each with the gravitas of a five-star chef, along with a gallon of what looked like sweet tea, its rich amber color gleaming in the twinkle of the fairy lights.

      Lily did her best to remain dignified, nodding gravely at each item instead of giving into the fit of giggles that threatened to escape her lips. As ridiculous as the situation seemed to her, Sebastian had obviously put considerable thought and effort into it, and his earnestness made her feel warm and floaty all over again. She was determined to simply enjoy the moment instead of micro-analyzing everything into oblivion. Smiling up at her date, she let the smell of southern comfort food and the sight of Sebastian’s tall, handsome figure drive away her lingering anxiety. “It looks wonderful. So, can we eat? I’m famished.”

      The flash of relief on his face, which was quickly covered by an expression of comical formality, tugged at her heartstrings. Bowing at the waist, he offered her an empty wine glass. “Of course, madam. Tea?” She accepted the glass and held it as he poured. To top it off, he produced a slice of lemon that he perched on the edge of the cup with a flamboyant gesture.

      After pouring himself some tea as well, Sebastian began to serve the food with utmost care, not spilling even the tiniest morsel on the pristine tablecloth. Lily was quite impressed, though a small, exasperated part of her wondered why he wasn’t this neat and tidy all the time. It was Sebastian’s apartment and car—both of which closely mimicked a biohazard zone—that made her appreciate men who took cleanliness seriously. If only he could be more like⁠—

      Lily stopped herself, a flash of guilt making her insides squirm. Why did her brain have to constantly critique everything? As Sebastian took his seat, she shrugged her stole higher against the chill and focused on enjoying herself.

      “Er, sorry about that,” came Sebastian’s voice. She looked up to find him back on his feet and removing his tux jacket. “I tried to get them to turn on the heat for the evening, but that would have been a bit too noticeable. This will keep you warm.”

      Lily tried to protest, but Sebastian simply waited until she had run out of excuses before he held the jacket out again, an endearing smile on his face. Hoping the light was too dim to show the color that flushed her cheeks, she let him help her into the jacket. As he returned to his seat, she tried not to stare at the pleasing way his tall frame filled out the shirt of his tux, his sparkling eyes and boyish grin only adding to the sight.

      When they sat down again and dug in, the food was bordering on lukewarm, but nothing short of delicious in all its flavorful, southern glory. For a while, the only sound was the soothing background music and the scraping of their silverware. Sighing contentedly over a mouthful of corn pudding, Lily couldn’t help but think of her childhood growing up in the Alabama countryside. Her mother wasn’t exactly Martha Stewart, but she believed that good, homemade food was essential to a strong family, and made sure their evening meals were something to look forward to after a hard day’s work. Struck by a sudden curiosity, Lily set down her fork and plucked up her courage to ask a personal question—something she normally avoided.

      “Um, Sebastian?”

      “Uuuhhhrr, yef?” he replied, eyes wide in a guilty expression, probably because of the indelicately large bite of fried chicken dangling from his mouth.

      Lily giggled at his deer-in-headlights look, then slapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you a question right in the middle of a bite.”

      “Ouh, ur fie, I ust, um…” he trailed off at her quickly thinning lips, closed his mouth, and chewed while looking down contritely. When he was done he dabbed his lips carefully with a napkin and gave her an innocent smile. “You were saying?”

      “Yes, um, well…I was wondering…that is, I was thinking about dinner growing up and was curious…what was it like for you? Growing up, I mean? With, um…your family?”

      A shadow passed over Sebastian’s face, and Lily could have kicked herself for being so stupid. Who wanted to talk about their dead parents on an enchanting date? But instead of closing down, Sebastian just sighed, a sad smile on his lips and a wistful look in his eyes. “Mom was…spontaneous. She preferred being outdoors and sometimes forgot to start cooking early enough, so we had a lot of late dinners. But she had the most wonderful garden in the back yard, and we always had fresh vegetables, herbs, berries, you name it. Sometimes, when I was really little, I’d get in trouble for eating things right out of the garden instead of waiting for supper.” He chuckled at the memory, and Lily couldn’t help but smile with him.

      “So, was your dad the organized one?”

      Sebastian’s laugh turned harsh. “More like obsessive. He was usually too engrossed in his books to remember to clean up, except every now and then when he’d suddenly realize the real world existed and nobody was allowed to rest until everything was put just right.”

      Lily didn’t know whether or not to smile at that. “Um…sounds…”

      “Chaotic?”

      “Weelll,” she hedged. “I was going to say exciting, but at least you come by your, um, habits honestly.”

      Now Sebastian really did grin. “Wondering where my compulsive cleaning sprees have been hiding all these years?”

      Lily blushed and looked down, but Sebastian burst out laughing. It soon died away, though, and Sebastian’s face grew grave again. “I take more after my mom, I guess. Golden Boy Freddie got Dad’s obsession with books and learning. Probably why Dad always seemed to like him better.”

      “Oh no, I’m sure that’s not true!” Lily protested. At his skeptical look, her heart constricted and her hand moved of its own accord, reaching across the table to wrap around his. “My stepfather is a farmer through and through, and I never really understood him. He always got along better with my stepsiblings and my little brother. I used to think it meant he didn’t love me, but now I know it was just that he didn’t know how to relate to me. We didn’t have much common ground. But that didn’t mean he cared for me any less.”

      Sebastian shrugged, his eyes on their joined hands.

      “You know,” Lily tried again, “I bet he was always fussing at you to study more and work harder, right?”

      Her friend gave a derisive snort. “You can say that again.”

      “Well, that means he cared too much, not too little. When you don’t care about something, you ignore it. Your father must have loved you, he probably just didn’t understand why you weren’t more like him.”

      Sebastian finally raised his eyes to hers, their depths full of pain but also something else. Perhaps longing. “You think so?”

      “I’m sure of it,” Lily promised, though she really had no idea. She would say anything to ease those lines of sorrow creasing her friend’s brow. For a long moment they didn’t move, hand in hand, staring into each other’s eyes. Lily didn’t know what was happening, but it didn’t feel right to break the silence, so she let Sebastian take his time. Finally, he looked away.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for some dessert.”

      Letting the matter drop, Lily took a deep breath and arranged her face in a pleasant smile. “Certainly. What’s on the menu?”

      “Only your favorite, of course. Stay here for a second, okay?” Back to his old self, Sebastian stood, gathered up the last plastic bag, and hurried away, going around the bar to the far side of the circular platform where Lily couldn’t see what he was doing. When he returned, he held out his hand for hers and bowed. “If I may have the pleasure, my lady?”

      Lily lips twitched upward, her heart skipping a beat as she placed her slender hand in his. She relished the strength in his fingers as they curled gently around hers and pulled her from her seat. He led her around the bar and over to a bench tucked up against the railing. The spot gave a sweeping view of the north and west, from the illuminated patchwork of Centennial Park to the shimmering facade of Suntrust Plaza and Bank of America’s golden peak lighting the sky beyond.

      When she tore her eyes away from the beautiful view, she noticed two little plates arranged on the bench, each accompanied by a fork and a glass of pale liquid. On the plates were her favorite dessert: chess pie.

      Neither of them spoke as they sat and dug in, enjoying the view, the fare, and each other’s company. Lily’s insides glowed as she savored the intense, gooey sweetness of her pie. When she raised her glass and sniffed it, she was surprised to smell alcohol. She glanced at Sebastian.

      “It’s not poisonous, you know,” he teased, raising an eyebrow.

      She gave him a skeptical look and took a hesitant sip. Her expression transformed as the intense and refreshing bite of the white wine washed over her tongue, cutting through the chess pie’s heavy sweetness with rich flavors of orange and lemon. “It’s delicious! It goes so well with this pie. I had no idea you were a wine connoisseur.” She smiled up at him and he laughed, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Er, I have to admit I looked it up. Not that I don’t know my way around a few superb mixed drinks. It’s one of the hazards of dealing with pixies—the little rogues can’t resist a good cocktail. But wine isn’t really my forte. This is a Castello di Amorosa Late Harvest Gewurzt-something-or-other.” He laughed again. “No idea how to pronounce it. I’ve honestly never heard of it before and had to go to a few places before I found a bottle.”

      “Well, however you managed it, it’s perfect,” Lily declared, feeling bold and taking another sip.

      “Really?”

      “Really.” Her smile broadened, her whole body relaxing as she drank more wine and savored the perfect moment. Alcohol was not normally her thing. Maybe if it all tasted this nice, though, she would actually drink it.

      Sebastian seemed to have forgotten his own dessert, because his gaze was locked on hers. His dark eyes were so intense, their brown a deep umber in the dim light as they stared down at her with wordless longing, and she suddenly found she couldn’t breathe. She felt Sebastian gently take the fork from her hand and set it down, scooting closer as he did. Lily’s lips parted slightly, too distracted by his slowly approaching face to protest her separation from the delicious pie. Her heartbeat quickened, but she had no urge to pull away. Instead, she felt frozen, heady anticipation but also fear coursing through her. Was he going to kiss her? She wanted him to…maybe? Probably? Would she feel hurt if he did not?

      The piercing wail of brass horns cut through the air, shattering the fragile moment as the cheery ringtone of Bewitched’s 1960s theme song drowned out the soft background music.
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