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      This one is for you, readers.

      Thank you so much for coming along on this ride with me. I know that paranormal isn’t my general genre and it may not be yours either. I’m not even sure where this series quite fits on the spectrum, but I just loved these stories. They needed to be told.

      I started by wondering: what would it be like if you really had that kind of skill. It’s power, pure and simple, and you could use it for good or ill. I have magicks in the series used all different ways, because—like many other things—it’s just a talent or a skill. I hope you enjoyed reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      Here’s to the Goodman family. And here’s to you! Thank you so much.

      

      As always, I cannot thank my team enough. But for this round the biggest applause goes to Eli. This story was in my head for a long time and she waited and helped each time it came back around. Love also to my crew—you  guys are the best.
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      Sloan Ellis offered the crowd her best smile. She did not want these people to be able to tell just how nervous she was. She thought she pulled it off for two reasons: first, she had lots of practice trying to look normal while doing things that twitched her anxiety. And second, she’d cast a spell on herself so people would see a calm, confident sister of the bride.

      The problem was, she’d screwed it up. She should have cast a spell to make herself not nervous. Talk about a swing and a miss.

      She took a deep breath and heard it reverberate through the mic so everyone else heard it, too. Lovely. Then she spoke. She didn’t make any high-pitched screeches, so that was good. She also didn’t need to pull the paper out of her pocket where she’d written her ever-so-short toast down.

      “So,” she dove into the end with gusto. “I would like to wish Rae and Sam good luck on their future together, but I’m not going to. They don’t need it. I’ve seen them in action and they’ve already proven they have what it takes.” She turned to her sister and raised her glass, feeling her heart swell, wishing their mother and father could have been here. “I hope you have sunny days ahead of you, even though I know you two will be fine whatever comes your way. I know Mom and Dad would be so happy for you, Rae, and so ready to welcome you into our family, Sam. Cheers.”

      She took a sip from her champagne, almost spilling it in her glee at being finished. Ever so carefully, so as not to trip and ruin a toast that had gone as well as she could make it go, she stepped down from the small stage and headed back to her seat.

      It was a good day. Sunny, the beach was cooperating with her sister’s wedding plans. Rae was beaming and Sam looked like a man who was both ecstatic and thoroughly at peace with his life.

      The only downside was that Rae couldn’t photograph her own wedding. Sloan had no skills in that area. She’d helped with flowers and picking out a dress and let Rae hand the photo job off to another art photographer she admired. He generally did not do weddings. For Rae and Sam he made an exception.

      Settling back into her seat at the head table, Sloan felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Yasmin, her new cousin-in-law and witch extraordinaire. She leaned in and whispered, “Your Veil worked perfectly!”

      “You can tell?” Sloan blinked up, aside from keeping her voice low, she was ignoring the fact that there was another person who’d gotten up to make a toast. Yasmin could tell she’d cast a spell on herself?

      “I can see it,” Yasmin whispered out the side of her mouth.

      “Who else can see it?” Sloan shot back, not so proud of herself any more.

      “Probably Tristan. Definitely Delilah. Maybe a few others? I don’t know. Not most people, no worries.”

      Yup. No worries, that’s exactly what she was thinking. Because what good was a Veil spell to make people think you weren’t nervous if they could see that you’d cast the damn spell in the first place? She smiled at Rae’s friend Alex as he made another toast to the happy couple. He looked much more comfortable at the mic than she’d been. Probably didn’t need a stupid spell either.

      She was truly happy for her sister. She almost cried as the crowd sent them off in their convertible. Rae and Sam would drive up the coast, having decided that LAX was no place to start a marriage. Sloan did her part and helped clean up, then begged off partying and said goodnight to everyone she knew.

      She drove herself home in the little red Audi that said things about her that weren’t true. It was an LA thing to have the best possible car—even if that meant you lived in a terrible neighborhood. She didn’t. She had amazing neighbors in her building in West Hollywood. And she’d thought it would be temporary.

      Rae had encouraged her to take a job here several years ago. Since her sister was her only immediate family left, she’d come. However, she’d made the arch mistake of thinking that Los Angeles would be full of men. That she’d meet someone and fall in love and...

      Do all the things that Rae had done: have a circle of friends, live her dream, find him.

      So yeah, she was a little jealous. And now she knew she couldn’t even cast a spell on herself for it because her new family—Yasmin and Luke—and her new friends down at Blessed Be, their family witchcraft shop, would know exactly what she’d done.

      Kicking off her shoes, she dropped onto her very plush sofa and held a solo pity party. She pulled out a bottle of her favorite red wine and poured herself a glass. She only had her own favorites in the house. Because no one else came to drink wine with her. Aaaannnndd the pity party cranked up a notch.

      One glass of wine was enough to convince her to get out of the very pretty dress she’d never have an opportunity to wear again. Even her pajamas said “party of one.”

      Back on the couch, she refilled her wine, turned on the TV and stared into the distance. It was time for some hard choices.

      There were, in fact, tons of men in L.A. However, far too many were workaholics. Many were trust fund babies with no life skills of their own. Actors—she shuddered. Producers or agents—too sharky! And kids. She’d had no second dates for over... a year now. Ouch.

      So it was time to choose. House? Or Cats? She needed to embrace solo-dom.

      She truly liked cats. Yasmin had two. Hex and Voodoo—sweet gray rescues that hung out at the store with her and rode in the car back and forth almost like dogs. Except Yasmin didn’t have two cats, Yasmin and Luke did. Which kept Yasmin from being a cat lady. She was a happily married woman who only took sips of her champagne at the wedding.

      Shit.

      Yasmin was pregnant and they hadn’t told anyone! Yes, Sloan was putting her money on Delilah’s kids getting a cousin soon. And Tristan and Megan would be tying the knot next month. Though they would literally tie the knot in an old pagan ceremony of handfasting. Sloan thought it was a beautiful idea. Then she fought tears. It just wasn’t meant to be for everyone.

      House.

      Right then she decided. She was going to buy a house. Dammit, she had a good job. She had a steady income that could afford more than this apartment and more than the wish that she would find a man and fall in love and everything would fall in line. Clearly, it wasn’t going to.

      House.

      It would be small, but she was only one person. Well, maybe one person and a few cats.

      She was halfway through the second glass of wine when she had an epiphany. She couldn’t cast on herself, because all her new witchy friends might see it. But she could scry. Thunking the wine glass onto her coffee table with a little too much force, she bolted for the guest room closet. Her pendulum hung there and she reached out for it, frowning as it looked like the small pointed jade piece reached for her, too. Too much wine, she told herself, and pulled out her maps.

      She set out the map of L.A. then realized she shouldn’t be searching for a man if she didn’t know yet that he existed. She had two bowls nested on her coffee table. The inside one held potpourri. Lifting it out, she set it aside and pulled her water out of the cabinet. She got a gallon from Blessed Be when she needed it. She’d even joined the circle of witches who blessed the water monthly. That was cool. Pouring it into the bowl she leaned in and almost knocked over her wine.

      She looked through the surface and held her question close. Is there someone out there for me?

      She saw the picture begin to form and she watched with abject fascination. There he was. Him. Then the surface rippled and marred the image.

      Damn. She couldn’t see him. All she could see was dark hair and a tie with little lightning bolts on it. Little, almost cartoony lightning bolts. That was silly. After three tries she gave up. He was there, but she was clearly not allowed to see him. She went to the map to see if this dream man lived in Los Angeles. She got a huge goose egg.

      So she’d come out here for nothing. Great.

      Next, she headed back to the closet to pull out the full US map. She spread it on the table, knocked back the last of her wine and started looking.

      It was an arduous task. The wine didn’t help. In fact, she must have fallen asleep leaned over the coffee table, because she woke at three a.m. with the side of her face pressed to the map, the fuzz of wine in her mouth, and the little jade pendulum pointing to Chicago.
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      It was a beautiful day. Green grass, perfect barbecue, and a beautiful woman on a picnic blanket beside him. Well, it should have been a perfect day.

      Problem was, none of it was quite right. The barbecue wasn’t really a barbeque, it was a catered work event with smiling servers in starched white shirts. There were literally about four hundred people he didn’t know milling around. And the woman who was his date had been boring him to tears for about a month.

      Max Summerland, corporate raider, deal-closer extraordinaire, and all around guy’s guy, was shredding grass for fun. The ladder-climber couldn’t remember the names of the last three guys or the hot blonde who came up to ask how he was. Even the ones he knew, he didn’t seem to be able to recognize without their stuffy suits and button down shirts.

      The girlfriend was an entirely self-made problem, he could admit. Anne Marie, with the perfect brunette curls and wide brown eyes, was surely a very lovely person, but she was waiting for the deal-closer to close the deal. She had been waiting for a ring for about two months now and he knew it. Right after he had asked his sister what he had done wrong on New Year’s in Vegas when he took Anne Marie out to a show and dinner.

      His sister was the one who explained the muffled sobs coming from the bathroom. When he got back to the hotel room after his business meeting on the second of January he simply suggested that Anne Marie start packing so they didn’t miss their flight, that was when he made the call and found out that he was supposed to propose. Never mind that he didn’t want to. Never mind that this whole thing had really gone on much longer than it should have. He didn’t love her and she didn’t love him. He fought off a bout of the willies just thinking about it.

      “Something wrong, honey?” Her hand rested on his forearm. Even just that one gesture seemed so contrived.

      “No.” He lied. He groaned inwardly. It was so much easier to just let things go on, but this was going straight to nowhere. He was considering drinking. It was a bad idea at a work function, but maybe it would make the afternoon pass faster.

      With a sigh he brushed the mound of shredded green from the blanket. Anne Marie was talking to some woman with a two-year-old—or maybe a four-year-old, he wasn’t sure—clinging to her leg. He smiled a dull, non-committal grin.

      “You okay, Max?”

      That voice. It was Sheila from accounting. God, she looked different in a T-shirt with a kid stuck to her leg. She looked happy. “Yeah, yeah,” he finally found his voice. “I’m okay. I—” He tried again. “I didn’t know you had a kid.”

      “Two actually.” She turned and looked over her shoulder. “Here comes my husband with the other one.”

      It was all Max could do to make nice and shake hands. The contrast between the couple in front of him and the sad lack of anything on his own picnic blanket was striking. Seeing the way this couple looked at each other—after two kids and who knew how many years—it was clear that there never had been anything between him and Anne Marie.

      He was turning to say just that when he saw her. Dark golden blonde hair, long green dress and a sunhat with a scarf trailing down the back. Wil was keeping step beside her, trying to make her laugh. She was trying to look like she was laughing. She was trying to look like she didn’t have to try.

      Later he would analyze it, that zinging feeling. He’d try to find a way to rationalize it and ignore everything he was feeling. Maybe it was his subconscious’s way of pushing him out of his relationship with... with... Anne Marie. For then, he was content to just watch as Wil steered her away. Then he felt the bite of Anne Marie’s sharp voice saying she wanted to go home.

      With one eye over his shoulder, he reluctantly packed up the blanket and helped a stony Anne Marie to the car. Where he got an earful of how he would never grow up. How she had waited and waited. How all he could do was stare at that blonde. How her patience was out and she was finished with him.

      Maybe it was better to let Anne Marie think that she was ending things. It would only hurt feelings to say that he agreed. He wanted to feel bad about it, but he couldn’t quite muster the guilt. She hadn’t been in this for the right reasons either. So he dropped her off at her front door with the promise to leave anything of hers that he found at his place on her doorstep. Anne Marie’s mouth had opened then snapped shut. Then she had slammed her front door.

      Monday. Monday he would have to find out where she worked. Wil probably already knew. But Wil wasn’t the right guy. Max knew. He’d make her see.
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      Sloan’s desk was piled high with folders and actual paperwork. That was for HR—who demanded inked signatures. She also had a beautiful Japanese serenity cup on her desk. Her new division-mates had been dropping simcards and microdisks into it to give her hard copies. Sloan was pretty sure that’s not what a serenity cup was for.

      According to rumor, the guy who had vacated this position had vacated it in soul long before the body quit showing up to work every day. And from the scrolling lists in her inbox, she believed it. She was still getting updates from her old division, too, and she had to get off their email lists first. Actual papers that weren’t hers cascaded out of her physical inbox and outbox to the point where she was pretty certain there wasn’t a point to it. Could she just get rid of the boxes?

      Sloan sighed. She had her door open onto the hallway, but couldn’t even see beyond her massive monitor, and she had just gotten a call that they wanted to consolidate the position she had been hired for with another in another department and could she move her desk up to fifteen in foreign acquisitions? Sloan thought she’d cry. She wasn’t even sure if they meant the stuff or the actual desk. Which she had to say she was quite certain she couldn’t lift.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow she would move to fifteen. Today she would cry quietly behind the monitor so no one would see. She thought about telling Rae, but Rae was happy and she didn’t want to bring her sister down with reports that the promotion already looked like a massive dud. She didn’t want to admit how bad her decision had been.

      Tonight when she got in she would call Lisette back home and apologize for waking the kids and listen to Lisette tell her to stick it out. After all, she could always quit and come home later, couldn’t she?

      After a few good sniffles, she found that she didn’t have the energy to work up a solid cry. Instead, she grabbed a manila envelope and made a beeline to the elevator. Unsure whether the envelope she’d picked up even had anything in it, she hit the button for fifteen. She would check out the new digs, and pray that it was decent and that they didn’t move her again. She harbored a fear that she would get buried in her inherited files and no one would ever hear from her again.

      The elevator was empty. Of course it was. It was five thirty. Everyone in their right mind was going down, not up. The doors opened onto the fifteenth floor right as the front desk was clearing out. The young man at the desk offered brief directions to her new office even as he transferred the phones over to the night service.

      This hallway looked exactly the same as all the others. Another sigh escaped her. This appeared to be her fate. Her true love existed, but not in Los Angeles. While it should have given her hope, it had turned her into even more of a workaholic. If he wasn’t here, why even go looking?

      Though she had a law degree, she also had a complete lack of flair for courtroom drama. So she’d added an MBA—a year of sheer hell online homework. That and an intense ability to focus earned her a decent salary re-working corporate contracts. Finding and deciphering all those words could be like a game, if she was in a good mood.

      She sucked in a breath as she turned the corner to her new office. It apparently also earned her an office with a window looking over the next few blocks and a glass wall between her and the hallway. Ohhh-kayyy. Maybe she could like it here on fifteen.

      Setting the probably empty envelope on a cabinet, she pulled out the chair and settled herself behind the new desk. It was the same desk. Wood and identical to the one she was leaving behind. She was truly excited that this meant that she didn’t have to re-organize everything. God, she was boring.

      She could see straight down the hall and out into the central area, where there was an actual water cooler. Maybe it hadn’t been all talk when Mr. Bernstein hired her. Maybe he was serious about wanting his employees to interact all the time. She’d been surprised to find that the legal people weren’t in one clump but dispersed all over the building depending on which team they worked for.

      “Hi, Sloan, what are you doing up this way? Come to find me?”

      It was Wil, poking his head in the doorway. His overblown personality could have easily been obnoxious, but he accepted that about himself, and it made her smile. “Actually, I just got transferred up here.”

      “You’ve worked with the division for a week and you already got a promotion?”

      “Promotion? I was certain I was being punished.” She grinned at him, happy for the only non-uptight interaction she’d had in a week. But it faded as the face appeared over his shoulder. “Oh, Hi, Max.”

      He crossed his arms and added his frame beside Wil’s effectively blocking the doorway. “You remember me?”

      Smiling, she struggled for something to say other than I haven’t been able to shake the thought of you. So she tapped her temple and said, “Steel trap.”

      For a moment she remembered his eyes, and the way they’d lit up when they met at the barbecue. Then she remembered the way his girlfriend’s eyes had narrowed. She reminded herself that he wasn’t free. And her man was waiting in Chicago. The pendulum told her so and it was never wrong. “So what are you two fellas doing in my new office?”

      Max turned and pointed. “I’m right down the hall.”

      Wil grinned, “And I’m over there.”

      “You guys are the foreign acquisitions team?”

      “The best part of it.” Max grinned.

      God help her.
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      God help him. She was right down the hall every day. She went to the water cooler and stood directly in his line of sight. Just yesterday he had almost decked Wil, one of his best friends, for sitting on the edge of Max’s desk to watch her come and go.

      Max had barely managed to hold back. Wil had been making comments for years about all the women who went to the water cooler. The problem was, Max hadn’t stopped him before. He didn’t think of Wil as a predator or anything worse than a braggart. It felt wrong to stop his friend from being slightly misogynistic over a woman that he himself was attracted to. But in reality, it was long past time to stop him. “Hey, shut up, Wil.”

      Wil had turned and raised an eyebrow as if to ask if Max had thoughts about Miss Sloan.

      Max didn’t address that. “You cannot be that dumb. I know you think you’re only talking to me, but if someone hears you, you’re out on your ass. No one’s putting up with that shit anymore. Including me.”

      That really made Wil’s eyes go wide.

      “You want to be out of a job? That’s on you. Don’t associate me with it.”

      “You get a stick up your butt?” Wil asked, genuinely concerned. “Did you hear anything?”

      “Yes, I have a stick of human decency up my butt. Those women work for this company the same as you and me. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything before, but I never liked the way you talk about them. Honestly, I’m attracted to some of them myself, so I didn’t know what to say.” He leaned back, not wanting to lose his friend, but still in the process of taking a hard look at his own behavior. “It was never right. It’s past time to say so.”

      Wil nodded.

      “Maybe it’s why they won’t go out with you. Think about it.” He knew Wil had already asked Sloan out and she’d apparently shot him straight out of the air.

      Max sighed as he watched Sloan through the gap Wil left at his door. She straightened, tugging at her suit jacket before continuing her conversation with Vanessa. He might have the occasional feelings like he was a dog, but he was going to be nothing but professional at work.

      He hadn’t even managed to flirt with her. How could he? Flirting led to asking a woman out, and he didn’t know how to ask. In general, he did. But what did you say to the woman you were suddenly certain you were going to marry? I don’t know your middle name, but I’m positive I’m in love with you. Or even better Maybe I could take you out to dinner sometime, then we could drive around and look at real estate. I have enough money saved for the down payment on our house.

      He was certifiable, and he knew it. The slow burning feeling inside him also knew he was right.

      In the two months since she’d arrived, he hadn’t figured out how to speak to her in a personal manner, let alone convince her there could be more between them. So he sat here at his desk, watching her get water every day, and doing nothing. He knew things other people didn’t. It was a skill, and it told him they belonged together and they would end up together. The first step was proving to be a doozy though. While love at first sight had cracked him over the head, it seemed cupid hadn’t even tapped her on the shoulder. If he wanted her, he would have to go after her.

      Max pressed his lips together, deep in thought. He just didn’t know how to get her. He hadn’t dated anyone since the company picnic. Since he had first seen Sloan. If it hadn’t been the real deal, it was way past time for it to have faded. One of his problems was that everything he learned about Sloan convinced him he was right. She really was perfect for him.

      But ‘perfect for him’ meant he had to get off his butt and do something. Sitting here, just watching her as she passed by going down the hall each day, wouldn’t cut it.

      If he didn’t do something soon, she’d meet Mr. Right. Or someone she’d think was right and she’d date him for several years or worse, marry the man and have kids with him while Max watched. He was breaking out in a cold sweat. Time to do something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloan had hit a wall in her life. A big, fat, painful brick wall. She saw that it was an immoveable wall, but she seemed to keep running smack into it. She liked her job, really enjoyed the people in her division. But dear God, what else did she have?

      Well, that wasn’t true. She was becoming a stellar witch. Megan had stepped up, since she also had a natural ability that she’d had to fight to learn to control. Megan was beyond helpful and Sloan could now see things much more at will and much clearer than what she used to be able to do. She got fewer vague hints that would only prove to be true later and more visions that gave her enough of the story to act. So that part was great.

      Still, she’d just watched her little sister plan her wedding. She tried to act surprised when Yasmin announced she was pregnant. Megan and Tristan had gotten married in a beautiful ceremony by the sea and they had a house in the hills and even a dog. She had dinners at their homes and invited them to hers. Sloan occasionally hung out with Rae and her friends. She wasn’t lost, but she was empty. The truth was, she was jealous. If she’d had a Ouija board, that’s what it would have spelled. J E A L O U S.

      Yasmin seemed to have picked up on it and even tried to console her with a story of how she’d once thought herself in love with Tristan. That had made Sloan raise her eyebrows and laugh. But the ending of the story was that Yasmin found Luke. Or he found her.

      So Sloan went back to her map and re-scryed, wondering if things had changed. Maybe her Dream Man had moved. But it was all the same. He was in Chicago and no, she couldn’t see his face.

      So she rolled through November. The fun of Halloween was over. She had dumped her costume at Goodwill just yesterday. Even though she loved it, where exactly did one wear a genie costume that was just a little bit daring? She’d worn it to the Halloween party at Sam and Rae’s new condo. But it was over and the costume had become useless.

      She was caught up on everything at work, even though it took long hours to maintain that state. So she’d been sitting at her desk contemplating what to do next when her boss stuck her head in the door and asked, “Ellis, can I put you on the Farlands/Baskin merger trip?”

      Sloan looked up. They’d told her there would be travel, and so far she there’d been decidedly little. Figuring she could be lonely in a hotel room as easily as anywhere else, she’d agreed.

      Then she’d gotten the tickets.

      Chicago. She was going to Chicago! This had to be it.

      She had gone to Madrid with the team last month on her first and only trip. While they were there, she’d spent the evenings watching everyone go out to party and sightsee at night while she did her homework. Reviewing the new contracts the team had drafted. Searching for loopholes. And generally being depressed that she didn’t have many friends, even from work, and she certainly wouldn’t make any new ones sitting in her hotel room. Then again, losing her job wasn’t on her list of things to do either.

      But in Chicago, she would not sit in her hotel room. When the plane touched down, she had several versions of each piece of the contract pre-drafted. She could mix and match as needed depending on how the team ended up. They arrived late and in her room—by herself, of course—she fell deeply asleep. The next morning she sent the team in, armed with her wording. When they came out, there were relatively few things to correct. Sloan was ecstatic. The others always asked her to go out with them. This time she would say yes. The contracts would be printed and signed tomorrow and she had the rest of the evening to...

      And that was the problem. Damned Chicago had gotten itself snowed in. In the beginning of November. So she was finally ready and no one was going out. She could hit the mini-bar in the corner of her room, though that seemed a little too depressing.

      Sloan sighed. Story of my life. Organize everything and still wind up spending the evening in the hotel by myself. She opened the mini-bar and looked over the tiny vodkas with the big prices. Prices were probably better down at the actual bar. The one with chairs and a bartender to tell your woes to. Come to think of it, the boys were probably down at the bar, since they couldn’t go anywhere either.

      And “the boys” would likely include Sheila and Vanessa, so Sloan didn’t quite feel like she was walking into a lion’s den. Quickly, she shucked off her suit skirt and unbuttoned the white blouse, trading them for the jeans and sweater she had packed for her fabulous sightseeing excursions. Well, she would just sightsee the inside of the hotel and the bar. She might not find her Mr. Right tonight, but she thought she could find her co-workers.

      She pulled her hair free of its pins and checked it in the mirror, a little wild, but she didn’t much care. Shoving her card key and cash into her back pocket, she thought Lisette would be proud of her. When she had come crying, her best friend had told her that she had to get out a little more. That the only way not to sit at home all the time was to not sit at home all the time. So far, Sloan hadn’t signed up for any yoga classes or joined any weird bowling leagues, but tonight she would go to the bar.

      Maybe Max would be there. She kicked herself. And maybe he could tell her all about the ring he was buying for his girlfriend. The willowy brunette that looked so unlike her own reflection in the mirror that Sloan could be quite certain that she wasn’t even his type.

      Though he certainly was hers. She had always been a sucker for the guys who were tall and lean and had that laid-back grin. The kind of man who could look at home leaning in a doorway and sweet-talking you. The kind that got you one base further than you had decided to let him go before you were even aware of it. Max had blue eyes and dirty blonde hair and he was definitely that type. The same type that had always gotten her into trouble. The same type that was the reason she had taken a job and just moved off to a new city where she didn’t know anyone.

      Sloan was the kind of woman whose heart always led her astray. The lucky thing now was that it had gone so far around the bend that it was leading her to a man that she knew was already committed to someone else. That was a good sign. She would shake her addiction to bad boys. She came here to find a nice, wholesome type. The type that wouldn’t be caught in bed with her cousin the week before their wedding. She decided to go one better: the type that wouldn’t be in bed with her cousin. At all.

      The elevator dinged and she sauntered out the doors and through the lobby, trying to look for all the world like she knew where she was going. She considered throwing a Veil so they wouldn’t see she was nervous, but she didn’t want to go back to her hotel room and cobble together a spell. So she wiped her hands down her jeans and figured the rest of the team would be there waiting for her.

      Unfortunately, no one was. And it wasn’t like she just didn’t spot them. The bar was virtually empty. Almost heartbroken, Sloan weighed her options. She didn’t feel like going back to her lonely room, and she didn’t want to let the few people in the bar see that she hadn’t seen what she wanted. So she slid onto a barstool and waited for the bartender to finish with the guy at the other end.

      After a few moments she had a margarita ordered. Rocks, no salt. It was just that kind of night. And when she pushed a five across the bar she heard a voice.

      “Sloan, right? So, what would a man need to say to snag the seat next to you at the bar?”

      She was so relieved. She wouldn’t sit here alone after all. Smiling up at the deep, honey-smooth voice, Sloan almost stopped in her tracks.

      Dylan was part of Farland’s team for the merger. She’d seen him several times today as they worked. But now he was smiling as he moved toward the seat next to her. He had dark hair and a warm smile that reached all the way to his eyes. Good-looking, but not so good-looking that he likely thought he was God’s gift. Just the kind of guy she wanted to fall for. She smiled back, and motioned for him to join her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just looking to see if the rest of the team was still around.” It only occurred to her then that Dylan was in Chicago. He worked here, at Farland, which was why her firm had been brought in to handle the merger. Her breath caught as she wondered if he was the man she’d tried so hard to see. Getting her racing heart to slow down, she decided she needed to find out. “But they aren’t here. You want to stay?”

      Half an hour later she’d finished the margarita and heard all about how Dylan had grown up Urbana. Just far enough from Chicago to not visit often. Dylan was charming company, and Sloan fought the urge to ask him if he had any dreams or inklings about her the way she did about him. She could barely erase the smile from her face even though she had to pee. “I’m... I’ve got to go to the ladies room. But I’ll be back in just a minute.” She ordered another margarita with the bartender before she left and hummed her way off to the bathroom.

      She told herself she was having a good time, and there were no HBO movies or mini-bars involved. She was feeling the margarita just a little, and a second wouldn’t kill her. But she’d have to stop after this. If Dylan was her dream guy—and didn’t he have to be?—she shouldn’t stay out all night at the bar with him. They would find their way to each other now that they had actually met. She probably looked like a fool with this grin on her face and she told herself to tone that down, too.

      In a few minutes she was back to see Dylan and her margarita waiting for her. The bar had filled a bit since she’d come in. Checking her watch, she saw that it was just now nine. Maybe the others would show up, but she found that now she didn’t want them to. Dylan just smiled and picked up where they’d left off.

      He even managed to get the story about her fiancé and her cousin out of her. Sloan wasn’t even sure why she had told it. She had vowed with every phone call to every wedding guest that his name was not to be mentioned again. Not in polite company anyway. The story certainly didn’t show her in a favorable light.

      Her head buzzed with the alcohol, and Dylan seemed just the tiniest bit out of phase. The second margarita must have hit her harder than she thought. Glancing at the glass, she saw that it was only about one-third empty. A sigh escaped her. That was what she got when she ordered better liquor. It was smooth enough that she hadn’t realized how much the bartender had poured in.

      “Dylan.” Her mouth drew up in a half smile. “I’m sorry, I’m going to have to go back to my room now. I think this margarita is a little too much for me.”

      “What about my room?”

      Did he really just say that? But she was clearly getting drunk and wasn’t even really sure what she had heard.

      The look on her face must have explained it. “I just meant that you could come up and watch a movie or something. It’s only nine-thirty.”

      “Gosh, Dylan.” Had she said ‘gosh’? “I don’t think...”

      “Come on, Sloan, we could have a good time, you and me.”

      “No, I...” Why was he so fuzzy? And hadn’t she said ‘no’ already? She wasn’t really all that certain. She was growing more certain that she’d blown it. Dylan was not her right guy. Shit. She’d wasted this evening with him and he was all wrong!

      His hand was on her arm. Her first thought was to punch him. But it must be the liquor, because the Sloan she knew didn’t punch people. She had to be misreading the situation anyway, because Dylan was far too nice a guy to mean anything like that. But she really wanted to go back to her own room.

      “Hey, Sloan.”

      “Hmmmm?” She turned and took a moment to place the smile. “Hi, Max.”

      “Max, hi.” Dylan spoke from over her shoulder. “Sloan and I were just headed upstairs.”

      Huh? More than meaning to do it, she felt her face scrunch up all confused. She was going upstairs. She should get up to her room and sleep this off. But Max was already talking. “Is that what she wants? I’m sure Sloan can find her own way up.”

      Right!

      She tried to respond, but each time her mouth opened she was a few sentences behind. The two guys were talking right over top of each other and over her head. She just wasn’t fast enough to get into her own conversation apparently.

      “No reason Sloan and I can’t share an elevator. ’Night, Max.” Dylan’s fingers brushed over hers lightly as he stood and helped her to her feet.

      “I—” It came from her own mouth, but she had already forgotten the ending. She frowned, waiting for the rest of the sentence—of her thought—to form, but it didn’t.

      There was a brief moment of silence, before Max stepped in. “Sloan, it looks like you’re getting escorted upstairs. The question is, would you like it to be Dylan or me?”

      “That would be great, thank you, Max.” Even as she said it she realized that it wasn’t quite the answer to the question.

      He pointed to her margarita, “Do you want to bring this?”

      She nodded once before Max turned to Dylan, who looked a little too peeved for the situation, “Good night, Dylan.”

      “Good night, Dylan.” Her own voice sounded a little too chipper for her own ears, but that was really of no concern. What was concerning was the little tremor of excitement that was running through her at just the thought of going upstairs with Max. They were suddenly standing at the elevator, with that feeling that she was a little unsteady and trying so hard to look like she wasn’t. She didn’t remember walking over here, but everything seemed normal around her. So she told him, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled at her, that devastating, wicked grin of his.

      Though her bad boy sensors went off, she felt her insides melting. She was still a little unsteady and not sure she needed an escort to her room, but Max’s hand on her arm was its own reward. Sloan knew that there was something about this that she wasn’t supposed to be doing, but her brain refused to let her in on it right now. So she waffled back and forth between wanting to seduce Max and just finishing the margarita because it was so good, before sleeping off her night.

      Grateful that she wasn’t wearing sky-high heels, she paid a little too much attention to the crack between the floor and the elevator. She was trying to not appear super-focused on the floor, but she didn’t want to trip and look like an idiot either.

      “—with the rest of us, right?”

      Blinking, she tried to regroup her brain cells and put together the missing sentence, but just couldn’t do it. “Hmm?”

      “You’re on seventeen, too, right?”

      She nodded and watched as he punched the button, and swayed a little as the elevator took off.

      There was a brief, tense moment of silence then he spoke again. “Do you need any help into your room? You don’t look so steady.”
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      Max’s eyes fluttered slowly open. There was a wild, high-pitched thrumming in his head. He knew he was happy but wasn’t sure why. Trying to remember where he was and what he was doing, he squeezed his eyes shut. Max looked up to see that the awful noise was not, in fact, in his head, but coming from the hotel alarm clock. His brain told him to swing his arm over and he’d hit it off. But his arm was stuck, he couldn’t move.

      With a gasp, he remembered just why and how his arm was stuck.

      Sloan. The heat beside him in the bed was explained. The soft noise of her curled up beside him. The perma-grin he had woken up with.

      His eyes were completely open now, the gray fuzz of sleep suddenly evaporated, and he marveled at his amazing turn of luck last night. Thinking he might just close his eyes and inhale her, Max found he couldn’t quite bring himself to shut out the vision of her, curled naked in his arms. Her hair flowing over the pillow, her breath an even rhythm against his skin set his heartbeat to a deep, steady rhythm. He hadn’t been prepared for all this, but he regretted nothing.

      His fiancee. If he’d had any inkling this would happen, he would have gotten the ring a week ago. Max almost laughed. He was pretty sure that she didn’t quite believe that he’d picked out a ring for her the last time he’d walked by a jewelry store. Then again, if you had told him a year ago that he’d be ready to buy a ring for a girl he hadn’t even asked out, he’d have told you that you were crazy.

      He should wake her up. It was going to be a hairy day today with getting the contracts signed and flying home. Everyone was within a few rooms of each other. If this engagement was the first announcement of the day then things would get even more hectic. They had agreed to keep it under wraps until the weekend.

      Then, he would shout it to the world.

      Sloan stirred beside him. A soft noise, a breath, the brush of her hair as her head turned lightly. The kind of things he looked forward to waking up to every morning from here on out. Feeling lazy and content, he rolled closer to her, running his fingers lightly through her hair.

      “Sloan, baby, wake up. We have a huge day to get through and I have to wipe this silly grin off my face before anyone sees it.” He kissed her forehead as she stirred more awake, then inhaled her contented sigh, believing that, for once, everything was right in the world.

      He believed it right up until Sloan heaved herself backward off the bed as she yelled.

      “What?” Startled by her own nakedness, she ripped the sheet from the bed, clutching it to cover herself. “What?” She repeated, though this time her voice shook.

      It took a few moments for Max to register the expression on her face. If he had been asked he would have said he couldn’t tell. Maybe horror. But that couldn’t be right. She was just surprised to be waking up in a strange room. In a moment she’d remember where she was.

      But the realization never dawned on her. Her lower lip quivered, her breathing never slowed. Her huge eyes glazed. Finally, she got the full sentence out. “What am I doing here?”

      He shook his head, pushing upright in the bed, completely unconcerned with his own nudity, although she eyed him up and down as though it were something completely foreign to her. He tried desperately to formulate an answer. None came. His breathing ratcheted up as he watched her face. Surely, she’d remember it all and then she’d laugh.

      But she didn’t.

      Her terror only grew; her eyes widened. For a moment her mouth moved but no sound came out. When it finally did, it wasn’t what he’d hoped for. “Why am I naked?” Her breathing sped up and her voice caught. “Did we⁠—?”

      Hell, yes, we did. But he couldn’t push the words out of his mouth. Her eyes were too huge, they were wet with unshed tears. Suddenly, his heart slammed into his ribcage. No. Slowly his voice formed the words. “Of course, we did. I don’t understand.”

      “No, I don’t understand. Why am I not in my own room?”

      Oh! She’s concerned about what everyone will think. Relief washed over him in a welcome tidal wave. His breathing evened out, and he hadn’t even finished his thought before he started talking over himself, thankful the answer had been found. “I’ll sneak you back to your room.” He reached for her waist, “We won’t tell until later.”

      But she only backed away, a jerky movement akin to what a startled rabbit might do. Her voice was nothing more than a harsh whisper, “We slept together?”

      “Yes.” The earth was slipping out from under his feet, his heart falling into the open cracks. “You don’t remember?”

      Her tears really did fall now, making slow, fat tracks down her cheeks. “I remember being in the elevator. I remember you kissed me...”

      He picked up where she trailed off, hoping to straighten all this out. “You kissed me. And we decided to come back here...”

      Slowly, her head moving back and forth, she backed away, until finally she bumped into the wall. It was spoken under her breath, to herself, but he heard it. “I was drunk.”

      “No! No, you weren’t!” He leaped at her, only startling her more. But he saw his world tipping away and he would fight to get it back. “You were fine. You said that you hadn’t had too much. You were fine!”

      Dammit, he had worried about that, but she had been clear.

      Though she’d been practically throwing herself at him—saying she’d had a crush on him for so long…—he’d stopped her once they were inside his room. He’d caught glimpses of something from the corner of his eye. Wondered if he’d smelled it, when she was so close in the elevator. Unable to explain, he’d reached into his suitcase, blocking her view.

      Max kept a small set of dowsing rods on him at all times. They were not convenient, not ever, and certainly not now. But he had to ask. “Does she have a spell on her?”

      No doubt about it, the rods crossed.

      Shit.

      He came back to her, and couldn’t fight it as she threw her arms around him and asked if he was her “Chicago man”? He’d almost said, “I’m your forever man,” but he’d held his tongue. She was possibly drunk, and she’d definitely been cast on. Instead he sank into a kiss that rivaled his dreams before pushing her back. No matter how much he wanted her, this wasn’t really Sloan.

      “Stand here. Close your eyes.”

      She did as he asked, giggling the whole time. As he turned away, she tipped precariously and he barely managed to catch her. “Here, sit on the edge of the bed, when I tell you, close your eyes.”

      “Okay!”

      Max headed into the bathroom, turned on the faucet and unscrewed the makeup mirror. This was makeshift at best and he hoped it worked. He was not prepared to cast spells on this trip. He soaped the mirror and used a washcloth to wipe it to a thin layer. Next, he fogged it with the steam from the sink. He hollered out, “Close your eyes, Sloan.”

      If she saw, he had no idea how in hell he was going to explain what he was doing.
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      Luckily, Sloan’s eyes were closed when he came out of the bathroom holding the mirror. The soap and steam should work, and he noticed the smile sitting on her lips.

      It broke his heart. He wanted that smile to be for him, but it wasn’t. She was possibly drunk and…He held the mirror up near her. Yes. There were definitely spells on her.

      Bad ones.

      Black tendrils swirled. Though he could barely make out her form in the foggy mirror, the swirls of the spell were unmistakable. Shit.

      “Can I open my eyes?” She giggled even as she tipped a little to the right.

      With fast hands he dropped the mirror and righted her. “Go ahead.”

      He needed a minute to figure out how in hell he was going to undo a spell he couldn’t quite read, all while in a hotel room in Chicago. If nothing else, he couldn’t let her go to work this way the next day. But the truth was, she said she had a crush on him, she’d practically thrown herself at him in the elevator, and he needed to know if that part was real or just an effect of this spell.

      It took a minute to gather what he needed. The problem was, it wasn’t what he needed. It was makeshift at best. He had a lemon balm that his grandmother made for him with cardamom and musk added, so he could use it like an
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