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      The olive told Delilah no. It went counterclockwise, and that clearly meant no.

      Tonight, the olive had turned down every single man she had asked about. Maybe Gin’s was serving her past-their-expiration-date olives in their martinis.

      Surely someone in this crowd was suitable, but the olive wasn’t telling. Delilah ate the little green liar and signaled the bartender for another drink. Her third. At this rate she was merely going to get drunk, by herself, and have to walk home all alone. Because the olives kept saying no.

      Short, buffed nails graced the ends of the long fingers she used to push her empty martini glass to the back of the bar. She grabbed the new drink by the stem and gave it a swirl. In her mind she could see the man coming up behind her at the bar. Good-looking and full of himself—if the way he walked was any indicator—he was perfect for her.

      The toothpick and olive swirled counterclockwise again.

      Delilah sighed.

      His elbow entered her field of vision as he leaned against the bar next to her. “Can I get you another martini?”

      Yes, he was definitely full of himself. He was about as subtle as a dog scenting for a female in heat. But she wasn’t his girl.

      Well, maybe.

      Delilah gave him one more chance and gently shook the stem of the martini glass again. The liquid almost sloshed out, telling her she wasn’t as gentle or as sober as she thought.

      The olive went counterclockwise again.

      “No, thank you.” She sighed even as she spoke it. “I don’t need another martini.” I need a man who can make my olive go the other direction. She let her chin find her palm and she sat, propped up and discouraged, ignoring him until he took the hint.

      He didn’t.

      “Maybe you need something else . . .” He let the words and the innuendo trail off.

      “No. Thank you.” Delilah may have wanted to go home with someone tonight, but she had learned a long time ago not to argue with the answers. People, even witches, could ask whatever they wanted, but you really had to take the answers you got. The universe was always right—even when the messenger was an ornery, little, pimento-stuffed, pickled fruit.

      She sipped at the martini, but still Mr. I’m-your-dream didn’t leave. “I know I can make you scream.”

      She closed her eyes and fought the urge to show him right there in the bar that, yes, he could make her scream. But not the way he wanted. Big, bad trouble always happened when you went against the powers that be.

      Instead of screaming, she sighed again. He wasn’t just full of himself, he was a total ass. Already the olive had been proven correct. He was a definite no. What had she been thinking? So she said it again. “No, thank you.”

      “I’m extra nice to blondes.” He leaned even closer, his mouth quirking at the corner as though the two of them shared a secret.

      Delilah fought the urge to yank a hair from his head right there at the bar and show all the drunk patrons exactly what she could do. But casting spells in public was a bad idea. And casting while drinking was a really bad idea.

      Before she could form words to express her revulsion, he reached up for her hair, trailing his fingers through the curls she’d liked so much just a few hours ago.

      “Don’t touch me.” Her voice was low, and she was mad enough to work a little mojo into the glare she gave him. Delilah did not want him to have a piece of her. She had already given him her time and her voice, and they were far more than he deserved. She knew what could be accomplished with a single strand of hair even if this idiot didn’t. She wasn’t about to let him get one, so she added a little red into her eyes and some depth into her voice, and made certain that only he could see and hear it. She repeated her words. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”

      His eyes widened and his brain was clearly fighting for comprehension through the mild beer haze he was in. At least no one would believe him if he told anyone what he saw. Finally, he backed off.

      Delilah breathed out her relief. Seriously, the night had been a bust. No men. Not a single one had made it past the olive. Usually, her internal radar was in much better alignment with the universe. She could spot a liar across the room. Almost as though he had it tattooed across his forehead. She’d warned more than one friend away from a bad egg, and avoided becoming the topic of gossip or the paramour of an ass herself when men weren’t as honest as her instinct. It was simply that she’d been sure tonight was a good night to go out. Something had told her to just come here. To walk the four blocks to the bar, even though she was by herself. Even though she had to be at work at three a.m.

      Her instinct told her to be here. It was supposed to be good. So why was she here with Mr. I’m-so-hot coming back again?

      He slipped in next to her barstool and seemed to get comfortable. This was going to be bad.

      “Are you a lesbian?”

      Her mouth fell open. Delilah only managed a squeak instead of a comeback. Was he going to offer to let everyone know that she wasn’t if she would sleep with him? She hadn’t heard that one since high school.

      She was about to tell him just that, when a masculine hand fell on his shoulder and a voice came from the other side of Mr. Slick.

      “If you don’t leave the lady alone, she might have to become a lesbian out of self-defense.”

      She must have been tipsier than she thought, because she had to start laughing at that.

      The voice was soothing and determined at the same time. “Richard, really, you must leave this kind woman alone. I would never have ordered that last round if I had known it would come to this. Now, back to the table.”

      With that, Mr. Hot-and-bothersome was gone.

      And so was the man attached to the voice.

      Bummer.

      Well, she hadn’t seen him anyway. Who knew what he was?

      She decided to sip at the martini, and maybe enjoy half of what she had paid for. Delilah took a few deep breaths between each taste and rubbed her finger in a small circle on the bar as she did it. The sobering spell was an old one, and she’d practiced it enough this last year that she could perform it accurately even when drunk.

      She was taking her last sip when the voice came again to her right. “Three more drafts, please.” She recognized the hand as well when he held up three fingers to be sure the bartender had understood above the cacophony that was the usual music in Gin’s.

      Her mouth got ahead of her brain, and she spoke before she even looked at him. “It’s bad enough that you’re friends with him. You’re giving him more beer?”

      “He’s not a friend. Just a buyer that didn’t pan out.” He turned to look at her, green eyes making contact with her own, and she read the sincerity there. She also read the straight nose, full mouth, and molasses hair that was cut just long enough to bear a full curl. His voice brought her wayward thoughts of him back around. “And yet, here I am buying him the beer. I’m really sorry about him. I regret unleashing him on a bar that I used to be welcome in.”

      She laughed a little at that, then reached for her martini as he turned back to the bartender.

      Delilah blinked.

      She didn’t remember bumping her glass. But she must have.

      The olive was swishing in the half-drunk liquid.

      Clockwise.

      Before Mr. Green-eyes could reach for the mugs of draft in front of him, she stuck out her hand. “I’m Delilah.”

      The lush smile banked by a pair of dimples hit her full in the gut. “Brandon.” His fingers curled warm around her own, just the right amount of pressure, his palm slipping flush against hers.

      Delilah pulled her hand back at the small sizzle that hit her with the touch. She usually avoided palm-to-palm contact as it tended to let her see and know things she was better off not knowing. But the handshake was intended to set the evening off as less formal, almost like a business agreement.

      In the moment it took her to register what she had learned from the contact—he was unattached, just looking for a good time, he worked with something involving computers, and loved grapes—his attention turned back to the bartender. He slid bills across the smooth wood and grabbed the handles of the three frosty mugs. “It was great to meet you . . . Delilah.”

      With that, Mr. Clockwise-olive disappeared.

      She wanted to scream. How much more frustrating could this night get? Maybe aliens could abduct her right from the barstool. Or a llama could appear and spit on her. There just weren’t that many ways for this night to get worse.

      She figured she’d polish off the martini because it clearly didn’t matter if she was drunk or sober. She lived only a few short blocks from Gin’s, and it wasn’t like anyone was going to take advantage of her anyway.

      Delilah held the toothpick with the lone olive out of the way while she drained the glass. Then she fixed her gaze on the last of the green liars and gave it a good stare down before she popped it into her mouth and chewed it to a pulp so it could never give another bad answer again.

      Funny, it tasted just like any other olive.

      It was so rare for a night to go awry like this that she just got horribly frustrated when it did. Usually there was a man. One who just wanted to get laid. One who would happily go away in the morning. But tonight was not going to be her night. Now it was late and she had to get some sleep, because she did have to get to work at three a.m.

      Placing both her hands flat on the bar, Delilah gave up. She pushed away and turned to leave, not reacting fast enough to avoid the green button front shirt that was apparently hiding a granite sculpture behind it.

      “Umph.” The sound she involuntarily made was muffled against the fabric and her nose started that low throb of anger at being banged.

      One hand grabbed her arm to steady her and, before she could look up to see who she had literally run into, she recognized the voice. “I’m so sorry. And I was coming over here to apologize for releasing Richard on you.”

      Her fingers found her nose and quickly she made the pain disappear. “Really I’m fine, and that was my fault. I had a little more than I intended.”

      With the haze of pain having vanished, she could see him looking at her, searching her face. “Were you leaving?”

      Okay, maybe the night wasn’t going to be such a bust after all.

      Before she could respond, he spoke again. “Because I just left my partner back at the table with Richard so I could come . . . beg forgiveness from you.”

      Her mouth spoke without warning, nice and loud over the din in the bar. “Are you gay?”

      He frowned. “No. Are you?”

      “No.” Delilah shook her head. How had it all gotten so tangled up? It had made total sense when she thought it in her brain. She pointed back to the other man sitting in the booth with Richard-the-far-too-brave. “You called him your ‘partner’.”

      Brandon laughed out loud. Even teeth showed through the wide grin, and his eyes crinkled above cut cheekbones. It was a good thing he wasn’t gay.

      Within a moment, he led her to a table that had miraculously cleared out. Delilah blinked. She hadn’t done that. Had he? But she found herself seated and ordering a soda and watching his eyes while he spoke. “Dan is my business partner. And Richard spent the day taking up a lot of our time only to back out on the deal at the last minute.”

      Maybe that sobering spell hadn’t quite done the trick. Her brain twisted itself up at that. “So you took him out and bought him beer? Did you think he’d sign on if he was drunk?”

      “No.” Brandon drained the beer that had been in his hand and ordered a soda from a passing waitress. “He’s a lot better at talking people into things when he’s sober. And he does know a lot of people who might like to get on board. So we thought we could use his contacts. We’ll see.”

      Delilah nodded. On the one hand, she didn’t need all the chit-chat. On the other hand, she didn’t want to alienate the only man that the universe deemed suitable tonight. “So what do you do?”

      “We build video games.”

      She had absolutely no way to respond to that. She didn’t think she’d ever thought about what went into a video game. Didn’t own any. Couldn’t remember the last time she’d even played one. So she smiled, and shook her head. “I can hardly hear what you’re saying. But I live four blocks up. Do you want to go?”

      A few minutes later they were out the door, the night air just a little chilly against her skin. It had been hotter than Hades when she’d walked down, so she hadn’t brought a jacket.

      “Are you cold?” Brandon watched her rub at her arms as she started down Hollywood Boulevard. People passed by on either side of them, not really observing any kind of traffic pattern.

      “It was warmer when I came in.” She shrugged. But he was out of his button-down shirt before she really even managed a protest. The move revealed a t-shirt underneath that looked expensive, soft, and slightly frayed as he draped the green cotton shirt around her shoulders.

      Delilah grabbed at it to pull it closer. As she did, her palms brushed against the material and she felt the lingering traces of information he’d left on it: he didn’t wear it very often. She should have finished the sobering spell before she left the bar. She shouldn’t have shot the last of that martini. Because the universe was always right. So here she was, catching images that she usually avoided.

      “Up here.” She pointed up Poinsettia Street and made the turn. In a block they were beyond the buildings and the businesses that made up the main drag. Condos and apartment complexes marched up the Hollywood Hills, crowding each other for space and straining to see over the adjacent rooftops.

      As the two of them climbed the steep sidewalk, Brandon turned, commenting that he thought he might be able to see his own roof from her place. Delilah smiled and nodded politely, but didn’t care. She wouldn’t be going to his place, so she didn’t need to know where it was.

      Inside her building, she fitted her key into the lock and pushed the door open.

      He frowned down at her hand. “You really should do the deadbolt, too, you know. You should lock up better than that.”

      She fought the urge to laugh. Just because there was only one lock on the door didn’t mean the place wasn’t protected. Instead, she grabbed the front of his t-shirt in her fist and invited him in by tugging on the fabric.

      He didn’t need a second nudge and his mouth descended on hers, blocking out all thoughts of locks and bolts.

      Delilah disengaged long enough to shed his shirt from her shoulders and leave it on the floor in the entryway before taking his hand and leading him down the hall to her bedroom.

      Because this was the only way she got involved these days, and because it only happened when she let it, she was prepared. When Mr. Green-eyes peeled his t-shirt, she was waiting with a condom she had pulled from her bedside drawer.

      Quickly, they stripped away their clothes and the bedcovers. Delilah was only a little surprised that he fought her for dominance. She should have been a little more firm about how it was going to go. But later, lying there, sated, she realized she hadn’t thought that far ahead.
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      Brandon stood, naked, and looked down at the woman dozing on the fine cotton sheets. Her fingers curled in against her palms and her hands were pulled in next to her body. She looked peaceful and docile and nothing like the hellcat who’d just wrung him out.

      Wandering down her hallway, he touched his head. He still felt drunk, although the physical activity he’d just completed should have sobered him right up. Also, he’d only had beer, and not that many of them, at the bar earlier. It seemed much longer than . . . two hours? since she’d offered to bring him back here.

      Brandon glanced down at his watch, the only item of clothing that he still had on after that crazy round of sex. He searched the fridge, finding a glass and a pitcher of cold water. The chill hit him as he drank it while making his way back over the soft carpet to her bedroom. For a brief moment he wondered if she had a roommate or someone he should worry about while he was walking naked through her apartment. But he dismissed the thought as quickly as it came.

      A strange light flickered in the doorway of her bedroom, and that combined with the cold water brought him fully alert. As he stepped into the opening, he was surprised to find her awake. She was sitting, facing away from him, on the side of the bed. Moreover, he was relieved that the odd light was nothing more than the glow of a candle she was lighting.

      Her blonde hair was almost platinum in the amber glow, and it brushed the middle of her back in loose curls that had previously been near-perfect ringlets. Now it was a near-perfect mess, and knowing that he was the one who’d messed it was sexy as hell.

      She turned to smile at him, pink lips reminding him what she’d done and where she’d done it. Her eyes were liquid and fathoms deep in the candlelight. She picked up a sprig of something and held it into the flame. Soft, gray smoke curled upward and disappeared.

      Brandon didn’t think anything of it until the awful smell hit him. His nose wrinkled against his will and without thought he dove across the sheets toward her. “Don’t please. I’m . . . allergic to a lot of incense.”

      That wasn’t true at all. But that stuff stank.

      He grabbed it from her hand and blew out the glowing ends on the small blooms, sloshing a little of his water on the sheets as he did.

      He figured he should apologize, but now that he was lying across the bed he felt the turning sensation in his brain again—like he was drunk. He closed his eyes and the world felt like a boat rocking beneath him. For a moment, he wondered if he’d been slipped something more powerful than alcohol at the bar. He’d thought only women really had to worry about that. He was getting ready to ask her if she’d noticed anything, when he realized he couldn’t remember her name.

      She was leaning over him, reaching for the half-ashed stem in his fingers. She took it away and asked him what it was that he wanted.

      But that was a stupid question. She had just leaned over him, naked, making him forget all about her stinky incense. The world had stopped spinning as the ends of those mussed curls tickled across his bare chest. The sheets were still tangled from the best no-holds-barred sex he could remember. And she asked him what he wanted.

      So he reached out for her soft skin and showed her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Delilah gazed at the man beside her, watching his chest rise and fall in rapid waves, much like her own was doing. She let out a breath.

      The universe was right. Tonight had been her night. The olives had not deserved the way she’d cursed them.

      It was midnight. Perfect timing. If she got him out of here and then passed out within twenty minutes, she could catch a neat two hours of sleep before she had to get up to go to work.

      As her breathing and his slowed to a more normal rate, she moved into action. Delilah kissed her fingertips, imbuing her touch with an extra nudge, leading him to agree with her. “Thank you. That was fantastic.” She caressed his upper arm with a sweet stroke, intending him to absorb both the compliment and the suggestion a little more deeply. “But I need to get some sleep now. I have to get to work at three.”

      He rolled to look at her, his eyes showing that he’d been affected by the simple magick. He smiled. “I should get some sleep, too.”

      However, instead of standing, he reached for the covers, pulling them all the way up and over both of them before she could get her bearings. She tried again.

      “No,” She kept her voice soft but steady and firm, “I need to sleep alone. You should go.”

      His laugh rumbled low in his bare chest; he was still not agreeing. “You don’t need to sleep alone, and I’m too tired to move.” His arm came up and around her, pulling her closer and alarming her more.

      Surely he wasn’t immune to her magick.

      That would mean that he was stronger than her. She would have sensed that right from the start.

      Again she pushed a little extra power into her touch and shoved against his chest, still barely budging him. “I have to go to work at three. That’s just a few hours.”

      Delilah hadn’t even added a kick to her words. She was a little panicked by his nonchalance, which was enough to make her forget the magick that should be second nature. She was functioning on pure logic.

      Unfortunately, logic didn’t work on him either.

      “You shouldn’t have invited me home if you have to work that early. The room is spinning like I’m drunk, so I can’t drive. And I don’t think you really go to work in a few hours anyway. Who starts work at three a.m.?”

      He snuggled in a little deeper under the white fluffy comforter and let his eyelids drift shut.

      Fine, if he wanted to sleep, he could just sleep through the forgetting.

      As his face relaxed, Delilah rolled herself up to sit on the side of the bed, relaxing now that she had a Plan B. With a deep breath to re-focus herself, she lit the white beeswax candle again and pulled out a fresh stick of lavender, lighting the tips of the small white blossoms.

      She woke him to hand him the smoking sprig figuring she would just push him out the door while he forgot.

      But he didn’t go.

      Brandon sat up, coming awake with the burning lavender in his fingers. He frowned at it, crinkled his nose and blew it out. “That smells bad. Stop doing that.”

      He handed her back the burnt blossoms and rolled over, tucking the covers under his chin.

      What was wrong with him?

      Delilah sniffed the lavender for herself. It didn’t stink. It wasn’t beautiful, but it didn’t produce a smell worthy of the faces he made.

      She was startled from her wonderings of what the hell she might have done wrong by a soft snore.

      The damn man was out like a light.

      She should never have indulged in that second round with him. She’d worn him out and now what was she going to do?

      Her shoulders slumped. She could burn the lavender and cast the spell on him. He’d forget about her and what they’d done. But he’d still be in her bed, so that was just fruitless.

      After nudging and shaking him more times than she could count, Delilah gave up.

      Fine, he’d believe she had to be at work at three a.m. when she woke his sleepy ass up at two fifteen.
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      The harsh, incessant beeping of the alarm woke her just like it did every night she worked.

      This time it also woke the sleeping man beside her. Which never happened.

      He groaned and held his head. Then moaned, “Turn that off.”

      “I have to go to work.” Delilah gave him a good shove, pleased to see that she had finally roused him. It hadn’t even taken any magick, just a nasty sounding alarm.

      “Seriously?”

      She sighed back at him as she stood up. “Yes. I told you that. Now get your ass out of bed and get dressed.”

      He didn’t.

      By now that didn’t surprise her. She had a plan now; she could work around it. He sat there, the covers pooling at his waist, looking like just the thing she’d had in mind when she’d blown some of her hard earned money on the very expensive sheets. She simply hadn’t planned on him still being here in her sheets afterward.

      “Just what kind of work do you do at three a.m.?”

      He was trying to catch her in a lie, but she wasn’t lying. Still she wasn’t quite up to the whole story. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Sure it does.” He sat there, making no moves to get out of her bed, her apartment, her life. “I don’t owe money, do I?”

      All she could do was gasp an outraged “ah!” in response to that. His raised eyebrows and the grin that signaled the start of a laugh only made her more upset.

      This time she went for Plan C. It made little difference what she told him. Once she got his hand around that lavender long enough to say the word, he wouldn’t remember any of this. “I’m a pastry chef.”

      “At three in the morning?”

      “I’m done by eleven when the restaurant opens.” She opened her closet to reveal a row of black and white checked chef pants beside pressed white jackets. Grabbing one of each, she started getting dressed. Let him watch. He’d already seen her naked. And he wouldn’t remember it anyway.

      But when she turned, Brandon was climbing into his own previously pressed pants and stretching his t-shirt over his head.

      Excellent.

      As he disappeared into the bathroom, she lit the candle for a third time.

      He must have only ducked in to wash his face or something, because he never closed the door and he was out before she had the first blossom burned.

      “Oh God, please. Not the incense again.” His handsome face twisted at the smell and his hands came up in front of him as though he could ward off the smoke. “Burn something else, I beg you.”

      Crap.

      There was no way she was going to be able to hand this man a sprig of burning lavender. Not that he’d remember later, but if she couldn’t get it into his hands now . . .

      “Then go into the living room. I want to burn it.”

      “Fine.” He made a face and shoved his hands in his pockets.

      Delilah sat for a few minutes of her precious morning time and watched the lavender turn to smoky ash. Would it matter if he just went out the door now? He wouldn’t forget, but he might go.

      Or he might come back.

      He just couldn’t come back. She couldn’t afford to see anyone. Maybe later when she was steadier on her feet, but not now. Not when she’d bungled the last time so badly. Not when she’d been so off her alignment earlier that night.

      She caught the falling ashes on a tissue and carefully wrapped them before tucking them into the wide pocket of her pants. Best to be prepared.

      Draping the chef jacket over one arm, she went out into the living room to find Brandon sitting there on the couch waiting for her. With a smile, she led him out of the apartment into the dark of night. Twice in the hallway and again in the elevator, she tried to slip the lavender ashes into his pocket. Since they’d accidentally left the bottle-green button down shirt where it had been kicked the night before, she was stuck trying to get the tissue into his pants pocket. Not an easy feat for someone with absolutely no sleight-of-hand skills.

      He evaded each attempt without even realizing it. So when he tugged at the door handle on the passenger side of her car, Delilah didn’t try to stop him. She’d slip the lavender to him—somehow—and let him off back at Gin’s. He could drive himself home from there.

      Unfortunately, having her hands on the wheel made it remarkably hard to stuff a tissue into his pocket. Especially when he was sitting on the only pockets he had. So she pulled up at Gin’s having made no headway whatsoever. “Here you go.”

      She’d kiss him and stuff it into his back pocket under the pretense of feeling him up.

      “Where are we?” He looked puzzled.

      Oh dear Goddess. “We’re at Gin’s. Isn’t your car here?”

      Bad move. How was she going to sneak in a passionate, stuff-ashes-in-your-pocket kiss after that snotty remark?

      “My car isn’t here. I’ll bet Dan drove it home.” His hand went to his head and he grinned. “I swear I’m still drunk. Did you slip me something?”

      Not in his drink.

      Delilah sucked in a breath. Was he half-spelled? Had all the partially burned lavender she’d handed him had an effect?

      She laughed as though, no, of course she hadn’t done any such thing. Then topped it off by rolling her eyes at him for being so silly.

      He grinned back, dimples emerging again as the humor spread across his face and into his eyes. “You know, you’re gorgeous when you think I’m being ridiculous.”

      She faked a laugh again. This was not good. Somewhere too deep down to remember, her heart gave a small tug. Even though she knew for a fact that he was snookered on lavender smoke and he didn’t mean a bit of it.

      To combat the melting around her heart, Delilah put an extra edge to her words. “Can’t you just call a cab?”

      “Sure.” Still he made no move to get out of her car.

      Delilah waited. For her efforts she was rewarded with, “I’ll call from your work. Can you feed me?”

      “You have got to be kidding me!” She blew. That was it. He wanted to be fed?

      All he had to do was hold the damn lavender while it burned. There wasn’t even a flame! Every other guy had thought the lavender was cute, or sweet, or interesting, or something, and they’d each gone out the door saying goodnight until she’d told them to forget. She’d made certain that it worked. Every time, she watched out the window, seeing them wander out the front of the apartment onto the sidewalk and take a confused look around. After a moment, they seemed to get their bearings and they’d walk off with no memory of her. Why couldn’t he?

      Why couldn’t he be serious? He could not come to work with her. Could not.

      As he broke into her mental rant, his voice was melodious and low, as though he were telling a lover a secret. “You made me work up an appetite. And I want to see where you work. I’ve never seen a pastry chef cook before. I’ll bet you’re fantastic.”

      “I’ll bet you’re high!” She retorted.

      He shrugged. “Sure sounds like it.”

      Her shoulders slumped. It was her fault he was high. Half cast spells were unpredictable and therefore dangerous. They weren’t always merely half as effective. There were often weird side effects. Clearly, Brandon was getting firsthand experience of that now.

      Delilah put the car in gear and thanked her stars that no one worked her shift with her. Of course, that was by design, but certainly not because she expected to be driving hot, hungry, half-spelled men into work with her. She couldn’t unleash him on society like this—middle of the night, high, left alone in the heart of Hollywood. Who knew what he’d do?

      She pulled up at the back entry to the restaurant without saying another word to him. She didn’t need to talk to him, she had a whole bitch session going in her head. Stepping out of the car, she finally spoke two words. “Come on.”

      Like a puppy—make that a large, tipsy, male puppy—he followed her into the kitchen. Paying attention to him out of the corner of her eye, Delilah grabbed her old-fashioned time card that she secretly loved and punched in five minutes before three. Deep night converged beyond the windows blocking all sense of the world outside the brushed steel walls.

      Brandon watched as she slipped her arms into the chef’s jacket and buttoned the white cord frogs across the front. She pulled her hair clip from her pocket, only briefly noting that she’d tucked the red one there before hanging it in her closet.

      He tilted his head. “Very fifties.”

      She smiled and slipped her ponytail into the matching hair net sewn into the huge red bow. “It was either this or those nylon things. I love to cook, and I like my hair long.”

      His eyes hinted that he was interested in more. And maybe that his brain still wasn’t quite screwed in straight. “It’s kinda sexy.”

      No, it was the only non-cafeteria-lady way around something that was necessary. But he took that thought out of her head as he braced his hands on the counter behind him and prepared to hop up.

      “Don’t!” She reached out to pull him away.

      Startled, he let her.

      He was probably a smart man. He’d seemed so before she’d messed with his head. It was all her fault that his decision making skills were shot. She explained. “You can’t put your butt on the counter, I cook people’s food there.”

      It was time to end this. She pulled the tissue with the ashes from her pocket, then frowned. He was a little loopy, not stupid. He wouldn’t just take the ashes from her. He’d want to know what it was. While she was strong enough to nudge him, only the very best could make a creature act against its nature. Jules had been able to, but not Delilah. There was no way she could completely override his strong dislike of the stuff.

      When she looked up, he was gone.

      Her breath sucked in and her heart fluttered with panic. Her soon-to-be-ex lover was a little drunk and now lost at her job.

      But he reappeared from the office with her boss’s chair, which he promptly plopped into the open space beside her and then he plopped his sweet ass into it. His eyes twinkled and he grinned the same grin that had made her take him home in the first place. “So, what do you do first?”

      She sighed. First, she thought, I solve all my problems. On to Plan D.

      There was a note that the pile of small pumpkins in the corner was overstock from a cancelled wedding. The groom had left with his old flame and the restaurant was left with an overabundance of shrimp, asparagus, halibut, dark chocolate, and pumpkins.

      While she couldn’t go back and convince the bride that getting married was a bad idea, she could solve the pumpkins and chocolate problem, that was for sure. Turning to Brandon, she motioned with her fingers. “If you want to eat, wash your hands. You’ll have to earn it.”

      “I thought I already did.” He protested, but his body belied his words, already eagerly getting to his feet.

      Delilah thought better of handing him a large knife. She didn’t think he should be wielding it, especially if he ever realized she was to blame for the fact that the room was still spinning around him just a little. So she gave him a big metal spoon instead.

      She capped the first pumpkin and set Brandon to scraping the insides clean and washing out the seeds. She chopped large cubes of the orange squash and had him feed them into the industrial strength food processor. When the pumpkin was thoroughly pulverized, Delilah picked up a tongue depressor from a steel canister and tasted it before expertly tossing the taster stick into the trash.

      Handing him a new large spoon, she told him to move the mixture into a steel bowl and laughed when he mimicked her motions, picking up a wooden stick and licking off the orange mash. He made the worst face. “That doesn’t taste right. Isn’t it supposed to be sweeter?”

      “No, silly, it’s squash. We have to add sugar and cream and spices.”

      Together they poured in huge quantities of vanilla, molasses, brown sugar and sorghum honey. She had him grate nutmeg into the mix, which he agreed to only after he had examined the acorn-looking nuts thoroughly. Most people had never seen nutmeg except as a pulverized powder from a can, and Mr. Video-games was no exception.

      When the batter was ready, she began ladling it into individual ceramic baking dishes and popping them into the oven. Brandon, with nothing to keep him busy, placed his hands on either side of his hips, where he leaned against the counter. Something about the way he stood there, the way he commanded the space around him, made her wish she had another night with him. But wasn’t that the whole point? She couldn’t handle another night. Certainly not with a man who’d had his tongue loosened and yet was still polite and sweet and occasionally shooting her those wicked grins.

      Delilah had no idea how the half-spell would change his normal behavior, but she did know that she hadn’t done anything strong enough to make him cluck like a chicken or do anything he wouldn’t normally do. She couldn’t make a complete ass into Prince Charming. Aside from being a little pushy, he was fun and funny and sweet and a little silly. There was no way she’d survive another night without getting attached, and she knew from experience that would be bad. So she had to get him out of here. Even if she was having fun.

      She reminded herself that she’d likely be fired if she were caught.

      Turning, she gave him a new set of instructions. “Get down that big pot, and pull out that bin of sugar.”

      Like a kid, he eagerly went about each task. Even when she taught him to weigh the sugar, he did the work carefully. She made him do it in small batches, keeping him busy measuring and dumping it into the pot.

      It didn’t matter how much sugar was in the pot at all. Only that he didn’t see as she added a little extra honey and the lavender ashes to the last dish of pumpkin. She pushed it to the front corner of the oven before shutting the door.

      She then wet the sugar in the pot and had him stir it while it heated into goo. When it hit thread stage she pulled the pot off the flame and attempted to teach him how to make doodads.

      “What?” He leaned a little too close for her sanity and she tried to take a step back.

      “Doodads. Those crispy sugar-art things that come on your dessert.” She couldn’t help it. She wound up grinning. Then laughing full out, when he was forced to eat the vast majority of the designs he had poured simply to hide the evidence. He shoved three of them in her mouth after she insulted their looks.

      She smelled the pumpkin cakes hitting their peak and pulled them from the oven, showing him how they had each risen to the point just before the surface cracked, then slapped at his hand as he made a motion to grab one. “We aren’t done.”

      She made him watch while she whisked eggs and cooked heavy cream into pastry custard. She added a shot of Kahlua and handed him a taster stick. When it hit his tongue, he moaned, much as he had only five hours before. She tried to ignore his look of ecstasy as his green eyes rolled back before he tossed the stick into the trash and reached for another.

      Delilah made him hold the pastry bag while she filled it. She fitted it with a needle-like tip and amazed him as she injected the cream into the center of each cake, taking advantage of the holes that had formed while it baked. At last she handed him the needle to hold, and he made her laugh again as he mimicked injecting the cream directly into his veins. She formed her hands around his, showing him how to inject the cream. She let him do two of the cakes, one of which was his with the lavender baked in.

      She whipped fresh cream and piped it on top of one of the cakes, grating more nutmeg shavings across the top and sticking a doodad in to finish it off. Carefully she added two apple shavings and three raspberries to a plate and set the whole concoction on a pedestal that she then covered with a glass dome.

      “Noooo!” Brandon wailed. “It’s for display?”

      He drooled at the pretty little cake behind the glass, and Delilah couldn’t help the chuckle that surfaced. “That one is so the staff knows how to present it. They add all the whipped cream and garnish when it’s ordered.” She used a black china marker on the glass dome to label the parts.

      Still Brandon looked bereft. Good.

      She smiled at him, even though it made her feel a little hollow inside. Maybe he didn’t deserve this, but she was committed.

      Here goes nothing. “You want one?”

      “You have to ask?”

      So she made two, hers and the lavender cake. She dolled them up with toppings and added the last survivors of his mutant doodad collection. Then she handed him a spoon.

      While she carefully ate her cake and licked whipped cream off the spoon, she watched as he savored each bite. If he tasted the lavender, then he didn’t realize it wasn’t supposed to be there. Baked in, with all that sugar like it was, he probably couldn’t tell. Which was just as good.

      He ate each last bite, before he looked out the window to see the sun start to lighten the sky. Then he cocked his head at her as though he wanted to ask a question but it had slipped his mind.

      “Come on.” She took his hand and led him out the back door. Pressing a quick kiss to his lips, she whispered “forget”.
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      Light streamed in through the windows at an odd angle, startling him from a very deep sleep. His head was muzzy and his vision was strangely sideways. Odd noises, like digital bird sounds, flitted beyond the edge of his grasp. It took a few moments to gather the off-kilter sensations together into a full picture.

      Brandon realized he was lying on his couch—poorly. One leg hung off the side, and his head was resting on the arm, his neck at an odd and painful angle. He was still in yesterday’s clothes. He didn’t remember yesterday ending, only that he and Dan had taken the very smooth-talking Richard Cain out for beers.

      So it had to be the next day.

      Something about the light still bothered him, until he looked over his shoulder to the microwave display in his kitchen, one of the few clocks he had in his house. 12:14.

      Holy Crap! He sprung up. It was noon. That explained why the light was so bright. Why the angle seemed so odd. It was hours past when he should have been up. Past when he should have been at work.

      The chirping sound called his attention back to the sleek black and silver state-of-the-art phone. Caller ID showed it was his partner calling—probably wondering where the hell he was. Pushing the ‘talk’ button, Brandon sank down on the sofa in a seated position—the way the makers had intended it to be used.

      “Hi, Dan.” He croaked from beneath the hand he was rubbing across his face. He could hear the sounds of the office in the background.

      Dan just laughed. “I didn’t expect you to be in early, but seriously, bud, we have to head out of here in an hour. I called twice already and was about to come peel your sorry ass off the floor.”

      Brandon groaned. “You waited until noon?”

      Another laugh came across the line. “Well, you left with that blonde last night. I figured you might need a while to recuperate.”

      “Hmph. Try ‘resuscitate’.” His throat felt like he’d swallowed his t-shirt. Dirty.

      “That good?” No chuckle this time.

      Brandon groaned soul-deep in his chest. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t remember any of it.”

      “Really?” There was no more laughter from Dan. That alone told Brandon that the situation was possibly more serious than he’d thought.

      He took stock and started talking. “I don’t feel hung-over. Not like I did when I drank too much in college. No headache, no upset stomach. But I’m not right.”

      Dan’s voice was suddenly louder and the background noise disappeared—he’d taken off the speaker phone. “And you don’t remember? I mean, she was hot, and she walked you right out of that bar.”

      Brandon searched the corners of his brain. He remembered telling Richard to back off from someone. He remembered going to the bar for more beer. “The three of us sat in a booth together. I ordered more beer . . . . After that, I’m pulling a blank.”

      “You’re obviously at your place, since I called on the land-line.” Brandon could hear the thoughts churning through Dan’s mind. “I’m guessing you would have noticed if your kidneys were missing.”

      That opened his eyes. Just for safe measure, and because he did feel odd, Brandon checked. Then breathed a little easier. “No, I didn’t wake up in a tub of ice.”

      “Did you check your wallet?”

      “Crap!”

      Brandon dropped the phone to the wood floor for once not caring if he marred it. He’d been had. He knew it.

      But his fingers found his wallet in his back pocket. Quickly he thumbed through it—his driver’s license and credit cards were exactly where they were supposed to be. With a sigh, he scooped the phone off the floor. “It’s all here.”

      “All of it?”

      For the next five minutes he and Dan discussed the contents of his wallet and decided that he had to call all his cards and make sure she hadn’t copied the numbers and used them over the phone or something. He didn’t carry his social security card in his wallet, thankfully.

      Eventually, Dan sighed. “Is there anything else you can remember? Anything weird? Some clue?”

      Brandon thought for a moment, then sniffed the air. “I smell pumpkin.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      “No. I smell pumpkin.” He walked around the small house sniffing. First the kitchen, although he didn’t—couldn’t—cook so that wasn’t really logical, then his bedroom. It took a few more tries before he found the source. “It’s me. My clothes smell like pie.”

      Dan groaned. “Don’t call your credit cards. You weren’t robbed. You probably have a brain tumor.”

      Finally, Brandon found some humor in the situation. He replied in his best Arnold Schwarzenegger voice, “It’s not a tumor.”

      Dan didn’t laugh. “Look, you shouldn’t drive. Just get dressed. I’ll come get you for the meeting.”

      There was a click on the line as Dan hung up.

      Gently setting the receiver back in the cradle, Brandon set about gathering all the cards and money he’d spilled from his wallet. The lingering scent of pumpkin pie followed him until he peeled his clothes and climbed into the shower.
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      Delilah stripped the bed a little more furiously than necessary. She was tired as hell.

      Well, duh, she thought, she’d hardly slept last night. And when she had, there’d been a man in her bed. It turned out that just having a warm male body beside her brought back all sorts of unhappy memories. During the day she recalled flashes of bad dreams she’d had the night before.

      So, no bar prowling tonight. She arrived home just after eleven and decided it was time for a good night’s sleep. Only, when she climbed under the covers, her eyes refused to close and her brain churned.

      Still early in the day, the light was pouring in through the cracks around the blinds. Faint noises came from the apartment just on the other side of her wall. Scents of Brandon and sex had lingered in the fine weave of the cotton. When she finally started to drift off, she got hot and bothered. And that just bothered her. The man wasn’t even here, and he was still getting to her. That wasn’t good.

      After an hour of suffering, she gave up. She peeled the bed linens and walked down the hallway to the laundry room to wash him away.

      Forty minutes after that, she decided that she should have just thrown the bedclothes in the hamper and put on her old sheets. It was her stubbornness that had led her to want to sleep on the Egyptian cotton with only the smell of fabric softener. And that was the problem with the community laundry room: once you started, you were committed.

      So she sat in her living room waiting on the washing machine and pondering her ability to cast a ‘forget’ spell on herself. Eventually she decided against it, realizing that she’d likely just forget her laundry and lose her expensive sheets to a greedy neighbor. Also, if anything went wrong she’d never remember what she’d done, so she’d have no clue how to fix it.

      Bummer.

      She walked down the hall and transferred the sheets to the dryer and dried them on ‘low.’ It was kindest to the cotton, but today the extra time was unkind to her. She wound up watching infomercials to stay awake and before she knew it she had spent some of her savings and a Showtime Rotisserie was on its way to her doorstep. She almost called back and cancelled the order, but that would be too much trouble. It wasn’t about the money, she had backup money. She had no intention of ever touching it, but it was there.

      Later, she finally got the fresh sheets on her bed and fell into a deep and blissful sleep, only to have her alarm go off in the middle of the night, yanking her from some seriously wicked dreams involving pumpkin cakes and pastry cream and, of course, Brandon.

      Delilah fought the urge to call in sick—which was really just cruel when she considered that the executive chef/owner had likely only gone to bed about two hours earlier. When she hired on, they’d asked if she called in sick a lot. In two and a half years she hadn’t once. So she wasn’t going to start now. Certainly not over a man she knew for a fact wouldn’t recognize her on the street.

      Pulling on her checked pants, she thought about how he had blinked his eyes just outside the door to the restaurant. He’d looked confused for a moment, then pulled out a tiny, fancy cell phone and called a cab. She’d heard the car pull up and peeked out the window to see Brandon glancing at the buildings all around him. From the alley, in the dark, the place looked deserted. He had to have wondered what the hell he was doing there. But he wouldn’t even remember that later. He wouldn’t be able to trace a path back to her.

      Determined to wash him from her brain, Delilah pulled the hair tie from her pocket. The blue rose. She stuffed them there when the jackets came back from the dry cleaners. One time, early on, she’d showed up to work without a hair net.

      Once.

      Now she had a spare in her tiny cubby in the office and one stuffed into the pocket of each clean chef jacket in her closet. Concentrating on her reflection, she pulled up the blonde loops of her hair, brushing it back, over and over until the ponytail was smooth.

      Her husband had always raved about her hair. And she’d loved that he loved it. He’d commented on it. Stroked it. Admired it. Right up until the day he’d died.

      Delilah didn’t think so much of it anymore. Her long hair was just something frivolous and probably not as beautiful as he’d said. Now it was just something to tuck out of the way into the pretty little net attached to the large turquoise fabric rose.

      With her jacket draped over her arm, she headed down the hall to the garage and pulled out into the still of night.

      Street lamps spilled light across the sidewalks, illuminating the pinkish stars set into the concrete. People walked down Hollywood Boulevard or lingered under the lights, even at this hour. Still, you could tell it was two-thirty in the morning, because there were less of them, and more of the people who were there were in pairs or were trying to be.

      In the dark, it was easier to see that the streets actually did sparkle. Leave it to Hollywood to sprinkle their asphalt with glitter. But she liked it. It was exactly what she needed. Exactly where she fit in. All show and magick, with little requirement for substance.

      Her work was only eight blocks away, but she always drove. Things might look
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