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Dedication
 
To our husbands and families.



Chapter One
 
 
 
How could my parents send me away to a boarding school?

Lily stared up through the car window at the massive brick building with its perfectly manicured lawns and wanted to scream. She was sick of switching schools. Emerson Academy would be the second one this school year and it was only November.
“We’re here, Miss Lily.” The driver turned and smiled.
“Stop calling me that.” She glared at him.
Panic crossed his face. “I’m sorry. I forgot. Let me grab your bags for you.” He fumbled with the driver’s side door handle.
Lily rolled her eyes. She hated the way guys acted like complete fools around her. She could thank her mother for that. Leaning her head back against the leather seat, she sighed. It wasn’t fair. All she wanted was to make friends and have a normal teenage life. Unfortunately, that wasn’t what she was born into. Why couldn't life be simple?
Harold, the driver, opened the car door for her. The bitter cold air rushed in and she shivered. She swung her long legs to the side and stepped out of the car. Zipping up her black puffy jacket, she couldn’t help but think how she’d be in shorts and a t-shirt back home. Damn them for making me come here. 
“Allow me to bring your bags up to your room?” Harold sounded like he was begging. 
“No! I’m perfectly capable of bringing my bags in.” She scowled, but then saw the hurt in Harold’s light brown eyes. It wasn’t fair for her to take out her anger on the driver; he was only doing his job. “But, thank you. I don't want the other kids to think I'm a spoiled rich kid.”
Lily grabbed her two black leather roller bags from the trunk, and set them on the ground, pulling up the handles so she could drag them behind her. The school loomed ahead, tall and forbidding. It was much larger than any other school she had attended. It looked more like a college campus than a high school. Lily sighed, braced herself, and walked towards the large wooden door. 
It wasn't even her fault that she got kicked out of the last school. Well, she didn't exactly get kicked out—her parents decided it was best if she left. 
One of the boys had become obsessive and was stalking her. Lily shuddered as she recalled the wild look in his eyes the night he came through her bedroom window. She was sent away the very next day. Even though she realized her parents were only trying to protect her, it still sucked. 
Lily grasped the large, cold brass door handle and took a deep breath. It’s just another school, she told herself. Holding her head high, she walked through the door. Bright fluorescent lights greeted her. The warm air felt nice compared to the frozen tundra outside. The minute she crossed the threshold, people turned to look. She could feel the eyes of the students on her as she headed down the long hallway, but tried her best to ignore their stares. It had been loud when she walked in and now a pin could be heard if it dropped.
She had to go to the housing office to get the key for her room. She glanced around at the bright yellow walls and felt small next to the soaring high ceilings. Unfortunately, she had no idea where she was going, so she was forced to stop and ask someone for directions. Sighing, she turned to a tall boy with curly, blond hair and blue-green eyes. “Could you tell me where the housing office is?”
The boy looked around. “Are you talking to me?”
“Yes. Where is the housing office?” It took a lot of self-control not to let her annoyance show.
“Um, it’s right down the hall; the last door on the left. Do you want me to take you there?” he asked a little too eagerly. 
“No, thank you.” She turned and walked off as he gaped after her. She would never get used to the way boys reacted to her. 
Lily reached her destination and pushed the door open. 
An older lady with grey hair and kind blue eyes looked up from the papers on her desk. “Can I help you?” she asked.
Lily nodded. “My name is Lily Anderson. I’m here for my room keys.”
She looked right into Lily’s eyes. “Oh, yes. Lily, you have a lovely voice. It sounds musical. Do you sing?” She rummaged around the top of her desk. 
"Um, thank you. I only sing in the shower." Lily glanced around the large office. She could tell they had tried to make it feel welcoming. The walls were painted a warm, light mocha and had tastefully-placed beautiful artwork. A couple of large plants rested in the corners and a relaxing fountain made of rocks added to the ambience. 
“Ah, here it is.” The clerk held up a large manila envelope and handed it to Lily. 
Lily opened the envelope. Inside were keys and a class schedule. “Thanks.”
“You have to sign here for them.” The woman tapped her pen on the clipboard. 
Lily took the pen and signed her name. When she was done, she glanced at the keychain. Room 244. “Do you have a map?”
“You don’t need one. Just go up the stairs to your left and turn down the first hall. It’ll be the last room on your right.”
Thanking the lady again, Lily headed up to her room. She followed directions and found herself standing in front of room 244. Her heart was pounding. She couldn’t believe she was going to have to share a room with a stranger. Making friends didn’t come easy to her. Lily hoped her roommate wasn't going to hate her like most girls.  
She put the key in the lock, took one last deep breath, and opened the door. On one of the beds sat a girl who was the complete opposite of Lily. 
Her hair was a mess of orange-red curls and her chubby face was covered in freckles. The girl looked up from her laptop startled. She pushed her glasses higher on her slightly up-turned nose. 
“Sorry,” Lily muttered. “I should’ve knocked. I’m Lily.”
The girl looked Lily up and down taking in her long, brown locks of hair. She had flawless, creamy skin with the most perfect rosy cheeks Hannah had ever seen. Lily’s full lips were just right for her face, as were her oval-shaped, olive green eyes. She was the definition of beautiful, and oozed sex appeal. 
“Another beauty queen,” she mumbled, eyeing Lily cautiously.
“What?” Lily’s eyebrows furrowed.
“I said I’m Hannah.”
Lily pursed her lips. She was pretty sure Hannah had said something else, but she ignored it. She looked around the small room. “I take it that’s my side?” The room was probably 10x10. It looked like a closet compared to her room at home.
“Yeah, it’s all yours.” Hannah smiled knowingly.
Lily threw her bags down and sat on the small twin-sized bed, which was surprisingly comfortable. She ran her hand over the plain white comforter. The walls were also white and bare. She would have to spruce up her side of the room. 
Hannah had tried to make her side cheerful. She had a bright purple comforter with lime green throw pillows, and band posters covered her wall. She even had a string of lights above her headboard. 
“Do you need any help setting up?” Hannah asked shyly.
“I didn’t really bring much. I probably won’t be here long. I tend to go through schools quickly.”
Hannah sat up, her deep blue eyes bright with curiosity. “You get kicked out of schools? Why? Drugs, grades, attitude, sex, boys?”
“The last one.”
“I’m not surprised. You are stunning.” Hannah sighed.
“So, how’s this place?” Lily wanted to change the subject.
“Average boarding school.”
Lily shrugged. “Well, this is my first time at a boarding school.”
“Oh. It’s okay I guess. The teachers are good, but most of the students are stuck up. I’m not what you would call popular, so if you want to hang out with the cool kids, you should not be seen in public with me.”
Lily looked up in surprise, trying to catch a hint of humor on the girl’s face, but there was none. Hannah was an outcast—much like Lily. “That’s ridiculous. I wonder if we have any classes together?” Lily pulled out her schedule. 
They compared schedules and found they shared a couple classes. Lily felt a surge of hope at the thought of finally having a real friend. Girls usually despised her, and boys were out of the question.
Lily began to unpack her bags. As she stacked her t-shirts, shorts, jeans and dresses, she realized most of them wouldn’t be appropriate for the weather this far north. She’d have to go shopping for some warmer clothes. She glanced at Hannah. "Maybe, we can go shopping together sometime?"
The girl looked shocked. "Really? I would love that. Hopefully, you could give me some pointers. I'm lacking in the style department."
"That would be fun." Lily smiled warmly. 
After the clothes were unpacked, she took out the teal comforter and polka-dotted sheets and made up her bed. In the other bag, she took out her personal things: some make-up, a few books, and a stuffed animal from her childhood. She placed the worn brown bear on her bed. It reminded her of the days when life was easy, when she didn’t have to think about what she was—a  time that she wished she could go back to. 
“That’s a pretty necklace,” Hannah commented.
Lily’s hand flew up to the delicate silver necklace around her neck. A large purple amethyst crystal dangled from it. “Thank you.” 
Her parents had given her the necklace almost four years ago, on her thirteenth birthday—when her world had come crashing down. She remembered the conversation like it was yesterday. 
Her parents sat her down in the living room and handed her the box. “It’s so pretty,” Lily said with a gasp. 
“It is beautiful, but it’s much more than that. Now that you’re thirteen, you need to know about your family history,” her mother said.
Lily looked at them curiously and tried to lighten the mood. “Am I adopted?”
Her parents didn’t laugh. They looked serious. Her mom spoke again, “I know this will be hard to believe. But, there is no easy way to tell you. Lily, you’re a succubus.” 
“A what?”
"A succubus." Her mom took her hand. "I know this sounds scary, but it's really not that bad."
Lily racked her brain trying to remember what a succubus was. "Mom, you’re freaking me out. Is this some kind of a joke? What the hell is a succubus? Isn't it some kind of demon? I'm not a demon!" 
"Honey, demons have gotten such a bad rap. Not all demons are bad. Just hear me out. Like most things in mythology, what you read or see on TV is only a sliver of the truth. Succubi are not evil. We do not try to kill men in their sleep."
Lily jerked her hand back from her mom’s and shook her head vigorously. No way. This is freaking insane. "So what exactly does a succubus do?" 
"Your desires are amplified. Men will be unable to resist you, and you can drain their life force from them through sex if you are not careful. Even kissing can be dangerous. It's best if you don't have any relationships until you learn to control your powers." 
“I can’t ever have a boyfriend?”
“Just for a while.” Her mom nodded her head towards the box. "The necklace will help you. It will help keep you calm and reduce anger. It's also a dream stone, so it will help you sleep.” Her mother had paused and looked over at Lily’s father for support. “You do have the ability to visit others in your dreams, however the stone should dampen it. Don't worry you cannot kill anyone in your dreams, I promise. No idea how that rumor got started." She shrugged.
Lily shook her head. Her mind was racing. "I don't understand any of this. How does it work? I'm not any more attractive than half the girls in my school. Why would men not be able to resist me?"
"I'm sure you've learned of pheromones in school? It's sort of like that but a thousand times stronger. Succubi excrete a hormone that instantly attracts males. Our body fluids are poisonous to humans."
Lily looked at her father, a very handsome man. He had brown hair that had mostly turned grey and bright blue eyes that crinkled when he smiled. 
"Are you human?"
"Yes, I'm human." He laughed.
"Well, why doesn't mom drain the life out of you?" She paused. "If this is all true."
"Why do you think I take so many business trips? Distance helps. We love each other, so we make it work. There are also some herbal remedies that I take before we..." His face flushed and he looked at Lily’s mom for help.
"Gross! I get it, Dad." 
A voice startled Lily out of her memory. She glanced at her roommate. 
Hannah was staring at her. “Earth to Lily. Is everything okay?”
“Sorry. I’m fine. I was just thinking about my parents. I still can’t believe they sent me away. They didn’t even fly out here with me.” Lily took off her shoes, so she didn’t have to look at Hannah. 
“I know that feeling. My parents don’t visit much either. They claim they’re too busy, and yet they always find time for my brothers and sisters.”
“That sucks.” Lily didn’t know what else to say. She moved her pillows around trying to busy herself. She wasn't used to this much personal interaction it made her uncomfortable. “What do you do for fun around here?”
“I read a lot and play on my laptop.”
“Oh.” Lily wasn’t a big reader.
“There’s an ice skating rink close by.”
Now that might be interesting, Lily thought. She didn’t know how to ice skate, but she’d like to learn.
“Dinner starts in a few minutes,” Hannah said. “Do you want me to show you the way?”
Lily hesitated. She really didn’t want to face the other kids yet, but her stomach rumbled and she knew she would have to. “Sure.”
Hannah stood up and slipped on her slippers and a long purple sweater that tied at the waist. They left the room, the door automatically locking behind them. As Hannah led Lily down to the dining hall, they passed a lot of other students, who stopped what they were doing and stared. 
When they walked into the dining hall, a hush came over the crowd. Everyone seemed to stop talking and gawk at them. One dark haired boy looked up and saw them as he emerged from the line. He wasn’t watching where he was going and he tripped over his own feet, sending his food flying.
“Wow!” Hannah muttered.
Lily rolled her eyes. Looked like this place wasn’t going to be any different than the others.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
 
Lily woke up to the sound of Hannah's obnoxious alarm clock. Stretching she asked, "What time is it?"
"Six.”
She groaned. “Why?”
“I like to get up early." Hannah flung open the curtain and the sunlight pierced Lily’s eyes. 
"Ugh!" Lily rolled back over and covered her eyes with her arm. "Classes don’t start until eight-thirty. Wake me up at eight."
"What about breakfast? You need to eat and then maybe we can walk around campus. I'm trying to lose weight. It would be nice to have the company. Please!"
"Fine." Lily threw the blankets off her and couldn't help but smile. If getting up early was what she had to do to have a friend, it was well worth it. She’d just need to get used to it.
"Let me jump in the shower. I'll be ready in fifteen minutes."
Hannah's mouth dropped. "You can get that gorgeous in only fifteen minutes? Genetics were good to you!"
Ha! If she only knew, Lily thought. 
Lily showered and threw her hair in a bun. She let it down after it dried and didn't bother with make-up. Taking a look at the tacky uniform—a blue and gold plaid skirt with a white blouse that had a rounded collar—she cringed. She felt like she was in grade school as she pulled on her knee-high socks. 
"Don't forget the vest." Hannah threw a navy blue sweater vest to her when she walked out of the bathroom.
"Ah, how could I forget the vest?" Lily smiled and they both laughed. It felt good to laugh. 
Breakfast went the same way dinner had the night before. After they finished eating, Lily and Hannah walked outside. A strong wind blew the brisk air right up Lily’s skirt. She nervously pushed it back down glancing around to see if anyone had noticed. She shivered and once again wished she were back home in the south where it was warm. 
As they rounded a corner, they came face to face with a bunch of girls. Lily knew that she and Hannah were in trouble when the blonde one stepped forward with narrowed eyes. 
She was pretty in a high maintenance way. She had on so much make up that her face looked painted on. 
“You should leave,” the girl said as she cocked her head to the side and looked Lily up and down.
“We’d be glad to if you move out of our way,” Lily responded.
Hannah’s eyes widened. 
“That’s not what I meant. You should leave the school. We don’t want you here. You don't belong here.” The girls to her left and right nodded in agreement.
Lily looked at her indifferently. She was used to this kind of treatment. It got old and she was bored with it. Rolling her eyes, Lily said, “I’ll leave when I’m good and ready. Now, if you’ll excuse us...” She pushed past the group of girls. 
Lily peeked over at Hannah whose mouth was still hanging open. 
“I can’t believe you just did that,” Hannah said.
“Why? They’re nothing.”
“That was Samantha. She'll ruin you. She's the most popular girl here. She runs this school.” Hannah nervously tugged at her shirtsleeve. 
“I’m not worried.”
Hannah fell silent as they continued on their walk. Lily hoped her behavior hadn’t scared her new friend away.
“It’s time to get to class,” Hannah said a few minutes later. “We have first period together.” 
Hannah led the way. When they reached the academic building, a boy came out of nowhere and opened the door for them. 
“Let me get that for you,” he said with a smile.
“Thanks.”
“Can I get you anything? Drink? Snack? Show you to your class?” the red-haired boy asked eagerly. He gave Lily an infectious smile. Sometimes it was hard to follow her mother’s advice. 
“No, thank you,” Lily responded politely.
He frowned, looking like a lost puppy, and walked away. It only took ten seconds for the next boy to approach them.
“Hi. I’m Wyatt. Do you need help finding your class?”
“Wyatt, you’re not in our class,” Hannah said, looking at him strangely. “Besides I’m taking her.” 
Wyatt looked at Hannah like he hadn’t even realized she was there. “Oh.” He started to walk away, then stopped and turned back around. “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do for you?”
Lily shook her head. 
Wyatt shoved his hands in his pockets and walked away.
“You weren’t kidding about boys being a problem for you,” Hannah remarked.
Lily shrugged, not knowing what to say. Boys were always a problem for her, in fact, people in general were. Girls couldn't stand her and boys loved her. It was what being a succubus was all about. She was quite surprised—and grateful—that Hannah was still willing to be around her. 
Hannah walked into a classroom and Lily followed. All the talking stopped and the students looked up, staring at her. 
The teacher was sitting at his desk. He stood up as soon as he noticed the new girl. After staring for a few seconds longer than what was appropriate, he said, “Miss Anderson, I presume. Welcome to English. You can pick any seat you like.”
“Thank you.” Lily blushed at the teacher’s obvious attraction to her and took a seat in the back of the room. Older guys gave her the creeps, and he was old enough to be her father. 
Glancing at the chalkboard, she saw his name was Mr. Thompson. She felt his eyes still on her still, so she sat down quickly. Eventually, Mr. Thompson snapped out of it and began the lesson. She made it through the morning without too much trouble. Most of the girls ignored her, and as usual, the boys were tried to get her attention and failed miserably. 
***
Jake had heard all the fuss and wanted no part of it. 
A new girl, more beautiful than anybody they had ever seen. Blah, blah, blah. He intended to stay far away and succeeded until after lunch when she walked out of the academic building and right into him. 
 His heart skidded to a stop. He couldn’t believe it. She took his breath away—literally. This was the girl from his dreams. How could he dream about her having never seen her before? It wasn’t just someone that resembled her—it was her. Each wave of hair, the exact color of her eyes, and even the necklace she wore. Everything was the same from his dream. The only thing that was missing was the white dress she always wore.
"I'm sorry. I wasn't paying attention," Lily murmured. Her heart skipped a beat when she looked into his clear sky-blue eyes. He was the most attractive boy she had ever laid eyes on. She moved to the side to pass him and he moved at the same time blocking her way. His hand touched her arm and a strange tingling feeling ran through her body. She had flashes of pushing him against the wall and running her hands through his hair. What the hell was wrong with her? She had never reacted this way to a boy before. 
He jerked his hand back as if he had touched fire but couldn’t take his eyes off her. 
Lily gave a nervous laugh. She subconsciously touched her necklace: it made her relax. Feeling more in control, she said, "Excuse me." She brushed past him and willed herself not to turn to get another glimpse of his beautiful face. 
Jake turned and watched her walk away. Her hair swung seductively back and forth as she walked. He had literally been dreaming about that girl for weeks. Every time he closed his eyes at night she was there. In his dreams, she always wore a long, white flowing dress. She looked innocent and sexy at the same time. She never talked to him; she just tried to lure him away. Walking backwards, she would shoot him a sexy smile. When he would advance, she would turn away running and her laughter echoed in his mind. It drove him crazy he was never able to catch up with her. He always woke up feeling empty. 
Get a grip, he told himself. There had to be an explanation. She was just a girl. He had been around long enough to know girls were nothing but trouble. He wasn't about to get his heart crushed again. 
Jake went to his room. He couldn't get her face out of his mind. Maybe it was time for him to move. He had been hanging around this town long enough. It wouldn't be long before he would have to run anyway. The more he thought about it, he knew he couldn't leave, at least not yet. He wanted to find out more about the girl, and why she was haunting his dreams. Maybe it had something to do with the curse that had been placed on his father hundreds of years ago? 
 



Chapter Three
 
 
 
Lily leaned up against the tree trying to compose herself. What was it about that boy with the shaggy dark brown hair that had her so flushed? She had to stop herself from reaching out and brushing the hair out of his gorgeous blue eyes. No! I had to stay away from him. Her mother had warned her that she would only bring him harm. Lily was so confused. Why did my heart speed up at the thought of him? 
“There you are!” Hannah exclaimed as she approached the tree Lily had been hiding behind. “You okay? Did something happen?”
Lily looked down embarrassed. She certainly couldn’t tell Hannah how she felt. “No, just needed a breather. New schools are always overwhelming at first.”
Hannah studied Lily for a minute. Her cheeks were red and her hands were shaking. Maybe it was just from the cold, or a case of nerves. Hannah really didn’t think it was that cold, but Lily had said she was from the south. “Where are you from again?”
“Texas,” Lily answered. 
“That’s a big move.”
“Yeah. My parents thought they’d try sending me to a boarding school.” If the last twenty-four hours was a clue, this school wasn’t going to be any better than the other ones. She didn’t know what her parents were thinking.
Together, they walked back to the academic building. Algebra was next. She was lucky that math had always come easy to her. She was glad to see it was a female teacher. Lily smiled and said, “I’m Lily Anderson.”
Mrs. Penney was a dark haired woman in a pressed skirt suit. She returned Lily’s smile with a bright one of her own. "Welcome to Emerson Academy. Here's the syllabus.”
Lily reached over to grab the sheet of paper.
Mrs. Penney sniffed the air. "What kind of perfume are you wearing? It's wonderful."
Lily shifted uncomfortably. "I'm not wearing perfume."
"Really? Must be your soap. Please be seated." The teacher pointed to a desk in the back of the room. 
“Thanks.” Lily turned and began walking to the back of the room. She noticed that the mean girl from earlier, Samantha, was in this class.
As Lily passed her, Samantha stuck her foot out into the aisle. Luckily, Lily saw it and stepped over it. 
Lily leaned down to the girl’s ear. “Nice try.” She then continued to her new desk. She was glad to see that she had the seat next to Hannah.
Samantha looked like she was fuming as she tapped her foot on the seat in front of her. Lily smirked. When you had to deal with this stuff all of your life, you knew what they might throw at you. 
Samantha turned towards Lily and said, “You’ll never fit in here especially if you keep hanging around lardo over there.”
Lily felt the anger rise in her body. Glancing at Hannah who was stricken in her seat, she leaned forward and loudly said, "I don't believe we have properly met. From the looks of you, I would say you are the school whore?"  
Samantha's jaw dropped open. She closed it, crossed her arms, and faced the front of the room. Lily figured no one had ever dared talk back to her, so she didn't know how to react. 
The door flung open and in walked the boy from the courtyard. Once again, Lily’s heart skipped a few beats. She quickly looked away; she didn't want to make eye contact with him. 
The teacher looked up. “Nice of you to join us, Mr. O'Connor. Please try to be on time.”
He muttered an apology to the teacher and hurried to his desk. He sat diagonal from Lily and across from Samantha. 
"Hi, Jake." Samantha bit her lip coyly. 
Lily wanted to puke. Much to Lily's surprise, Jake ignored Samantha. She had to admit it made her happy. Jake glanced over his shoulder at Lily, but quickly turned around. 
This was not good. She couldn't focus at all during class. She kept staring at the boy. He had a perfect profile with his aquiline nose and high cheekbones. He reminded her of a Greek statue. Lily looked down at her paper and noticed she had been drawing hearts in her notebook. She crumpled up the paper appalled at herself. Maybe she should call her mother and tell her this wasn't such a good idea. 
Somehow she made it through class without attacking the poor boy. She wondered for the hundredth time what made him so different. There were plenty of good-looking boys, and none had ever affected her in this way. Maybe it was just because she was getting older and her powers were getting stronger? That still didn't explain why one boy out of hundreds was making her have crazy sexual thoughts. 
P.E. was at the end of the day. Lily dreaded gym class it was her least favorite. Getting changed in front of all the other girls was a nightmare. The school uniform hid her curves, but there wasn't anyway to hide anything in the small t-shirt and short shorts they had to wear for gym class. The white t-shirt stretched snuggly across her chest and the shorts covered very little of her long legs. She saw the other girls glare at her in the mirror. Lily sighed. It wasn't as if she asked to look like this. She would change bodies with Hannah in a heartbeat to live a normal life. 
As she walked out of the locker room, one of the guys whistled and others started shouting out rude comments. The gym teacher yelled at them to shut up or they were getting detention. Lily gave her a grateful smile. 
She was so relieved to get back to her room after the day was over. She marked a day off of her calendar. Lily wondered how long she would last at this school. 
 
After dinner, Lily decided to take a walk even though it was cold. She needed to clear her head. The fallen leaves crunched under her feet as she walked around campus. It was a clear evening and the moon was almost full. Many stars were visible in the night sky. They twinkled as if to say hi to her. She loved gazing at the stars; it made her feel at peace. 
It was pretty here, she begrudgingly admitted. The part of Texas she lived in didn’t have much of a season change. It went from hot and humid to cold and humid quickly. The leaves didn’t change colors. It didn’t snow. It was quite boring if she was honest with herself. She could get used to it here. But, what if she got kicked out? Not only would she be sent home, but also she’d lose her newfound friendship with Hannah.
“Hey, you’re the new girl,” a deep, male voice said behind her. 
She spun around, coming face to face with a dark-haired boy. The wild look in his hazel eyes sent fear through her body. “What do you want?”
He reached out and touched her face. “You’re so beautiful.”
She quickly slapped his hand away. “Go away!”
Lily turned to walk away, but he grabbed her by the arm, and spun her back around. Without another word, he pressed his body and lips against hers. She tried to push him away, but he held on tightly. She knew she had to make him stop or he’d get hurt. She was too late. Before she could do anything more about him, his body went limp and he fell to the ground. 
Quickly, she knelt down next to him and checked his pulse. Thank goodness! He was still breathing. She let out a sigh of relief. She hadn’t killed him. Standing up, she ran off before anyone could see her.
***
Jake wasn't sure what to do. He was out on a jog when he noticed the new girl talking to Ben. He slowed to a jog to watch the interaction. He was too far away to hear and couldn't tell what was really going on. Jealousy surged through his body when Ben reached down to kiss her. 
Next thing he knew, Ben dropped to the ground and she took off running. What in the world just happened? Jake looked around. He wasn't sure if he should check on Ben or go after the girl to make sure she was okay. 
On impulse he went after the girl. His eyes darted left and right searching for her. Where was she? She couldn't have gotten too far. He heard what sounded like a whimper coming from behind the building and turned the corner. There she was, sitting with her knees pulled up and her face in her hands. Oddly, he felt relieved at finding her. Jake felt a deep urge to protect her. 
He approached her slowly, not wanting to startle her. When he was a few feet away he cleared his throat. "Are you okay?"
She looked up surprised. Even when she was crying, the girl was breathtaking. She quickly wiped away the tears from her cheeks. “I’m fine.”
"I saw what happened back there with Ben. Was he bothering you?"
"It was nothing." She avoided his eyes.
Jake took a couple steps closer. Her brown hair shimmered under the lamplight. "Nothing, huh? What did you do to make him crumple to the ground like a rag doll?”
Her eyes widened, and she leaned slightly away from him. She looked like she was ready to flee the area. 
Quickly, he added, "It's okay. He's a jerk and probably deserved it." 
Lily's mind raced for an explanation. "It was just a self-defense move. My dad wanted to make sure I could protect myself." 
After a brief silence, Jake said, "Your father is a wise man. Do you want me to walk you to your room?"
"No, thank you for asking. I just want to stay out here a little longer."
"I'd feel better knowing you were safely back in your room. I can sit here with you if you want?"
Lily was surprised he was being so friendly and not acting like an idiot like most boys did. She did feel safer and calmer with him there. Without thinking, she nodded her head. 
He sat down beside her and caught a whiff of her sweet vanilla scent.
"I don't even know your name," Lily said shyly.
"Jake O'Connor." He gave her a lopsided grin and her heart felt like it was going to explode. 
"I'm Lily."
"I know. You’re the talk of the school. I've never seen a new student get so much attention before." 
"I don't like attention." Picking up a blade of grass, she absently started pulling it apart nervously. This was the longest conversation she'd had with a boy in a long time. She usually cut them off quickly—afraid of leading them on. She should leave, but she couldn't convince her body to listen to her mind. 
"Where did you move here from? I know this is going to sound like a corny pick up line, and I promise it's not.” He paused. “Have we met before? I'm sure I would have remembered. But, I just can't shake the feeling that I’ve seen you before."
"Have you ever been to Texas?" Lily asked with a hint of curiosity in her voice.
"No, I haven't.” He shrugged. At least not in the last fifty years or so. “Maybe it was someone that looked like you."
She doubted that, but said, “Maybe.” After a moment, Lily stood up and brushed the leaves from her skirt. "I think I'm ready to go in now. Thank you for staying with me. Can you do me a favor and make sure Ben is okay? I hope I didn't hurt him too badly."
"I'm sure he's fine. He’s a big boy, but I'll check on him if it will make you feel better."
“It would.”
They walked in silence to her building. Lily had to fight the urge to wrap her arms around him. She desperately wanted to feel his lips on hers. Where was this coming from?
At the door to her building, Jake turned to Lily. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come.
Lily leaned in with a desperate need to kiss him, to feel him. 
Jake raised his hands to touch her arms and he leaned forward. 
"Thank you for walking me back!" Lily quickly ran inside before anything else happened. 
 



Chapter Four
 
 
 
That night, Jake lay in bed tossing and turning. He saw Lily’s face every time he closed his eyes. There was something about her, something not quite normal…he couldn’t put his finger on it. When he finally did fall asleep, he dreamed of her. Dressed in that beautiful white dress again, she came up to him, and put her arm around his neck tousling his hair. He was so close to her that he could feel her breath on his lips. She giggled, turned, and ran away. 
Jake woke up in a sweat. Sitting up in bed, he ran his hand through his hair. What was happening to him? Why did he keep dreaming of her? He looked over to make sure his roommate, Matt, was still sleeping. He was. Throwing on his sweats, Jake decided to go for another run. Hopefully, the fresh air would clear his head. 
***
Lily’s cell phone rang before breakfast. “Hey Mom,” she answered.
“How are things going?”
“Just like always.” 
Her mother sighed. “How bad?”
Thinking of Ben, she replied, “Nothing I can’t handle…yet.”
“You have to be careful, Lily. We’re running out of options.”
Lily wanted to say, you should have thought about that before you had kids, but she refrained. “I have to get to class, Mom.”
“Okay. Hey, listen, your dad and I want to visit for Thanksgiving.”
“Fine. I gotta go.” Lily hung up the phone and picked up her books.
“Everything okay?” Hannah asked, zipping up her jacket.
“Yeah. My parents want to come for Thanksgiving.”
“Isn’t that good?”
“I guess. Let’s go.”
Lily and Hannah walked out of the dorm. It was overcast with grey clouds. Lily wondered if it would rain. Thunder rumbled in the distance answering her question. 
Once inside the dining hall, four different boys tried to give her their spot in the line. She politely refused and stayed with Hannah. 
The brown-haired boy with glasses who was in front of her handed her a tray. “What do you want to eat?” he asked. 
“I can get my own food.”
“Of course you can,” he said hurriedly. 
Lily took the tan tray from him and reached over to scoop some eggs on her plate. The boy excitedly took the spoon from her hand and started dumping eggs on her plate. 
“Hey!” she yelled. “Cut it out.”
The boy blushed. “Sorry. Just trying to help.”
Annoyed, Lily grabbed the spoon back and finished getting her own breakfast. She and Hannah walked past Samantha and her clique and sat down at a corner booth. 
In the past couple of days, Hannah had learned not to say anything about the way the boys reacted to Lily. She could tell Lily didn’t like it, although sometimes it was amusing. She looked out the window. “It’s raining. I love storms.”
Lily followed her gaze. “There goes our walk.” She ate a few bites of her food. “What do you want to do instead?”
“I need to return a book at the library. We could go do that.”
Lily nodded. “Sure.”
When they finished eating, they went to the door. It was raining harder now. Not pouring, but hard enough they were going to get wet walking to the library. Lily didn’t mind. She liked the rain; it relaxed her for some reason.
Suddenly, a handful of boys met Lily at the door, shoving their umbrellas at her. “Thanks guys…really, but we’re good. I'm not sugar. I promise I won’t melt.” She pushed passed them and hurried to the library, Hannah at her heels.
***
Jake had watched the scene in the breakfast line and the one at the door. He curled his lip in disgust. What makes a boy turn into an idiot like that?  Even though he found it revolting that they were falling all over Lily, he couldn’t help but want to be the one opening the door and sharing his umbrella with her. 
Jake knocked his head on the wall a few times. What was wrong with him? He couldn't allow a girl to get to him. Last time he allowed himself to feel for someone it tore him apart. That was over a hundred years ago and he still wasn't over the loss of Laura. To watch the person you love die…he wouldn't wish it on anyone.
***
A few hours later, Lily made a mad dash from the main building to the dining hall for lunch, where she was meeting Hannah for lunch. 
It was pouring now. Lily made a mental note to buy an umbrella soon. Bursting into the doors to the dining hall, she barely stopped before crashing into Jake.
She smiled, even as her heart was racing. “Hi Jake.”
He nodded a hello. “You’re soaking wet.”
“It is raining out.” She grinned. 
“Right,” he stuttered.
Ugh! Why was he so tongue-tied? God, how was she so beautiful when she was dripping wet? 
“Here take my coat." He gently placed it around her shoulders. 
“Thank you,” she said and took a step closer to him. She stood there, staring at him for a minute. Intimate thoughts filled her mind. All she wanted to do was press her body against his, but she couldn’t. She shivered and pulled the jacket tighter. "I'll get your jacket back to you tomorrow. Thanks again." She forced herself to walk away and join Hannah. 
 
Hannah had seen the way Jake and Lily were looking at each other. Even now, tables apart, they were stealing glances at each other. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she said, “Ya know, he’s bad news.”
“What?”
“Jake O’Connor.” 
"Why do you say that? He seems nice to me." 
"No one really knows his story. There are so many rumors, no one knows which is true. Apparently, he got kicked out of other schools for causing trouble. I've heard anything from he put someone in the hospital to he got caught stealing. His parents have never visited him. Not even once! He acts like he's too good for everyone. He doesn't seem to fit in anywhere. Despite that, everybody here has a crush on him, including Samantha.”
Lily shifted her gaze to where Samantha sat with her friends. “He’s just cute. I’m not interested in him.”
“Sure…” Hannah raised her eyebrows in disbelief.
Lily knew how rumors got started. He was probably a good guy who got a bad reputation for no reason. People just wanted to make him sound more mysterious. She was definitely curious to learn his story, but knew she should stay away. 
When Lily got back to her room, she checked her phone. She had a message from her mother—in a chipper voice—informing her they would arrive on Wednesday and would be staying at a nearby hotel. Lily groaned inwardly. As much as she loved her parents, her mother was a bit of a handful. She thrived on male attention. It was a little much for Lily to stomach sometimes. At least most of the students would be gone for the holiday, so she shouldn’t be too embarrassed.
Lily looked over at Hannah. "Are your parents coming here for Thanksgiving?"
"No, I have to go home. There are six of us so it's easier to meet at my parents."
"Oh, I was hoping you would be here. My parents would be happy to know I made a friend."
"I'm sorry. Believe me I'd rather stay here then go home and deal with my crazy family." Hannah fell back on her bed, grabbed her laptop, and started pecking away at the keyboard. 
Lily looked around for something to do. She opened one of her schoolbooks, and dug into her homework. She couldn’t afford to fall behind. It was hard to keep up when she changed schools often. 
She glanced over at Hannah. She envied her friend. Growing up, Lily had always wanted to have a brother or sister. Hannah had five and didn't seem to appreciate it. Lily wondered what it would have been like having siblings. Maybe an older sister, opposite of her mother, that she could learn from? Or maybe a younger sister Lily could be a role model for? A brother would have been neat too, a protector maybe?
 



Chapter Five
 
 
 
Looking in the mirror, Lily pulled her hair back with a clip. She took out her make-up and put on just enough to compliment her features. Her mother had taught her how to do it right. Not like Samantha who plastered it on. She put on her favorite earrings—dangling, moss-green jasper chips in silver. They brought out her eyes. She had made them with her mother at a new age store. Green jasper was a stone used for grounding and protection. Her mother had taught her all about stones when she was little. Some of her best memories with her mother as a child were while they made jewelry together. She didn’t know the real reason she needed to understand this stuff until she hit thirteen. Centering her necklace, she smiled. She was ready for the day. 
It wasn’t until she went into the bathroom right before lunch that her day went downhill. On the mirror, written in bright red lipstick, was a message: Lily is a WHORE!
Lily's jaw clenched and she could feel the anger rising. Her insides felt like they were on fire. She marched out of the bathroom on a mission to find Samantha and her posse. It didn’t take long. 
“What is your problem?” Lily yelled in Samantha’s face.
Samantha smiled innocently. “What are you talking about?”
“You don’t own this school!”
“Oh yes I do. And Jake is mine too.” She glared at Lily, one her hand on her hip.
“Is that what this is about? I can tell you that Jake is NOT into you. That’s for sure.”
“Just who the hell do you think you are?” Samantha pushed Lily. 
“Really? That’s how you want to play this?” Lily pushed Samantha back. Samantha stumbled, but didn’t fall. Samantha lunged at her and grabbed a fistful of Lily’s hair. In a matter of moments, the two were rolling on the ground, scratching and hitting. 
Students surrounded them and cheered them on. Lily felt warm hands on her upper arms, dragging her out of the fight. She looked up and saw that it was Jake. What was he doing there? She ran her hands down her skirt trying to compose herself. She couldn’t believe she had lost control like that. 
“What’s going on?” he demanded.
"I don't know. I lost my temper." Lily rubbed her necklace and felt the tension release from her body. "Oh God. I hope I don't get kicked out of school again."
Jake sent her a weird look.
Mrs. Sanders, her history teacher, walked up. The kids started to scatter. "Samantha and Lily to the principal’s office. Now!"
Lily hung her head and glanced back at Jake. She couldn't leave this school. Even though Samantha was a pain, Hannah and Jake made her want to stay. Lily marched quietly to the office, ignoring Samantha’s death stare. 
The principal stood up when they walked in. Lily had not seen the principal yet. She was quite attractive in a severe way. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, her face was angled, and her lips full, line with dark red lipstick. 
"What is this I hear about a fight on school grounds?" She glanced back and forth between Samantha and Lily. "You do know that is grounds for expulsion."
Samantha's looked startled. "There was no fight. It was just a little miscommunication. We worked things out. Please don't kick me out, my mother would kill me." 
Lily was surprised to see Samantha had tears running down her face. "She's right. It was nothing, and it won’t happen again. I promise." 
The principal sighed, sat back in her huge black leather seat, and stared over her tortoise-shell glasses. She tapped her blood-red fingernails on the table. "I'm willing to overlook this incident if I have your word it will not happen again. If you two go at it again, you will be expelled, no questions asked. I don't care who your parents are." She looked directly at Samantha when she made the last statement. Lily couldn't help but wonder who her parents were—they obviously were important. 
“Yes Ma’am, you have my word,” Lily said. "I'm sorry." 
Samantha nodded. “Mine too. Thank you.”
 
Back in her room, Lily ignored questions from Hannah about what had happened. She didn’t want to talk about it. She wanted to forget it ever happened. It was stupid of her to lose her temper over something so dumb. Samantha was not worth getting kicked out. She had to do better at keeping her temper in check.
“I'm still here. That's the important thing. I am starting to like it here.” Lily looked at the suitcase Hannah was packing and asked, “When are you leaving?” 
“Few hours. I'll be back Sunday evening."
"That's good." Lily smiled and grabbed a book off her dresser to read. She flopped back on the bed and crossed her feet at the ankles. She tried to concentrate on the book, but her mind kept wandering to Jake.
 
It was the day after Thanksgiving break had started and Lily was walking down the hall to the library when a boy with short black hair blocked her way. “Excuse me,” she said indifferently.
His dark brown eyes bore into hers. “You smell delicious.”
Lily shifted her weight uncomfortably. “Thanks. You’re in my way.”
He didn’t move. He just kept staring at her. “Beautiful,” he mumbled, sounding like he was under a spell.
His hand reached out to touch her and she slapped it away. “Stop it! Go away!” She forced herself past him and ran the rest of the way to the library. She didn’t feel safe again until she had yanked open the door and walked inside. Her breathing was slightly labored from the sprint. With everyone’s eyes on her, she knew he wouldn’t be able to try anything else if he followed her.
Taking a deep breath, Lily let the scent of new and old books fill her nose. Quickly and quietly, she went up to the librarian's desk and asked her where she could find a book on Native Americans.
Part of Lily wanted to stay in the library for safety reasons, but the other part of her wanted to get back to her room. With everybody staring it was hard for her to concentrate. She finally decided just to check out the books and leave. It would be quiet and lonely because Hannah had already left for home. Classes were over, but the library and gym stayed open for the students who were staying at school.
As she was walking back to her room, she felt like someone was watching her. Looking around, Lily’s eyes finally rested on a figure in the shadows. “Who’s there?” she called out.
The person stepped into the light and she recognized the long bangs right away. 
“Jake?”
“Yeah.”
“Why are you hiding?”
He couldn’t tell her the truth. That he was worried about her and felt like he had to protect her. “I wasn’t hiding. I was just…relaxing. 
She raised her eyebrows. “In the woods at night?”
“Yes,” he said firmly. "I like being outdoors. Anything to get out of that stuffy dorm room."
“Okay.” She started walking again. 
Jake closed his eyes. Don’t let her slip away, he told himself, say something to her. “Um…Lily?”
“Yeah?” She turned to face him.
Jake looked down and shuffled his feet. “Do you wanna…maybe get something to eat?”
Oh did she ever! She would love to go eat with him. But, her mother’s voice echoed in her head, “You can’t date boys. You could hurt them easily. Possibly kill them.”
She sighed feeling defeated. “I can’t. I have a project.”
Jake’s face fell. “Oh. You have to eat though, right? We don’t have to stay long.”
She smiled. “Just dinner?”
“Of course.”
“Okay. Where are you taking me?”
“Just the cafeteria.”
“Oh, fancy,” she joked.
He laughed. “Figured if you’ve got a project then maybe we should stay close.”
She nodded. “Good idea.” It would also be easier to run away if she had to.
Together, they walked into the dining hall and stood in line. There wasn’t a huge selection like normal because it was vacation and most kids weren’t around. Lily picked out some sort of chicken dish and a drink. 
Jake led her to a corner booth and motioned for her to sit down first. Lily smiled at the sentiment. He was quite the gentleman. She sat down and he sat next to her, their elbows almost touching. Jake had to suppress the urge to reach out and touch Lily’s body. The feeling was so strong; he had to do everything in his power to keep his hands on his silverware.
Lily ate a few bites of her dinner. “Where are you from?” she asked him, trying to start a conversation to get her mind off of how badly she wanted to kiss him.
“A little bit of everywhere,” he answered.
“Military brat?”
“No. Just moved around a lot.” He didn’t offer a lot of information.
“Siblings?”
“Nope.” 
She watched his perfect lips move and ached to have them moving on her. “Me either. Are your parents coming for Thanksgiving?”
“No. They’re dead.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. It happened a long time ago. How about yours?”
“Yeah, they’re coming.”
“That’s nice.”
Lily shrugged. “I guess. It’s just my mom is a little…over the top.”
“Aren’t they all?”
She laughed. “You have no idea.”
“What do you like to do?”
Lily thought about that while she chewed a piece of chicken. “Watch movies, go to the beach, and make jewelry. I like to try different things, but I’m not always good at them.”
“Like?”
“Hannah said there was an ice skating rink nearby. I’d like to try it, but I’m not sure I’d even be able to stand on them.”
Jake smiled as an idea came to him. “Maybe I could teach you.”
Images of Jake and her out on an ice skating rink flooded her mind. She could picture them skating, holding hands and then the saw them kissing and… Lily shook her head. Stop it! 
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing…I just…I’m not sure if Hannah would be mad if I went with someone else.”
“Oh.” He looked disappointed.
“Maybe we could all go together?” she suggested, but could tell by the look on his face that he would much rather go with just her. Deciding to change the subject, she asked, “What kind of food do you like?”
“I’m pretty easy going. Cheeseburgers, steaks, pizza.”
“Me too.”
“Do you have pets?” he asked.
“No. Pets and I…we don’t get along.” Animals didn’t like her much. She had a feeling it had something to do with being a demon. Animals could tell she wasn’t human. “What about you?”
“I don’t have any right now. Used to have a dog.”
The longer they chatted, the more she wanted to take him back to her room. She had to keep a straight face as the images of them making out sailed through her mind. When his fingers accidentally touched hers, an electrifying feeling flew through her body. “I’ve gotta get back to my room and finish this project. My parents are coming tomorrow and I’m sure my mom will keep me busy while they are here.”
Lily quickly stood up and grabbed her tray. “Thank you for inviting me to dinner. I had a really nice time.” She forced herself to turn away, throw her trash in the garbage, and go to her room. 
Lily unlocked the door and quickly shut it behind her. She sank to her knees and leaned against the door. Her heart was racing and she couldn’t stop thinking about Jake. “You can’t be with him. You’d kill him,” she told herself. 
Touching her necklace, she took deep breaths and calmed her body down. After a while, she was able to concentrate on her project until she went to bed.
 
Jake walked slowly back to his room once he made sure Lily made it to hers. He didn’t understand why he felt so protective. He hadn’t felt this way towards anyone in a very long time. Why now? What was so special about this girl? She seemed to make him feel again. Like his body was turned back on. He wanted nothing but to be with her and he didn’t even know her. How insane was that?
Matt had left for Thanksgiving break, so it was just Jake in the room. When he was finally able to fall asleep, he dreamt of Lily in that long, white dress. As always, she would giggle and tease him. He would try to catch her and kiss her, but he never could. 
***
On Wednesday, Lily’s phone rang. “Hello?”
“Hi Honey! Our plane just landed. We should be there in about an hour,” her mom’s cheerful voice announced.
“Okay.” Lily hung up and tidied up her room so her parents didn’t freak out. Her mother thought everything should be neat and orderly and had no patience for messes.
Soon after, there was a knock at her door. Lily opened the door to the smiling faces of her parents. Her mother threw her arms around her and squeezed her tightly. "I missed you so much." 
Lily endured the hug, and then hugged her father. 
Her mother whipped off her black leather gloves and looked around the room. "This is quaint. You would think for the amount of money this place costs, they would give you a larger room."
"It's fine, Mom." 
She watched her mother slowly unbutton her long wool coat. Everything her mother did was seductive, even if there was no one in the room to watch her. She draped it over the chair and put her hand on her hip. She was wearing a dark red dress that hugged her curves and black stilettos. Fashion over comfort was her mother’s motto. 
"So tell us, honey, how do you like it here?" her father asked. He looked concerned. "I hope it's not too horrible."
"At first I hated it, but I've made a friend and that makes it bearable."
"A friend?" She could hear the doubt in her mom's voice.
"Yes, mother, a friend. My roommate, Hannah. She's really nice." Lily pointed to a picture of Hannah with her siblings. 
Her mom stared at the picture for a moment. "That's nice dear. You've always wanted a friend.” 
After they chatted for a few more minutes, her mother suggested, “Why don't you show us around the campus?"
"There's not much to see, but sure if you want." Lily shrugged and grabbed a coat. Thankfully the place was practically deserted because of the holiday. 
"We can eat in the cafeteria if you guys are hungry?"
"That sounds like fun doesn't it, Gregory?" Her mother beamed and laced her arm through Lily’s father’s arm. 
"Yes, I'd like to see what kind of food they've been feeding our daughter." He patted his wife’s hand and smiled lovingly at her. 
Her parents made a striking couple. They could drive her crazy at times, but at least they obviously loved each other. She really didn't know how her dad could put up with her mother’s behavior at times, but that was their business. 
When they got to the cafeteria, Lily's heart dropped. Jake was there, sitting by himself at a table in the corner. There were only a handful of kids in the dinning area. Jake waved, and Lily smiled slightly and waved back. 
Her mother glanced at the boy and back at her daughter. "Who is that? He's cute, but you know you can't be friends with boys." 
"He's just a kid I have classes with. He's nice to me, and not in the creepy way most guys are."
"Please, be careful. Just because he looks like a nice boy, doesn’t mean he’ll act like it around you, and you don’t want to hurt him.”
Lily pouted. "I know, Mom! Don't worry, you don't have to keep reminding me."
Lily was almost glad to have her mom as a distraction. Her mother seemed to thrive on attention of the opposite sex. Lily rolled her eyes as her mom walked seductively making eye contact with all the male teachers. She was surprised none of them had a heart attack on the spot. When her mother was around, Lily could fade into the background. 
Finally, they made it to the line for dinner. Lily watched her mother and shook her head. She flirted with the cooks, and had them making her a special dish in no time. Lily rolled her eyes when her mom reached across to grab a strawberry—her breasts prominently on display—and slowly bit into it, closing her eyes and letting out a soft moan. "Oh Tony, these strawberries are amazing." She licked her lips and smiled at the poor guy. He was too dumbstruck to say anything. When her father went to pay, he just waved them off, not taking his eyes off her mom. 
Lily looked up at her father. He just shrugged his shoulders and smiled. 
During dinner Lily had to force herself not to sneak peeks at Jake. She didn't want her mother on her case even more than she already was. Not that her mom would have noticed, she was too busy enjoying the attention. 
 



Chapter Six
 
 
 
The three of them walked into a popular restaurant at five o’clock on Thanksgiving evening. “Welcome to Charlie’s. What is the name the reservation is under?” the host asked. 
“My name is Sandra, but we don’t have a reservation,” Lily’s mother responded. She lightly touched the button on her plunging black shirt, and then slowly ran her hand across the crease of her breast and up her neck. 
The host visibly swallowed.
“Maybe you could check the list again?” her mother suggested, making eye contact with the young man. 
He looked back at the list and then said, “We can fit you in right away. We have a special table in the back reserved for VIPs like you, Miss Sandra." 
She gave her throaty, sexy laugh and entwined her arm in the crook of the hosts arm. His face turned bright red, and he broke into a goofy smile. Lily and her father followed behind. 
"Thank you James. This table is lovely." Her mother crossed her long legs and bit her lip. 
"Anytime. I hope you come back again soon."
Dinner was the traditional turkey, potatoes, vegetables, and pies. Lily thought it was delicious—much better than cafeteria food. She ate ‘til she couldn’t eat anymore. She felt like she was going to pop. Waiters kept coming over every few minutes to cater to her mother and her mom loved it.
Lily leaned over and whispered to her father, “Seriously, Dad, doesn’t that bother you at least a little bit?”
He laughed. “Not at all. She needs the attention like flowers need water. I know she’s not going anywhere.”
Lily sat back and picked at a roll. She could see the logic in his statement. Watching her mother, she wondered if she’d turn into her someday. She really hoped she wouldn’t. She didn’t like how superficial her mother acted. There was more to life than looks and attraction. Lily wanted boys to like her for her, not for how she looked or what kind of pheromones her body gave off.
The next day, her mom took her shopping. Lily bought some warmer clothes, boots, and an umbrella. Her mom tried to get her to buy tight-fitting, revealing sweaters.
“Isn’t that counterproductive? I thought I wanted to avoid attention.” Lily shoved the short, tight sweater dress back on the rack.
“I guess you’re right. I just love to shop.” Her mother sighed and handed her a cardigan.
They shopped for hours until Lily’s feet were killing her. Her father had a much better idea. He was sitting at the bookstore relaxing. She would much rather be with him than shopping with her mom.
On Saturday, her mom and dad said goodbye. As much as she missed them, she was glad they were gone. 
 
Lily was out for a stroll later that day when the other students began returning to school. Bundled in her fall jacket and new boots, she enjoyed the time alone. “Hey Lily!” a voice called.
She whirled around and came face to face with Ben. Sheesh! Couldn’t this kid take a hint? “Hi Ben.”
“Let me walk with you.”
“Actually, I’d rather be alone.” Lily wrapped her arms around herself. 
“Aw, c’mon, don’t be like that.” He grabbed her arm. 
“Let go, Ben,” she said sternly.
“Just one more kiss,” he pleaded.
“No!” she glared at him. 
Surprising her, Ben grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her up against a tree. She screamed, “Don't!” as he pressed his lips against hers, which allowed him to shove his tongue in her mouth. Lily’s eyes widened as he continued to kiss her. She struggled and tried to break free of his grasp. Using her fists, she pounded on his chest. He kept his lips on hers and she could feel the life leaving his body.
His body relaxed. His hands let go of her, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He dropped to the ground. Oh no, oh no, not again! This can’t be happening. She leaned down to check his pulse. It was there, but very light. Something told Lily this was more serious than last time. 
She ran off to look for help. As if he knew she needed him, Jake walked out of a building. “Oh thank God! Come quick! I really think I did something bad this time,” her voice was quivering. She grabbed Jake’s hand and led him to Ben.
Jake kneeled down and checked his pulse. “Lily, tell me the truth. What did you do to him?”
“Nothing. He tried to kiss me again. Next thing I knew he was on the ground.”
Jake knew there must be more to the story than that. He stood up and grasped the sides of her arms. “Lily, this is serious. I know there is something different about you. The way men react to you is not normal. I’m not new to the paranormal world, I know there are all kinds of crazy things out there.”
Lily shook her head no. “I can’t.” 
Looking from Lily to Ben, Jake asked, “Is he going to be okay? Should I call the ambulance or will he wake up on his own?” He was sure that Lily would know.
“I don’t know. It felt different this time. I think we should get him to the hospital.”
Jake pulled out his phone and dialed 911. “I just found my friend passed out at Emerson Academy. Please get here right away,” Jake paused for a moment. “I don’t know what happened. I was walking and just saw him like this. No, I don’t think he’s been drinking.”
When Jake hung up the phone, Lily looked up and quietly said, “Thank you.”
A few minutes later, they heard sirens. Jake turned to Lily and told her, “You better get out of here.”
“You sure?”
He nodded. Lily turned to leave. 
“Lily,” Jake stopped her. “We will talk later.”
Lily knew he meant it; although, she had no idea what to say. She hurried back to her room and threw herself on the bed, sobbing. 
Hours later, there was a knock at her door. Slowly, she walked to the door. She wasn't in the mood to talk to anyone. “Who is it?” 
“Jake.”
Lily hesitated and then opened the door. Jake stood there with his hands shoved in his pockets. “You’re not supposed to be on this floor.”
“Nobody’s watching.”
She moved aside to let him into the room, and closed the door behind him. “Thanks again…for earlier.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Is he going to be okay?”
“They took him to the hospital. I haven’t heard anything else.” He walked to the window and looked outside. “What are you, Lily?”
“Excuse me?”
“What you did earlier to Ben…it wasn’t self-defense. You didn’t touch him. There wasn’t a mark on him. It was something else…” his voice trailed off. He spun around and looked her straight in the eyes. “You’re not human. I’ve been around long enough to know that.”
She never felt less human than standing there close to him. Images of what she wanted to do with him filled her mind. She saw herself kissing him, holding his hand, caressing his body. But, none of that could happen. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lily looked away. She couldn’t tell him. She couldn’t tell anyone. Being alone with him like this was dangerous. 
“Damn it, Lily! Look at me!”
She couldn’t resist. She looked up into his beautiful blue eyes.  They stared at each other for a minute. Slowly, she lifted her arm and carefully brushed the stray hair out of his eyes so she could see them clearly. Oh how she wanted to melt into him right then and there. 
He stepped closer, not taking his eyes away from hers. Inhaling her scent, a mixture of vanilla and chamomile, he placed his hand against her cheek. She rested her face in his warm hands and closed her eyes. Then his lips were upon hers, and her eyes popped open. “No,” she mumbled, but she couldn’t stop her lips from responding to his. Her body tingled and she reached up and grabbed the back of his head, knotting her fingers in his hair. She had never felt this good before. 
NO! Something inside her screamed. As she pushed him away, she realized he was still standing. After a kiss like that, he should have been on the ground. Maybe even dead? “Why are you still standing?” she wondered aloud.
“What?”
Lily shook her head. She had to get out of there. “Sorry,” she muttered and took off out of her room down the dark hallway.  
He followed after her. "Lily, wait!" He grabbed her hand. In a hushed tone, he said, "You can't hurt me. Whatever you are, I promise you can’t affect me."
She looked up at him. 
He brushed her hair behind her ear and looked into her eyes. "You can trust me."
Lily closed her eyes and tried to think. Could she really trust him? She hardly knew him. Her mother had obviously trusted her father at some point. "Okay, come back to my room and I'll tell you everything. But you’re wrong, Jake. I can kill you."
Jake laughed. "Not possible."
Lily opened her door and wondered why he was so sure of himself. Probably just normal macho bravado. "You might want to sit down for this."
He gave her a weird look, but sat on the bed.
Taking a deep breath, she began, "You’re right. I’m not human. I still can't believe it myself most of the time. I feel human, at least I did until I met you." She looked away. 
"What do you mean?"
"It's hard to explain. I've always seen the way others have reacted to me because of what I am, but I've never felt the pull in the other direction,” she paused. "I'm sorry this was a bad idea. You wouldn't believe me if I told you." 
"It can't be that bad." 
"You saw what I did to Ben. He could be dead for all we know." Lily wrapped her arms tightly across her chest and paced around the room. 
"Earlier you asked why I was still standing after we kissed," he encouraged her to go on. "Lily, you don't have to tell me. I've figured it out on my own."
"Oh really? What do you think I am? An alien or a vampire?”
“Guys making fools of themselves and the girls hating you. A boy kisses you and he ends up in the hospital.” Jake turned Lily to face him. “Kiss me, Lily. We both know you want to.”
Jake placed his hands on hers sending an electrifying feeling through her body. 
Lily shuddered. “I'm scared. I like you, Jake. I don’t want to hurt you.”
Jake pulled her close. “Let me prove you wrong. Give me three seconds, and if I feel weird I'll stop.”
Lily knew this was not a conversation she could win. "I warned you." 
"Yes, you did.” He ran his fingers down the side of her face and gazed into her eyes.
Lily’s heart was beating fast. She wanted to kiss him more than she had ever wanted anything. But, she didn’t want to kill him.
Lily bit her lip. "Please forgive me if I hurt you."
Jake stared down at her beautiful face. He ran his hand behind her neck. Lily shivered under his touch. He ran his thumb along her jawbone. Her mouth fell open and Jake leaned in for the kiss. She didn't try to resist him. They kissed deeply and much longer than three seconds. 
He pulled away leaving her breathless and wanting more. 
"Are you okay?" she asked.
''I'm fine. I told you. I'm different too.” 
“First, you have to tell me what you think I am?”
Jake grinned. “That was an easy one. I’ve been around a long time. I’ve heard all kinds of things, met all kinds of people. I thought I knew what you were, but I wanted to be sure. All I had to do was look up dreams and men acting crazy. Typed it into Google and got hundreds of hits on the same thing. You’re a succubus.”
Startled, Lily looked up. She didn’t know what surprised her more. The fact that he knew what she was, or that he had been dreaming of her. "You’ve been having dreams about me?”
"Yes, since before you moved here.”
"I'm sorry. That has never happened before. In fact, I didn’t think it was supposed to happen. My parents gave me this necklace to prevent that sort of thing. I’m not sure why it doesn’t seem to work with you.” Her head snapped up. “Wait…you said you’re different too. What are you?”
“Oh, I’m human,” he said with a smile. “But, I’m cursed.”
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
“Cursed?” Her eyes widened. There had to be a story behind that one.
“I’ll give you the short version. My father did something stupid. He had an affair with a woman who happened to be a powerful witch. When he refused to leave my mother for her, she put a curse on him. Which was really a curse on me. She cursed his firstborn son with immortality and I was lucky enough to be the firstborn son,” he explained looking into her olive-green eyes. "Thankfully I was seventeen at the time. I can't imagine if I had been stuck in the body of a child." 
“Wow…” For once, she was speechless. “You’re immortal?”
“Yup.”
“I don’t see how that’s much of a curse,” she said. He couldn’t die, so what? Wasn’t that a cool thing? At least he didn't have to worry about killing someone by a kiss. 
“It is when you’ve been around long enough. Watching everyone you care about get old and slip away.”
Lily stared up into his eyes. “So, you’re like…old?”
He laughed. “Yeah. I guess I am.”
“How old?”
“I stopped counting many years ago. The last birthday I recall was my 203rd.”
“No way!”
He just shrugged, wondering what she was thinking. 
“When you say you’re immortal, does that mean nothing can kill you?”
“Nothing that I’ve found. I can get injured and feel pain, but I can't be killed. So, you can see why I knew you couldn’t hurt me. What about you? I couldn't find information on if succubi were immortal or not."
She looked away, deep in thought. "I'm really not sure. I know that my mother is much older than my father and she doesn't seem to age much. My father's hair is almost all grey and in their wedding pictures my mother looks exactly the same today as she did on her wedding day."
"You didn't think to ask her?"
"Sometimes I feel like I'm the mother in our relationship. My mom gave me a brief overview, and we never talked about it again, other then her warnings of not getting involved with anyone until I could control myself. I've never had to control myself until I met you." Lily blushed. 
"Really?" Jake reached over to grab her hand. "I like the sound of that."
Lily sat down on the bed and thought about everything he had said. Was it possible she found someone she could be with? Her head was swimming with all this new information. “So, you aren’t attracted to me like everyone else is?”
He looked away thoughtful and answered, “There is something about you. I can’t stay away. I have those dreams—dreams where you keep coming to me and then run away. I guess that means I’m susceptible to that part of you.”
“Does that mean you only want to be with me because of what I am?” She looked down at her hands. 
“No.” He raised his voice. “That’s definitely not it.” He would have to prove to her that it was more than that, but he wasn’t sure how. 
He lifted her chin and with their noses almost touching, his lips grazed hers, ever so softly. He whispered her name, “Lily.”
She wouldn’t let him pull away. She grabbed his shirt and held on. Her breath coming quickly now, she crushed her lips to his. The kiss grew and before they knew it, they were on her bed. His hands on her bare back, hers tangled in his hair. 
He wanted desperately to keep going, but he knew he had to break it off. “Lily,” he said. “We can’t get carried away.” He pulled back. 
Sadly, she nodded. “You’re right. I just don't want to stop."
He lay next to her on the bed and they both tried to catch their breath. 
"Are you afraid to be with me that way?" Her eyes met his.
Jake grinned. "Of course not, but we're at school and your roommate could come home at any time. Plus, I'm old-fashioned. I'd like to get to know you better."
Lily shot up and pulled down her shirt. "I forgot about Hannah. She will be home soon.” She ran her hand through her hair trying to tame it. “Maybe we should go down in the common area. I don't want you to get in trouble for being on the female floor.” 
"I wish I could stay, but you're right. We don't need any more trouble. I should also check on Ben." 
"How could I have forgotten about Ben?" Her hand flew to her mouth. She was a horrible person. 
"I'm going to go to the hospital to visit him. Do you want to go?"
Lily hesitated and shook her head no. "I don't want to see him right now."
"I understand." Jake pulled her in for a long kiss before he headed out. 
***
Jake took a taxi to the hospital. He hated hospitals. There was something about the sterile environment that didn't agree with him. It was probably the strong smell of bleach, or seeing so many old people close to death. 
He walked down the dreary hallway to the reception desk and asked if Ben had been admitted. The woman typed his name into the computer and looked up. "He's in the intensive care unit. Unless you are a relative, you're not allowed to visit."
"ICU? Does it say why? I thought he just fainted or something?"
"I'm sorry. I can't give out that information to non-family members."
Jake thanked her and walked away. He needed to get in there to find out what was going on. Patiently, he waited until the nurse stepped away from the desk and then he slipped in through the double doors. He walked down the hall like he had the right to be there. He stopped when he saw Ben’s name on the door. Quickly glancing around to make sure nobody was watching, he went inside.
Ben lay on the bed, motionless. He had tubes in his mouth, breathing for him, and a bunch of wires coming from his chest. Jake stood there in shock. Even after reading all about what succubi do, he couldn’t believe that Lily actually did this to him. Not that she meant to. He knew it was Ben who had kissed her, not the other way around. But, still, he felt bad for the guy. 
He heard voices approaching and swiftly hid behind a long curtain. The door opened and two doctors walked in. “No change,” one of the doctor’s said. 
“His brain was deprived of oxygen for too long. I don’t know if he’ll regain consciousness at all.”
Jake peeked from behind the curtain and watched one of the doctors open Ben’s eyes and shine a penlight in them. 
“Too bad. He’s so young.”
“Was anyone able to find out what happened yet?”
“No. The police were called because of the questionable circumstances, but I haven’t heard anything else. They said they would check security cameras for foul play."
Jake waited for the doctors to leave before he snuck back out of the ICU. He ran his hand through his hair. He had this overwhelming sense of loyalty to protect Lily. 
He hurried back to campus and wandered around looking for where the cameras might be. He spotted one that definitely pointed at the area Lily and Ben had been. “Damn,” he swore. He had no doubt the police would look at the tapes and question Lily. But, what could she say? There wasn’t an answer for what she did to him. 
He leaned back against the building and thought about her options. She could wait for the police to show up, tell them she didn’t know what happened, and see where it went. Or she could leave now. He had no idea, which would be best for her.  He just knew he had to be with her.
Jake rushed over to the dinning area hoping to catch Lily, but she wasn't there. He went and checked the common area incase she was waiting for him. He really needed to get her phone number. After walking around aimlessly he decided to go back to her dorm. Guys weren't supposed to be in the girls’ dorm and he was pressing his luck twice in one day. 
He knocked on the door and was surprised when Hannah answered the door. "Jake? What are you doing here? You're going to get in trouble." She yanked him by the arm and pulled him in the room. 
He looked around the room. "I was looking for Lily."
"She's in the shower. She'll be out in a few minutes."
"Can I wait here? It's important." 
"I guess so. There's really nowhere for you to sit. If you don't mind standing." 
Jake stood awkwardly by the door. "So how was your Thanksgiving?" He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.
"Same as every year. A house full of crazy people always leads to fights and some fun. The food was great, but it made me go off my diet. Lily better be prepared to do some long walks with me."
The bathroom door opened and Lily stepped out in nothing but a towel. She looked up and screamed. "What are you doing here?" She pulled the towel tighter and backed into the bathroom shutting the door. 
Jake just stood back and waited. "Hurry up. I have to talk to you about something important." 
He didn't even seem flustered by seeing Lily half-naked, Hannah thought.
 Lily finally came out, wearing long, plaid pajama pants and a pale blue t-shirt. “I think you might want to put on something warmer than that. We have to go outside to talk.”
"Lily, you promised me it was girls’ night tonight. We're supposed to go on a long walk, watch a chick flick, and then straighten my hair." Hannah sounded upset. 
"We can still do all of that. I'll be right back I just have to find out what Jake wants.” Lily threw on a sweatshirt.
Jake was standing impatiently at the door. "Let's go." He grabbed her hand and hurried down the stairs. Lily started to talk, but he shushed her. Once they got outside, they walked around back and found a park bench that didn't have much light. Jake looked around for security cameras, and didn't see any. 
"Jake, what is going on? You’re acting all crazy."
"Lily, I went to the hospital, and Ben is in ICU. It's not looking good. They were calling the cops."
"Oh shit. My mother is going to kill me." Lily had her face in her hands and was rocking back and forth. "Do you think he is going to die?”
Jake was silent for too long. "They said the chances were slim that he would regain consciousness. But, that's not all. There are cameras located where Ben tried to kiss you. The cops will be going through the tapes."
Panic rose in her chest. "Give me your phone."
"I don't think that is a good idea. We need to think it over longer." 
Lily turned and made direct eye contact with Jake. "Give me the phone now." 
Jake handed the phone to her. 
Lily clicked the phone open and dialed her mother’s phone. Rubbing her arms vigorously, she realized just how cold it was out.
As soon as her mom answered, she blurted, "Mother, I need your help. I'm in trouble."
"What did you do, dear? I thought you liked that little quaint school."
"Mother, listen to me. I put a boy in the hospital and they don't think he is going to make it back.”
"Lily, how many times did we tell you?" 
"He attacked me for the second time. I don't think you realize how serious this is. He might die or be brain dead. The cops suspect foul play. They have surveillance cameras that show me with him when he collapsed."
"Oh dear, we are out of options as far as schools go. Maybe I can come down there and smooth things out."
"Mom, I'm scared. I don't want to go to jail." 
"You will not be going to jail. What will the camera show?"
"It shows him trying to kiss me and me pushing him away. He grabbed me anyway and shoved his lips on mine at the same time I was yelling “don't”. So he got his tongue in my mouth. I think the saliva was too much."
"It will look like natural causes. They will not be able to prove anything. Even if he wakes up, so what? He was kissing a girl and passed out. I'm sure it's happened before. You guys are overreacting. If the police come to talk to you tell them that you have to wait for your lawyer. You have his number in your phone. Call him as soon as anyone contacts you. It is your legal right."
"Thanks Mom. I'll call you if anything else comes up. I'll run before I go to jail. If I have to take off, I'll find away to let you know.”
"Don't talk like that. This will all be smoothed over before you know it." 
 
After Lily hung up, she told Jake what her mom had said. 
He put his arm around her. “We’ll figure it out.”
Lily smiled at Jake and then rested her head on his shoulder. “You make it seem so easy.”
“School starts back up Monday. I’m sure there’ll be a lot of rumors flying around. You ready to deal with that?”
She took a deep breath. “I’m used to rumors.”
“Okay.”
“I should get back to Hannah. I did promise her some girl time.”
Jake nodded, even though he hated letting her go. She looked upset and he just wanted to hold her all night long. “Put your number in my phone, so I can call you.”
She took the phone from him and entered in her number. “Thanks.” She stood up to go. She didn't want to leave him. 
Standing up, Jake grabbed her hand and pulled her back to him. He cupped her face with his hands and quickly kissed her. “Now you can go,” he said after pulling back.
Lily’s cheeks turned red and she touched her fingers to her lip with a smile. She waved and took off back to her room.
Opening the door, she faced Hannah. “Just give me a minute and I’ll be ready.”
“What was that all about?” Hannah asked.
“What?” Lily tried to play oblivious.
“Jake? Since when does he come onto the girl’s floor and drag you out of the building?”
Lily hesitated, trying to think of a good excuse. “We were both here for Thanksgiving. We ended up talking.”
“Did he ask you out?”
“No,” she said honestly.
Hannah stared intently at Lily waiting for her to say more. She had a feeling something else was going on, but didn’t want to press too hard. “Let me know when you’re ready.”
Lily nodded thankful that Hannah was letting it go. She changed into a pair of loose-fit jeans. It was pretty cold out and she wanted to be comfortable walking around campus. She grabbed her curling iron and added a few loose curls to frame her face. Lily grabbed her coat and reached for a hat. “Let’s go for our walk.”
For the next hour, Lily and Hannah walked around campus. Hannah filled Lily in on her week at home. Lily listened, trying not to think about Ben and what had happened. When they had made a full circle, they went back up to their room and threw on a movie. About halfway through, Lily’s phone dinged. She picked it up. It was Jake, checking on her. She grinned and wrote back that everything was fine. She missed him so much already. 
After the movie was over, Lily straightened Hannah's head full of curls. She cursed when she burned herself with the straightner. "I don't know why you don't just embrace your curls. They’re beautiful."
Hannah smirked. "Wanna switch?"
Lily grinned. "Believe me, you wouldn't want to be me." 
"Sure, guys falling all over themselves to get your attention. Sounds horrible.” 
"Hannah, I'm so glad we're friends." Lily smiled at Hannah in the mirror as she ran the iron through the last piece of hair. 
"Me too." Hannah ran her hand through her fiery-red, straight hair. "I love it." 
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Monday morning came much too quickly for Lily. She dreaded going back to classes. As she walked into her first class with Hannah, she heard the whispers. “Did you hear about Ben? He’s in the hospital.” A tall thin girl with mocha skin said in a hushed tone. 
“No, what happened?” One of Samantha's sidekicks asked eagerly. 
“Police are still investigating, but they said he was found unconscious on school grounds and might never wake up.”
“No way! Samantha might know more details, we should ask her.”
“Good idea.”
Lily leaned over to Hannah. “Why would Samantha know?”
“Her dad is the chief of police.”
Lily shrunk into her chair. Of course he was. That’s just what she needed. 
The day dragged on. Lily was grateful for lunchtime. Her stomach flip-flopped when she felt Jake’s warm hand entwine in hers as they walked through the door. Everyone turned to stare; at least it would give them something else to gossip about. She looked up and gave him a grateful smile. Even with what was going on with Ben, she was still having images of wrapping her body around Jake like a coiled snake. She was appalled by her thoughts, but she seemed to have no control over them. 
When Lily walked up to the table, Hannah raised her eyebrow. Lily shrugged and smiled. 
"I see a lot changed while I was gone," Hannah said.
Jake and Lily looked at each other with goofy grins on their faces. 
Hannah leaned in and whispered. "Lily, someone has started a horrible rumor about you."
"What else is new? My life is nothing but a big rumor."
"They are saying that you put Ben in the hospital."
"What?" Lily's heart dropped. She was trying not to let the panic show on her face.
"Who said that?" Jake asked.
"I guess Samantha, so of course no one really believes it. She said she overheard her father talking something about a surveillance tape."
Jake squeezed her leg under the table, but it did little to calm her down. 
"How could I have put Ben in the hospital? That's ridiculous." Lily was surprised how easily the lie rolled off her tongue. 
"That's what I've been telling everyone." Hannah took a sip of her chocolate milk and shook her head. "I really don't know why people are so mean to you. I guess they’re just jealous."
The last class of the day was Spanish and Lily's heart dropped when she heard a knock at the door and looked up to see a police officer. A hush fell over the class. He walked over to the teacher and leaned down to whisper something in her ear. 
"Oh dear." The teacher looked up and met Lily's eyes. "Lily, I'm sorry but you need to go with the officer to answer some questions." 
"Why?"
"Just come with me. We can deal with this at the station."
Lily grabbed her books and walked out hoping she didn't look as nervous as she felt. She wanted to bolt, but she knew the officer would catch her with no problem. "I don't understand. Should I call my parents?"
"You can use the phone when we get to the station. It's probably a misunderstanding." 
"Can I at least put my books back in my room?"
He looked at her briefly. "I don't see why that would be a problem."
Once in her room, Lily threw the books on the bed. She turned back to the officer. “Can I use the bathroom real quick?”
“Yes.”
Lily walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She grabbed her phone out of her pocket and sent her mother a text. The police are here and bringing me in for questioning.
Lily, use your powers.
How? You want me to seduce a cop???
No! Look him in the eye and tell him what you want him to believe.
I'll try. I have to go he's waiting.
Lily opened the bathroom door and stared out at the cop, trying to come up with something to say. Her mother was much better at this. She walked out of the bathroom and swallowed hard. She twirled her hair and looked up into his eyes. "Officer, can you help me for a moment?”
"Uh sure, what can I do?" He looked around nervously. 
Lily walked closer to the officer. She had no idea what she was doing, but figured at this point it was worth trying. She had seen her mother manipulate men countless times. 
She locked her eyes with his and willed him to believe what she said. "I don't want to go down to the station. Go back and tell your boss you could not find me. You can leave now." 
The officer turned and left. Lily couldn’t believe it worked! She had to get out of there before someone else came back. She grabbed her backpack and tossed in some clothes, cash, and the bankcard her father had given her.
 She called Jake. "The cops came for me, but I got out of it for now. I need to go. I'll contact you when I can." 
"Wait for me. I'm going with you."
"Jake, you can't leave for me." 
"Of course I can. I'm on my way. There is nothing holding me here."
"Okay. Thank you." Lily hit the ‘end’ button on the phone and held it in her hand for a minute. She was surprised that Jake wanted to go with her, but she certainly didn’t mind.
 
For the first time in her life, Lily was really scared. Sure, there had been times when boys kissed her and passed out, but never something like this. Her eyelids burned with unshed tears. She didn’t like being this way. She didn’t want any of this.
It wasn’t Ben’s fault either. He couldn’t help himself. But, why did he have to push himself on her twice. She was sure that’s what landed him in the hospital. Being exposed twice and the open mouth kiss. 
Her mind drifted to Hannah. She hated to leave her. She’d text her when they were safely far away.
“Lily?” Jake’s voice whispered on the other side of the door.
She flung the door open and threw her arms around Jake. “I’m so scared.”
“It’s okay. I’m here.” He held her tightly for a minute. “We should go.” He looked up and down the hallway quickly to make sure nobody was coming. Grabbing Lily’s hand, he led her out of the dorm. 
They hurried across campus and into the woods nearby. Twigs crunched beneath their feet. Thankfully, the moon lit their path. She was glad Jake was with her. She would have been terrified running on her own. 
“What are we gonna do, Jake?” Lily asked, her voice filled with panic. 
“You told me your parents have some pull, right?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Let their lawyers handle it. Or let your mother handle it her way. In the meantime, we’ll stay out of sight. I'm used to moving around unnoticed.”
“How far do you think it is to town?”
“Another hour on foot. Then we’ll have to get a car and get out of the area.”
Jake continued to lead Lily through the woods. Her legs were burning from the hills. Finally, she heard cars. Relief flooded through her—the road must be close. Five minutes later, they saw headlights. They stayed hidden behind the tree line as they followed the road. Shortly after, they came to a shopping center. 
“You’re able to compel people, right?” Jake asked.
Lily nodded. “I haven’t done it often, at least not knowingly."
“You need to right now. Go tell someone to let us borrow their car.”
Lily swallowed hard.  She didn't think it was right to manipulate people. But, she knew they didn’t have many options right now. She saw a man getting out of a dark-colored Honda Accord. She walked up to him, looked him right in the eyes, and said, “Excuse me."
The man turned and looked her up and down. 
"You will let me borrow your car. You will not report it stolen.” She didn't let her stare waiver. 
“Of course, Miss.” He handed Lily the keys and walked into the store. 
Lily was almost proud of herself. If the deed hadn’t been so sneaky, she would have been. She waved to Jake, who came sprinting out and she handed him the keys. “I’m too shaky to drive.”
Jake took them and they got in the car. He started it up and headed south. He glanced over at Lily. She was biting on her fingers and her knee was bouncing up and down. “You okay?”
“Mhmm.”
He drove the speed limit so no cops would have reason to pull them over, and got to the next city a couple hours later. Parking the car at a mall, he wiped away their fingerprints. Then he grabbed Lily’s hand and they walked to a motel. “Lily?”
She looked up and met his eyes. “Yeah?”
“I need you to do the same thing to the clerk. Get us a room for the night. I don't have enough cash on me.”
“I have a bankcard.”
“We can’t use that. They’ll trace it.”
“Oh.” She nodded and went inside.
Jake could tell that she was very uncomfortable using her powers like this. He hated making her do so, but his money wasn’t close by. It would take a day to get to it.
Lily emerged from the motel with a keycard in her hand. “103.”
They walked into the motel room, which was dim, dreary, and smelled stale. It wasn’t anything like what Lily’s parents would stay in. Jake pulled the curtains shut.
“What are we going to do now?”
He smiled at her, a few things going through his head. He gazed at her longingly for a moment. She was absolutely beautiful. He wanted to bury his face in her long, brown hair and lose himself in her startling green eyes. 
As if she knew what he was thinking her face flushed and her breathing increased. She smiled seductively and pushed him up against the wall. Her body didn’t seem her own anymore. Running her hands through his hair, she pressed her lips against his. Her breath came faster now, as did her heartbeat. 
His hands ran up and down her back. He groaned and tangled his hands in her hair. “Lily,” he murmured.
Her body felt like it was on fire. All she wanted was him. The feeling between them was electrifying. She could feel the passion increasing and never wanted it to stop. Images of pushing him down on the bed and being with him flew through her mind as all her other worries floated away. 
“Lily…” Jake panted. “Lily, stop.”
She heard him in her head, but she didn’t want to stop. She wanted all of him. "I can't." Lily grabbed his shirt and started to lift it off him. 
He gripped her by the shoulders and pushed her back a little. “Stop.”
Her adrenaline was pumping ferociously. She opened her eyes and asked, “What’s wrong?”
“I want nothing more to be with you, but not like this.”
"I need you Jake. You make me feel alive." She pressed her body to his and he gave in. He lacked any control when she was around. 
Lily went to undo his pants, which brought him back to reality. He grabbed her hands. "Not yet, Lily. We hardly know anything about each other."
"You don't want me?" She pouted.
"We don't even have any protection. Lily, we need to be smart about this."
The idea of being pregnant brought her down. "You're right. I'm sorry. I don't know what I was thinking."
Jake took her hand. "I want to learn all about you. What are you afraid of? What's your favorite food? Your favorite childhood memory? I want to know everything that makes you the person you are."
"Really? No guy has ever wanted to know anything about me. They're just attracted to me sexually." 
"Believe me. I'm attracted to you sexually. I've never wanted anyone so bad in my life. And I've been around for a long time." He gave her a crooked grin. 
They stayed up for hours talking. Lily had never felt so accepted by anyone. When she was with Jake, she actually felt strangely normal. 



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
In the morning, Lily took a shower. The long day of traveling made her feel gross. Jake pretended to be asleep, but he was peeking at her. She walked out and dropped her towel. Jake gasped. 
She quickly grabbed the towel and covered herself. "I'm sorry. I thought you were sleeping."
"Lily, you are perfection." He could picture making love to her and chastised himself for stopping her the night before.
Her body flushed under his stare. She grabbed her clothes and ran to the bathroom slamming the door shut. Lily laid her head against the door and touched her necklace. Even that wasn't calming her down. Maybe she should leave him. She wasn't going to be able to control herself around him, and it was scaring the hell out of her. When she looked at him, all she thought about was making love to him. Her hormones were in overdrive. 
Unfortunately, she couldn't stay in the bathroom forever. Taking a deep breath, she finally walked out, and told him to take a shower so they could get out of there. Lily walked around the room. The walls felt like they were closing in. She peeked outside. The sky was dark grey and overcast, like an impending storm was coming.
     They decided to get another car. Lily was concerned about how easy it was getting for her to use the compulsion. "I think we should call my mom and check in."
     “Okay, let’s stop at a store and get a throw away phone. We should have enough money for a cheap one. Once we get to my cabin we'll have plenty of money."
     "You have a cabin?" Lily snapped her head in his direction. 
      "Yes, we should make it there today if we don't stop too much." Jake laughed. "You look surprised. I've got a few properties spread around the world. I can't stay anywhere for too long or people will notice I don't age."
     "I guess that makes sense." Lily realized there was a lot about Jake she didn't know either. 
     At the store, Jake grabbed a few things for the trip while Lily ran to the restroom. When he was getting ready to pay, he noticed protection on the counter and threw it in with the supplies. He knew there was no way he could keep denying her.
     Lily asked to drive. She was hoping it would keep her mind off wanting to tear Jake’s clothes off.  She glanced over and smiled. He was trying to get the phone out of the package. "Thank you for coming with me."
     "There is no where else I would rather be. Maybe your mother will have some good news."
     "I doubt it, but I'm sure my parents are worried." Lily hesitated and then added. "It must be hard for you, not having any family?"
     Jake shrugged. "I've gotten used to it. It does get lonely at times."
     "Well, you have me now." Lily gave him one of her dazzling smiles that stopped his heart. 
     Jake gave her directions, and she drove for a while. They passed fields, farms, and soon got to a more mountainous region. There was a dusting of snow on the grass as the elevation grew. 
Lily’s stomach rumbled as lunch time approached. They pulled into a fast food restaurant and ordered off the dollar menu. When she was done eating, Lily called home. 
“Lily? Are you okay?” her mom answered. 
“I’m fine.”
“Where are you?”
“Probably better that you don’t know right now.”
“What are you going to do?” Her mother sounded panicked. 
“Just stay in hiding for a while. Do you know what’s going on there?”
Her mom hesitated. “We’re in touch with the lawyer. He thinks we should go up there. It might be the best idea. I can help them forget they were even looking for you.”
“Do you know how Ben is?”
“The same.”
“Lily, we should go,” Jake said a little too loudly.
“Who was that?” her mother demanded. 
“Nobody, Mom.”
“Lily Anderson! I heard a male’s voice. Who’s with you?”
“I gotta go, Mom. I’ll call you soon. I love you and Dad,” she said quickly and hung up the phone. Turning to Jake, she said, “My mom heard you!”
“Sorry, I wasn't thinking.” 
“I have to call Hannah real quick.”
“Lily!” 
But, she was already dialing. Hannah picked up. “Hello?”
“It’s me. I can’t talk. Just wanted to tell you I’m okay.”
“Where are you?”
“Doesn’t matter. I’ll call you again, okay?” Lily hung up.
Jake grabbed the phone out of her hands so she couldn’t call anybody else and smashed it with his foot. “We’ll get another one later.” Taking her by the elbow, he led her to the car. “C’mon!”
“Jake, if you yank me like this, it’ll look like you’re kidnapping me.”
Jake realized she was right. “Sorry.” He let go of her arm. 
He opened the passenger door for her and she climbed in. He slammed it and went around to the other side. “We’re going to have to ditch the car and walk for an hour. I don’t want the car connected to the town the cabin is in.”
“Okay.”
“It’s going to be cold.”
She smiled over at him. “As long as I’m with you, it’ll be fine.” She stared at his perfect face for a few minutes. She never dreamed the day would come when she would be able to love someone, but here it was. She felt it growing in her heart. At least she hoped it was love and not some weird succubi obsession.
“Did you always know what you were?” Jake asked her out of the blue.
She looked out the window at the passing trees. “No. My parents told me when I was thirteen.”
“That must have been hard to take.”
“I was shocked and in denial. Although, the way my mother acts made me believe it.” She played with her necklace. “What about you? Did you always know about the curse?”
"No, it took me awhile to figure it out. All my friends were aging around me and I stayed the same. Once, I got in a fight with some guy and he pushed me off a ledge. I should have died. But, I walked away with barely a scratch. I knew something was going on." Jake paused. "My father was on his death bed because of the plague, and he finally confided in me. He died shortly after." 
"I'm sorry."
"It's not your fault. Just think, we would have never met if not for the curse." Jake took his eyes off the road to smile at her. 
"If only Ben had been immortal, we wouldn’t be in this mess." Lily mumbled, and looked back out the window. Another two hours passed before Jake pulled into a resort parking lot. “We’ll walk from here.” He wiped down the steering wheel and door handles like he had in the other car. Taking Lily’s hand, he led her up the mountain.
Twenty minutes later, Lily was huffing and puffing. She was also pretty darn cold. But, she had Jake. So, she focused on him and kept going. 
Jake squeezed her hand. “You’re doing great,” he encouraged her. 
Soon, she saw a log cabin in the distance. “Is that it?” she asked.
“Yup.”
Lily let out a sigh of relief she wasn't sure she could make it much further. The cabin looked so inviting. It was small and cozy-looking. She glanced around and noticed there was a pile of wood on the side of the house. Obviously someone had been here recently. Lily looked at Jake nervously and pointed to the wood.
He laughed. "Don't worry. I have a caretaker that looks after the place for me. We can trust him. He's been with me for a long time."
Jake reached under the doormat and took out a key. 
“Original hiding spot you got there,” Lily joked.
“Not a lot of people come out here and if they did, they wouldn’t be able to find anything of importance.” He unlocked the door and walked in.
The wood scent tickled Lily’s nose. It smelled just like she would expect a cabin in the woods to smell.  The inside of the cabin was spacious and open, with a steep staircase leading up to a loft.  It was decorated sparsely—there were a couple of throw rugs and a rocking chair in front of the fireplace. Lily liked it immediately. She sank into the worn leather couch and groaned. "Don't make me move." She groaned. 
“I’ll start a fire,” Jake said and took off outside. He was back in a couple minutes with an armful of wood. He started building a fire and Lily watched him admiring his strong body. 
 “Bathroom work?” she asked.
“Yes.” Jake laughed and lit the fire.
She walked around the cabin. There were no pictures of family. Lily guessed his parents had died long before photos were taken.
She wandered into the kitchen and peeked in the cabinets. They were stocked full of canned food. At least they’d have something to eat.
Lily freshened up in the bathroom and came out to find Jake making some canned stew.
“Hope this is okay.”
“It’s perfect.” Lily wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his back.
They snuggled in front of the fire after they ate. Lily had trouble keeping her mind off the things she wanted to do with Jake. She leaned against him and he stroked her arm. “What kind of movies do you like?” Jake asked.
“Romance.”
He laughed loudly. “I should have known.”
“What about you?”
“Action.”
“Typical man.” She elbowed him. “How do you stay so cool?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you’re like ancient, right? How do you stay ‘in’?”
“I don’t know. Maybe my brain froze at seventeen too? I’ve never felt old.”
“Never felt stuck? Or out of touch?”
“No. I just keep adapting. It’s kind of neat to watch history being made. I remember what it was like before electricity, television, and Internet.”
Lily laughed. “I can’t imagine.”
“But, I like those inventions. I think cell phones are awesome and iPads are the neatest thing...until the next cool thing comes out. I’m sure as the years pass, you will find yourself feeling the same.”
“Maybe.” She shrugged and turned her head to look up at him. “You certainly don’t look old. You’re going to have to give me first hand history lessons. I’m sure it would be more interesting than our boring text books.”
Jake wrapped his arm around Lily and pulled her close. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
She leaned her head on his shoulder. “I’m so glad I found you.”
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
 
They gazed into each other’s eyes. Jake jumped at the chance to make the first move before Lily could. Not holding back, he kissed her passionately. His hands rubbed her back. He wouldn’t let her have the chance to take over; he laid her down and kissed her neck.
She let out the tiniest moan as he breathed in her ear. His lips met hers again. Slowly, she lifted up his shirt and he sat up to take it off. His bare chest made her heart speed up even faster. She wanted him. She needed him. 
He kissed down her neck as her hands played in his hair. Her whole body tingled. “Jake...I won’t be able to stop if we go any further.”
He stopped kissing her and met her eyes with his. “I know.” He pressed his lips against hers again. “I don’t want to stop this time.”
She stroked his face and ran her fingers over his lips. “Are you sure?”
He nodded. “Yes. I have protection too.”
She felt something inside her snap and before she knew it, she was all over him. Kissing him, touching him, loving every inch of him. She had never felt so accepted for who she was until that moment. When they were together, there was nothing else, nobody else in the world. It was just them. When it was finally over, she collapsed next to him on the floor, in front of the fire.
Peeking over at him, she asked, “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”
Out of breath, he answered, “I’m fine.” He chuckled. "You are incredible."
They fell asleep right there, curled up on the rug, with a blanket over them.
***
The next morning, Lily turned to face Jake in bed. “So, what do we do now?”
“We wait.”
“For what?”
“I don’t know. I’m still working on that.” He gave her that adorable grin of his. “We’ll be fine here. If anyone comes, we’ll hear them way before they get here.”
“When we...ya know...last night, did it feel weird?”
“No. It felt perfect. Why? Was it weird for you?”
“No, a little uncomfortable at first.” She blushed a little. “I just wondered if you felt anything different at all because of what I am.”
Jake grinned. "If by different you mean the most amazing sex I've ever had in my centuries of life then yes, it felt different." He stared into her eyes. "I'm falling in love with you, Lily. I never thought I would love anyone again."
"I'm falling for you, too. Will you tell me about her? The girl you once loved?"
Jake turned onto his back and grimaced. "I don't like to talk about Laura. It was a long time ago, and I'd rather not think about it."
Lily furrowed her eyebrows. "That's not fair. I told you everything you wanted to know about me."
Jake sighed. "What do you want to know?"
"How did you meet?"
"We met in London. I've traveled a lot over the years. She was selling cloth at a market."
"What did she look like?" Lily was surprised to feel she was jealous of a dead woman.
Jake got a faraway look in his eyes. "She was tiny and had long blond hair and blue eyes. Her smile could light up a room."
Lily pulled on the hem of her shirt and looked at the floor unable to meet his eyes. "You were right. This was a bad idea. I don't really want to know anymore. I'm sorry you lost someone you loved. But, I'm glad you're mine now." 
"Lily, you have nothing to worry about. In all this time, you are the first woman that I've been drawn to. I really feel like we were meant to be together."
"I hope so. I've never felt this connected with anyone before." Lily leaned over and Jake's lips met her halfway. They spent the rest of the day entwined in each other’s arms. 
***
"I need food." Lily grasped the sheets and pulled herself up to sitting position. She grinned playfully. "I guess we can't order a pizza?"
"Probably not the best idea. There should be some meat in the freezer. I'll cook us up something. I'll give Sampson a call and ask him to bring some supplies such as milk and bread to hold us over." 
"How long do you think we will be here? I guess we can't stay forever." Lily threw the sheets off and grabbed Jake’s t-shirt to put on. "Maybe, running wasn't the best idea."
"We’ll give it another day or so and then you can call your mother and find out if there have been any changes. I have the means for us to escape forever if we need to." 
Lily thought of her parents and Hannah. She really didn't want to drop off the face of the earth. She had just started to feel like it was possible to have a normal life. "I'll call tomorrow. Let's just enjoy the time we have alone together." 
They were sitting at the little wooden table in the kitchen. Lily looked across at Jake. "Have you almost died any other time other than the fall? Before you said you hadn't found anything that could kill you."
Jake clenched his jaw. "It's not something I'm proud of. After Laura died and the years kept passing, I felt so empty. I didn't want to be in this world any longer. I tried to take my life." He dropped his fork and looked at Lily. "I tried everything, and the curse wouldn't let me go. I eventually gave up and accepted that I had to make the best of what I had become. I started going to different schools, or getting jobs to learn new trades. If I was given an immortal life, I was going to live it." 
She reached across the table and grabbed his hand. "I'm glad nothing worked." 
"Me too."
Lily took a bite, and then asked. "Where is your favorite place in the world?"
"Hmm, there are so many beautiful places in this world it's hard to pick just one. I guess it would be Ireland. The rolling, emerald-green hills that go on forever are breathtaking. It feels like you entered another world when you step foot on the ground." Jake had a faraway look in his eyes. "I want to take you there someday." 
They heard a car approaching around dinnertime. Jake peeked out the window. “It’s just Sampson.”
“When did you even call him?” Lily asked.
“It must have been one of the times you were in the bathroom.” He smiled and went to the door. 
“Hello, Sampson!” Jake opened the door and Sampson walked in. He was an older gentleman, large and intimidating with a full head of white hair. “Please come in.”
Sampson walked into the cabin and his eyes quickly settled on Lily.  He placed the brown paper bags on the kitchen counter.
“Sampson, this is Lily.” 
Lily stayed on the other side of the room. “Nice to meet you, Sampson.”
He eyed her suspiciously, but he nodded. “You too, Miss.”
Jake handed Sampson some money. “Thank you.”
“Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you.” Sampson shook Jake’s hand and walked to the door. Glancing back at Lily one more time, "A succubus, Jake? Are you sure that's safe?" 
"Don't worry Sampson. We can trust her."
He grunted and nodded at Lily before he closed the door. 
“How did he know?” Lily's mouth gaped open.
“He’s an old friend, and he has been around a long time. Sampson has seen a lot of unusual things in his time.”
Lily tried to accept that answer. It still seemed odd to her. She walked to the window and watched as the car drove away. “It’s snowing,” she said, as she saw huge snowflakes fall from the sky. 
Jake joined her at the window. He put his arm around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder. “It snows a lot up here in the winter.”
“It’s beautiful.”
“Oh, that’s right. You’re from the south. Have you ever seen snow before?”
“Not falling this heavily.”
“C’mon.” Jake took Lily by the hand and led her outside. There were already a couple inches of freshly fallen snow on the ground. 
Lily lifted her head up to the sky and stuck out her tongue to catch a snowflake like a child might do. She stood there long enough to have a couple drop on her tongue and she giggled. 
Jake smiled watching her. He picked up some snow and made a snowball. He tossed it at her gently and hit her right in the shoulder. 
She looked surprised, and then started laughing. She reached down and made a ball of her own. He ducked as she threw it at him. She made another one and chased after him. He didn’t run fast—he let her catch him and smash the snowball on his head. Turning around to face her, his lips met hers for just a moment. 
He lay down on the ground.
“What are you doing?” Lily asked.
“Making a snow angel. Join me.”
She grinned and lay down next to him. Together they spread out their arms and legs and moved them back and forth. Jake jumped up and helped Lily up. They looked down at their impressions and Lily grinned. This was perfect. Playing in the snow with the guy she loved. 
After a few more minutes they went inside and warmed up by the fireplace. "I wish we could stay here forever." Lily warmed her hands over the fire. 
"That would be nice. But, I can never stay anywhere too long."
"I don't think anyone would notice this far in the woods."
"You'd be surprised. Do you want some hot chocolate?" It wasn't the neighbors he was worried about. 
"I love hot cocoa." She watched as Jake strolled to the kitchen and filled up the kettle. There was no denying it. She was crazy about him. He looked up as if he could feel her eyes on him and smiled. 
The evening went by in a blur. Every moment that she spent with Jake was wonderful. She loved falling asleep in his arms.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
The next thing Lily knew, Jake was shaking her awake. "Lily, get dressed we have to get out of here now!" 
"What? Why?" She tried to rub the sleep out of her eyes. She looked over to find Jake was tossing things into a bag. She looked out the window and it was still dark.
"Hurry up! They’ll be here soon."
"Who? The police?" Lily stepped into her jeans and threw on a sweater. 
"I'll explain later. We don't have time now."
"Okay. I trust you. Let's go." 
"Thank you." Jake reached over and gave her a quick kiss. "I'm sorry I brought you into this mess." He hurried down the stairs with her close behind. 
Lily's head was reeling. She was still half asleep, but what Jake was saying made no sense. He didn't bring her into anything she was the one that dragged him into her problems. 
Jake stopped and looked at the cabin as if he was seeing it for the last time. He grabbed her hand and they headed out the back door. Lily followed him to the shed, where he moved around some boxes and then lifted a floorboard. Underneath was a satchel. Jake grabbed it and tossed it over a shoulder. 
"What's that?"
"Enough money to keep us on the run for awhile. Lily, you have to try to keep up ok? We're going to have to take to the woods for awhile." 
"Okay.” She grabbed her gloves out of her pockets and slipped them on as they took off.
"Damn it, why did it have to stop snowing?"
"Maybe we should just turn ourselves in?" Lily’s voice quivered. 
"That's not an option anymore. We need to keep our voices down until I'm sure we’re safe, okay?"
She nodded her head and he reached for her hand and they ran. Lily had a hard time keeping up; she was worried she was going to fall on her face. Jake kept a firm grip on her hand, which gave her the strength to go on. They ran for hours. Lily was freezing and tired. The sun was rising and she wished they could stop to enjoy it, but he pulled her on. 
Lily looked up at the sky. The snow started falling again and it was coming down heavier than before. She shivered and pulled down her hat even lower over her ears. "Jake, look at all this snow. I'm scared. What if we're lost out here?" 
"We're not lost. The falling snow is actually a blessing. It will cover our trail for us. We'll find a place to rest soon. You're doing great."
"My feet are killing me, and I'm getting hungry." 
"When I see cover, we'll stop." Jake reached in his bag and pulled out a protein bar. "This will hold you over for now." 
Lily was confused. She was cold, hungry, and didn’t understand why Jake looked so worried. She bit off a piece of the protein bar. She trusted him, but she didn’t like not knowing what was going on. She continued to follow him, not saying another word. He wasn’t going to talk until they got to wherever they were going.
It was another hour until Jake said, “We’ll stay in that motel.” He pointed down the hill. I’ll go get the room. You wait here.”
Lily nodded uncomfortably. She watched Jake make his way down the hill and disappear into the motel. She waited, rubbing her arms for warmth. It felt like it was forever until he emerged and waved her down. She went slowly, fearing that she’d slip and fall. 
When she finally reached him, he took her hand and led her into the motel room. Closing the door behind them, he started taking off his wet clothes. He didn’t speak. She decided she better do what he was doing. 
Soon, they were in their underwear, and nothing else mattered to Lily. The lust took over. She put her hands on Jake’s cool chest and began to kiss him. 
He grabbed her hands and pressed them to his chest. “Not now.” He felt bad seeing the look in her eyes. Avoiding them, he dug in his bag and yanked out his dry clothes. “Why don’t you get dressed?”
Lily glared at him. She couldn't believe he had turned her down. “Fine.” She unzipped her backpack and pulled out dry clothes. 
After she was dressed, she looked in the mirror. She was a mess. Her wet hair was matted to her face. Her nose was bright red and cold. But, she didn’t care. She turned to Jake and said, “What is going on?”
Jake took a deep breath. “Sampson came back after you fell asleep. He’s a seer, do you know what that is?”
Lily nodded. “Someone who can see the future. I wasn't born yesterday.”
“Right. He saw people coming for me.”
“You? I don’t understand. Aren’t we on the run from people looking for me?”
Jake shuffled his feet. “A long time ago, someone found out that I was immortal and came looking for me. The man was obsessed with finding out how I could live and not age. He was filthy rich, and wanted to stop the hands of time. He sent his goons after me." Jake met her eyes. "They wanted to know my secret, as if I had one to tell. I got away from them, but they keep coming after me. It’s like an unsolved case to them. It gets passed down from generation to generation.
"They took Laura from me." His jaw clenched and he looked away. "They tortured her. There was nothing I could do to stop it."
Lily sucked in her breath and lifted her hand to her chest. "Did they..."
"Yes, they killed her in front of me. Trying to get me to talk." His fists were clenched at his side. "They won’t accept my answer, that I’m human and cursed and I have no idea how it works. They killed her because I don’t have the answers. I won’t let them do that to you.”
Lily was dumbfounded. She had no idea how to respond. She swallowed hard. "How did you get away?"
"I killed them." Jake's voice sounded detached.
"Oh."
"Not that it mattered. They never come after me themselves, they just send hired help." 
"I'm sorry, Jake." She couldn't stop thinking of Laura and what she must have gone through. Or how hard it had to have been for Jake to watch the woman he loved being tortured to death. She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. “How do we avoid them?” 
“We move around a lot, stay under the radar. I can usually go a decade without seeing them. I can't believe the timing." Jake moved towards her. "I can't let them get to you. It would break me if something happened to you." 
"Hush, don't worry about me. I always have the compulsion if they come after me. It might actually help, maybe I can send them back with a false message."
Jake shook his head. "I don't want you to go anywhere near them."  He pulled her close and ran his hands through her hair. Just being near her made his heart feel like it was going to explode out of his chest. 
 
The next morning, Jake woke Lily up early. They needed to get far away. He had a condo in Florida where they could stay. 
"Have you ever been on a train?" 
"Only once when I was little. I don't remember it. I've always thought it would be romantic to ride cross-country." Lily smiled. "Are we taking a train?" she asked hopefully.
"Yes, we can pay with cash. We'll get the tickets under different names."
"Sounds exciting. Can I pick my name?"
"Sure, you can even make up mine if you want."
"Ok, I want to be Emma Gray, and you can be..." She put her finger to her lip thinking. "Gavin Stevens." 
"Um…okay. Do the names have any significance?"
"Just names from romance books I've enjoyed." 
Jake shook his head. "Let's get out of here. Grab your bag." 
"Right behind you, Gavin." She giggled and grabbed his hand.
The train ride was even more beautiful then she had imagined. She loved seeing the little towns as the train rolled along. It was cool to see the ground go from snow covered to alive and green. 
Jake put his arm around her and kissed her head. "This is nice. I wish we weren't running, but I'm glad to have you by my side."
"I'm glad to be here. Do you think we should call my mom and check in?"
“We can do that when we get to Florida. We'll get another phone."
"Thanks. I feel bad not letting them know where we are."
"Lily, if you are going to stay with me, you will often have to run and not see your parents for long stretches of time."
She turned and stared out the window. "Maybe we can take care of your problem once and for all, and you won’t have to hide anymore."
"If it were that easy, I would have taken care of it years ago."  He clenched his jaw and looked away.
"I'm not very strong, but my mother is. You have never seen her in action. I really think she might be able to help us. She is very powerful."
"We'll see." Jake squeezed her hand. He leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
“Wow,” Lily whispered. “This is beautiful.” 
Jake had opened the curtains in his living room exposing the amazing view of the ocean. The sand was white, almost like the snow they had just left, and the ocean was clear. 
“Haven’t you been to the ocean before?”
“Yes, many times, but this is gorgeous.”
“They call it the Emerald Coast.”
She turned and wandered around the condo. It had two bedrooms, a full kitchen, living room, and bathroom. It wasn’t cozy like the cabin. It was more of a summer vacation home. She loved it just as much as the cabin, but in a different way. Smiling to herself, she thought that she could definitely get used to living like this. Although, it would be nicer if they weren't on the run. 
That night, they lay with the windows open, so the roar of the ocean would lull them to sleep. Lily curled up in Jake’s arms and he caressed her body, which tingled with every touch. Jake was in only a pair of boxers, and Lily ran her fingers up and down his smooth chest. 
The power inside of her was rising. She wanted to be close to him. She needed to be with him again. It was a desire so strong she couldn’t hold back. She kissed his chest and then made her way up to his neck. She brushed her lips against his. 
He pressed his lips back against hers. Then he pulled off her nightgown and ran his hands down her arm. “You’re so beautiful,” he said.
“Make love to me again...please, Jake?”
How could he resist that? He grinned at her and took her in his arms. 
***
In the morning, Lily sipped a glass of orange juice while sitting on the balcony. Even though it was early December, it wasn’t too chilly to enjoy the morning outside. She had tossed and turned a lot of the night, worried about Jake’s troubles. She loved him, she knew that without a doubt, and she had to fix the problem so they could be together. She’d have to call her mother. 
Peeking in the bedroom again, she made sure Jake was still sleeping. He looked so peaceful, she really only wanted to crawl back in bed with him. No. She had to figure things out. Not wanting to wake him up, she decided to find a phone on her own. She grabbed his wallet out of his pants that were lying on the floor and took out some money. Then she left a note in the kitchen promising to be back soon.
Lily asked the woman at the front desk where she could get a prepaid phone. Since it was a tourist area, there were a lot of shops around. She walked down to a store and bought one of the disposable phones that Jake had showed her. 
She walked until she found a quiet area. Being that it was off-season, there weren’t too many people around. She found a nearby bench and sat down. She dialed her mother’s number.
“Hello?”
“Hi.”
“Oh, Lily,” her mother sighed. “Are you okay? Where are you?”
“I’m fine, Mom.” She purposely didn’t answer the second question. “Is there news?”
“We are up in New York right now. The boy is the same, but we have taken care of the police. It’s okay. You can come home now. Dad and I think it would be best if maybe we just homeschool you instead. We’ll be leaving here tomorrow.”
Lily rolled her eyes. “Thanks for taking care of it. Are you really sure everything is okay?”
“Yes. We can explain more later. Where are you?” she asked again.
“I’m fine.”
“Lily! Did something else happen? The school told us there’s a boy missing, a Jake O’Connor. Did you do something to him, too?”
“No, Mom. Jake is with me. I haven't hurt him.”
“Lily! That’s too dangerous.”
“It’s not, Mom. But, you have to listen. We need you.”
“What is it?”
“I can’t hurt Jake. He can’t die. And…we love each other.”
Her mother was silent for the first time in her life. “You’re only seventeen. You’re too young to love somebody. And what do you mean, you ‘can't hurt him’?”
“You always told me that age didn’t matter,” Lily answered annoyed that her mom thought she was too young for love.
“I meant that in a different context. Seventeen is too young.”
Lily sighed. “Mom, please listen. There are people after Jake because of what he is. We need your help so they stop chasing him.”
"I don't like the sound of this. What do you mean ‘what he is’?"
Lily told her mother the story about the curse and the family that had been chasing him.
"Oh Lily, leave it to you to find a boy that is cursed. I'm going to have to think this over, and decide the best route to go. I have to contact some people. Can you call me back tomorrow at the same time?"
"I can try. Thank you, Mom. I miss you."
"We miss you too, honey. The house is not the same without you. Oh, your friend Hannah has called several times. She is very concerned about you."
Lily felt horrible about not telling Hannah where she was going. "Can you call her and tell her I'm okay? Make something up."
"Okay. Don't forget to call me tomorrow. I love you."
"Love you, too." Lily hung up the phone. When she looked up, Jake was standing in front of her and staring at her. He didn't look pleased.
"Lily. What are you doing out here? You know it's not safe," he said in a hushed tone.
"I had to call my mom. She thinks she can help us. I didn't want you to talk me out of it." She crossed her arms over her chest. 
"You don't understand how evil these people are. Please don't leave again without letting me know. If anything happened to you, I'd lose it."
Lily looked down at the ground. "Okay. She wants me to call her back tomorrow."
"Fine, but you'll call from the room, with me there." Jake took a couple of steps towards her, and Lily stood up to fling her arms around him. 
"I almost forgot to tell you. My mom took care of the police, and says I can go back now."
Jake stiffened under her hug. "I can't go back to that school."
"I know, Jake, we’ll get this sorted out. Don't worry I'm not going anywhere you aren’t."
His body relaxed. "Good. I would be worried sick."
They walked back into the condo. Jake poured them both a bowl of cereal. “Sorry it’s not more,” he said. 
“This is perfect,” Lily responded as she scooped a big bite and smiled. 
 When she finished, she excused herself to take a shower. Thankfully, Jake had both shampoo and conditioner. Lily pilled her hair high up on her head.
“Your turn,” she said, walking out of the bathroom. 
He grinned and went in to take his shower. He stepped out, only his bottom half wrapped in a towel. “How about we take a walk on the beach after the sun goes down?”
“That sounds romantic.” She stared at his half-naked body. She couldn’t stay away. Before she knew it, her hands were all over his chest and his back, kissing him. He was still warm from the shower and smelled clean. She liked that. 
“Oh, Lily,” he whispered, leaning in to kiss her neck. 
She began to back him into the bedroom, but he stopped her.
“Lily, that’s enough. I don’t want our relationship to be purely physical. I understand it’s a huge part of who you are, but we need to be more than that. I need more than that.”
Lily frowned. “I’m sorry. I can’t seem to control myself around you. I want to have a normal relationship too. I want to go on dates and enjoy your company. I never thought I’d find someone that I couldn’t harm.”
“That’s just it, Lily. I don’t want you to be with me because I can satisfy your craving as a succubus. I want you to care about me for who I am, not what I am, a cursed seventeen-year-old.”
“I do care about you, Jake. I thought that was obvious. It’s not exactly easy to be normal when we’re on the run.”
Jake wrapped his arms around her. “Let’s order room service and watch a mindless TV show.” 
***
That night when the sun went down, Lily and Jake took a walk on the beach. Lily had taken off her shoes and was enjoying letting the cold waves touch her toes every now and then. She didn’t mind the temperature of the water one bit and loved the feel of the sand between her toes.
Jake held Lily’s hand tightly. He smiled at her youthfulness. She enjoyed simple things like this as well as the expensive things in life, and he could give her both, if he could just get rid of the people who wanted him. She didn't deserve a life on the run. He wondered if her mother really could help, but he didn’t dare get his hopes up. 
 
Jake and Lily walked into the dark condo. Before Jake could turn on the lights, something was thrown over his head. Lily screamed. He struggled to free himself and get to her, but something hit him on the head, and he lost consciousness. 
Lily could hear the voices of two men as they tied her hands together. She knew they had knocked Jake out, because she would have been able to hear him fighting back. These had to be the people who have been after Jake. If she could get the thing off her head and get these men to look at her, then maybe they’d have a chance. 
The man who had her by the elbow shoved her into a car. Then he yelled out, “Throw the boy in the trunk. We can't trust that one.”
The men got in the front seat and Lily felt the car start. She could move her hands a little bit and was able to pull out the cell phone still in her pocket. She shoved it in the seat cushion. She knew one thing for sure, if she didn’t call her parents tomorrow to check in, they’d come looking for her. She wasn’t sure that disposable phones could be traced, but if they could, her parents would. 
Lily tried to stay alert enough to figure out how far they were going and what her other senses could tell her. 
“Did ya see the girl?” one of the guys asked. “Pretty hot.”
“Yeah. Maybe we should play around with that.”
Lily’s stomach churned. The only man she wanted touching her was Jake.  Just the thought of those men touching her pissed her off. Something was nagging her—like there was an answer in front of her face and she was missing it. It had something to do with her powers and she couldn’t put a finger on it. Something her mother had told her. Lily leaned her head against the seat and tried to remember.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
The car finally rolled to a stop. Lily heard the doors open and then slam shut. Her stomach was in knots when her door opened. A pair of rough, calloused hands dragged her out and tossed her on the ground. She was so disoriented with the blindfold on. 
"Careful with that one. The boss will want to see her unharmed. Hopefully, he'll pass her on to us." The man’s voice was gruff.
The other one laughed. "I have a feeling Boss will want to keep this one to himself." Lily could feel his hot breath on her neck. He traced his finger down her face and she wanted to throw up. Her mind was racing. Why hadn't they said anything about Jake? 
"Watch out when you get that one out of the trunk. The boss says he's dangerous."
"He looks like a kid to me. But, I never underestimate what the boss says. If he says he's dangerous, he probably is."
Lily heard the trunk pop open. She desperately wished she could see Jake to know he was okay. 
Suddenly Lily was pushed forward and she tripped over her own feet. "You're going to regret this," she spat.
"Shut up or we'll gag you too." 
Lily clamped her mouth shut. 
She was led into a building and down a set of stairs. The hair on her neck stood up. They were taking her to a basement? The further down they went, the colder she felt. 
"We brought you a special treat, Boss." 
Lily could sense another presence in the room. 
"Indeed you have. Take off the blindfold." A deep smooth voice replied. Lily's heart accelerated. 
When the blindfold came off she was met with a bright fluorescent light in her eyes. She blinked, trying to focus, but it wasn't working. She racked her brain trying to think of what to say to get out of this mess. There were at least three of them, and there could be others. Perhaps it was best to just play along for now and use her power when it was most needed. Lily wished she could touch her necklace for comfort.
She finally got a good look at the boss. He was an older man, graying at the temples. He looked rather distinguished—as if he was born with a silver spoon. He approached her, looking her up and down. “Very nice,” he said with a sickening smile on his face. “She was with the boy?”
“Yes.”
“Excellent. Not only a treat, but leverage as well.”
Lily shuddered. 
“What’s your name?” the boss asked.
Lily stayed quiet. She wasn’t giving this guy any information about herself. 
The boss ran his hand down her side and let it linger at her waist. "You will talk, believe me." He turned to his men. “Throw her in the closet.”
“Sure thing, Boss.” The two men yanked her by the arms, opened the door, and tossed her in. 
Lily fell to the ground. She was able to sit up and back against the wall. It was cold and damp. A tiny bit of light came in from under the door. She could still hear them talking. 
“Bring me the boy!” the boss demanded. 
She heard the men leave and began fidgeting with the rope around her wrists. A few minutes later, she heard footsteps on the stairs. She heard Jake groan, and her heart felt heavy. 
“We meet again, Jake.”
“Where is she?” Jake demanded.
The boss ignored him. “How many years has it been since I last saw you? Eight?”
“Where is she?” Jake repeated.
She heard a sigh and then the door opened. “She’s right there. She’s fine...for now.”
“Lily, you okay?”
So much for not giving out her name. “I’m fine, Jake.”
The door slammed closed. She heard Jake’s voice again. “If anything happens to her, I’ll kill you. That's a promise.”
The boss laughed. “I don’t think you’re in the position to be threatening me. How about this? You tell me what I want to know, and she’ll stay alive.”
“I’ve told you a million times, I don’t know what you want to know!” Jake raised his voice. 
Lily heard shuffling, and then another groan. 
“I’ll let you think about it for a few minutes, maybe it’ll come back to you. Otherwise, that striking girl of yours is going to endure some pain. And you know how I enjoy pain." 
"Leave her out of this. She doesn't know anything." His voice was raw with emotion.
"Jake, you should have learned by now not to wear your feelings on your sleeve." A pause. "Bring the girl out. Jake has lost his chance to think it over." 
The door creaked open and Lily pulled her legs up trying to push herself further against the wall. She was jerked to her feet and shoved forward. 
"My, my, you really are exquisite. Jake, where do you find these beautiful young women? You seem to have a knack."
Lily flinched as touched her face. 
"Such beauty. It will be a shame to damage her. Jake are you ready to talk?" He wrapped his hand around Lily's hair and yanked her head back.  
"Yes, just don't touch her. I'll tell you whatever you want to know."
Lily sucked in a deep breath. The man loosened his grip, and pushed her back towards the other man. "Get her out of here. If Jake disappoints, I'll be back for her."
***
Back in the closet, Lily yanked against her bonds. She struggled with the ropes for a while and rejoiced when she felt them loosen just a bit. 
It was darker; no light was coming from under the door. She strained to hear voices, but it was eerily quiet. After a while longer, she finally freed her hands from the ropes and rubbed her sore wrists. She reached up and turned the knob of the door. It cracked open. The room itself was empty, but one of the men stood guard at the door. She closed it and sat back down. 
Leaning back against the wall, she closed her eyes. What was she going to do? She had no idea where Jake was and no clue how to help him, unless she could get the men alone. And then she’d have to...seduce them somehow. Yuck! She touched her necklace and felt the calm wash over her. Suddenly, she recalled a memory of her mother giving her the necklace. Her mother had told her, “It will dampen your power.” How could she have missed something that was right in front of her the whole time? It restricted her power somehow, especially the dreams. She took the necklace off and threw it in the corner. 
Immediately, she felt the power course through her. It felt strange, as if she were a different person. She felt confident and in charge. She knew she would have those men wrapped around her fingers in no time. 
Now, if she could get to sleep... She was too wired to fall asleep on her own, but she had an idea. She opened the door loudly alerting the guard to her pretend escape. He came running. “What are you trying to do? Get back in there!”
“No! Where is Jake?” she yelled, antagonizing him. 
He grabbed her by the hair. “You’re no match for me, little girl.” He threw her hard into the closet where she banged her head against the wall. 
Before losing consciousness, she smiled to herself. Good thinking...
 
Her dream was much more vivid than it had ever been. She could control what she was doing. It was the oddest sensation. She wasn’t sure what to do, but she thought about Jake. Soon, Lily could see him, asleep on the floor. His face was banged up and bloody. She quickly went to him. 
“Jake, can you hear me?” She caressed his face. “Jake?”
He moaned and stirred a little bit. “Lily...”
She bent down close and gently kissed his swollen lips. “I’m gonna get us outta here. You just hang on.”
She focused on the men that had taken them. The one that knocked her out materialized in her mind. He was fast asleep with drool coming out the side of his mouth. She felt repulsed. She took a deep breath and told herself, I have to do this. 
Lily touched the man’s face in her dream. He stirred beneath her touch.  She whispered in his ear. "I need you." 
The man shifted back and forth, but his eyes didn't open. He reached out to touch her and she could feel his hands on her body. Even though her physical body was in another room, she felt violated. It's just a dream, she repeated over and over again in her mind. 
"Help me." In the dream, Lily turned and ran; the man followed after her. His body was still in the same spot on the floor. 
"What do you need?" He voice sounded rough and far away.
"I need to go home." She gave a sexy pout as her eyes met his.
"I can take you."
She tilted her head and bit her lip. "No, I need your keys. I promise I'll be back. I’ll repay you for your kindness." She laid her hand on his chest and looked deep in his eyes. She felt like she could see into his soul. "Where are your keys?"
"On the counter in the kitchen on a steel bowl. But you can't get out without the code."
She slowly ran her hand down his chest. "What’s the number?"
"3294#" 
"You have been very helpful." She met his light brown eyes. "You will stay asleep, and not recall this dream when you wake up. Do you understand?"
"Yes, I understand. I don't want you to leave."
"I will be back." Through her mind, she watched him roll over on his side. 
Her eyes snapped opened. She needed to get the keys and get them out of there before anyone really woke up. 
 
Lily jumped up and hurried out of the closet. She glanced back and noticed her necklace in the corner. She reached over to grab it, allowing the calmness to wash over her body.  She snuck past the guard who had fallen asleep and hurried to the kitchen. The bowl was sitting on the counter like he had claimed. There were two sets of keys, so she grabbed them both. Shoving them in her pocket, she went back to find Jake. 
He was still laying on the floor just as she had seen in her dream. 
“Jake,” she whispered. “Wake up. We have to get out of here.”
Jake stirred a little.
Lily shook him. “C’mon Jake.”
His eyes fluttered. “Lily?”
“We don’t have much time. We have to go.” She pulled on his hand. 
“What’s going on?” he asked slowly.
“I’ve got the keys. Everybody is asleep. We have to go now.” She yanked harder.
His eyes were open now and he forced himself up. Lily put his arm around her shoulders and tried to keep him upright. “Everything’s blurry.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll drive.” She led him out of the house and into the car. Thankfully, the first set of keys she tried worked. She started it up and very slowly drove out of the driveway. Once they were on the street, she leaned on the gas, and they sped away. 
Lily had no idea where they were. She just kept driving. Jake was slumped over in his seat, his head against the window. She could hear him breathing, which brought a sense of comfort to her. He looked pretty banged up. It was a good thing he couldn’t be killed or else he probably would have been beaten to death. She wondered how long it took his body to heal. 
The sun was just starting to rise. She figured they were still in Florida. Since she had been blindfolded for the drive there, she didn’t know for sure. She’d head home to Texas, which meant she had to go west. Glancing in the rearview mirror, she searched for followers. She was terrified they would catch up to them before she made it home. 
“Hey,” Jake said, his voice hoarse. 
Lily looked over and smiled. “Hey yourself. How do you feel?”
“My head hurts.”
“Yeah. Mine too.” She rubbed the back of her head. It was still tender from hitting the wall.
“How did we get out of there?”
“I convinced one of the guards to give me the keys.”
“Lily, you didn’t have to do anything...” his voice trailed off. He didn’t want to think of what she might have done to get them out of there.
“No. Not like that,” she responded. "I went to him in a dream. It was pretty crazy. I realized that if I take the necklace off, my power is stronger. I can't believe I can enter someone’s mind like that." 
“I'm glad. I hate the thought of those creeps touching you. Where are we going?” He squinted and glanced out the window. 
“Home,” she said, “to Texas. Before you say anything, my parents will help. They’ll know what to do.”
"We should switch cars." Jake was starting to get his bearings. He wondered how long they had been on the road.
"I was waiting for you to wake up. We'll pull into the next store and swap out. Are you hungry?"
"Yeah, starving actually."
"Me too." 
Lily pulled into a Burger King parking lot and waited for a man to come outside. She handed Jake the necklace and got out of the car. 
The guy looked to be in his late twenties. She bit her lip as she walked towards him, then slowly glanced up at him. She was surprised to feel herself getting slightly aroused when she made eye contact with the good-looking man.
Lily touched the side of his arm and he looked down in surprise. "We need to switch cars."
"Okay. Where is your car?" The man looked around frantically as if he couldn't please her quick enough. Lily had to admit she loved the feel of the power running through her veins. She briefly wondered if this is why her mother was the way she was. 
"What is your name?"
"Charles."
"I love the name Charles." She licked her lips and stepped closer, pressing her body against his. "You're a very attractive man." 
"Th-thank you," he stuttered. 
"Take me to your car." 
He obediently turned and led her to the car. It was a dark sedan with heavily tinted windows; good for being invisible. Charles gestured to it, then dropped the keys in Lily’s hand. "Here are the keys. It has a full tank of gas." 
Heat flooded Lily’s body and colored stars burst in her eyes. Mindlessly, Lily shoved him up against the car, pressed her lips to his, and felt his body relax. 
Jake voice came from across the parking lot. "Lily! What are you doing?"
"Oh my God,” she said breathlessly. “I don't know what got into me. I couldn't control myself."  
Jake was at her side. He clasped the necklace around her and she instantly felt better. Normal.
"Oh Jake, what have I done?" Her eyes widened in surprise. "I'm sorry."
Jake shook the man and then slapped him across the face. He wouldn't wake up. "His pulse is steady. I don't think you caused any real harm. Put your arm around him and we'll put him in the other car. I'm sure he'll wake up shortly."
"Are you sure?"
"We need to hurry, and from now on you are keeping the necklace on unless it's an emergency."
Lily nodded her head. She was so embarrassed by her actions. 
They put the man in the car, and went through the drive-thru. 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
Lily pulled into her long, hidden driveway relieved to see the farmhouse was just as she had left it. She took comfort in the large, wrap-around porch, and the wooden swing she had spent countless hours on growing up. So much had changed—home needed to stay the same. 
“We’re here,” she said to Jake. She kissed him lightly on the lips. They were still swollen and looked like they hurt. 
She led Jake through the gate to the backyard and punched in her code. The door unlocked and she walked in. 
“Mom! Dad!” She wondered if they were home from New York yet.
Within a couple of seconds, she got her answer. Her mom appeared at the top of the steps. She was stunning in her black cocktail dress and high heels—as usual. She pressed a hand to her chest as she descended the stairs. “Lily! Are you okay?”
From the living room on their right, her father appeared. He looked tired and disheveled, with his tie hanging crookedly from his neck and his hair sticking up. He wrapped Lily in a hug. “Where have you been?” he said gruffly.
Lily pulled away from her father’s hug and answered her mother’s questions first. “I’m fine.” Then she faced her father and said, “It’s a long story.”
Her father looked over at Jake. "Who is this, Lily?"
Lily laced her arm through Jake’s. "Daddy, this is Jake. We need to help him."
"I’m Gregory Anderson.” Her father eyed him suspiciously.
Her mother smiled at Jake and batted her eyes. “I’m Sandra.”
Lily’s father cleared his throat. “I think we need to sit down and sort this all out. Let’s go to the kitchen.”
While her mother turned on the coffee, Lily filled them in from start to finish explaining about Jake and the curse. How they were kidnapped and the way they escaped. 
At the end of the tale, her mother sat tapping her long nails on the table lost in thought. She finally looked up. "I think I know someone who can help."
A surge of hope raced through Lily. "Who is it, Mom?"
"A powerful witch I've known for a long time. She might even be able to break the curse." Her mother looked over her fingers at Jake. "That is, of course, if you want it broken."
Jake’s mouth hung open. He had dreamed of someday finding a way out of the curse. But, now he had Lily. What would that mean for them? "I'll have to think it over." 
Lily looked back and forth between her mother and Jake—she wasn't getting the full implication of what breaking the curse would mean. 
"Do you think we can take care of the family that has been after Jake?" Lily asked hopefully.
"That's not as easy as it sounds. We would have to destroy all the evidence and I doubt they left it lying around. You're talking generations of research that has been passed down. We also need to find out if he has any children. I'm sure they would be in on it as well."
Lily's shoulders sagged. Her mother was right as usual. This was probably an issue that was bigger than a little compulsion.
"I will get in touch with Camille today, and we'll get a better idea of our options. You should also know that Ben is out of his coma. He doesn't recall a thing, and you have been cleared of any wrongdoing. You can technically go back to school."
Lily clasped her hands together. "That is great news. I really thought I killed him."
"You could have killed him," her father said.
"I know." Lily hung her head, thinking of how dangerous her powers could be.
She remembered her more recent accident—with the man at Burger King. She should never have taken the necklace off with a stranger. That had been stupid of her. She couldn’t do that again. It was possible for her to compel with the necklace on.
Lily decided she needed to learn how to control herself before she really did kill someone.
***
Lily found Jake sitting outside on the back porch. She opened the door and joined him. It was a perfect southern winter day. As much as she had enjoyed the snow, she didn’t like the cold. Here in Texas, it was sunny and in the sixties. 
Jake seemed lost in thought. 
She wondered what he was thinking about. Putting her hand on his, she asked, “Everything okay?”
Jake nodded, but didn’t say anything right away. 
Lily probed, “Are you upset about that man at Burger King?”
Jake looked over at her. “No. I felt a little jealous, but I know you can’t control it. I’m not sure what would happen if you lost your necklace. That scares me a little.”
Lily thought about that. He was right, of course. She couldn’t control herself when she was like that. It was like she was under a spell. Maybe she should look into getting a replacement necklace in case anything ever happened to the one she had.
“So, what’s wrong then?”
Jake sighed. “I’ve been alive for hundreds of years and now there’s a chance I could change that. A couple months ago, I would have jumped at the opportunity. But, now...now I have you.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You don’t age normally, Lily. You told me that you slow down when you hit eighteen. If the curse is taken off me, I’ll age normally or maybe I’ll just age to an old man in minutes and die. I don’t know. But, that would mean I’d die before you.”
“Oh!” The gravity of the situation hit Lily like a ton of bricks, and tears sprang to her eyes. “But, Jake...I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want you to die.”
“I know. It’s just...” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been alive for so long, maybe it’s time that I move on. Humans aren't meant to be immortal.”
Lily angrily stood up. “I don’t get it. You’ve got me and now you want to die. Obviously, you don’t care as much for me as I thought you did!” With that, she stormed off to her room, leaving Jake outside.
She threw herself on her bed and cried. She had let herself love Jake, knowing that she could be with him forever and now he just wanted to die. She wondered if he wanted to be with Laura instead. Maybe that’s what this was all about. It didn’t matter. It felt like her heart was breaking into thousands of pieces.
Why had she let herself fall in love? Maybe she should become more like her mom. With the necklace off, she could feel the passion and not have to worry about the love. That would save her heart from being broken. She played with the stone around her neck. She knew that wasn't true. Her mother loved her father anyone could see that. But, she had been alive for many years and had mastered her power.
There was a knock at the door. It was her dad. “Lily?”
“Yeah?”
The door opened and he peeked his head in. “Can I come in?”
“Sure.”
Lily’s dad walked in, closed the door behind him, and strolled over to her bed. “What’s the matter, Sweetheart?”
Her eyes brimmed with tears again. “Everything sucks.”
“Oh, now, Lily. Everything?”
“Yes, everything!”
Her dad stroked her hair. “Being something that’s not quite normal is hard, isn’t it?”
She rolled her eyes. This wasn’t something her dad could understand. “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t been born.”
Her dad exhaled loudly. “That’s quite a statement.”
“I don’t like feeling this way.”
“Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”
“How do you feel, Dad? Knowing that you’re aging and you’ll die before mom looks like she’s aged a year.”
“Ah.” Her dad closed his eyes for a minute. “It was very hard in the beginning. But, I loved your mom and she loved me. So, it was something I accepted. Do I like the idea? No. But, I wouldn’t change it. I love her so much and I love you. I'm grateful for the time I have with you both.”
“Isn’t it weird that I’ll look eighteen when you’re old enough to die?”
“Yes. It is weird. And I’m sure people will look at us strangely, but again, I wouldn’t change it.”
Lily thought about that for a minute. “The love is worth it?”
“Very much!”
“Even the way Mom is? I took off the necklace and it was like I was a completely different person. I felt passion towards a man that I never would have felt it for with the necklace on.”
“That’s something I accepted about your mother. She didn’t like wearing the stones. I guess it made her feel drugged. But, I know she loves me and that’s all that matters.” He smiled. “I spoke to Jake earlier. He seems like a good guy. I can tell he loves you. I’m sure you two will work this out.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
“You’ll always be my little girl and I’ll always protect you.” He paused. “Your mother and I have contacted some people. They are looking into the family that’s been after Jake. We should know something by tomorrow.”
After her dad left, she contemplated going to talk to Jake, but she needed some more time to think. She decided to call Hannah. Picking up the phone, she dialed Hannah’s number.
“Hello?”
“Hey, it’s Lily.”
“Lily? Where are you? How are you?”
“I’m fine. I’m home right now. I’m so sorry, Hannah. I didn’t want to leave the way I did. But, I had to.”
“Your parents explained when they were here.”
“They did? What did they say?” Lily asked curiously.
“Just that you have issues being away from home and had Jake bring you back. They said you were too embarrassed to admit it to me. You know you could have told me. It's not like I would have made fun of you or anything."
Lily rolled her eyes. Leave it to her parents to come up with a lame excuse. Now, she’d have to continue the lie…at least for now. “I'm sorry. This was the first time I'd been separated from my family. All the stuff with Ben was just too much.” She laughed at herself, thinking that her parents might have actually told Hannah the truth.
“So, you’re better now?”
“Yeah, I guess so. How’s Ben?”
“Back at school.” She hesitated. “There are still some rumors flying around that you had something to do with it, but he doesn’t remember anything, and there’s no proof of anything like that. It’s just Samantha, she’s still furious that Jake picked you over her.”
Lily sighed. “Maybe I should send her a postcard?”
Hannah laughed. “I’m sure she’d just love that. Probably come up with another rumor to start about you.”
Lily was laughing now too. It felt good to laugh. 
“When are you coming back to school?”
Lily hesitated. “I don’t know yet.” 
Part of her wanted to go back. She missed Hannah. But, the other part wasn’t so sure. Maybe staying home and being home-schooled was for the best. What if something else happened? It wasn't fair to put others at risk. And she still didn’t know what was going to happen with Jake. She knew she couldn't control herself without the necklace. 
 "I hope you come back soon. It's not the same without you. It was nice to finally have a friend around here."
"I know what you mean. Maybe I'll come back after Christmas break. I have to go, but I promise I'll call again soon."
"Thanks for calling. I'm glad to hear you’re okay."
Lily threw herself on her bed and wrapped her arms around the pillow. What was she going to do? 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
The next morning, Lily found Jake in the kitchen. He looked like he hadn't slept at all. His hair was standing up all over the place and his clothes were disheveled.  Lily was still upset with him—she couldn't believe he would consider having the curse lifted. She tried to put herself in his shoes, but it didn't work. She would never give up her chance of being with him. 
"Are you hungry?" Lily asked as she peered into the fridge.
"Not really. Lily, we need to talk."
She felt her stomach drop. This was it. He was going to tell her it was over, that she had been a mistake. Slowly, she shut the refrigerator door and turned to stare at him. 
"Can we go outside?"
"Sure." She led him out the back door. As soon as she opened the door, cool air met her, and she shivered. She looked up and noticed the moon was still visible in the morning sky. She waited for him to speak; she wasn't going to make this easy for him.
"I did a lot of thinking last night."
"And?" She pulled her sweater tighter, refusing to make eye contact with him.
"Lily, you need to understand how difficult immortality has been for me. I've tried to make the best of it, but most of my years have been spent in misery." 
She felt her stomach tighten. She inhaled sharply waiting for him to speak the next words. She finally found a boy she could be involved with, and he was going to dump her. That was just her luck. 
"Spit it out, Jake."
"I've made up my mind. I've decided that an eternity with you is not long enough. I don’t want to miss a day that could be spent with you."
"What? You're not breaking up with me?" She was clearly startled.
Jake laughed. "Breaking up with you? I would be a complete fool to leave you, Lily. I'm sorry I upset you last night. It was just all so sudden. If you had hung around, you would have known I never seriously considered leaving you."
Lily flung herself into his arms. "I thought I had lost you." 
"I'm not going anywhere."
Lily’s heart exploded. She felt safe in his arms. She began slowly kissing different parts of his face and neck. She wanted to feel him next to her, holding her forever. 
Jake ran his hands down her back and pulled her closer. “I’m sorry if I worried you.”
She silenced him by meeting his lips with hers and kissing him. “Maybe we should go inside,” she suggested, her body warming up and tingling.
“You do remember we’re at your parents’ house, right?”
She leaned back and sighed. “Well, that killed the mood.” She took his hand. “Let’s go inside anyway. It’s cold, unless your body is warming me up.”
Jake laughed and followed her inside.
“Mom? Dad?” Lily called out. “Hmmm. Where are they?” She opened the garage door and realized the car was gone. Turning back to Jake, she grinned.
“What?”
“They’re not here.”
He felt excitement race through his body. “Oh.”
She moved slowly and seductively towards him. When she reached him, she ran her hand up his bare arm. Her heart beat faster and her body filled with desire. She backed him up towards the couch and pushed him down on it. She was over him within seconds, kissing him, caressing him, and being close to him. 
She started to unbutton his shirt when he grabbed her hand. “Lily! Remember where we are!”
“But, they’re not here!” She grinned mischievously.
He couldn’t argue with her. Looking into the most beautiful green eyes he had ever seen and those perfect pouty lips that melted his heart. He lost all will to fight with her and let her start kissing him again.
She moaned and ran her hands up his bare chest. “I want to make love to you again.”
Just then the garage door opened and Lily’s dad yelled, “Lily!”
Lily jumped off of Jake. She looked back and forth between her dad and Jake and blushed. “Sorry. I got carried away.”
Her dad narrowed his eyes at her. “You need to be more careful.”
Lily’s mom walked in. “What’s going on?”
“Our daughter was practically having sex on the couch.”
“Oh, is that all?” Her mom smiled.
Lily’s dad looked at her. “That kind of behavior might be okay for you, but she’s only seventeen! What if she got pregnant?”
The heat rose to Lily’s cheeks even more. She was as red as a lobster. “Dad!”
“You know what could happen! Neither of you are immune to pregnancy.”
“Okay, Dad!” She certainly wasn’t going to tell him that they had already made love and had protection. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to control myself better.”
“It’s in her blood, Gregory. She’s supposed to be this way.”
“Not at this age! You shouldn't be encouraging her either." Her father stomped off. 
Her mother shrugged. "He'll get over it. Your father is right. The last thing you want to do is get pregnant at your age."
"I'm sorry. Jake tried to stop me."
"I'm sure he did." She smiled sweetly at Jake. "You don't stand a chance against her, you might as well face it now." 
Jake nodded his head soberly. "I know. I would do anything for her."
"You two make a cute pair. I'm going to talk to your father and smooth things over."
"Thanks, Mom." Lily leaned back on the couch and peered over at Jake. "Want to watch a movie?"
"Sure, but not a chick flick."
"You can pick." She handed the control to him and let her fingertips linger on his hand. "I would do anything for you too, you know."
"I know, Lily. I'm not going into this relationship blind. I know you hold the power."
"That's not true. We are equals."
"Yeah right, all you have to do is use your little eye trick on me or lick your lips and I'm a goner. I don't mind though."
"I promise I will never use compulsion on you. That's just wrong."
***
A couple of hours later the doorbell rang, and Lily jumped up to answer it. A dark-skinned woman with caramel-colored eyes stood on the steps. Lily took in her attire: she wore a black flowing dress, and had a gold-and-black scarf wrapped around her neck. She looked like she belonged in a different era. 
Light bounced off the huge colorful rings on the woman’s hands. Lily wanted to ask her what the names of the stones were, but realized she was staring. 
"Can I help you?"
"You must be Lily. You look just like your mother did at your age. So mesmerizing one has to force themself to look away."
Heat rose to her cheeks. "Come inside and I'll get my mom."
“Mom!” Lily yelled up the stairs.
 Her mom hurried down and threw her arms around the woman. "Camille, it's been too long."
"Agreed. I can't believe this is the first time I've seen your daughter." Camille shook her head as if gravely disappointed. 
"Lily and Jake, this is Camille, the woman I told you about."
Jake stood up from the couch and extended his hand to the woman. She grasped his hand and held on for a moment staring at him as if she was searching for something. 
"Yep, he is cursed alright. What does a woman have to do around her to get some tea?"
Sandra laughed. "You haven't changed a bit! Still bossy as ever. Come with me." Lily’s mother led Camille to the kitchen. 
Jake and Lily stared at each other unsure if they should follow or give them time alone. They decided to follow and walked into the kitchen. Sandra and Camille were sitting at the table talking. Lily leaned against the cabinets and Jake copied her.
Sandra and Camille chatted about their lives over the past few years. Then Sandra started talking about Lily. “We had to tell her a few years ago. She’s done fairly well with the stone, but there are still some issues.”
Lily grimaced. She didn’t like being talked about like she wasn’t there.
“We sent her off to boarding school up in New York. That’s where she met Jake. She ran into some trouble up there and they took off together.” Her mother’s gaze shifted over to them. “He’s been good to her. She asked for our help.”
Camille stared at Jake. “The curse is very old.”
“Before you go any further,” Jake interrupted. “I don’t wish for you to take the curse away. As you know, Lily ages slowly and I want to be with her for as long as she’s alive.”
“Are you sure about that? I could break the curse.”
Jake looked into Lily’s eyes. “Yes. Very. But, when she does die, I want to die with her. Is that anything you can help with?”
Camille’s eyes bore into Jake. It was like she was reading his soul. After minutes of silence, she spoke, “Yes. I can give you something to drink. It will kill you almost immediately. I would suggest you hide it in a spot only you know of and when that day comes, drink it.”
Jake nodded. “Thank you.”
Camille turned back to Sandra. “You said something else. Something about a family after him?”
“Yes. They’ve been chasing him for generations, catching him here and there.”
“What do they want?”
“The secret to immortality.”
Camille patted the seat next to her. “Come and tell me, Jake.”
Jake sat down and began his story again, filling her in about the curse, Laura, and their latest capture of him. 
“You were able to get him out?” Camille asked Lily.
“Yes. I had to take the necklace off, but we got out.”
“We have some investigators digging into the family history. How many family members are left, who knows, what kind of money they have,” Sandra added. “We’re hoping to hear back from them sometime today.”
"This is not going to be easy. I can spell them so they forget about the curse, but we're not really sure how big the web is. How many people know? Does he have a journal... Something this old will have many moving pieces." Camille looked at each one of them searchingly. "This could get dirty. Are you guys prepared for that?" 
One by one, they nodded their heads. 
Camille took a deep breath and flattened her hands to the table. She paused for effect, eyeing each of them in turn. "The most important thing is we need to find them…before they find us.”
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
The next morning, Gregory called them all into the kitchen. Lily came trudging down the stairs, her hair in disarray and looking half asleep.
Everyone was seated around the table, coffee cups in hand, except for Jake: who shot her a grin from where he leaned against the kitchen counter. Her mother looked as put-together as always, despite the early hour, while her father just looked stressed. Camille lounged comfortably in her chair with a brightly-colored shawl wrapped around her shoulders.
Lily looked at the clock and groaned. “Dad, it’s way too early.”
Her father gave her a disapproving look. "We've got a lead. The family has been traced back to Atlanta. They are very well connected and come from old money." 
"That's great news! Makes it easier on us if we have a location. I can draw him out and you can work your magic." Lily's mother nodded at her friend. 
"Not so fast!” Gregory interrupted. “You can't just waltz in there and bat your eyes, Sandra. These people are dangerous. Someone with that kind of money is going to be surrounded by guards and security cameras."
"Oh Gregory, how can you underestimate me after all these years?" She shook her head, and her full lips held the slightest smile.
"No sense in wasting time. We’ll leave for Atlanta today," Camille said.
"Do you think we should leave the children?" her father asked.
"No, we might need to use the boy for bait,” her mom replied.
"Mother! I can't believe you just said that,” Lily yelled.
"It's not a big deal. It's not like they can kill him."
"But they can hurt him." Lily moved closer to Jake.
"It's fine, Lily, if it means ending this once and for all, I will gladly be used." He looked down at her. "I want this over. So we don't have to run the rest of our lives."
"I know. I just can't stand the thought of anything happening to you."
"He'll be fine. Grab your things, we'll head to the airport and get on the next flight out." Camille shooed them away. 
Lily stomped up to her room. She was irked that they were going to use Jake as bait. She opened her bag and threw a bunch of clothes in it. She didn't know how long they would be gone so she grabbed enough for a few days. 
Back downstairs, Jake had packed his bag. One look at Lily and he knew she was upset. “Lily, it’ll be okay.”
“Will it, Jake? I have a weird feeling.”
“It’ll be fine.” He tried reassuring her, although he was still a little wary inside. He wrapped his arms around her.
“I know we have to get these people off our backs, but I’m scared.” Her voice trembled slightly.
He buried his face in her long hair and inhaled. She smelled of vanilla and chamomile; it was a scent he had come to love. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“Better not,” she muttered, not wanting him to let go of her. In his arms, she felt safe. She rested her head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat. Steady. Rhythmic.
“You guys ready?” her dad asked, walking in. 
“I guess so.” Lily looked up at Jake, and hoped this would end well.
“Go get in the car.”
Jake and Lily walked hand in hand to the car and climbed in the back. Camille climbed in next to them and Lily’s parents sat in the front. The ride to the airport was full of chitchat between Sandra and Camille. Lily had no idea how they could be so calm at a time like this. Lily didn't even know her mother had a female friend until now.
The airport was loud and bright. Lily felt a headache coming on. Hopefully they had time to get a coffee before they had to board the plane. Jake and Lily stood behind her parents in line. She kept fidgeting. She just wanted to get through to their gate. Once they had their tickets, they had to go stand in another long line. Traveling sucked. When they finally reached the front, the security guard told them, “Take off your shoes and step through the scanner.” 
Lily took off her shoes, put them in a bucket, and stepped through. On the other side, she collected her shoes and slipped them back on. She impatiently waited for the others to come through. The security guard decided her mother had to be searched further. Big surprise there. 
The place was so crowded it was hard not to lose each other as they walked to the gate.  Lily glanced at her watch. “Why do they have you get here two hours early just to make you wait?”
Jake laughed. “Sometimes the lines are a lot longer. Plus they start boarding half an hour early. The two hours gives you time so you're not all stressed out. You can grab a drink, go to the bathroom, that kind of stuff.”
"Are you always this practical?" Lily smiled.
He shrugged.
Christmas music could be heard over the speakers when annoying voices weren’t announcing flights. “I forgot it’s almost Christmas,” Lily said softly.
“What do you want for Christmas?” Jake rubbed his thumb lightly on her hand as he met her eyes.
“Just you.”
“Now c’mon, every girl has something they want.” Jake smiled. He was trying to find a way to distract her. It was obvious she was upset about this trip. He hated to see her unhappy. 
“Not this one. I just want you.”
"I guess I'll just have to ask your mom later. I'm sure she'll have some ideas."
"She always goes overboard for the holidays. Let's go to the coffee shop. My head is pounding." Lily stood up and held her hand out for him. 
Jake felt so proud to be walking around with Lily. It was impossible not to notice the men staring at her with lust in their eyes. He still couldn’t believe that she wanted to be with him when she could have anyone. He made her feel like the luckiest man in the world. 
"I'll have a caramel latte, please," Lily told the guy behind the counter. He stood frozen, just staring at her. 
"She said she wanted a caramel latte. Is there a problem with that?" Jake said loudly over Lily's shoulder. 
He seemed to snap out of it. "I'm sorry. Would you like anything else?"
Jake placed his order and paid. He really had no idea how she could put up with things like that all the time. Lily looked unfazed as she walked to the end of the counter to pick up her drink. It was definitely going to take some getting used to. He had observed Lily's father and the attention to his wife didn't seem to bother him at all. Sandra obviously ate up the attention. Glad Lily isn’t like that. Will she be like that when she gets older? I hope not.
Jake tried not let his nerves bother him and was glad when their plane pulled up. They were flying first class so they got to board early. Jake and Lily sat next to each other, holding hands. Soon they would be in Atlanta, and he hoped all hell didn't break loose. 
Lily stared out the window as the plane took off. She liked the feeling of flying. Once the seatbelt light was off, she pushed up the armrest and leaned against Jake. Her body tingled and she silently told it to shut up. She couldn’t attack him on the plane; she’d have to control her urges. She touched her necklace, which calmed her down. Jake leaned over and kissed the top of her head.
Before they knew it, the flight was over and they were in Atlanta. The airport was ridiculously huge. It took forever to get their bags. Finally, they made it to the car rental place. Lily’s dad went to the desk. The rest of them were huddled around planning the next step. 
“We have to get a hotel either way,” Camille said.
“I suppose you’re right,” Lily’s mom said. “Looks like Gregory is done getting the car. Let’s go, we’ll talk more there.”
"I've already booked the rooms. Do you think I would have gone into this blind?" Gregory asked.
"Of course not." Sandra laced her arm through her husband’s and smiled up at him. 
The drive to the hotel was uneventful, though traffic sucked. Lily held onto Jake’s hand the whole way.
Gregory held open the door to the hotel room. 
Lily walked in. “Wow, Dad!” 
It was a gigantic three-bedroom suite with a stainless steel kitchenette and living room area with a modern, black leather couch and chairs. Colorful abstract paintings hung on the beige walls.  Lily ran her hand along the hardwood desk as she took in the impressive room. She could see herself living in a place like this. 
"Yeah, the room is nice. You can gawk at the place later, we have things to discuss. John is coming over soon to go over the plans."
“Who’s John?”
“A friend,” he answered. “Everyone put your things in your rooms and meet back here in twenty minutes."
"We have a plan?" Lily was surprised. 
"Of course we have a plan. This is not something that you could wing.”
Her parents had the master bedroom and Camille had the middle room. Lily walked towards the first room to the right. "I'll take this one." 
After she threw her bag in the room, Lily went back out to grab Jake. She started to lead him to her room.
Jake realized where she was taking him and said, "I'll take the couch."
"No way. You are not sleeping on the couch when we have this outrageous suite. We can share a room."
"I don't think so," her dad said out of nowhere. "He can take the couch. You are not sleeping together under my roof."
Jake nodded. "That works for me. Believe me I have slept on worst things than a comfortable leather couch. It will be fine."
Lily pouted and headed back to her room to change. 
 
They were all sitting in the main room watching the television when there was a knock on the door. Lily watched as her father strode confidently to open the door. 
In walked an average looking man. He had brown hair, and dark blue eyes. He was about 5'10” and looked to be in great shape. Lily guessed he was in his late thirties. He was obviously very disciplined, because he didn't look twice at her or her mother. 
"John, come in." Gregory led him to the table and they all followed. "What have you found out?"
"It doesn't look good Greg. The place is set up like a fortress. We could storm the grounds, but that would take a small army. I would need time to get a team together." He rolled out a large sheet of paper that contained the plans of the house. He wasn't kidding. The place was huge. He pointed out the guard post and the security system. 
Gregory whistled under his breath as he stared at the plans. Lily got the feeling this was not the first time her father had done something like this.  She realized she didn't really know much about her father other than he was gone a lot on business trips. She pushed the thought to the side. 
"I can get in there and get the boss out. Just tell me what you want to do." Sandra spoke softly as she placed her hand on her husband’s arm.
Gregory stared off with his jaw clenched. "I didn't want to get you involved."
"I am involved like it or not. We’re talking about our daughter. Plus, I have Camille to help me should anything go wrong." 
"It's the only way and you know it." Camille stared intently at Gregory. 
"Damn it." He slammed his hand on the table. "If anything happens to you..."
Lily was surprised that John didn't react to the fact that her mother could get into a secured building. She wondered if he was aware of her mother’s skills. 
Her father looked at John and nodded. "When Sandra comes out with him she will lead him off the property. You will have men ready to take care of any of the guards that follow."
"Not a problem." John rolled the paper. "I need twenty-four hours."
Gregory looked at his watch. “We’ll go tomorrow at nightfall.” 
John waked out without saying good-bye to any of them. He was a very strange man. 
"Dad, how do you know that man?"
"He's a business associate."
Lily was skeptical but she could tell she shouldn't press the issue. "What are Jake and I going to do?"
"You'll be with me, so I know you are safe." 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
"I need to find an herbal shop," Camille said. 
"Well, let’s go." Sandra leaned over and kissed her husband. "We'll be back tonight."
"Be careful."
"Always."
The door shut softly behind them. The room always felt emptier when her mother left; she was so full of life. 
"Looks like it's just us." Lily looked over at her dad and Jake.
"You two are on your own. I have things to do." He walked towards the door and turned back. His eyes met Jake’s. "Don't even think of doing anything with my daughter."
"No, sir." 
The door closed, and Jake and Lily looked at each other. Lily smiled. “So? What do you want to do?”
Jake laughed. “Not sure there is much we could do without getting in trouble.”
Lily ran the tips of her fingers up and down Jake’s arm. “I know what I’d like to do with you.”
Jake felt his cheeks burning. “I’d like that too, but we can’t. Maybe we could watch a movie?”
“Humph.” Lily pouted. She grabbed the remote and turned the TV on. Switching through channel after channel, she yawned. “Nothing much on.”
Jake tried to concentrate on the channel Lily had left it on, but found it difficult with Lily’s hands roaming all over the place. He chuckled to himself. It was usually the guy acting this way and the girl stopping him, but not in their case. 
He took her hand in his. "You need to stop."
“You’re no fun.” She stuck out her lower lip. 
“I don’t need your dad throwing me out. Your family is helping me and I need to respect their wishes.”
“He wouldn’t...not really. He understands it’s my fault.”
“Still.” He squeezed her hand and turned his attention to the TV.
Lily sighed and flipped through the channels again. She finally stopped on a comedy. After a few minutes, she laid her head in Jake’s lap. 
“Is this okay?” she asked sarcastically.
“Yes.” He reached down and stroked her hair. He watched her face as she focused on the movie. She was absolutely beautiful and he wanted to give her everything she wanted. He found himself daydreaming about the day they would live together and not have parents—or crazy old men—to worry about. Of course, he’d have to get through the next couple days first. 
When the movie was over, Lily shifted and stared up into Jake’s blue eyes. “I can’t help what I feel for you.”
“I know.”
“Can I tell you something?”
“Of course.”
“Sometimes I think about taking off the necklace so I can feel the passion even more with you.”
He smiled and played with her necklace letting his mind wander. “Maybe someday.”
“I can tell you want to.”
“Well, yeah, Lily. I want to. But, I have to control myself. Trust me it's not easy.”
Lily knew it was wrong to want to be with him right there in that moment, but her body kept telling her otherwise. Her body was screaming that it was right. She sat herself up in his lap and threw her arms around his neck. She knew exactly how to get him going. She kissed his neck and breathed into his ear. She continued kissing him until she reached his lips and then she hesitated, licking her lips, teasing him.
It didn’t take him long to let go and press his lips against hers, slowly making his way down her neck.
He stopped kissing and was breathing hard. “Lily, we can’t do this right now.”
“Oh c’mon.” She wrapped her fingers in his hair. 
 “Lily, stop. I...I want to be with you forever. I don’t want your dad mad at me for all that time as well. I don't want this to be all that is between us.”
 Lily stood up and stomped away. In the hotel bedroom, she paced the length of the room, fiddling with her necklace the whole time. She knew he was right. She couldn’t help the way she felt. She wanted him, all of him, all the time. That’s what she was. But, she also wanted a real relationship not based only on sexual attraction. She was pretty disgusted with herself. How could she even be thinking of sex at times like this? 
She heard the door open in the other room and voices. Sighing she thought maybe it was a good thing Jake had stopped her. They would be in an awkward predicament right now if she had.
She peeked out the door. Jake and her dad were talking. Upon seeing her, Gregory said, “We’re going to be going out to eat shortly. Make sure you’re ready.”
Lily nodded, glanced at Jake, and went to the bathroom to take a shower. Once finished, she stood in front of the mirror contemplating what to do with her hair and make-up. She put on the only dress she had brought—a black wrap-dress that accented her curves. Her necklace was on display because her top plunged so low. She stepped into her heels. She wrapped her hair in a loose bun and clipped it up. Stray hairs fell to perfectly frame her face. 
Her mother should approve.
Lily leaned forward in the mirror and grabbed her make-up bag. She pulled out mascara and eyeliner. She wanted to go for a more dramatic look tonight. A touch of blush and some lip-gloss and she was done.
“I’m ready,” Lily announced she walked slowly and deliberately.
Jake gasped as she walked in. Every step she took was a promise of what was behind the slits in her dress. Lily was going to drive people crazy and it seemed like she enjoyed the idea. Jake wondered if she was still upset with him and trying to make him jealous. That didn’t sit well with him.
Everyone looked up at her. “You look lovely,” her mother commented.
“Beautiful.” Jake smiled at her.
“Let’s go,” she said, grabbing her purse.
***
They chose to eat at a fancy restaurant. Everyone else stood back as Lily’s mother charmed the host into giving them a table without a reservation. 
Lily could tell Jake was uncomfortable. She wondered if was the place or because of the close call they had earlier. She didn't talk to him on the ride over, so he probably thought she was still angry at him. She wasn't angry at him; she was angry at herself. 
Lily didn't care for fancy restaurants—she’d rather go to a steakhouse or pizza joint. Her mother, on the other hand, liked any excuse to dress up. Lily hated how she felt like she had to be on display whenever she was out with her mother. 
The menu was in a different language. French maybe? When it was her time to order, Lily went blank. 
Her mother looked at the waiter and told him something in flawless French. She smiled at Lily. “I ordered for you, dear.”
Lily nodded. She sometimes wondered if she’d ever be as intelligent and sophisticated as her mom. The adults talked a lot, not mentioning much about what was going to happen the next night. Jake and Lily sat quietly until their dinner came. The talk died down while everyone ate, but started right back up when they were done. Lily peeked over at Jake and rolled her eyes. He smiled. 
When dinner was over, the owner came to the table to ask how everything was. Sandra started to flirt with him and the owner started insisting dinner was on the house until Gregory stood up and said, “Please bring us the check so we can pay.”
The owner nodded and walked away.
Sandra turned to her husband. “What did you do that for? We could have had a free dinner.”
“We have plenty of money, Sandra. We don’t need you to flirt with people to get out of paying.”
“But, it’s more fun my way!”
He sighed and sat back down to wait for the bill. Turning to Jake, he said, “You would think after all these years she’d be bored of it.”
After paying the bill and leaving a generous tip, the five of them walked out and headed back to the hotel. Lily’s parents went to their room and Camille to hers. Lily lingered in the living room. “I wish you could come in my room with me.”
“It’s fine—”
“I know. But, I want you with me.”
“We’ll be together soon enough.” His fingers brushed the side of her face. “After tomorrow, we’ll have forever.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Just have faith, Lily.”
She nodded, trying to believe what he was saying. “I better go before my parents come back out.” She leaned closer and gave Jake a long, soft kiss.
Lily lay in bed awake most of the night. She tossed and turned, worried about the next day. She didn’t like the sound of everything, but Jake was right, she had to have faith that somehow it would all work out. She never thought she’d find anyone to be with and now here she was with Jake. That had to be fate...right?
 
Jake dreamt of Lily again. She wore the same long white gown she always did in his dreams. She approached him with her smile and seductive eyes. She took off laughing behind the trees. Jake ran faster. His heart was pounding. He was so close. If he could just go a little faster, he could reach her.  She tripped, and he reached out to grab her, but she slipped through his hands. He glanced around frantically, but she was gone. 
Jake woke up sweating and shaking. The dream had seemed so real. He wondered why he had gotten closer this time and then lost her. He hoped it wasn't a sign of things to come. With a heavy heart, he got out of bed. 
He could hear Lily singing in the shower. The sound of her voice gave him hope. He had to believe this would end well. He had been alone for so long that the thought of losing his chance with Lily was something he knew he couldn't handle. 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
It was time. 
They gathered in the living area. Her father commanded the room. "Does everyone know their part?"
They all nodded in agreement. 
"We have all the pieces ready, but be prepared, this can all go to hell real quick. Plans rarely go off without a hitch."
He glanced over at his wife. "Do what you have to get the guy in charge out, but don't put yourself in danger. We have something that he wants badly, and he is willing to do anything to get it."
"Don't worry about me. Just make sure the children are okay. Camille will be with me and she can handle anything that monster might throw our way."
"Dad, are you sure there is nothing we can do to help? It doesn't seem fair that this trouble is because of us and we have to stand on the sidelines."
"We will see how it unfolds. We may need you at some point. Just be prepared to step in if the occasion should arise." 
Jake grabbed Lily's hand and squeezed it tightly. "I just wanted to say thank you for going through this trouble for me. I have been running from this family for as long as I can recall. I don't know how to repay you."
"You can repay us by taking care of our daughter," Gregory said. 
"You can count on that." 
A few minutes later, Sandra and Camille left, leaving Gregory, Jake, and Lily at the hotel.
 
Sandra and Camille pulled up to the security gate. 
A guard walked toward their car. He looked to be in his early thirties and obviously spent a lot of time at the gym. "This is private property. You need to turn around."
Sandra rolled down her window and casually draped her arm on the door. "We're here to see Henry. He's expecting us."
"I would have been told if he was expecting guests. I'm sorry. You need to vacate the property now."
She leaned out the window a little and took off her glasses. "I have an invitation. One second.” She turned to Camille. “Camille, where is that paper?"
She fumbled around and then handed an envelope to Sandra. "It's right here."
The guard took a step closer to look at the paper. Sandra touched his arm and the guard glanced down her meeting her eyes. "Let us through. Do not call anyone and tell them we are on our way. Do you understand?"
"Yes. I understand.” 
“They will see you on the security cameras though," Camille whispered.
"We'll worry about that when we get there." Sandra released the guard’s arm and gave him a dazzling smile. "Thank you." 
The gate slowly raised and they eased their way forward. The driveway was long and winding through the woods that surrounded the property. The house, if you could call it that, was even more impressive in person. The car rolled to a stop. 
"Are you ready?" Sandra asked Camille. 
"Of course. Open the damn door."
Sandra pushed the door open and slowly swung her legs out. As soon as she stood up, guards surrounded her. She raised her hand in the air. "Really boys? Is that necessary?” she asked as she glanced around at all the guns pointed at her.
Her eyes took them in one by one looking for the leader. "How did you get Victor to let you through?" The man was tall and lean. His hair was cropped short and he had intense grey eyes. Confidence and authority radiated off him. 
"I asked nicely." 
"Doesn't work that way." The man took a couple of steps forward, his gun leveled at her. "Turn around and put your hands on the hood."
She slowly turned and he advanced. She felt his breath on her neck as he quickly patted her down. The short dress barely covered her, let alone allowed room for a weapon. She was her own weapon—something he would not be expecting. "Turn."
She obeyed and let her eyes roam over his body. She could see him squirm involuntarily. Raising her eyes, she met his and felt the pull of sexual attraction. "You don't want to do this."
"No, I don't, but it's my job." 
Her eyes bore into his and she had to physically stop herself from reaching out and caressing his face. She was momentarily surprised. She usually had more control of herself. She wasn't prepared for this instant attraction. "Take me inside."
The man looked over his shoulder. "Clear. Go back to work." The men scattered back into the darkness. 
"Follow me." 
Sandra followed behind the man trying not to stare at his broad back and trim waist. Snap out of it.
He reached the massive door and entered a code into a panel on the side of the doorway. A low beep sounded and they entered. 
The hairs on the back of Sandra’s neck stood up. She had a feeling bad things happened here. Sandra rushed to keep up as he led her through the expansive mansion. The ceiling was at least eleven feet high and a huge crystal chandelier hung down in the main foyer. Antiques and exotic art dominated the room. He led her down a long, dark hallway. She felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. The deeper they went, the cooler the air got. She wondered where he was taking her, and if she should have insisted Camille come with her. 
Finally, he stopped in front of a massive wooden door. He knocked rapidly three times and stood back.
"Come in." A deep voice sounded from nowhere. 
Sandra didn't bother to look for it. She needed to be alert when she came face to face with him.
The guard swung opened the door allowing Sandra to go in first. She walked into a gigantic study. Old maps covered the walls.
Sitting behind a large wooden desk was an older man with a full head of grey hair and dancing blue eyes. He had a strong jaw and sensual full lips that curled upward when she walked in. He didn't look very menacing to her. Of course looks are often deceiving. 
She walked forward seductively, never taken her eyes off his. She held her hand out to him. "You must be Henry." 
He took her hand in his and kissed the top sending shivers down her spine. "And you are?"
"Sandra." She gazed into his eyes and gently pulled back her hand as she sunk into the leather seat. 
"Adam. You can leave us," he said without looking up. 
The guard looked surprised. "Are you sure?"
"Do not second guess me! Leave and close the door behind you."
"Yes, Sir." He turned on his heel and left the room. 
Sandra was a bit disappointed. Adam was a pleasure to look at. 
"May I ask how you evaded my guards, and what you are doing in my home? Not that I would turn away the company of such a striking woman." His voice was deeper than she expected. 
"Unfortunately Henry, I am not here for pleasure." 
"What a shame." He folded his hands on top of the desk. "Well, what can I do for you?"
"It seems you kidnapped my daughter not too long ago." She slowly crossed her legs and ran her fingers on the side of the chair caressing the worn leather. 
"Your daughter?" He sounded surprised. 
"Yes, she was with a boy named Jake. Apparently, you want something from him. You inadvertently stirred up more trouble than you know."
He chuckled softly. "You are a pleasant surprise. I was rather bored until you walked in. I apologize for taking your daughter. It was not her we were after. She was just at the wrong place at the wrong time. There was no harm done to the child, and as you know, they managed to escape." He paused. "That's something I still can't figure out. How they could have gotten past my guards. Much like how did you get into my office?" 
"It's hard to tell some women no." 
"A truer statement has never been spoken. What exactly do you want from me? Are you here to kill me? Because that would be a shame. I would enjoy getting to know you better." 
"Oh Henry, I'm not quite sure what I'm going to do with you just yet." She laughed her throaty laugh—the one that drove men crazy. 
Sandra leaned forward. Her hands placed firmly on the desk, she stared deeply into his eyes. "You will leave with me and tell the guards not to follow. You will not resist me."
Henry stood up and waved his arm forward. "After you, my dear."
She stood up and sauntered out of the room swaying her hips as she increased her stride. She didn't like the feel of the house and wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible. 
Adam, the guard, met them in the main entryway. "Are we going out?" 
"I'm going out. You and the rest of the guards will be staying here," Henry said firmly.
"But sir, you never leave without an escort. We can follow discreetly behind."
Henry raised his hand in a motion to stop the man from speaking any further. "Who pays you? And rather handsomely at that? Do not follow me." 
Adam bowed his head like a child that had been reprimanded. 
Sandra pushed the heavy double doors open. The brisk air was welcoming on her skin. She felt a rush of excitement as she led Henry to the waiting car. She hadn't realized how much she missed the thrill.
Camille stuck her head out of the driver’s side window and frowned. "It's about time. I was about to throw some juju on that damn mansion and go in after you. There are some bad vibes coming from there."
"Camille, this is Henry." Sandra said, sliding into the back seat with him. 
Camille put the car into gear and pulled away from the house. “Wonderful to meet you, Henry.”
Their captive watched his house slowly disappear behind them before he turned around and clapped his hands. Without the slightest hint of alarm, he asked, “So. Where are you taking me?"



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
Lily paced the room like a caged animal ready to pounce. She wrung her hands together. "Where are they? What's taking so long?"
"Calm down. Your mother knows what she's doing." 
"Sure she does. She's probably having sex with the guy."
Her father inhaled sharply. "That's enough, Lily. Your mother is risking her life to help you."
Lily's face crumbled and she covered it with her hands. "Oh my God. I'm sorry. I didn't mean it. I'm just worried."
Jake put his arm around her. She shrugged it off. "Not now."
Jake walked away and sat on a metal chair, looking at the door. The bright fluorescent lights were bothering his eyes. Sandra had been gone so long he was also starting to get worried. If anything happened to Lily's mother he would never be able to live with himself. 
Just then, they heard a loud creak as the door opened. Sandra blew in like a tornado. She always had to make an entrance. Her eyes were lit with excitement, and her cheeks were flushed. She looked even more beautiful than usual. Henry and Camille lingered behind. "I brought you something, dear." 
Gregory walked past his wife and towards Henry.  John was ever present to the right of him. Lily watched with interest, unsure of what her father would do next. 
Gregory glanced at John. "Bring him to the back room."
John nodded and grabbed Henry from behind twisting his arm in an odd angle. He winced. "I'll go willingly."
John pushed him forward without saying a word. 
Lily and Jake went to follow, but her father turned. "You two are to stay out here," he said firmly. "John, keep an eye on them."
"What? That's not fair," Lily complained.
Sandra gave her a look. "Listen to your father. We'll be back shortly." 
Lily folded her arms across her chest and pouted. 
Jake threw his head back. "This sucks."
 
Camille walked around the chair Henry was strapped to and drank him in with her intense dark eyes. 
"This one is evil," she spat. "He enjoys torturing people and has a fondness for girls much too young for him. Why are you after Jake? Don't bother lying. I can find out the truth."  
"I have no idea what you are talking about." Henry looked amused. 
"Really?" She narrowed her eyes and started chanting what sounded like gibberish to everyone else. 
Henry sat up straighter in the chair and his face was contorted in pain, but no sound escaped. Suddenly his body slumped forward relaxed. 
"Want to try that again? What do you want with Jake?"
Henry twisted his head side to side to see Sandra or Gregory. "What the hell is she?"
"Answer her. I assure you that she will win," Sandra said flatly.
"You people are crazy. Is it money you want? I have plenty."
"We don't have time for this nonsense."
Sweat started to drip off Henry's brow and moisture soaked through his shirt. He squirmed in the chair. "Why is it so hot?"
"Your body temperature is rising. 102, 103,104, 105. Gregory when does the brain damage set in?" Camille asked casually. 
Gregory stood up and walked in front of Henry. "I believe it's 107, but that could be brain dead. I'm not quite sure."
"Okay, Okay. I'll tell you what you want to know, just turn down the damn heat." 
As Sandra walked forward, her heels echoed in the small room. She held a glass of water in her hand. Henry licked his lips and his eyes glistened. 
"Would you like a sip?" Sandra parted her lips slightly and stared at him. She took a long, slow drink. She leaned forward and placed the cup at his lips. He greedily swallowed. "Tell us everything or Camille will finish what she started. She is not known for her patience." 
"The boy is immortal and I need to find out his secret. My family has been searching for generations to find the key to immortality." He paused. "Jake is closest we have come."
"He's cursed. It's not a big mystery."
"Damn it! I know he's cursed. We need to find the witch that placed the curse on him. He claims he doesn't know, that the secret died with his father. I don’t believe him. It's the only hope I have and I'm not getting any younger." Desperation crept into his voice. 
"How many people are in on the search?" Gregory asked. 
"I'm the last in the line. It has been passed on throughout the generations in my family. I'm an only child and I wasn't able to father children. Believe me I've tried."
"Others must be involved. Uncles, cousins, private investigators?"
"All dead. Do you think we would want people to know what we are searching for? If more people know, we would never have a chance."
"You keep saying we." Gregory tapped his finger to his lip.
"We as in my family legacy. I'm doing this for all of us. You have no idea what they went through trying to find the key. Just let me go and I will share the secret once we get it out of the boy."
"Tempting offer, but I think we'll have to pass." Sandra stood next to her husband. "You see our daughter is in love with the boy. To bring him harm is to bring her harm. I don't suppose you know anything about love." 
"I've told you all I know. I promise." 
"Are there journals? Any kind of information that has been passed on throughout the generations?"
"Of course. We have kept detailed documentations on the hunt for immortality."
"Where are they? Camille, I think it's getting cold in here," Gregory said in hushed voice.
She walked forward staring deeply into his soul. "99, 100, 101,102, 103."
"Stop it! I will tell you what you want to know. Although, it will do you no good. I have a secret room in my basement. Under a floorboard is a hidden compartment. It's all there."
Sandra looked over at Camille and raised an eyebrow. "Is he telling the truth?"
She closed her eyes and her breathing increased. Half a minute later, her eyes snapped open. "Yes. He is telling the truth." She pulled out a small vile from her smock and handed it to Henry. "Drink this, and it will take away the fever."
Henry tilted his head back and downed the sweet liquid. "Thank you," he whispered. 
Camille looked at Sandra and Gregory. "I shall burn down the house and all it's contents."
Gregory nodded. "What are we going to do with him?"
A loud noise caused Gregory to spring into action. 
***
John wondered what was going on behind the closed door. He'd rather be in there helping Greg then out here babysitting. Suddenly, the front door burst open and in charged four men with guns. 
“Where is Henry?” Adam, the main guard demanded. All of the men’s eyes searched the room.
John leveled his gun. They stared at each other each silently, daring the other to make the first move.
Lily and Jake stayed quiet. 
Swiftly, Adam reached out, grabbed Lily’s arm, and shoved a gun in her back. She shrieked in surprise and the door down the hall swung open. She felt relieved. Her father would not let anything happen to her. She wasn't ready to die. Her body shook under the man's grip. 
Her father stepped out and his eyes widened. “Let go of her!”
“Not until you give us Henry.” 
"Put down the gun, and we will discuss it." 
“That’s not going to happen.” Adam said sharply. 
“Why don’t you let her go and take me?”
Adam looked between the two of them. “She’s prettier. Makes for a better a hostage.”
Lily glanced at Jake who looked petrified. 
“It’s okay,” she told him.
Adam yanked her hair. “Shut up.”
“Ow! You don’t have to be nasty.” Tears sprang to Lily’s eyes.
Jake took a step towards Lily. One of the men behind Adam held their gun up. “Stop right there.” 
Jake glared at them. “You know the old guy wants me. Why don’t you just take me?”
“Tempting, but since we have guns pointed at all of you right now, I think we’ve got it covered.”
Jake thought about the situation. They all had guns; one was jammed in Lily’s back. He couldn’t die, but he was pretty sure Lily and her dad could if shot. However, he had a feeling that Lily’s father had skills and would go to any length to protect his daughter. Plus, they had John on their side. He made eye contact at Gregory and nodded. 
Adam turned to one of the other guards and pointed to the room behind where Gregory was standing. “Go find out what’s going on in that room.” 
Holding the gun up higher, the man advanced towards Gregory. The guard gestured with his gun and ordered, “Move!”
Gregory stood there.
“Dad,” Lily whimpered, not wanting her dad to get hurt.
The man reached Gregory and pointed the gun directly at his chest. “Move or I shoot.”
Gregory raised his hands in mock surrender. It happened in a blink of an eye. Her dad slammed his wrist into the guard’s wrist and disarmed his gun. Gregory now had the gun aimed at the man. 
Lily's mouth hung open. How did her father know how to do that? 
John turned and shot one of the guards. At the same time, Jake lunged at the guard closest to him, knocking him over. The gun went off, the bullet pierced through his shoulder. Jake cursed. John easily took that guard down. Only two guards left. Adam and the one that Gregory had under control. 
Adam still had a hold of Lily. She looked like she was in shock. Her face was pale, and her eyes unfocused. 
The door opened and Sandra walked out. She looked down at the dead guards in distain.
Slowly she walked up to Adam. "Why do you have a gun on my daughter?"
Adam squeezed Lily's arm tighter. Her mother’s power could be felt throughout the room. All eyes were on her. 
"Stay back or I will shoot her," he stammered.
"I don't think so." Sandra locked eyes with Adam. "Let go of my daughter and hand me your gun." 
As if in a trance, he released Lily, and handed the gun over. Lily ran towards Jake. 
"I'm afraid this was all a waste of time. Henry is dead," Sandra announced.
"Dead?" Pain flashed through Adam's eyes. 
"Yes, Camille didn't care for him."
Camille walked out the door her head held high and met eyes with Adam. "He could not live. That man had too much evil in him. He would have continued harming innocent children."
Adam looked off into the distance as if he was recalling a memory. "You're right. But, he was like a father to me."
"I know, child."
"Can I see him?" His voice was strained. 
She pushed open the door and Adam entered first. The guns were put away. Camille was more dangerous than any weapon they could own. Adam stared silently at the man that had taken him in when he was a misfit teen. "What do we do now?"
"Bury him I suppose," Camille said lightly.
     
"We need to clean this mess up." Sandra looked over at John.
"Don't worry we'll take care of it. Take your daughter home." 
Jake held Lily tightly, not ever wanting to let her go. Seeing her with a gun pointed at her, he had really feared for her life. Placing his finger under her chin, he lifted her face up and very gently kissed her. “I love you,” he whispered.
“I love you, too.”
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I've been better.” Lily touched his shoulder. “How’s your arm? I can't believe you got shot.”
“It’s fine.” He grimaced in pain.
“Really? I'm sure it hurts like hell.”
“Don’t worry about it right now. We have to get that house burned down.”
“Not with that shoulder!” Gregory raised his eyebrow. “Camille, can you fix that?”
“Of course I can. I’ll need my herbs to make it heal completely. We'll take care of his wound, and then deal with the house. It's not going anywhere.”
They watched as Camille ground down herbs and infused them with oil. She held her hands over the concoction mumbling under her breath. 
"Get over here, Jake." 
 Jake took his shirt off and sat down in front of her. 
Camille put her hands over the wound and closed her eyes. She chanted "What was done, be it undone." She repeated it three times before he actually felt the bullet inside of him move. It wasn't exactly painful, but it felt strange and made his stomach roll. A minute later, it was at the surface and Camille grabbed it. She let it drop to the table where it bounced and rolled. Lily thought it was going to fall off the table, but it came to a sudden stop. 
Camille soaked a white cloth in the herbal remedy and carefully put it over the open wound. Bright red spread through the cloth. She closed her eyes and Jake felt a tingling throughout his shoulder and chest. At first there was an intense heat, and then the pain dissipated and his shoulder was pain free. 
"Wow. You are amazing." He looked in awe at Camille. 
"I've heard that before." 
They all laughed. 
With that, Jake turned to the rest of the room. “Thank you all so much. I'm sorry you had to go through this for me. I can never repay you."
"It's not over yet. We need to destroy the house." Gregory rose to his feet. 
An hour later, they were standing in front of Henry’s mansion. It was a clear cool night, not a cloud to be found. Camille took a step forward and closed her eyes. She raised her hands to the sky. 
“Ashes to ashes, 
flames to lightening, 
Rise together and become one. 
Banish this evil from all the harm it has done.” 
Lily jumped when thunder crashed and a bolt of lightening hit the house. She saw a flicker of orange on the roof and soon flames poured out of the windows. She was in awe at how quickly the flames spread. They watched as the house burned to the ground, thankful it was secluded enough not to draw attention.
Jake felt the tension leave his body as the huge house crumbled to the ground.  His whole life he had been running from these people and if this truly was the end of it, he’d be free. He quickly wiped a tear from his cheek.
“Let’s go home,” Sandra said to the group. She draped her arm over her daughter’s shoulder. 
Lily looked up at her mother and mouthed the words. "Thank You." 
She wondered what would happen now that everything was over. Would they go back to school? Would her parents send her to a new one or homeschool her? And what would happen with Jake? Her mind raced.
Camille looked over at her. "Child, you worry too much. Everything will be fine." Camille slung her bag over her shoulder. "I'll be leaving now. Always a pleasure to see you, Sandra. Let's not let so much time pass before our next meeting."
"Hopefully, our next visit will be more pleasant."
"It ended well. What more could we ask for?"
"Can I ask where you are going? It wasn't easy to track you down."
"I have some loose ends to tie up here, and then who knows? Wherever the path takes me. If you need me, I'll be there." 
They hugged and said their goodbyes. 
Sandra watched as the most powerful woman she had ever known slid into a taxi and drove off into the night. 
***
Adam stared at the gold key in his hand and twirled it in his fingers. Henry had left everything to him. A few words from a lawyer, and he'd gone from a homeless kid on the street to a man that held so much power. He had loved Henry like a father, but he had always known he was evil to the core. Henry had fought it on a daily basis, but the evil always won out. Adam could still hear the screams from the young girls, and cleaning up after. They lawyer had handed him a key to a safe deposit box with a note. ‘You are like a son to me. Continue the tradition.’ 
Adam sank back in the plush chair. Henry had wasted his whole life searching for the key to immortality. He never found happiness. He was driven to find something that was always out of his reach. Adam had been given a new lease on life. Did he really want to waste it chasing after a crazy dream? He hesitated briefly, tossed the key in the trashcan, and walked out of the room. 
Camille was standing at the bottom of the step. "I knew you would make the right decision." 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
It wasn’t until later that Lily really felt the ramifications of the past couple of weeks. She was sitting alone in her room when the tears started coming. She couldn’t stop them, they poured down her face. She had come close to killing a boy, been kidnapped, tracked down a mad man, and almost died. 
Her body shook as she sobbed. She lay down on her bed and cried into her pillow. Images flashed through her mind as her emotions ran wild. She felt angry and sad. 
There was a soft knock on her door. Lily didn’t even have the energy to call out. 
The door opened, and Jake walked in. Seeing Lily lying there on the bed—her  whole body shaking—broke his heart. He quickly went to her and sat down on the bed. Rubbing her back, he asked, “Are you okay?”
She responded by crying harder and gasping for air.
“Lily? Are you okay?” Jake asked concerned.
Lily rolled over. “No. I’m not! We were both almost killed! I am not okay with that…I…I…” she stammered.
Jake pulled Lily into his arms. “We’re safe now. I’m sorry…so sorry. I didn’t mean to put you in danger or worry you.”
Lily buried her face in his chest and soaked his shirt with her tears. “I can’t lose you. I just found you.”
He cradled her face in his palms. “I know. I’ve only known you for a short amount of time, and I know I want to be with you forever. And now we can be. Lily, it’s over. The fear of being caught is gone. We’re both safe and we can be together.”
The crying subsided as she looked into his eyes and realized he was right. They didn’t have anything to worry about anymore. She pressed her lips against his and drew him into a long, overdue kiss.
He could taste her salty tears as they kissed and he held her closer, running his hands down her back. What he would give to be alone with her right now. He wanted to show her they were safe and he loved her. But, he couldn’t do that in her parents’ house. 
She bit his lip a little and pulled it back, then let it go with a smile. 
“You’re a tease,” Jake said.
“I know.”
“I wish we were alone right now.”
“Me too.” She kept her eyes locked on his. 
Jake brushed the hair out of Lily’s face. She was all blotchy from crying, but she was still as beautiful as ever. He leaned in close to her ear and whispered, “I want you so bad.”
Lily couldn’t resist her own feelings. She pulled him down on the bed with her and began kissing his neck. Her body tingled as it always did when she felt this way. Her body knew what it wanted. 
A strong voice from downstairs yelled, “Lily!”
Lily stopped kissing Jake and groaned. How did her parents always know when they were fooling around? “This has got to stop!”
Jake laughed, but immediately quieted when Lily shot him a look. He gave her a crooked grin.  "It is your parents' house. Their rules." 
She pouted and threw a pillow at him. "Fine, let's go downstairs."
Jake laughed and snatched the pillow in the air. He stood up and extended his hand.
Her parents were sitting at the marble kitchen table looking somber. Uh oh, now what? Her mom looked up and patted the table for Lily to sit next to her. 
Her father cleared his throat. "Lily, we want you to have as normal of a childhood as possible. You've been through a lot in a short amount of time. We have debated homeschooling you. It would probably be the safest for everyone involved.”
Sandra turned in her seat and touched Lily's arm. "We've decided to let you go back to school, if you want to. You shouldn't be locked away because of who you are. However, you are going to have to take extra precautions."
Lily's eyes lit up. She never thought she would miss school, but she had started to like Emerson Academy. Mainly, she missed Hannah. "Can I go back to the boarding school?"
Her parents glanced at each other. “Do you really want to?”
“Yes.”
"You seemed happier there than any others. So, if that is what you want, we can smooth things over with the school for the time missed."
"What about Jake?" She felt panic rise in her chest at the thought of being separated from him.
"That's up to him. I don't see a problem with him going back either. You only have one more year so his age won't be noticeable." 
Lily clapped her hands together and smiled at Jake. Then she threw her arms around her mother. "Thank you! I promise I won't let you down." 
"I know you won’t. Camille left you this." Sandra held out a multi-colored stone bracelet. “She said if you wear this, your powers would be greatly dampened. It will almost be like you are a human. Of course you are attractive so you will always attract attention. It will just stop boys from turning into complete fools around you. You won’t be able to compel anyone if you have this on."
Lily grabbed the bracelet and ran her fingers over it. It was beautiful. Almost normal. She had longed to be normal. A small part of her couldn't help but be worried if she put it on Jake would no longer be attracted to her. Maybe it really was her powers that he was drawn to. 
Later that night, she lay in bed thinking about the bracelet and Jake. What if he wanted nothing more to do with her when she put it on? What if she became just an ordinary girl? Ordinary. No guys tripping over their own feet anymore. No boys fumbling over opening something for her. No one trying to kiss her when she didn’t want to. 
Her thoughts wandered back to Jake. Would wearing the bracelet be worth it? There was only one way to find out. She’d have to put it on and see what happened. It wasn’t like she couldn’t take it off if she hated it. Would she want to be with Jake if she found out it was only her power he was drawn to?
She picked it up off her nightstand and slipped it on her wrist. Then she waited. “Ridiculous,” she muttered to herself. What was she waiting for? She didn’t feel any different. It wasn’t like some switch had been turned off. Rolling over, she closed her eyes and fell asleep.
 
She got up early the next morning and made a cup of cocoa, which she took with her to the back patio. It was a nice morning, chilly, but the sun shone on her face and kept her warm. 
“Lily?” Jake’s voice was soft.
This was the moment of truth. Very slowly she turned around and faced him. He was standing at the doorway looking out at her. Her eyes met his and she tried to read him, but she just couldn’t tell how he felt. Did he still feel the same way about her? Or was the connection gone when she wore the bracelet?
“Morning, Jake,” she said sweetly and took a step towards him.
Jake closed the distance between them with a couple of steps. He was standing right in front of her staring into her eyes. He smiled that perfect, heart-melting, lopsided grin of his, and Lily swayed.
Jake grabbed her by the shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. You?”
“Yup.” Without another word, he cupped her face in his hands and leaned in to kiss her. His warm lips touched her soft, cocoa-tasting ones. She reached up and put her free arm around his neck. Running her hand through the back of his hair, she smiled inside. She could feel his body respond to her touch and she even felt her body tingle at the thought of being with him. The connection was still there. 
When they pulled apart, she asked, “You still love me?”
“Of course I do. Why?”
She looked down at her wrist and fingered the bracelet. “I…I wasn’t sure you would.”
He followed her gaze. “Did you think that my feelings for you would change if you wore that?”
She nodded. Her eyes still focused on the bracelet. “I wasn’t sure…”
“Lily, look at me.”
She looked up into his blue eyes.
“I love you always and forever. Don’t ever doubt that. That bracelet doesn’t change how I feel. Do you understand? I still love you.”
Lily grinned from ear to ear. She had nothing to worry about. He really did love her. “I love you, too.”
It was actually a weight off her shoulders. It had always been in the back of her mind that he was only with her because she was a succubus, and he was unable to resist her. Now she knew he loved her for herself, and that was an amazing feeling. She felt like she was floating on clouds. 
Lily thought it would be interesting to go out without the bracelet and see if really did have as much impact as Camille had said. "Let's go out to eat."
Jake grinned. "Where do you want to go?"
"I don't know somewhere with a lot of people." 
"IHOP?" Jake knew she wanted to try out the bracelet and he had to admit he was curious if it worked or not. He still thought she was the most stunning girl he had ever seen. The bracelet didn't damper any feelings he had for her. 
"That sounds perfect. Let me grab my sweater." 
 
Lily tensed as she pushed open the door and the bell went off over their head announcing their arrival. Several heads turned in their direction, and a couple of the men gave her the once over. Great it didn't work. Now she would never truly know if Jake loved her. Camille was probably just trying to make her feel better and gave her a placebo bracelet. 
Jake leaned down and whispered in her ear. "See if you can cut the line."
Lily glanced around there were several people waiting to be seated. She walked up to the young man behind the counter. She made eye contact with him and he smiled nervously. "We would like a seat."
"So would everyone else in line. Take a number. You'll be called when it's your turn." He titled his head in the direction of the machine that spit out numbers. 
Lily took a number and turned to Jake. Her face lit up the room. She was so excited a guy had told her ‘no’. There really was a first for everything. 
"Did you see that?" she asked in a hushed tone. 
"I saw the way he checked you out when you walked away." 
"He told me no!" 
"I guess the bracelet worked. Don't worry. You still turn heads."
"I'm not worried. Well, I guess I was a little worried. But as long as I have your attention, that is all I need." Lily rested her head on his shoulder.
Their number was called and they sat down at the table. They had a waiter and he paid no extra attention to her whatsoever. She was elated. She could really go around like a normal person now! She stared out the window while they were waiting for the food. Normal. Was that what she wanted? To be normal? She always thought it was. But, what if she was so used to being supernatural that normal was boring to her?
“What are you thinking about?” Jake asked.
She shifted her gaze back to him. “Being with you.”
He smiled. “Soon.”
“You sound like you have something in mind.”
“Maybe I do.” His eyes twinkled. 
Lily smiled. She liked surprises, and she couldn’t wait to find out what Jake had in store for her. 
When they got back to the house, Lily and Jake found the living room full of boxes. “What’s going on?” Lily asked.
“Christmas.” Her dad grinned. He was like a big kid on Christmas—loved every part of it. They had boxes and boxes of decorations that had been collected over the year. Her father thought it was a contest to have the best-decorated house in the neighborhood. 
Lily looked at the calendar and realized how close to Christmas it was. Time had flown by since Thanksgiving. “What about going back to school?”
“You can return after the break.”
Lily looked over at Jake. “What about Jake? He doesn’t have family or anywhere to go.”
Gregory stood up. “Of course he does. He has us and he can stay right here with us for the holidays.”
Lily lit up. “Really?”
“Yes, really.”
She threw her arms around her father’s neck. “Thanks, Daddy.”
Jake shook Gregory’s hand when Lily finally let go and also thanked him.
“You’re welcome. Now dig in and let’s get this place decorated.”
They opened boxes and pulled out lights, garland, and a village. Lily told Jake what to do with the stuff and they got the house decorated in not time. 
“Ready to go get a tree?” Gregory asked.
“A real one?” Jake asked surprised. 
“Of course! Sandra, let’s go get the tree,” he hollered to his wife. 
“Coming!” 
 
Jake stood at the tree farm looking baffled. Lily slipped her hand into his and squeezed it. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. It’s just been so long since I’ve been part of a family like this.”
“Do you like this kind of thing?”
He looked into her eyes. “Yeah I do, especially when it’s with you.”
"You might change your mind tomorrow when my dad drags you up on the roof to decorate."
Jake laughed. "That sounds like fun. At least it's not cold in Texas."
"My dad is over the top about decorating. You might have noticed."
"I think it's cool." 
They spent at least an hour looking for the perfect tree. Finally Sandra exclaimed, "This one!"
Lily hurried over to see what she had found. Her mom was right. It was perfect. It was at least seven feet tall and so fat and fluffy. Her mother always insisted they needed a big tree. "I love it." Lily walked over to her mom and rested her head on her shoulder. She really was lucky to have such an amazing family. 
Her father and Jake tied the tree down on top of the SUV. Lily loved how at ease Jake was with her family. When they got home, her mother put milk on the stove for hot chocolate, even though it was quite warm outside. She insisted cocoa was necessary when decorating a tree. 
***
Lily awoke bright and early. She remembered immediately that it was Christmas morning and jumped out of bed. She practically ran down the stairs yelling, “Wake up!” in the process. She skidded to a stop in front of the lit Christmas tree. She reached up and touched an ornament she had made when she was little. She grinned at the crooked snowflake made out of Popsicle sticks. It was cute that her mom had kept it all these years. 
Within minutes Lily’s parents and Jake were in front of the tree dressed in their PJs. Lily was excited at the sight of all the presents. She couldn’t wait to tear in and open them. She glanced around for Jake and found him sitting on the couch.
She ran over to him and plopped down next to him. “Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas.” His blue eyes sparkled. He leaned closer to her and gently kissed her.
“You ready for presents?” Gregory asked and started handing them out.
“I’m always ready for presents.” Lily laughed.
Gregory enjoyed being the one to hand out the presents. He loved watching his family open them and their eyes light up. 
Lily got clothes, a new purse, gift cards, and some make-up. Lily’s parents had even bought Jake some gifts. 
After most of the gifts were opened, Jake handed one more to Lily. “This one is from me.”
Lily smiled, knowing she’d love anything Jake got her. “I got you something too.” She handed him a box. “You go first.”
“Okay.” He ripped open the reindeer paper and found a beautiful black and silver watch inside. “I love it.” 
“It’s to remind you we’ll be together for all time. Look at the back.”
Jake took it out of the box and turned it around. Written on the back was: Until the end of time. He smiled and put it on his wrist. “It's perfect. Thank you. Now open yours.”
Lily smiled and tore into hers. She gasped when her eyes rested on the beautiful amethyst ring. “It’s gorgeous.”
“It’s a promise ring…and I figured more stones couldn’t hurt.”
Lily giggled. “True.” She took the ring out of the box and realized there was an inscription: Today, Tomorrow, Always.
She held the ring out to Jake. “You put it on.”
He took her hand and placed the ring on it. “I promise to be yours forever.”
Lily stared into his eyes and knew he meant it. She threw her arms around Jake’s neck and kissed him. “I love you.”
 



Epilogue
 
 
 
Lily was nervous. It was her first day back at school since the incident with Ben. Goodness that seemed like a lifetime ago. So much had taken place since then. Could she really go back to school and act as if nothing had happened? 
Jake and Lily decided to arrive in separate cars at different times. It was already going to seem strange enough that they were coming back to school on the same day. 
"Do you want me to come in with you, dear?" her mother asked, raising a perfectly shaped eyebrow. 
"No. I’m fine. Just a little worried that people are going to cause trouble about the whole Ben thing."
"I told you I took care of that." 
Lily sighed. "I know. Thank you for making the trip with me. Okay, I guess I better go in."  She tightly gripped the car door handle and shoved it open. "I'll call you soon. I love you." 
She smiled as she blew her mother a kiss and then grabbed her backpack from the back seat. She stared up at the large brick building touching her necklace to calm her nerves. She felt the instant effect of the necklace and walked forward. It was late so there weren't many kids hanging out which she was grateful for. 
She didn't want to startle Hannah so she tentatively knocked on the door. Hannah flung the door open and threw her arms around Lily. "I'm so glad you are alright. I was so worried about you." She grabbed her hands and pulled her forward. "Tell me everything." 
Lily giggled. She loved having a girlfriend. How could she have been so worried when she knew Hannah would be waiting for her? Lily quickly told her the cover story they made up. "I know my mom told you I was homesick and part of me was, but the real reason I took off was that I totally freaked about Ben. I knew I didn't do anything wrong, but I was scared. I didn't want to get kicked out of yet another school. Jake was worried so he followed me. It was a mess. I never should have left. Once that was cleared up, Jake’s uncle died in a horrible fire. He was pretty shaken about it and I didn't want to leave him alone. So, I decided to stay with him until he was ready to come back to school. Between Thanksgiving and Christmas vacations, we really didn't miss too much. I'm sure we'll be able to catch up." Lily finally paused to catch her breath. "Enough about me. What did you do for Christmas? What's the latest gossip? Has Samantha found someone new to make miserable while I was gone?"
Hannah filled Lily in on everything she missed. Everyone was so relieved that Ben had recovered. They had all been freaked out at the thought of someone their age possibly dying. It seemed to have a big impact on everyone. Some of the kids had even started being nice to Hannah. Impending death can be an eye opener. They chatted for hours until Lily couldn't keep her eyes open any longer. 
 
The next morning Lily walked down the halls and there were some stares, but nothing like she was used to. A few of the kids welcomed her back and offered their notes if she needed them to catch up. 
Lily touched her bracelet and smiled to herself. She could get used to this. When she walked into the class she had with Samantha, she had expected words, but Samantha looked up at her, curled her upper lip and looked away. No confrontation. Lily smiled to herself. Samantha still might not like her, but it wasn’t anything like it was before. 
After class, she tried to catch up with Jake only to find him busy with school work. She sighed and sat out in the hall waiting for him. It was another hour before he emerged from the room. She jumped up. “Hey!”
Jake grinned. “Hey. What are you doing out here?”
“Waiting for you.”
“Sorry it took so long. I got pretty behind while we were away.”
“I don’t mind. I just want to see you.”
“Hey Jake?” Another student called out. 
Jake turned. “Yeah?”
“See you for dinner.”
“Sure.” Jake waved.
“I guess that means we’re not having dinner together.”
Jake took her hand. “Tomorrow. I’ve got to meet with these guys tonight. I'm sure you want to spend time with Hannah anyway.”
“Fine.” She stuck out her lower lip.
“Don’t be like that. We’ve only been back a couple of days.”
“Seems like a lifetime ago.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Stop exaggerating.” He pulled Lily close to him. “I love you, Lily, and things will be fine.”
Lily nodded and kissed him, but she wondered if they really would be. They did have dinner the next night, but it was interrupted by plenty of people. Everyone wanted to know what happened and where they were. Lily got so sick of repeating the story, she excused herself and walked outside. 
Lily paced back and forth muttering to herself, “Should have stayed away from here.”
“What’s the matter?” Jake asked, surprising her.
“We haven’t had a minute to ourselves since we got back here. Maybe coming back was a big mistake. All I want to do is be with you,” Lily complained. "It's so hard to be so near you and yet unable to be alone."
“I want to be with you too,” he admitted. “It’s just going to be like this for a few days. Then we’ll be old news.”
Lily shrugged not really believing him.
“Hey.” Jake closed the space between them. He put his finger under her chin and lifted her face up. “I love you. Nothing will change that.” He pressed his lips against hers. “I’ve got an idea.”
“What?”
“Let’s go to my cabin this weekend.”
She pulled back. “Really?”
“Yeah. I’ve got a car here now. We’ll just drive there. Just the two of us and no distractions.”
Lily smiled. “I think that's just what we need.”
Jake held up his promise. They snuck out of their rooms and to his car after dark. Lily reached over and grabbed his hand. "This is nice. Sorry I was acting like a brat the other day. I got so used to having you all to myself. It's hard to share you. 
Jake smiled and rubbed his thumb on her palm. "I feel the same way. But, you have to get used to it. Until we graduate we can't always be alone. I don't want you to miss out on the normal teen stuff. It might not seem like it now, but it's important." 
"I know. I just hope we can sneak away like this once in awhile."
"You can count on it." 
 
Jake pulled into the driveway.  Lily smiled when she saw the cabin in the distance. “I love this place.”
“I know. This will always be our special place.” Jake led her inside. “I’m going to start a fire.”
“I’ll be right out. I have a surprise for you,” Lily said and headed into the bathroom.
A few minutes later, the bathroom door creaked just a little as Lily opened it. Jake looked back at her his heart skipped a beat. She was standing there in a long, white nightgown it looked like the dress she wore in his dreams. He'd never told her about the dress.
“It’s been so long,” she said.
Their eyes met. “It has.”
Lily walked towards him letting the dress drag behind her. She stopped a few feet from him and raised her hands to the back of her neck. As Jake watched, she slowly unclasped her necklace and held it out, dropping it to the floor. Then she took off the bracelet and tossed it aside...
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Sneak Peek

“Damian’s Oracle”
War of Gods, Book 1
By Lizzy Ford
CHAPTER ONE

Sofia dropped her purse on the desk in her cube without removing her sunglasses. The early December sun couldn’t set fast enough to prevent her pounding headache from growing worse on her drive to work. To ease her exposure to the sun, she’d volunteered for the evening shift to support the West Coast customers. Unfortunately, the commute to work every day was still excruciating. 

“So … did the doc say you’re turning into a vampire?” Jake, her ex-boyfriend from college and current coworker, appeared in the doorway of her cube as soon as she sat down. She ignored the hunk, hoping he’d take the hint. “I brought you something. You can pretend it’s blood.” He held out a bottle of red water.

“You have five minutes to leave my cube, or I’ll bite your neck!” she retorted.

“Really, what’d the doc say?” Jake grew serious and sat in the spare chair in her cube.

Sofia rubbed her temples. She was better off pulling a random diagnosis out of a hat.

“No brain tumors,” she replied. “Probably not the neurological issue they thought. They’re looking at other ideas.”

“Do they know what makes you allergic to light and eat raw steaks covered in peanut butter for every meal?”

“They’re not raw, and I only eat them for dinner.”

“Did the doc explain your mood swings, too?”


She gritted her teeth. She’d known Jake since her junior year of college. They dated in college, parted ways mutually, and ended up working for the same financial planning firm in Virginia. Normally, she felt privileged that he still gave her the time of day, what with the way he’d turned out—formed like a Greek god with hazel eyes so pretty their boss swooned every time she spoke to him. But today, she didn’t want to be reminded that she’d changed from a normal human being into a sunlight intolerant, moody bitch in the two months since her twenty-fourth birthday.

“Think you can talk the boss into letting me come in an hour or two later?” she asked.

“Yeah, easy. I just smile pretty. Doesn’t work on you, but it does on her.”

“Thanks, Jake. The headaches are getting worse.”

“Sofi, I’m worried,” he said, softening. “What’s going on?”’

“The doctors don’t know,” she said with a sigh. “They’re flying in a specialist from overseas. They said it might be some sort of rare blood disorder.”

“What the hell does that mean? That they really don’t have a clue?”

“Pretty much.”

“I Googled your symptoms,” Jake said and unfolded a piece of paper. “A lot of bullshit posted by wannabe vampires and Twilight fans. But I found this, too.”

He waved the page in front of her.

“This is fruit punch, by the way,” he said, nudging the bottle of red water toward her. “Your favorite, right?”

“I don’t remember telling you that.”

“Anyway, among the wacko postings, I found this site.” He pointed on the page to reveal a link to a website with a single name and phone number written on it.

Damian Bylun.

“What is this?” she asked, taking the paper from him.

Jake wiped his mouth the way he did when he’d admitted to cheating on her four years ago. She lifted her sunglasses to squint at him.

“It’s a blog this doctor guy keeps. In it, he describes what you’re going through.”

“For real?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“How did you find it? I spent days surfing the net. Even Tanya tried to help.”

“Aw well, you and your best friend just aren’t as good as The Jake. She’s still a bitch, by the way,” Jake said.

Sofia rolled her eyes. He’d never gotten over her friend refusing to date him after she dumped him. Jake’s ego was as large as his size sixteen feet.

“What does he say my symptoms are from?”

“I don’t know. His blog is firewalled from here, though, so you should just call him.”

Damian Bylun. It struck a chord deep within her, as if she should know it. Struck by something else, she removed her sunglasses and eyed Jake, saying,

“You know, you haven’t spoken to me more than to say hello in two years. I haven’t been able to get you out of my cube for the past two weeks. What’s up with that, Jake?”

 “I’ve been doing a lot of soul searching and am just trying to … be a better person,” he said with a nervous chuckle and rubbed his mouth again.

She could almost see him standing before his mirror practicing the line before going to the bars to pick up chicks. But whatever he was hiding couldn’t be that important.

“I’ll look at this later,” she said. “Go forth and leave me be, The Jake. Leave the punch.”

“Sofia, I really think you should call this guy,” he said, looking her in the eye. “Please.”

A sense of uneasiness ran through her at the gravity in his normally light tone.

“Fine, I will.”

He flashed a smile and strode from her cube. Sofia looked at the paper again. She retrieved her cell and tucked the paper into her pocket. Snatching her sunglasses, she almost made it to the door before she heard Lacy’s voice.

“Sofia, can you come see me?”

She grimaced and turned to see the tall blond striding toward her office. Lacy wore a skirt too short and tight for office wear, but when you’re the boss …

“I noticed you’ve been taking a lot of sick time lately,” Lacy said as Sofia entered the room.

“Yeah, I’m having some issues,” Sofia replied.

“Jake told me. HR passed it to upper management. I need you to bring in some sort of paperwork from your doctor stating what’s wrong.”

“They don’t know what’s wrong. I can bring you another one of the notes verifying that’s where I am when I’m missing work.”

 “What do you mean? They’re doctors,” Lacy said, looking up from the memo in her hands. “Of course they know what’s wrong. And those notes aren’t good enough.”

“They really don’t know,” Sofia said again.

“I can’t make reasonable accommodations for you if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

“That makes no sense, Lacy. If I have a doctor’s note saying I’m under their care, isn’t that good enough until they figure it out?”

Lacy arched a delicate eyebrow.

“No, it’s not,” she snapped. “I need a diagnosis, and I need a treatment plan.”

“A what?”

“You deaf now, too?”

Sofia bit her tongue. She lacked Jake’s golden tongue, and her bluntness had gotten her in trouble more than once. Normally she acquiesced in favor of a paycheck, but Lacy’s demand was bizarre, even by Lacy-standards.

“Look, Lacy, I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m so frustrated right now. I just came back from a battery of tests that said nothing’s wrong with me.” The moment the words left her mouth, she knew her mistake. Lacy’s eyebrows shot up.

“What do you mean there’s nothing wrong? Are you making this up?” her boss demanded.

“No, Lacy, what I meant is that whatever is wrong—”

“So you’re a basket case. One of those aphrodisiacs or something.”

“Hypochondriac, not aphro—”

“I meant, you’re making it up!” Lacy snarled. “Aphro, hypo, who cares. They’re the same thing! You’ve been lying to me!”

“No, Lacy—”

“You’ve been lying to Jake, too. He’s been worried sick! Oh my God, what—”

“Lacy, stop!” Sofia snapped, standing. “I haven’t lied to you. They don’t know what’s wrong, and I’m not making it up!”

“You’ve always thought yourself soooo much better than the rest of us, and I’m sick of your attitude. Now you’re lying to me about being sick. You know what? Until you can prove you’ve got some damn disease, you’re on leave without pay.”

Stunned, Sofia stared at her.

“Lacy, I’m—”

“Shut up and get out!”

Surprise, then fury, lit her insides.

“Fine,” she said, wrenching the office door open. “But Lacy, everyone knows you’re screwing Jake.”

Lacy’s mouth dropped open. Dimly, Sofia knew she’d never work there again after that low blow. She snatched her bag and hurried home, not reflecting on her behavior until she tossed her coat on the bed.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

Her cell rang. She dug it out of her pocket. 

“Hey, Tanya,” she said, kicking off her shoes. “What’s up?”

“Hey, hon, Jake told me you quit work?”

“Jake?” she echoed.

“He’s still a dick. You’re not seeing him again, are you?”

“Tanya, I have a headache. I’ll call you later.”

Sofia hung up, frustrated. She emptied her pockets and tossed her lunch in the fridge. When she retreated to the bathroom, she flipped on the light, cringed, but forced herself to stare at her reflection in the mirror over the sink.

She was going to die. She just knew it. Whatever her disease, it had eluded the doctors for months. By the time they found out what it was, she’d probably be near dead, like stage four cancer. She stared at her reflection, caught by something else that didn’t seem right. She leaned forward, staring at her irises. Her favorite feature, her eyes, had always been a pretty shade of turquoise. But instead of a rim of darker blue surrounding her irises, they were rimmed by a thick band of iridescent silver.

“Oh my God,” she whispered. As she stared, the silver seemed to flare into a deep glow and swirl around her irises like cars around a racetrack. She closed her eyes and opened them again. The silver was still there. “Hallucinations!”

She ran to her desk and pulled out a journal, jotting down her latest symptom.

Sensitivity to light, enhanced hearing so I can’t sleep without noise cancellation headphones, aversion to fish, crave meat and broccoli, nails growing faster, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, stuffy nose, addiction to peanut butter, weight loss, general weakness …

The strange symptoms went on for three pages. She read the list until panic stirred in her breast. Claustrophobic in the dark cave that had become her home, she grabbed her coat and purse and set out into the cold, brisk evening. She didn’t want to die, and she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life without ever seeing the sun again like Brad Pitt in Interview with the Vampire.

She joined crowds of people milling through downtown Crystal City to see the Christmas displays and shop. The sight of such normalcy calmed her, until someone brushed against her.

A man’s face, a woman in the hospital on her death bed, their children surrounding them.

“I’m so sorry!” someone said, steadying her as she staggered under the impact of the sudden image. Her vision cleared, and she looked into the face of the man from her vision, though he was much younger standing before her.

“I’m okay,” she said, forcing a smile. “Thanks.”

He continued on his way, holding out his hand to the woman awaiting him. The same woman who would die in twenty-three years from ovarian cancer.

More hallucinations. Nothing more, she told herself. Sofia shrugged the sense of foreboding away and stuffed her hands into her pockets. Her fingers brushed the folded paper Jake had given her. She pulled it free, once again compelled to stare at the name written there. She made her way to a coffee shop and sat at a table in the darker end of the shop, hot cocoa in hand. Someone careened into her as she pried her cell from her pocket.

“Cody, watch where you’re going!” a mother scolded the little boy sprawled on the floor.

Sofia reached for him, helping him to his feet.

Cody, sprawled in the middle of the street after being hit by a car, blood trickling from his skull into a nearby storm drain. His dark eyes open and staring.

“Sorry about that,” the young mother said, flashing a smile.

“No problem.” Sofia blinked out of her stupor. Yet another symptom of her illness: insanity! She looked again at the name on the paper and dialed.

“This is Sondra. How may I direct your call?” a pleasant voice answered.

“Um, hi, I, uh, found this number on Dr. Bylun’s blog. I’m not sure he can help me, but I would really like to speak to him.”

“We have a Mr. Bylun, but he doesn’t have a blog. Perhaps you have the wrong number?”

“Okay, I admit someone else said they found this on his blog and said I should call,” Sofia said. There was a moment of silence, and she could almost see Sondra assessing what to do.

“Why don’t you leave me your name, and if Mr. Bylun believes it in his best interest, he’ll return your call.” The cryptic response made her hesitate. Sofia sighed and raked a hand through her hair.

“Why not. I don’t have anything to lose. My name is Sofia Fast from Crystal City, Virginia.”

“And what is your call regarding?” Sondra asked.

“I’m sick. I have some sort of disease no one can diagnose, and one of my coworkers gave me this number to try.”

“Who referred you?”

“Jake Hampton.” She heard the secretary typing.

“I’m afraid he’s not in my system,” Sondra said. “I’ll deliver your message. Please don’t be surprised if Mr. Bylun opts not to return your call.”

Sofia hung up and stared at the number on the paper, wondering if Jake had lied to her or if he flat out screwed up the number. He really wasn’t a man of detail, which was why she was so surprised to see him working as a financial planner. She’d definitely never trust her money to him. Her cell rang, and she recognized her doctor’s number.

“Ms. Fast, this is Linda from Dr. Mallard’s office,” an older woman’s voice said.

“Hi Linda.”

“Dr. Mallard wanted me to give you a call and schedule an appointment for tomorrow morning, first thing.”

“Oh, God, what’s wrong now?” Sofia exclaimed and balled up her free hand into a fist until her nails bit into flesh.

“The specialist he flew in from Zurich arrives tonight. He’s apparently really interested in meeting you.”

“Really? I’d love to come in. What time do you open?”

“Seven. I’ll schedule you for seven-fifteen so Dr. Mallard can get his first cup of coffee,” Linda said.

“That’s awesome, Linda. Thank you so much for calling!”

“No problem. We’ll see you tomorrow at seven-fifteen.”

Hopeful, Sofia crumpled up the paper with Dr. Bylun’s information. If Dr. Mallard’s international guest was that anxious to see her, he must know what was going on! She sipped her cocoa, cheered by the thought of soon knowing what was wrong with her.

The sound of screeching tires and a scream drew the patrons from the coffee shop to the window. Sofia stuffed Dr. Bylun’s paper into her empty cup, tossed it, and joined the onlookers lining the street. Somewhere a few blocks away, an ambulance wailed. A drunk man staggered from a dark blue BMW. She walked up the street to a better vantage point, curious to see what he hit. 

She froze at the sight straight out of her vision—the little boy, Cody, spread-eagled in the street near the storm drain. His mother was hysterical, screaming at once at the driver and her dead son. Coldness seeped through her as she watched the familiar scene before her. In the distance, she heard her cell phone ring. It ceased and began to ring again. As if in a dream, she pulled it free and answered.

“Ms. Fast?” The deep baritone voice pierced her thoughts. “This is Damian Bylun. You left a message with my receptionist?”

Her world was beginning to spin as she realized her vision had come true. Her legs felt weak, and she sat heavily on the curb, struggling to control her breathing so she didn’t pass out.

God, what’s wrong with me? I saw him die …

“Pardon?”

Realizing she clenched the phone in her hand, she locked the screen and sat staring at the asphalt. Someone touched her, and visions flared across her mind. A pretty brunette, mugged in a back alley, raped and killed.

“Hey, are you all right?” someone else asked. As the man took her arm to help her stand, his haggard face appeared in yet another vision. An older man with dementia left to rot and finally die in an old folks’ home.


“Get away from me!” she cried, tearing her arm away. She fled, staggering as she bumped into more people and more visions flashed. She ran until the cold air burned her lungs and the people were far behind her. She retreated to her apartment, breathing raggedly, with cold tears stiffening her cheeks.


She closed and locked the door behind her. She froze when she saw the disaster that was her apartment. Everything was overturned or shredded, from the furniture to the bookshelves to the TV lying on its face. The windows were open and the apartment cold.

Her headache was now a migraine, and she shielded her eyes against the light from the street that filtered past her honeycomb blinds. She all but staggered into her bathroom. She wrenched open the medicine cabinet for the most powerful of the drugs Dr. Mallard prescribed for her and slammed the cabinet shut.

Her eyes were fully silver, swirling and glowing in the dark bathroom.

“What is wrong with me?” she screamed, slamming her fists against the mirror.

Her blood spattered on the wall, and buzzing filled her ears. She sank to the floor. Her phone began to ring again as she slid into a dead faint.
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“Damian’s Oracle”
Sofia dropped her purse on the desk in her cube without removing her sunglasses. The early December sun couldn’t set fast enough to prevent her pounding headache from growing worse on her drive to work. To ease her exposure to the sun, she’d volunteered for the evening shift to support the West Coast customers. Unfortunately, the commute to work every day was still excruciating.
“So … did the doc say you’re turning into a vampire?” Jake, her ex-boyfriend from college and current coworker, appeared in the doorway of her cube as soon as she sat down. She ignored the hunk, hoping he’d take the hint. “I brought you something. You can pretend it’s blood.” He held out a bottle of red water.
“You have five minutes to leave my cube, or I’ll bite your neck!” she retorted.
“Really, what’d the doc say?” Jake grew serious and sat in the spare chair in her cube.
Sofia rubbed her temples. She was better off pulling a random diagnosis out of a hat.
“No brain tumors,” she replied. “Probably not the neurological issue they thought. They’re looking at other ideas.”
“Do they know what makes you allergic to light and eat raw steaks covered in peanut butter for every meal?”
“They’re not raw, and I only eat them for dinner.”
“Did the doc explain your mood swings, too?”
She gritted her teeth. She’d known Jake since her junior year of college. They dated in college, parted ways mutually, and ended up working for the same financial planning firm in Virginia. Normally, she felt privileged that he still gave her the time of day, what with the way he’d turned out—formed like a Greek god with hazel eyes so pretty their boss swooned every time she spoke to him. But today, she didn’t want to be reminded that she’d changed from a normal human being into a sunlight intolerant, moody bitch in the two months since her twenty-fourth birthday.
“Think you can talk the boss into letting me come in an hour or two later?” she asked.
“Yeah, easy. I just smile pretty. Doesn’t work on you, but it does on her.”
“Thanks, Jake. The headaches are getting worse.”
“Sofi, I’m worried,” he said, softening. “What’s going on?”’
“The doctors don’t know,” she said with a sigh. “They’re flying in a specialist from overseas. They said it might be some sort of rare blood disorder.”
“What the hell does that mean? That they really don’t have a clue?”
“Pretty much.”
“I Googled your symptoms,” Jake said and unfolded a piece of paper. “A lot of bullshit posted by wannabe vampires and Twilight fans. But I found this, too.”
He waved the page in front of her.
“This is fruit punch, by the way,” he said, nudging the bottle of red water toward her. “Your favorite, right?”
“I don’t remember telling you that.”
“Anyway, among the wacko postings, I found this site.” He pointed on the page to reveal a link to a website with a single name and phone number written on it.
Damian Bylun.
“What is this?” she asked, taking the paper from him.
Jake wiped his mouth the way he did when he’d admitted to cheating on her four years ago. She lifted her sunglasses to squint at him.
“It’s a blog this doctor guy keeps. In it, he describes what you’re going through.”
“For real?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“How did you find it? I spent days surfing the net. Even Tanya tried to help.”
“Aw well, you and your best friend just aren’t as good as The Jake. She’s still a bitch, by the way,” Jake said.
Sofia rolled her eyes. He’d never gotten over her friend refusing to date him after she dumped him. Jake’s ego was as large as his size sixteen feet.
“What does he say my symptoms are from?”
“I don’t know. His blog is firewalled from here, though, so you should just call him.”
Damian Bylun. It struck a chord deep within her, as if she should know it. Struck by something else, she removed her sunglasses and eyed Jake, saying,
“You know, you haven’t spoken to me more than to say hello in two years. I haven’t been able to get you out of my cube for the past two weeks. What’s up with that, Jake?”
“I’ve been doing a lot of soul searching and am just trying to … be a better person,” he said with a nervous chuckle and rubbed his mouth again.
She could almost see him standing before his mirror practicing the line before going to the bars to pick up chicks. But whatever he was hiding couldn’t be that important.
“I’ll look at this later,” she said. “Go forth and leave me be, The Jake. Leave the punch.”
“Sofia, I really think you should call this guy,” he said, looking her in the eye. “Please.”
A sense of uneasiness ran through her at the gravity in his normally light tone.
“Fine, I will.”
He flashed a smile and strode from her cube. Sofia looked at the paper again. She retrieved her cell and tucked the paper into her pocket. Snatching her sunglasses, she almost made it to the door before she heard Lacy’s voice.
“Sofia, can you come see me?”
She grimaced and turned to see the tall blond striding toward her office. Lacy wore a skirt too short and tight for office wear, but when you’re the boss …
“I noticed you’ve been taking a lot of sick time lately,” Lacy said as Sofia entered the room.
“Yeah, I’m having some issues,” Sofia replied.
“Jake told me. HR passed it to upper management. I need you to bring in some sort of paperwork from your doctor stating what’s wrong.”
“They don’t know what’s wrong. I can bring you another one of the notes verifying that’s where I am when I’m missing work.”
“What do you mean? They’re doctors,” Lacy said, looking up from the memo in her hands. “Of course they know what’s wrong. And those notes aren’t good enough.”
“They really don’t know,” Sofia said again.
“I can’t make reasonable accommodations for you if I don’t know what’s wrong.”
“That makes no sense, Lacy. If I have a doctor’s note saying I’m under their care, isn’t that good enough until they figure it out?”
Lacy arched a delicate eyebrow.
“No, it’s not,” she snapped. “I need a diagnosis, and I need a treatment plan.”
“A what?”
“You deaf now, too?”
Sofia bit her tongue. She lacked Jake’s golden tongue, and her bluntness had gotten her in trouble more than once. Normally she acquiesced in favor of a paycheck, but Lacy’s demand was bizarre, even by Lacy-standards.
“Look, Lacy, I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m so frustrated right now. I just came back from a battery of tests that said nothing’s wrong with me.” The moment the words left her mouth, she knew her mistake. Lacy’s eyebrows shot up.
“What do you mean there’s nothing wrong? Are you making this up?” her boss demanded.
“No, Lacy, what I meant is that whatever is wrong—”
“So you’re a basket case. One of those aphrodisiacs or something.”
“Hypochondriac, not aphro—”
“I meant, you’re making it up!” Lacy snarled. “Aphro, hypo, who cares. They’re the same thing! You’ve been lying to me!”
“No, Lacy—”
“You’ve been lying to Jake, too. He’s been worried sick! Oh my God, what—”
“Lacy, stop!” Sofia snapped, standing. “I haven’t lied to you. They don’t know what’s wrong, and I’m not making it up!”
“You’ve always thought yourself soooo much better than the rest of us, and I’m sick of your attitude. Now you’re lying to me about being sick. You know what? Until you can prove you’ve got some damn disease, you’re on leave without pay.”
Stunned, Sofia stared at her.
“Lacy, I’m—”
“Shut up and get out!”
Surprise, then fury, lit her insides.
“Fine,” she said, wrenching the office door open. “But Lacy, everyone knows you’re screwing Jake.”
Lacy’s mouth dropped open. Dimly, Sofia knew she’d never work there again after that low blow. She snatched her bag and hurried home, not reflecting on her behavior until she tossed her coat on the bed.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid!”
Her cell rang. She dug it out of her pocket.
“Hey, Tanya,” she said, kicking off her shoes. “What’s up?”
“Hey, hon, Jake told me you quit work?”
“Jake?” she echoed.
“He’s still a dick. You’re not seeing him again, are you?”
“Tanya, I have a headache. I’ll call you later.”
Sofia hung up, frustrated. She emptied her pockets and tossed her lunch in the fridge. When she retreated to the bathroom, she flipped on the light, cringed, but forced herself to stare at her reflection in the mirror over the sink.
She was going to die. She just knew it. Whatever her disease, it had eluded the doctors for months. By the time they found out what it was, she’d probably be near dead, like stage four cancer. She stared at her reflection, caught by something else that didn’t seem right. She leaned forward, staring at her irises. Her favorite feature, her eyes, had always been a pretty shade of turquoise. But instead of a rim of darker blue surrounding her irises, they were rimmed by a thick band of iridescent silver.
“Oh my God,” she whispered. As she stared, the silver seemed to flare into a deep glow and swirl around her irises like cars around a racetrack. She closed her eyes and opened them again. The silver was still there. “Hallucinations!”
She ran to her desk and pulled out a journal, jotting down her latest symptom.
Sensitivity to light, enhanced hearing so I can’t sleep without noise cancellation headphones, aversion to fish, crave meat and broccoli, nails growing faster, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, stuffy nose, addiction to peanut butter, weight loss, general weakness …
The strange symptoms went on for three pages. She read the list until panic stirred in her breast. Claustrophobic in the dark cave that had become her home, she grabbed her coat and purse and set out into the cold, brisk evening. She didn’t want to die, and she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life without ever seeing the sun again like Brad Pitt in Interview with the Vampire.
She joined crowds of people milling through downtown Crystal City to see the Christmas displays and shop. The sight of such normalcy calmed her, until someone brushed against her.
A man’s face, a woman in the hospital on her death bed, their children surrounding them.
“I’m so sorry!” someone said, steadying her as she staggered under the impact of the sudden image. Her vision cleared, and she looked into the face of the man from her vision, though he was much younger standing before her.
“I’m okay,” she said, forcing a smile. “Thanks.”
He continued on his way, holding out his hand to the woman awaiting him. The same woman who would die in twenty-three years from ovarian cancer.
More hallucinations. Nothing more, she told herself. Sofia shrugged the sense of foreboding away and stuffed her hands into her pockets. Her fingers brushed the folded paper Jake had given her. She pulled it free, once again compelled to stare at the name written there. She made her way to a coffee shop and sat at a table in the darker end of the shop, hot cocoa in hand. Someone careened into her as she pried her cell from her pocket.
“Cody, watch where you’re going!” a mother scolded the little boy sprawled on the floor.
Sofia reached for him, helping him to his feet.
Cody, sprawled in the middle of the street after being hit by a car, blood trickling from his skull into a nearby storm drain. His dark eyes open and staring.
“Sorry about that,” the young mother said, flashing a smile.
“No problem.” Sofia blinked out of her stupor. Yet another symptom of her illness: insanity! She looked again at the name on the paper and dialed.
“This is Sondra. How may I direct your call?” a pleasant voice answered.
“Um, hi, I, uh, found this number on Dr. Bylun’s blog. I’m not sure he can help me, but I would really like to speak to him.”
“We have a Mr. Bylun, but he doesn’t have a blog. Perhaps you have the wrong number?”
“Okay, I admit someone else said they found this on his blog and said I should call,” Sofia said. There was a moment of silence, and she could almost see Sondra assessing what to do.
“Why don’t you leave me your name, and if Mr. Bylun believes it in his best interest, he’ll return your call.” The cryptic response made her hesitate. Sofia sighed and raked a hand through her hair.
“Why not. I don’t have anything to lose. My name is Sofia Fast from Crystal City, Virginia.”
“And what is your call regarding?” Sondra asked.
“I’m sick. I have some sort of disease no one can diagnose, and one of my coworkers gave me this number to try.”
“Who referred you?”
“Jake Hampton.” She heard the secretary typing.
“I’m afraid he’s not in my system,” Sondra said. “I’ll deliver your message. Please don’t be surprised if Mr. Bylun opts not to return your call.”
Sofia hung up and stared at the number on the paper, wondering if Jake had lied to her or if he flat out screwed up the number. He really wasn’t a man of detail, which was why she was so surprised to see him working as a financial planner. She’d definitely never trust her money to him. Her cell rang, and she recognized her doctor’s number.
“Ms. Fast, this is Linda from Dr. Mallard’s office,” an older woman’s voice said.
“Hi Linda.”
“Dr. Mallard wanted me to give you a call and schedule an appointment for tomorrow morning, first thing.”
“Oh, God, what’s wrong now?” Sofia exclaimed and balled up her free hand into a fist until her nails bit into flesh.
“The specialist he flew in from Zurich arrives tonight. He’s apparently really interested in meeting you.”
“Really? I’d love to come in. What time do you open?”
“Seven. I’ll schedule you for seven-fifteen so Dr. Mallard can get his first cup of coffee,” Linda said.
“That’s awesome, Linda. Thank you so much for calling!”
“No problem. We’ll see you tomorrow at seven-fifteen.”
Hopeful, Sofia crumpled up the paper with Dr. Bylun’s information. If Dr. Mallard’s international guest was that anxious to see her, he must know what was going on! She sipped her cocoa, cheered by the thought of soon knowing what was wrong with her.
The sound of screeching tires and a scream drew the patrons from the coffee shop to the window. Sofia stuffed Dr. Bylun’s paper into her empty cup, tossed it, and joined the onlookers lining the street. Somewhere a few blocks away, an ambulance wailed. A drunk man staggered from a dark blue BMW. She walked up the street to a better vantage point, curious to see what he hit.
She froze at the sight straight out of her vision—the little boy, Cody, spread-eagled in the street near the storm drain. His mother was hysterical, screaming at once at the driver and her dead son. Coldness seeped through her as she watched the familiar scene before her. In the distance, she heard her cell phone ring. It ceased and began to ring again. As if in a dream, she pulled it free and answered.
“Ms. Fast?” The deep baritone voice pierced her thoughts. “This is Damian Bylun. You left a message with my receptionist?”
Her world was beginning to spin as she realized her vision had come true. Her legs felt weak, and she sat heavily on the curb, struggling to control her breathing so she didn’t pass out.
God, what’s wrong with me? I saw him die …
“Pardon?”
Realizing she clenched the phone in her hand, she locked the screen and sat staring at the asphalt. Someone touched her, and visions flared across her mind. A pretty brunette, mugged in a back alley, raped and killed.
“Hey, are you all right?” someone else asked. As the man took her arm to help her stand, his haggard face appeared in yet another vision. An older man with dementia left to rot and finally die in an old folks’ home.
“Get away from me!” she cried, tearing her arm away. She fled, staggering as she bumped into more people and more visions flashed. She ran until the cold air burned her lungs and the people were far behind her. She retreated to her apartment, breathing raggedly, with cold tears stiffening her cheeks.
She closed and locked the door behind her. She froze when she saw the disaster that was her apartment. Everything was overturned or shredded, from the furniture to the bookshelves to the TV lying on its face. The windows were open and the apartment cold.
Her headache was now a migraine, and she shielded her eyes against the light from the street that filtered past her honeycomb blinds. She all but staggered into her bathroom. She wrenched open the medicine cabinet for the most powerful of the drugs Dr. Mallard prescribed for her and slammed the cabinet shut.
Her eyes were fully silver, swirling and glowing in the dark bathroom.
“What is wrong with me?” she screamed, slamming her fists against the mirror.
Her blood spattered on the wall, and buzzing filled her ears. She sank to the floor. Her phone began to ring again as she slid into a dead faint.
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“Damian’s Oracle”
Sofia dropped her purse on the desk in her cube without removing her sunglasses. The early December sun couldn’t set fast enough to prevent her pounding headache from growing worse on her drive to work. To ease her exposure to the sun, she’d volunteered for the evening shift to support the West Coast customers. Unfortunately, the commute to work every day was still excruciating.
“So … did the doc say you’re turning into a vampire?” Jake, her ex-boyfriend from college and current coworker, appeared in the doorway of her cube as soon as she sat down. She ignored the hunk, hoping he’d take the hint. “I brought you something. You can pretend it’s blood.” He held out a bottle of red water.
“You have five minutes to leave my cube, or I’ll bite your neck!” she retorted.
“Really, what’d the doc say?” Jake grew serious and sat in the spare chair in her cube.
Sofia rubbed her temples. She was better off pulling a random diagnosis out of a hat.
“No brain tumors,” she replied. “Probably not the neurological issue they thought. They’re looking at other ideas.”
“Do they know what makes you allergic to light and eat raw steaks covered in peanut butter for every meal?”
“They’re not raw, and I only eat them for dinner.”
“Did the doc explain your mood swings, too?”
She gritted her teeth. She’d known Jake since her junior year of college. They dated in college, parted ways mutually, and ended up working for the same financial planning firm in Virginia. Normally, she felt privileged that he still gave her the time of day, what with the way he’d turned out—formed like a Greek god with hazel eyes so pretty their boss swooned every time she spoke to him. But today, she didn’t want to be reminded that she’d changed from a normal human being into a sunlight intolerant, moody bitch in the two months since her twenty-fourth birthday.
“Think you can talk the boss into letting me come in an hour or two later?” she asked.
“Yeah, easy. I just smile pretty. Doesn’t work on you, but it does on her.”
“Thanks, Jake. The headaches are getting worse.”
“Sofi, I’m worried,” he said, softening. “What’s going on?”’
“The doctors don’t know,” she said with a sigh. “They’re flying in a specialist from overseas. They said it might be some sort of rare blood disorder.”
“What the hell does that mean? That they really don’t have a clue?”
“Pretty much.”
“I Googled your symptoms,” Jake said and unfolded a piece of paper. “A lot of bullshit posted by wannabe vampires and Twilight fans. But I found this, too.”
He waved the page in front of her.
“This is fruit punch, by the way,” he said, nudging the bottle of red water toward her. “Your favorite, right?”
“I don’t remember telling you that.”
“Anyway, among the wacko postings, I found this site.” He pointed on the page to reveal a link to a website with a single name and phone number written on it.
Damian Bylun.
“What is this?” she asked, taking the paper from him.
Jake wiped his mouth the way he did when he’d admitted to cheating on her four years ago. She lifted her sunglasses to squint at him.
“It’s a blog this doctor guy keeps. In it, he describes what you’re going through.”
“For real?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“How did you find it? I spent days surfing the net. Even Tanya tried to help.”
“Aw well, you and your best friend just aren’t as good as The Jake. She’s still a bitch, by the way,” Jake said.
Sofia rolled her eyes. He’d never gotten over her friend refusing to date him after she dumped him. Jake’s ego was as large as his size sixteen feet.
“What does he say my symptoms are from?”
“I don’t know. His blog is firewalled from here, though, so you should just call him.”
Damian Bylun. It struck a chord deep within her, as if she should know it. Struck by something else, she removed her sunglasses and eyed Jake, saying,
“You know, you haven’t spoken to me more than to say hello in two years. I haven’t been able to get you out of my cube for the past two weeks. What’s up with that, Jake?”
“I’ve been doing a lot of soul searching and am just trying to … be a better person,” he said with a nervous chuckle and rubbed his mouth again.
She could almost see him standing before his mirror practicing the line before going to the bars to pick up chicks. But whatever he was hiding couldn’t be that important.
“I’ll look at this later,” she said. “Go forth and leave me be, The Jake. Leave the punch.”
“Sofia, I really think you should call this guy,” he said, looking her in the eye. “Please.”
A sense of uneasiness ran through her at the gravity in his normally light tone.
“Fine, I will.”
He flashed a smile and strode from her cube. Sofia looked at the paper again. She retrieved her cell and tucked the paper into her pocket. Snatching her sunglasses, she almost made it to the door before she heard Lacy’s voice.
“Sofia, can you come see me?”
She grimaced and turned to see the tall blond striding toward her office. Lacy wore a skirt too short and tight for office wear, but when you’re the boss …
“I noticed you’ve been taking a lot of sick time lately,” Lacy said as Sofia entered the room.
“Yeah, I’m having some issues,” Sofia replied.
“Jake told me. HR passed it to upper management. I need you to bring in some sort of paperwork from your doctor stating what’s wrong.”
“They don’t know what’s wrong. I can bring you another one of the notes verifying that’s where I am when I’m missing work.”
“What do you mean? They’re doctors,” Lacy said, looking up from the memo in her hands. “Of course they know what’s wrong. And those notes aren’t good enough.”
“They really don’t know,” Sofia said again.
“I can’t make reasonable accommodations for you if I don’t know what’s wrong.”
“That makes no sense, Lacy. If I have a doctor’s note saying I’m under their care, isn’t that good enough until they figure it out?”
Lacy arched a delicate eyebrow.
“No, it’s not,” she snapped. “I need a diagnosis, and I need a treatment plan.”
“A what?”
“You deaf now, too?”
Sofia bit her tongue. She lacked Jake’s golden tongue, and her bluntness had gotten her in trouble more than once. Normally she acquiesced in favor of a paycheck, but Lacy’s demand was bizarre, even by Lacy-standards.
“Look, Lacy, I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m so frustrated right now. I just came back from a battery of tests that said nothing’s wrong with me.” The moment the words left her mouth, she knew her mistake. Lacy’s eyebrows shot up.
“What do you mean there’s nothing wrong? Are you making this up?” her boss demanded.
“No, Lacy, what I meant is that whatever is wrong—”
“So you’re a basket case. One of those aphrodisiacs or something.”
“Hypochondriac, not aphro—”
“I meant, you’re making it up!” Lacy snarled. “Aphro, hypo, who cares. They’re the same thing! You’ve been lying to me!”
“No, Lacy—”
“You’ve been lying to Jake, too. He’s been worried sick! Oh my God, what—”
“Lacy, stop!” Sofia snapped, standing. “I haven’t lied to you. They don’t know what’s wrong, and I’m not making it up!”
“You’ve always thought yourself soooo much better than the rest of us, and I’m sick of your attitude. Now you’re lying to me about being sick. You know what? Until you can prove you’ve got some damn disease, you’re on leave without pay.”
Stunned, Sofia stared at her.
“Lacy, I’m—”
“Shut up and get out!”
Surprise, then fury, lit her insides.
“Fine,” she said, wrenching the office door open. “But Lacy, everyone knows you’re screwing Jake.”
Lacy’s mouth dropped open. Dimly, Sofia knew she’d never work there again after that low blow. She snatched her bag and hurried home, not reflecting on her behavior until she tossed her coat on the bed.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid!”
Her cell rang. She dug it out of her pocket.
“Hey, Tanya,” she said, kicking off her shoes. “What’s up?”
“Hey, hon, Jake told me you quit work?”
“Jake?” she echoed.
“He’s still a dick. You’re not seeing him again, are you?”
“Tanya, I have a headache. I’ll call you later.”
Sofia hung up, frustrated. She emptied her pockets and tossed her lunch in the fridge. When she retreated to the bathroom, she flipped on the light, cringed, but forced herself to stare at her reflection in the mirror over the sink.
She was going to die. She just knew it. Whatever her disease, it had eluded the doctors for months. By the time they found out what it was, she’d probably be near dead, like stage four cancer. She stared at her reflection, caught by something else that didn’t seem right. She leaned forward, staring at her irises. Her favorite feature, her eyes, had always been a pretty shade of turquoise. But instead of a rim of darker blue surrounding her irises, they were rimmed by a thick band of iridescent silver.
“Oh my God,” she whispered. As she stared, the silver seemed to flare into a deep glow and swirl around her irises like cars around a racetrack. She closed her eyes and opened them again. The silver was still there. “Hallucinations!”
She ran to her desk and pulled out a journal, jotting down her latest symptom.
Sensitivity to light, enhanced hearing so I can’t sleep without noise cancellation headphones, aversion to fish, crave meat and broccoli, nails growing faster, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, stuffy nose, addiction to peanut butter, weight loss, general weakness …
The strange symptoms went on for three pages. She read the list until panic stirred in her breast. Claustrophobic in the dark cave that had become her home, she grabbed her coat and purse and set out into the cold, brisk evening. She didn’t want to die, and she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life without ever seeing the sun again like Brad Pitt in Interview with the Vampire.
She joined crowds of people milling through downtown Crystal City to see the Christmas displays and shop. The sight of such normalcy calmed her, until someone brushed against her.
A man’s face, a woman in the hospital on her death bed, their children surrounding them.
“I’m so sorry!” someone said, steadying her as she staggered under the impact of the sudden image. Her vision cleared, and she looked into the face of the man from her vision, though he was much younger standing before her.
“I’m okay,” she said, forcing a smile. “Thanks.”
He continued on his way, holding out his hand to the woman awaiting him. The same woman who would die in twenty-three years from ovarian cancer.
More hallucinations. Nothing more, she told herself. Sofia shrugged the sense of foreboding away and stuffed her hands into her pockets. Her fingers brushed the folded paper Jake had given her. She pulled it free, once again compelled to stare at the name written there. She made her way to a coffee shop and sat at a table in the darker end of the shop, hot cocoa in hand. Someone careened into her as she pried her cell from her pocket.
“Cody, watch where you’re going!” a mother scolded the little boy sprawled on the floor.
Sofia reached for him, helping him to his feet.
Cody, sprawled in the middle of the street after being hit by a car, blood trickling from his skull into a nearby storm drain. His dark eyes open and staring.
“Sorry about that,” the young mother said, flashing a smile.
“No problem.” Sofia blinked out of her stupor. Yet another symptom of her illness: insanity! She looked again at the name on the paper and dialed.
“This is Sondra. How may I direct your call?” a pleasant voice answered.
“Um, hi, I, uh, found this number on Dr. Bylun’s blog. I’m not sure he can help me, but I would really like to speak to him.”
“We have a Mr. Bylun, but he doesn’t have a blog. Perhaps you have the wrong number?”
“Okay, I admit someone else said they found this on his blog and said I should call,” Sofia said. There was a moment of silence, and she could almost see Sondra assessing what to do.
“Why don’t you leave me your name, and if Mr. Bylun believes it in his best interest, he’ll return your call.” The cryptic response made her hesitate. Sofia sighed and raked a hand through her hair.
“Why not. I don’t have anything to lose. My name is Sofia Fast from Crystal City, Virginia.”
“And what is your call regarding?” Sondra asked.
“I’m sick. I have some sort of disease no one can diagnose, and one of my coworkers gave me this number to try.”
“Who referred you?”
“Jake Hampton.” She heard the secretary typing.
“I’m afraid he’s not in my system,” Sondra said. “I’ll deliver your message. Please don’t be surprised if Mr. Bylun opts not to return your call.”
Sofia hung up and stared at the number on the paper, wondering if Jake had lied to her or if he flat out screwed up the number. He really wasn’t a man of detail, which was why she was so surprised to see him working as a financial planner. She’d definitely never trust her money to him. Her cell rang, and she recognized her doctor’s number.
“Ms. Fast, this is Linda from Dr. Mallard’s office,” an older woman’s voice said.
“Hi Linda.”
“Dr. Mallard wanted me to give you a call and schedule an appointment for tomorrow morning, first thing.”
“Oh, God, what’s wrong now?” Sofia exclaimed and balled up her free hand into a fist until her nails bit into flesh.
“The specialist he flew in from Zurich arrives tonight. He’s apparently really interested in meeting you.”
“Really? I’d love to come in. What time do you open?”
“Seven. I’ll schedule you for seven-fifteen so Dr. Mallard can get his first cup of coffee,” Linda said.
“That’s awesome, Linda. Thank you so much for calling!”
“No problem. We’ll see you tomorrow at seven-fifteen.”
Hopeful, Sofia crumpled up the paper with Dr. Bylun’s information. If Dr. Mallard’s international guest was that anxious to see her, he must know what was going on! She sipped her cocoa, cheered by the thought of soon knowing what was wrong with her.
The sound of screeching tires and a scream drew the patrons from the coffee shop to the window. Sofia stuffed Dr. Bylun’s paper into her empty cup, tossed it, and joined the onlookers lining the street. Somewhere a few blocks away, an ambulance wailed. A drunk man staggered from a dark blue BMW. She walked up the street to a better vantage point, curious to see what he hit.
She froze at the sight straight out of her vision—the little boy, Cody, spread-eagled in the street near the storm drain. His mother was hysterical, screaming at once at the driver and her dead son. Coldness seeped through her as she watched the familiar scene before her. In the distance, she heard her cell phone ring. It ceased and began to ring again. As if in a dream, she pulled it free and answered.
“Ms. Fast?” The deep baritone voice pierced her thoughts. “This is Damian Bylun. You left a message with my receptionist?”
Her world was beginning to spin as she realized her vision had come true. Her legs felt weak, and she sat heavily on the curb, struggling to control her breathing so she didn’t pass out.
God, what’s wrong with me? I saw him die …
“Pardon?”
Realizing she clenched the phone in her hand, she locked the screen and sat staring at the asphalt. Someone touched her, and visions flared across her mind. A pretty brunette, mugged in a back alley, raped and killed.
“Hey, are you all right?” someone else asked. As the man took her arm to help her stand, his haggard face appeared in yet another vision. An older man with dementia left to rot and finally die in an old folks’ home.
“Get away from me!” she cried, tearing her arm away. She fled, staggering as she bumped into more people and more visions flashed. She ran until the cold air burned her lungs and the people were far behind her. She retreated to her apartment, breathing raggedly, with cold tears stiffening her cheeks.
She closed and locked the door behind her. She froze when she saw the disaster that was her apartment. Everything was overturned or shredded, from the furniture to the bookshelves to the TV lying on its face. The windows were open and the apartment cold.
Her headache was now a migraine, and she shielded her eyes against the light from the street that filtered past her honeycomb blinds. She all but staggered into her bathroom. She wrenched open the medicine cabinet for the most powerful of the drugs Dr. Mallard prescribed for her and slammed the cabinet shut.
Her eyes were fully silver, swirling and glowing in the dark bathroom.
“What is wrong with me?” she screamed, slamming her fists against the mirror.
Her blood spattered on the wall, and buzzing filled her ears. She sank to the floor. Her phone began to ring again as she slid into a dead faint.
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	“Damian’s Oracle”

	Sofia dropped her purse on the desk in her cube without removing her sunglasses. The early December sun couldn’t set fast enough to prevent her pounding headache from growing worse on her drive to work. To ease her exposure to the sun, she’d volunteered for the evening shift to support the West Coast customers. Unfortunately, the commute to work every day was still excruciating.

	“So … did the doc say you’re turning into a vampire?” Jake, her ex-boyfriend from college and current coworker, appeared in the doorway of her cube as soon as she sat down. She ignored the hunk, hoping he’d take the hint. “I brought you something. You can pretend it’s blood.” He held out a bottle of red water.

	“You have five minutes to leave my cube, or I’ll bite your neck!” she retorted.

	“Really, what’d the doc say?” Jake grew serious and sat in the spare chair in her cube.

	Sofia rubbed her temples. She was better off pulling a random diagnosis out of a hat.

	“No brain tumors,” she replied. “Probably not the neurological issue they thought. They’re looking at other ideas.”

	“Do they know what makes you allergic to light and eat raw steaks covered in peanut butter for every meal?”

	“They’re not raw, and I only eat them for dinner.”

	“Did the doc explain your mood swings, too?”

	She gritted her teeth. She’d known Jake since her junior year of college. They dated in college, parted ways mutually, and ended up working for the same financial planning firm in Virginia. Normally, she felt privileged that he still gave her the time of day, what with the way he’d turned out—formed like a Greek god with hazel eyes so pretty their boss swooned every time she spoke to him. But today, she didn’t want to be reminded that she’d changed from a normal human being into a sunlight intolerant, moody bitch in the two months since her twenty-fourth birthday.

	“Think you can talk the boss into letting me come in an hour or two later?” she asked.

	“Yeah, easy. I just smile pretty. Doesn’t work on you, but it does on her.”

	“Thanks, Jake. The headaches are getting worse.”

	“Sofi, I’m worried,” he said, softening. “What’s going on?”’

	“The doctors don’t know,” she said with a sigh. “They’re flying in a specialist from overseas. They said it might be some sort of rare blood disorder.”

	“What the hell does that mean? That they really don’t have a clue?”

	“Pretty much.”

	“I Googled your symptoms,” Jake said and unfolded a piece of paper. “A lot of bullshit posted by wannabe vampires and Twilight fans. But I found this, too.”

	He waved the page in front of her.

	“This is fruit punch, by the way,” he said, nudging the bottle of red water toward her. “Your favorite, right?”

	“I don’t remember telling you that.”

	“Anyway, among the wacko postings, I found this site.” He pointed on the page to reveal a link to a website with a single name and phone number written on it.

	Damian Bylun.

	“What is this?” she asked, taking the paper from him.

	Jake wiped his mouth the way he did when he’d admitted to cheating on her four years ago. She lifted her sunglasses to squint at him.

	“It’s a blog this doctor guy keeps. In it, he describes what you’re going through.”

	“For real?” she asked.

	“Yeah.”

	“How did you find it? I spent days surfing the net. Even Tanya tried to help.”

	“Aw well, you and your best friend just aren’t as good as The Jake. She’s still a bitch, by the way,” Jake said.

	Sofia rolled her eyes. He’d never gotten over her friend refusing to date him after she dumped him. Jake’s ego was as large as his size sixteen feet.

	“What does he say my symptoms are from?”

	“I don’t know. His blog is firewalled from here, though, so you should just call him.”

	Damian Bylun. It struck a chord deep within her, as if she should know it. Struck by something else, she removed her sunglasses and eyed Jake, saying,

	“You know, you haven’t spoken to me more than to say hello in two years. I haven’t been able to get you out of my cube for the past two weeks. What’s up with that, Jake?”

	“I’ve been doing a lot of soul searching and am just trying to … be a better person,” he said with a nervous chuckle and rubbed his mouth again.

	She could almost see him standing before his mirror practicing the line before going to the bars to pick up chicks. But whatever he was hiding couldn’t be that important.

	“I’ll look at this later,” she said. “Go forth and leave me be, The Jake. Leave the punch.”

	“Sofia, I really think you should call this guy,” he said, looking her in the eye. “Please.”

	A sense of uneasiness ran through her at the gravity in his normally light tone.

	“Fine, I will.”

	He flashed a smile and strode from her cube. Sofia looked at the paper again. She retrieved her cell and tucked the paper into her pocket. Snatching her sunglasses, she almost made it to the door before she heard Lacy’s voice.

	“Sofia, can you come see me?”

	She grimaced and turned to see the tall blond striding toward her office. Lacy wore a skirt too short and tight for office wear, but when you’re the boss …

	“I noticed you’ve been taking a lot of sick time lately,” Lacy said as Sofia entered the room.

	“Yeah, I’m having some issues,” Sofia replied.

	“Jake told me. HR passed it to upper management. I need you to bring in some sort of paperwork from your doctor stating what’s wrong.”

	“They don’t know what’s wrong. I can bring you another one of the notes verifying that’s where I am when I’m missing work.”

	“What do you mean? They’re doctors,” Lacy said, looking up from the memo in her hands. “Of course they know what’s wrong. And those notes aren’t good enough.”

	“They really don’t know,” Sofia said again.

	“I can’t make reasonable accommodations for you if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

	“That makes no sense, Lacy. If I have a doctor’s note saying I’m under their care, isn’t that good enough until they figure it out?”

	Lacy arched a delicate eyebrow.

	“No, it’s not,” she snapped. “I need a diagnosis, and I need a treatment plan.”

	“A what?”

	“You deaf now, too?”

	Sofia bit her tongue. She lacked Jake’s golden tongue, and her bluntness had gotten her in trouble more than once. Normally she acquiesced in favor of a paycheck, but Lacy’s demand was bizarre, even by Lacy-standards.

	“Look, Lacy, I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m so frustrated right now. I just came back from a battery of tests that said nothing’s wrong with me.” The moment the words left her mouth, she knew her mistake. Lacy’s eyebrows shot up.

	“What do you mean there’s nothing wrong? Are you making this up?” her boss demanded.

	“No, Lacy, what I meant is that whatever is wrong—”

	“So you’re a basket case. One of those aphrodisiacs or something.”

	“Hypochondriac, not aphro—”

	“I meant, you’re making it up!” Lacy snarled. “Aphro, hypo, who cares. They’re the same thing! You’ve been lying to me!”

	“No, Lacy—”

	“You’ve been lying to Jake, too. He’s been worried sick! Oh my God, what—”

	“Lacy, stop!” Sofia snapped, standing. “I haven’t lied to you. They don’t know what’s wrong, and I’m not making it up!”

	“You’ve always thought yourself soooo much better than the rest of us, and I’m sick of your attitude. Now you’re lying to me about being sick. You know what? Until you can prove you’ve got some damn disease, you’re on leave without pay.”

	Stunned, Sofia stared at her.

	“Lacy, I’m—”

	“Shut up and get out!”

	Surprise, then fury, lit her insides.

	“Fine,” she said, wrenching the office door open. “But Lacy, everyone knows you’re screwing Jake.”

	Lacy’s mouth dropped open. Dimly, Sofia knew she’d never work there again after that low blow. She snatched her bag and hurried home, not reflecting on her behavior until she tossed her coat on the bed.

	“Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

	Her cell rang. She dug it out of her pocket.

	“Hey, Tanya,” she said, kicking off her shoes. “What’s up?”

	“Hey, hon, Jake told me you quit work?”

	“Jake?” she echoed.

	“He’s still a dick. You’re not seeing him again, are you?”

	“Tanya, I have a headache. I’ll call you later.”

	Sofia hung up, frustrated. She emptied her pockets and tossed her lunch in the fridge. When she retreated to the bathroom, she flipped on the light, cringed, but forced herself to stare at her reflection in the mirror over the sink.

	She was going to die. She just knew it. Whatever her disease, it had eluded the doctors for months. By the time they found out what it was, she’d probably be near dead, like stage four cancer. She stared at her reflection, caught by something else that didn’t seem right. She leaned forward, staring at her irises. Her favorite feature, her eyes, had always been a pretty shade of turquoise. But instead of a rim of darker blue surrounding her irises, they were rimmed by a thick band of iridescent silver.

	“Oh my God,” she whispered. As she stared, the silver seemed to flare into a deep glow and swirl around her irises like cars around a racetrack. She closed her eyes and opened them again. The silver was still there. “Hallucinations!”

	She ran to her desk and pulled out a journal, jotting down her latest symptom.

	Sensitivity to light, enhanced hearing so I can’t sleep without noise cancellation headphones, aversion to fish, crave meat and broccoli, nails growing faster, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, HEADACHES, stuffy nose, addiction to peanut butter, weight loss, general weakness …

	The strange symptoms went on for three pages. She read the list until panic stirred in her breast. Claustrophobic in the dark cave that had become her home, she grabbed her coat and purse and set out into the cold, brisk evening. She didn’t want to die, and she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life without ever seeing the sun again like Brad Pitt in Interview with the Vampire.

	She joined crowds of people milling through downtown Crystal City to see the Christmas displays and shop. The sight of such normalcy calmed her, until someone brushed against her.

	A man’s face, a woman in the hospital on her death bed, their children surrounding them.

	“I’m so sorry!” someone said, steadying her as she staggered under the impact of the sudden image. Her vision cleared, and she looked into the face of the man from her vision, though he was much younger standing before her.

	“I’m okay,” she said, forcing a smile. “Thanks.”

	He continued on his way, holding out his hand to the woman awaiting him. The same woman who would die in twenty-three years from ovarian cancer.

	More hallucinations. Nothing more, she told herself. Sofia shrugged the sense of foreboding away and stuffed her hands into her pockets. Her fingers brushed the folded paper Jake had given her. She pulled it free, once again compelled to stare at the name written there. She made her way to a coffee shop and sat at a table in the darker end of the shop, hot cocoa in hand. Someone careened into her as she pried her cell from her pocket.

	“Cody, watch where you’re going!” a mother scolded the little boy sprawled on the floor.

	Sofia reached for him, helping him to his feet.

	Cody, sprawled in the middle of the street after being hit by a car, blood trickling from his skull into a nearby storm drain. His dark eyes open and staring.

	“Sorry about that,” the young mother said, flashing a smile.

	“No problem.” Sofia blinked out of her stupor. Yet another symptom of her illness: insanity! She looked again at the name on the paper and dialed.

	“This is Sondra. How may I direct your call?” a pleasant voice answered.

	“Um, hi, I, uh, found this number on Dr. Bylun’s blog. I’m not sure he can help me, but I would really like to speak to him.”

	“We have a Mr. Bylun, but he doesn’t have a blog. Perhaps you have the wrong number?”

	“Okay, I admit someone else said they found this on his blog and said I should call,” Sofia said. There was a moment of silence, and she could almost see Sondra assessing what to do.

	“Why don’t you leave me your name, and if Mr. Bylun believes it in his best interest, he’ll return your call.” The cryptic response made her hesitate. Sofia sighed and raked a hand through her hair.

	“Why not. I don’t have anything to lose. My name is Sofia Fast from Crystal City, Virginia.”

	“And what is your call regarding?” Sondra asked.

	“I’m sick. I have some sort of disease no one can diagnose, and one of my coworkers gave me this number to try.”

	“Who referred you?”

	“Jake Hampton.” She heard the secretary typing.

	“I’m afraid he’s not in my system,” Sondra said. “I’ll deliver your message. Please don’t be surprised if Mr. Bylun opts not to return your call.”

	Sofia hung up and stared at the number on the paper, wondering if Jake had lied to her or if he flat out screwed up the number. He really wasn’t a man of detail, which was why she was so surprised to see him working as a financial planner. She’d definitely never trust her money to him. Her cell rang, and she recognized her doctor’s number.

	“Ms. Fast, this is Linda from Dr. Mallard’s office,” an older woman’s voice said.

	“Hi Linda.”

	“Dr. Mallard wanted me to give you a call and schedule an appointment for tomorrow morning, first thing.”

	“Oh, God, what’s wrong now?” Sofia exclaimed and balled up her free hand into a fist until her nails bit into flesh.

	“The specialist he flew in from Zurich arrives tonight. He’s apparently really interested in meeting you.”

	“Really? I’d love to come in. What time do you open?”

	“Seven. I’ll schedule you for seven-fifteen so Dr. Mallard can get his first cup of coffee,” Linda said.

	“That’s awesome, Linda. Thank you so much for calling!”

	“No problem. We’ll see you tomorrow at seven-fifteen.”

	Hopeful, Sofia crumpled up the paper with Dr. Bylun’s information. If Dr. Mallard’s international guest was that anxious to see her, he must know what was going on! She sipped her cocoa, cheered by the thought of soon knowing what was wrong with her.

	The sound of screeching tires and a scream drew the patrons from the coffee shop to the window. Sofia stuffed Dr. Bylun’s paper into her empty cup, tossed it, and joined the onlookers lining the street. Somewhere a few blocks away, an ambulance wailed. A drunk man staggered from a dark blue BMW. She walked up the street to a better vantage point, curious to see what he hit.

	She froze at the sight straight out of her vision—the little boy, Cody, spread-eagled in the street near the storm drain. His mother was hysterical, screaming at once at the driver and her dead son. Coldness seeped through her as she watched the familiar scene before her. In the distance, she heard her cell phone ring. It ceased and began to ring again. As if in a dream, she pulled it free and answered.

	“Ms. Fast?” The deep baritone voice pierced her thoughts. “This is Damian Bylun. You left a message with my receptionist?”

	Her world was beginning to spin as she realized her vision had come true. Her legs felt weak, and she sat heavily on the curb, struggling to control her breathing so she didn’t pass out.

	God, what’s wrong with me? I saw him die …

	“Pardon?”

	Realizing she clenched the phone in her hand, she locked the screen and sat staring at the asphalt. Someone touched her, and visions flared across her mind. A pretty brunette, mugged in a back alley, raped and killed.

	“Hey, are you all right?” someone else asked. As the man took her arm to help her stand, his haggard face appeared in yet another vision. An older man with dementia left to rot and finally die in an old folks’ home.

	“Get away from me!” she cried, tearing her arm away. She fled, staggering as she bumped into more people and more visions flashed. She ran until the cold air burned her lungs and the people were far behind her. She retreated to her apartment, breathing raggedly, with cold tears stiffening her cheeks.

	She closed and locked the door behind her. She froze when she saw the disaster that was her apartment. Everything was overturned or shredded, from the furniture to the bookshelves to the TV lying on its face. The windows were open and the apartment cold.

	Her headache was now a migraine, and she shielded her eyes against the light from the street that filtered past her honeycomb blinds. She all but staggered into her bathroom. She wrenched open the medicine cabinet for the most powerful of the drugs Dr. Mallard prescribed for her and slammed the cabinet shut.

	Her eyes were fully silver, swirling and glowing in the dark bathroom.

	“What is wrong with me?” she screamed, slamming her fists against the mirror.

	Her blood spattered on the wall, and buzzing filled her ears. She sank to the floor. Her phone began to ring again as she slid into a dead faint.
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