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   Chapter One


  


  I hadn't been able to take a full breath since I left Rochester. The train ride had done nothing to calm me. Instead, the inability to do anything except sit there as the train sped towards Connecticut made me more anxious. A hundred thoughts crowded into my head. I feared that it was too late for my aunt and that I was headed towards tragedy. I wondered what Simon and Sarah would think once they found my note. I was hyper aware of every person in my car, jumping every time someone walked past my seat, convinced that I was about to be attacked.


  It was a relief to finally pull into the station. I grabbed my bag and made my way outside, shivering from more than the bitter cold that took my breath away. Morning was still an hour away and the black sky offered no relief from the feeling of foreboding. I couldn't escape the sense of inevitably that I was about to face my mortality, but I had no other choice. I needed to find out what happened to Aunt Brenda. For one brief moment in my life, I had known what it was like to have a family member that cared about me. A family member who had risked her own safety to help me. She deserved nothing less than the same.


  A gruff cab driver threw my bag into the trunk and nodded when I gave him the address of my aunt's house. I leaned my head against the seat, feeling fatigue wash over me. The events of the past forty-eight hours had taken a toll on me, both physically and mentally, and I felt bone weary. It was hard to believe how dramatically my life had changed in the span of a few days. It was even harder to come to terms with the fact that I was now being hunted by shadows and I had no idea how to defend myself.


  I was grateful when the sun started to rise, washing the fields whizzing by the car window in a hazy glow. It was a deceptively calm ride, but I felt myself tense the closer we got to our destination. My stomach clenched in anxiety when the cab pulled in front of my aunt's house. It looked exactly the same as it had a few days ago, neat and tidy; incongruous with how I expected to find it. I wasn't sure what I was expecting after my aunt's frantic phone call, but it wasn't this peaceful facade.


  "Seventeen fifty," the cab driver grumbled, not bothering to look at me. I handed him a twenty and he popped the trunk, clearly not intending to give me change or help me with my bag. I climbed out of the backseat, figuring this was the least of my problems, and grabbed my bag from the trunk before the cabbie sped off.


  I took a deep breath as I stood in front of my aunt's house, trepidation oozing from every pore as I braced myself for whatever I would find inside. I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other until I was at the doorstep. I considered ringing the doorbell but decided against it, not wanting to alert anyone I was here, although I doubted anyone, or anything, could have missed the sound of the cab.


  I held my breath as I twisted the doorknob, not sure whether I wanted to find it unlocked or not. When the knob turned and I was able to push the door ajar, a frisson of fear went through me. I doubted my aunt kept her front door unlocked. I could only assume that this was a bad sign.


  I stepped in, closing the door behind me as I surveyed the foyer. Nothing seemed out of place, no struggle looked to have occurred from my vantage point. I walked into the living room where we had talked earlier, noting that it looked as tidy as before. My confusion increased as I explored the rest of the house, not seeing anything out of order. Could I have been mistaken and my aunt was okay? Had she just stepped out to run a few errands? I checked her garage and saw her car sitting there.


  I wandered into the kitchen and sat down at the table, contemplating what my next steps should be, when I heard the front door open. I froze, not having heard a car approach or any footsteps on the front steps. I frantically looked around the kitchen, wondering where I could hide, when I heard women's voices. I couldn't make out what they were saying but they didn't sound threatening. Still, I knew better than to take anything at face value and remained at the kitchen table, straining to overhear their conversation.


  "I don't know what to do. I'm not picking up any energy."


  "Maybe there's no energy to pick up. We don't know exactly what happened."


  "Nonsense. You just need to try harder."


  The conversation stopped as I watched three women approach, their eyes widening as they caught sight of me. I stood up quickly, not wanting to be at a disadvantage by sitting, although the women looked as dangerous as three bunny rabbits. But I knew that didn't mean much.


  "What are you doing here?" a tall woman with long brown hair asked abruptly, her tone expressing her disapproval. The woman next to her, much shorter with graying hair that softly framed a gentle face, put her hand on the taller woman's arm, stopping her from saying more.


  "You're Caitlin, aren't you?"


  I nodded jerkily, clenching my hands into fists. I was ready to flee at any moment, my muscles tensed to react to any danger.


  The woman who guessed who I was rushed towards me and I instinctively took a step back, glancing at the back door in the kitchen. She stopped short, seeing my anxiety at her approach.


  "I'm sorry, dear. I didn't mean to scare you. I'm Cecelia, a friend of your aunt's." She paused, glancing back at the other two women who remained where they were. "We're part of your aunt's inner circle."


  The third women, younger than the two with black hair and startling green eyes, stepped forward, standing next to the woman who had introduced herself as Cecelia. "Caitlin, I'm Marie. We were going to contact you, but it seems you've made that unnecessary."


  Marie reached out, laying a gentle hand on my arm, and I couldn't stop myself from trembling. From fear, relief, sadness and a myriad of other emotions rushing through me.


  "Where's Aunt Brenda?" I choked out.


  The tall stern woman approached me, but her face no longer looked rigid and cold. Instead she looked at me sympathetically. That scared me most of all.


  "Caitlin, we don't know what happened. The police were here last night looking for Brenda. Apparently they received a 911 call informing them that Brenda had been attacked. One of her neighbors called me because she knows I'm the closest thing Brenda has to a relative around here. No one's seen her, and the police aren't doing anything right now because they don't believe any foul play is involved. They said we have to wait 48 hours to file a missing person's report."


  "That was me." My voice was shaking, but I forced my lips to form the words. "I called the police. I was on the phone with her, and I heard something attack her. She was screaming and she sounded terrified. She sounded like" I shook my head, tears streaming down my face. "She sounded like she was suffering."


  Cecelia and Marie both turned to the tall woman, as if they were waiting for her to take the lead. She walked towards me, clasping my hands in hers. "I think we should all sit down before we discuss anything more. I'm Lenore and I've been Brenda's friend for a long time. I know how much it meant to her to reunite with you. We'll do everything we can to help you find her."


  I let Lenore lead me into the living room and guide me gently onto the couch as I wiped away my tears, trying to get a hold of myself. I had to remember to be strong. A scared sniveling seer wouldn't do anyone any good. Especially my aunt. Or Simon and Sarah.


  The thought gave me renewed strength and I took a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever I learned in this conversation.


  "So you think she's alive? You think we can find her?" I was desperate to believe that my aunt was still alive somewhere.


  "We're not sure," Lenore replied as she sat next to me. "We've been checking everywhere she could be, but we know she wouldn't disappear of her own free will without telling us. It's useless trying to call her because she left her cell phone behind."


  Cecelia and Marie sat opposite us, both looking at me with concern. I was relieved to have found people who could help me, people who understood what was happening, but at the same time I felt like I was under a microscope and it was an uncomfortable feeling.


  "Caitlin," Lenore continued, watching me closely. "What was Brenda able to tell you before...you two were disconnected?"


  "She told me that you had put her under hypnosis and she saw that the vardogers were after me. That somehow Sarah and Simon's vardogers were able to detach themselves and are trying to kill me." My voice shook at my last sentence, not wanting to believe it. "They're working with my own vardoger and Claudia, who's already been overtaken."


  My body tensed as I thought about the girl who had tried to kill me. Or more accurately, the vardoger that had overtaken Claudia's body. I looked around nervously. "Maybe they're here now," I whispered.


  "Don't worry," Cecelia interjected. "We're here to protect you. Your aunt was probably just taken off guard and that's why she..." Cecelia trailed off, as if she realized that her answer wouldn't reassure me. I caught Lenore's sharp look at her before she turned back to me.


  "You're wearing iridium, right?"


  I pulled the iridium coin out of my pocket, raising it for her inspection. I thought about the necklace that Claudia had torn away, the last piece of my mother I had. Ever since my aunt had told me that iridium would not only protect me from vardogers entering me, but allow me to kill them, I had never taken it off. Now it was lost in an alleyway, my fear and disorientation after Claudia's attack making me leave it behind. I pushed the pain away as I spoke. "I used to have a necklace but it was taken away from me. I'm planning on making this into a necklace as well so I'm always in contact with it."


  Lenore nodded in approval before continuing. "Your aunt was able to see a lot when she was under hypnosis, but we don't understand everything that she saw. I'm sure she told you that the actions of vardogers are hard to predict because they're constantly evolving, but never at the rate we're seeing now. We don't understand how the vardogers have detached from your friends and are working together. But we're here to help you."


  I felt relief that I wasn't alone, but I still didn't have answers about my aunt. "What about Aunt Brenda? What if she's somewhere and needs our help? What do you think happened to her?"


  "We're not sure, Caitlin," Marie said, leaning in closer to me. While Lenore and Cecelia looked to be around my aunt's age, Marie looked like she was only in her thirties. I wondered how long she had been fighting vardogers since she looked so young, but I pushed the thought aside. I wasn't about to begrudge anyone's help right now. "We came here today because Cecelia is very attuned to energies and we wanted to see if she could pick up anything."


  I looked at Cecelia expectantly but she shook her head, looking apologetic. "I'm sorry, dear. It's like the slate has been wiped clean. I can't pick up anything."


  "I think the best idea is to go back to my house," Lenore said, taking control of the situation. "It's not a good idea for us to be here too long. We don't know what could be coming back."


  Lenore's words scared me, but I thought of my aunt's scream. "Isn't that exactly why we should stay here? So that we can confront whatever comes back?" I was scared witless about what could possibly return to the scene of the crime, but it wasn't bravery that made me want to stay. It was a burning anger. I would make whatever hurt my aunt pay.


  "I understand why you want to stay," Lenore said gently. "But it'll be pointless if we don't know how to defend ourselves. We need to learn more about what's happening."


  "How do we do that?"


  Lenore paused before answering me, looking uncertain. "We can put you under hypnosis."


  "Lenore!" Marie exclaimed, looking dismayed. "You know that's the last thing Brenda would want. It's too dangerous. It's dangerous enough for any seer but Caitlin has no experience. She's just a beginner. What if we're not able to pull her back?" She turned to look at Cecelia for backup, but Cecelia just stared down at the floor. Marie turned back to me when she saw that she wasn't going to get Cecelia's support. "Caitlin, I know how important it is to find your aunt. But you have no idea how dangerous it is to put you under. Even with our energies, if you're not strong enough, it doesn't matter how hard we try. We won't be able to pull you out of it. And there's no guarantee that you'll see anything helpful while you're under."


  "Marie, Brenda told us herself that Caitlin is more powerful than any seer she's encountered. And Brenda was the most powerful of us all." Lenore turned to me, looking grim. "I'm not saying there's no danger involved. There's a chance that you might not be strong enough for this. But I believe you are."


  I nodded, knowing that there had never been a doubt in my mind once Lenore suggested it. "I'll do it."


  Marie sighed, shaking her head but looking resigned. Cecelia looked up at me with a smile, her hopefulness almost childlike. Lenore stood up briskly, looking determined now that she had a course of action.


  "My house is only a few minutes away. Let's go."


  I grabbed my bag and followed the women outside, sliding into the backseat of a dilapidated green Honda that looked like the only thing holding it together was rust. I was surprised I hadn't heard the car pull up once I saw its condition, but when Lenore turned the engine it purred softly.


  "Looks are deceiving," Lenore said with a wry smile, glancing at me in the rearview mirror. "Just like us."


  I nodded, not knowing what to say. She was right. I would have never looked at these three women and thought they had the ability to save people's lives and destroy monsters lurking in the shadows. I prayed that they were powerful enough to help me.


  Lenore's house was a short car ride away, as she had promised, and I was relieved when we pulled up to a normal-looking neighborhood. Lenore's house was bigger than my aunt's, but just as neat and tidy. A part of me had been afraid that she lived in some witch's shanty with potions bubbling in black cauldrons. Instead, it was a Tudor style house with black awnings.


  Lenore directed me to sit on an elegant sofa in the living room once we entered her house. She went to the kitchen and came back with a glass of water. "Here. Drink this."


  "Why? Will it help with the hypnosis?" I obligingly drank the water, draining the glass.


  "No. I just thought you looked thirsty."


  "Oh," I said, not sure how to take her eccentric response. I looked at the women standing before me, realizing I barely knew them. Yet I was putting all my trust in their hands. "So where do we do this?"


  "We might as well do it here," Lenore said, indicating the living room.


  "You mean, you don't have a secret room where you hold all your ceremonies?"


  Marie smiled at my question. "We're just normal people like you, Caitlin. We don't fly around on broomsticks and we don't drink the blood of bats." She winked at me, obviously trying to relieve the tension. "Well, only when there's a full moon."


  I gave her a weak smile, not wanting her to realize that her joke wasn't far from the truth of my thoughts of them.


  "Quiet," Lenore admonished. She turned to me, looking serious. "I want to explain what's going to happen before we put you under. We'll link hands around you and pool our energies to help push you deep under hypnosis. But we need your energy too. A chant also helps. It funnels all our energy, pushing out other thoughts. We'll all chant 'Be as one', including you. Just imagine yourself sinking underwater. Deep underwater until there's nothing but darkness. If it works, you'll see flashes of images. They might make sense. They might not. Try to hold onto everything you see so that you remember the images when we pull you out."


  The thought of imagining myself sinking underwater was frightening, reminding me of Simon's vision. At the same time, having to chant 'Be as one' made me want to grimace. It sounded too much like a stereotypical séance you would see in a horror movie. But what did I know?


  The women stood around me in a circle, holding hands and looking down at me. Marie was frowning slightly while Cecelia nodded at me encouragingly. Lenore was expressionless as she directed me to close my eyes.


  I started chanting with the women. "Be as one. Be as one. Be as one." The chanting continued and I couldn't help but feel a little foolish. I was trying to imagine myself sinking underwater, but I was acutely aware of the sofa under me and the bright lights that I could detect through my eyelids. I idly wondered why Lenore hadn't turned off the lights. It seemed like it would set the mood more.


  I shook off my wandering thoughts, forcing myself to concentrate as I chanted. I thought of my aunt's last words to me, telling me to come to her. That we would fight the vardogers together. I thought of Sarah, of the countless hours she had spent consoling me after my visions. Her fierce protectiveness of me. And I thought of Simon. Of how it had felt to be in his embrace. Of his words of love. I felt myself slowly fading, the women's voices sounding fainter and fainter. I vaguely wondered if I was falling asleep when suddenly there was a rushing in my ears and I felt as if I was falling down an endless hole, a forceful wind surging against me, pushing me down until I felt I was going to suffocate.


   Chapter Two


  


  I opened my eyes, trying to escape the darkness but instead of seeing my aunt's friends standing above me, nothing changed. I closed my eyes and opened them again, willing myself to see something, but there was no discernible difference between my eyes being open or closed.


  Panic started to rise as I tried to move but I felt bodiless. I willed my hand to move up in front of my face to see if I could make out its shape, but I felt no answering movement from my limb. In fact, it felt as if I had no limbs, as if I was just floating along, a soul with no body to call its own.


  Fear wasn't the right word to describe what I was feeling. Fear sounded too human. Too concrete and definable. A blackness had entered me, a blackness so profound and deep that it swallowed me whole, from the inside out.


  I was on the verge of giving myself into the blackness when I suddenly saw a shaft of light. It was shimmering, refracting onto itself like it was caught underwater, incandescent beams illuminating the murky depths. I strained my eyes, the only part of my body that seemed to be working. The only part of my body that seemed to exist. I tried to make out recognizable shapes before me, frustration mounting when all I could see was rays of flickering light.


  Suddenly the rays of light moved with fast purpose, no longer meandering but pushing against the darkness with force. And they were aimed right towards me, funneling through the dark with a single-minded determination. I whimpered, although the sound reverberated through my mind instead of being audible. The lights hit me with a fury and everything exploded into color, figures and sounds moving through my mind with dizzying speed, faces contorting and bodies straining. I could hear voices, both familiar and foreign, warning me, guiding me, threatening me. It was a mind-numbing over-abundance of sensations and I struggled to hear everything, to retain everything. To understand everything.


  Just as abruptly, the images became blurry, the sounds discordant and unintelligible. It was painful to experience and I felt claustrophobic. The sounds and images were flooding every part of my psyche, digging into every crevice of my mind like they were trying to overwrite what was already there.


  It was easy to let go, to let the sensations overtake me. It didn't hurt if I didn't resist it. The feeling of slowly disappearing was pleasant, like I was being lulled into a gentle dream where I could finally rest.


  There was a niggling thought in my head. I tried to push it away but it surged back to the forefront of my mind. Aunt Brenda hugging me the last time I saw her. Sarah's delight when she surprised me with a homemade dinner on my last birthday, despite the smoke that was billowing from the kitchen. And Simon. Simon's eyes when he told me he loved me.


  I jerked forward mentally, wanting to clear my head from thoughts of rest. I tried to push up through the darkness, like a diver breaking up through the water after a deep plummet. I had to get back to the surface to help them. They needed me.


  "Caitlin!"


  My eyes fluttered open, squinting from the light that seemed harsher and brighter than before. Lenore, Cecelia and Marie were hovering over me looking terrified, their faces flushed as they repeatedly yelled out my name. Lenore had one hand on my shoulder and was shaking me roughly.


  I sat up and pushed off Lenore's hand, trying to get some room to breathe. "I'm okay, I'm okay. Please stop crowding me."


  Marie fell onto a chair opposite me, her shoulders slumping with relief. The relief turned to anger when her attention shifted to Lenore. "I told you it was too dangerous! We almost lost her!"


  Cecelia was still standing, wringing her hands together and staring at me wide-eyed. Lenore ignored Marie's outburst and sat down on the sofa next to me, watching me closely.


  "Did you see anything?"


  All the images I had experienced crowded my mind and I struggled to put them into order, to make sense of them. "Yes, but it was confusing. I just got snippets of things, not the full picture." I took a deep breath before continuing. "But I can tell you that the vardogers are stronger than ever. Aunt Brenda told me about their physical tell once they've overtaken their person. About the pupils dilating when you say their name. They can control that now. They've made that weakness obsolete."


  Cecelia sat down at my revelation, wringing her hands even more frantically and making a small sound of distress. Lenore ignored her, her eyes boring into mine. "What else?"


  "Simon and Sarah's vardogers were able to detach themselves because of Claudia. My vardoger isn't even with me now. It's with Claudia. Claudia's vardoger is no ordinary shadow. Now that it has control over Claudia's body, its powers are immeasurable. It has the power to sustain other vardogers, to forge their energies together so that they can defeat even the most powerful seer."


  "And who's the most powerful seer?" Lenore's voice was hushed. Even Cecelia had stopped wringing her hands. I couldn't see Maria's expression because her head was bowed.


  "It-it can't be me," I stammered, my heart pumping loudly, fear coursing through every vein in my body.


  "Who is it?" Lenore asked again, her voice harsher this time.


  "I saw them trying to enter me, to take over my body. My vardoger, Simon and Sarah's vardogers...they're going to try and overtake me. I think they believe that their combined energies will be strong enough to push out my soul. Even while I'm awake." My voice had quieted to a whisper, and I felt chilled by my own words. Saying out loud what I saw under hypnosis made everything seem real. Too real. "Or worse. Even if they can't push out my soul, they think they can still overtake me. So my soul is trapped while they control my body."


  "But the iridium." Cecelia interrupted, straightening with a determined expression on her face. "They can't touch you while you're wearing iridium."


  Lenore didn't turn to look at Cecelia. Instead, she kept her gaze on me, looking contemplative. Even though her look wasn't accusatory, I felt as if I were somehow to blame for all of this. I couldn't help feeling guilty as I told them the worst news.


  "They've found something to counteract iridium. To negate iridium's properties that protects seers from vardogers. I don't know what it is. It looks like iridium, but instead of reflecting light, it reflects shadows."


  Cecelia cried out in horror and even Lenore's expression darkened. Marie kept her head bowed, but she started rocking back and forth.


  "I'm sorry." I felt the need to apologize. I didn't want to be the bearer of this horrible news.


  "Was there anything else?"


  I bit my lip before answering Lenore. A part of me wanted to keep the last thing I had seen under hypnosis a secret. It's not that I thought my aunt's friends had any ill intentions. After all, they were her inner circle, the people that she relied on. But I didn't know if I had the luxury of trusting anyone right now.


  "Caitlin?" Lenore sounded impatient and I decided I would have to take the plunge and trust someone. I couldn't do this on my own.


  "I saw Aunt Brenda. She told me to look for her journal. That I'll find the answers that I'm looking for there."


  "Answers to what? To the vardogers evolving? To what they've found to combat iridium?"


  "I don't know. Everything started becoming hazy and then I felt like I was drowning. Maybe you can put me under again"


  Marie lifted her head and finally spoke. Her eyes were shimmering with tears but her expression was fierce. "No! Absolutely not. Caitlin, we almost lost you. Your pulse kept getting slower and fainter until we couldn't feel it anymore. You were barely breathing. At one point, I think you stopped completely. And your skin...it was so cold. We tried and tried but we couldn't pull you out."


  Marie turned her gaze to Lenore and I could see the accusation in her eyes. "I should never have let you put her under. Don't think I'll let you do it again."


  Lenore sighed, as if Marie was just a nuisance. "I wasn't going to suggest putting her under hypnosis again. But everything turned out fine. We got important information. Information that will help us save lives. Isn't that the whole point?"


  Marie didn't answer. Instead, she just looked away, her mouth tightening. I wondered at the dissension between Marie and Lenore. I had assumed my aunt's inner circle was a harmonious group but there were apparently some power plays happening that I wasn't privy to. But that wasn't my concern right now.


  "Are you sure?" I asked. "Maybe I should go under again. I didn't get the complete picture."


  Lenore shook her head. "No, Marie is right. We can't take the chance again. We were just lucky that you were powerful enough to pull yourself out." She gave me a speculative look. I ignored it, standing up. I had to brace myself against the arm of the sofa, feeling faint from the movement. Lenore got up quickly, holding my shoulder.


  "You'll probably feel a little weak for a few hours. You've put your mind and body through a lot."


  "I need to go back to my aunt's house. I need to find her journal."


  Marie stood up, walking towards me. "We'll go with you. You're in no condition to go anywhere alone right now, especially back to Brenda's house."


  "Marie, you and Cecelia stay here," Lenore commanded. "I need you to contact our network, find out if any other seers have experienced what Caitlin has seen. We need to find out what the vardogers are using to overpower iridium."


  "But she can't go alone! You know she's in a weakened state-"


  Lenore put up her hand, cutting Marie off. "She's not going alone. I'm going with her."


  Marie looked like she wanted to argue but Lenore's expression brooked no argument. She sighed with defeat and nodded her head. I got the feeling she was used to acquiescing to Lenore's demands.


  "Let's go," Lenore said briskly, and I followed her outside to her car. I had an unsettling feeling as I saw Marie watching us through the window as we pulled away. I had wanted to insist that Marie come with us when they were arguing. I felt like she was on my side, which was strange because it wasn't as if Cecelia and Lenore were against me. They were trying to help me; they wanted to find Aunt Brenda just as much as I did. I reminded myself that Lenore had said she was my aunt's closest friend.


  I tensed when we pulled onto Aunt Brenda's street. There was a black Audi in her driveway and I knew instantly whose car it was. It was empty and I wished Lenore had locked my aunt's front door when we had left. Then we wouldn't be in this predicament.


  "Stop. That's Simon's car."


  Lenore immediately hit the brakes two houses down from Aunt Brenda's. "Maybe we should come back later."


  I was surprised by her reluctance. I didn't think she would be deterred by anything, let alone Simon, who was a victim in all of this. "No, I need to find my aunt's journal. But I don't want Simon to see me. It'll make everything more...complicated. He's safer not being around me since the vardogers seem to be following me." But even though I knew I should keep my distance, I couldn't help wanting to see him, to make sure with my own eyes that he was okay. "But I think I should check to see if he's okay. I left abruptly, without telling anyone where I was going."


  Lenore lifted an eyebrow. "What do you suggest we do?"


  I gave her a weak smile, trying to be braver than I felt. "We could try the spying approach. But why don't you stay in the car."


  Lenore shook her head emphatically. "That's not a good idea. The last thing you should be is alone right now. Besides, I know Brenda's house like the back of my hand. I know what we can do."


  I was grateful for Lenore's insistence on joining me, despite everything. She killed the engine and we walked quickly to my aunt's house. I kept expecting the front door to open, for Simon to step out and look at me with condemning eyes. But we made it to the house with no incident.


  "Over here," Lenore whispered, waving me over to the side of the house. She bent down, peering through a small window that was just a few inches above the ground. She seemed satisfied with what she saw and looked back up at me. "This window leads to the basement. We can shimmy in this way."


  "Is it open?"


  "Brenda is terrible about remembering to lock her windows." Lenore pushed the window and it opened readily. "It's going to be a tight fit but I think we can both make it. There's a table directly under the window. Make sure you're balanced on it before you let go of the windowsill."


  Lenore straightened and looked at me expectantly. I wanted to ask her to go first, but I was starting to realize that one didn't contradict Lenore. I kneeled by the window, looking at it a bit dubiously. It was the quarter of the size of a regular window and didn't open all the way. Instead, it was hinged at the top and only opened halfway. I sucked in my stomach as much as I could and carefully slid the lower half of my body through the window.


  It was frightening going in blind, and I was sure that I was going to feel someone, or something, grab my legs. My legs flailed in the air as I tried to find the surface of the table. I was relieved when my foot caught the edge of the table and I moved my foot around until I was sure that it was stable. I placed both my feet on it and let my weight bear down.


  "I found the table. I'm okay," I whispered. Lenore let go of my hand that she was grasping and I shimmied the rest of my body through the window. I slid off the table as quietly as I could and watched Lenore's legs appear through the window. I helped anchor her legs onto the table and soon she was beside me, having been a lot more graceful about the process.


  I looked around the basement, although it was hard to make out anything since the only illumination was the shaft of sunlight coming in through the window. It was dusty and I had to control the urge to sneeze.


  "Follow me," Lenore said softly. "The basement door is right by the living room. Hopefully we'll be able to hear something."


  I followed Lenore's lead, being careful not to bump into anything. We were just about to walk up the stairs when my foot accidentally grazed a box. The sound seemed magnified in the quietness of the basement and I froze, sure that Simon heard it and was about to fling open the basement door any second.


  "Quiet," Lenore hissed as she stilled as well. Seconds seemed like minutes as we froze, but no one opened the basement door. I breathed a sigh of relief as Lenore continued her progress up the stairs and motioned for me to follow.


  I could see a crack of light beneath the basement door and Lenore sat down on the top step. I would have laughed at the ludicrous sight of a grown woman putting her ear against the door, straining to hear voices, if I hadn't been so tense and anxious.


  "I can hear them," she whispered.


  Them?


  I sat down and put my ear close to the crack underneath the door and my heart jumped when I not only heard Simon's voice, but Sarah's voice as well. They sounded far away, but close enough that I could hear everything they were saying.


  "We've searched the whole house," Sarah said with exasperation. "There's nothing here to find."


  "I know this has something to do with her aunt. I'm positive that she came back here to see her." My heart ached when I heard Simon's voice. He sounded tired and anxious, but hearing his voice made more than worry rush through me. I wanted nothing more than to fling open the door and tell him I was right here, but I might as well have just thrown him to the vardogers.


  "We don't know where she is, Simon. No one at the train station would give us any information, and the cab company just laughed when you demanded if a girl with Caitlin's description had used their services."


  "She can't have just disappeared. Her aunt was the last person she called on her cell phone. And why did she call Claudia? What does she have to do with all of this?"


  I cursed myself for leaving my cell phone behind. I had been so distraught from hearing my aunt's screams that I had just wanted to get rid of it, believing that it could somehow be used by the vardogers to track me. It was stupid to leave it at my apartment so that Simon and Sarah could go through it.


  "I'm not sure. Jenny has been trying to get a hold of Claudia, but it's like she's disappeared too."


  "We have to find her. I know she's in trouble. I can feel it." Simon's voice broke, killing me. "It makes no sense that her aunt has disappeared too, leaving her house unlocked for any intruder to come in."


  "Don't you think I want to find her too?" The anguish in Sarah's voice was just as painful. "I've been replaying every damn conversation we've had this past week, wondering if I missed something. If there was some clue I didn't pick up on. But the only thing...the only thing I can think of is how miserable she was. She seemed broken, like she couldn't take anymore. Maybe she couldn't. Maybe that note was meant to be her farewell. Maybe it's no longer possible to find her."


  "Stop it!" Simon's voice was harsh, full of pain. "She would never do that! She would never end her life. She would never just leave me like that."


  Tears were streaming down my face and I couldn't take anymore. Everyone was suffering because of me. I could hear the anguish in Simon and Sarah's voices, and I had no doubt that my other friends back at school were worried as well. I didn't want to even think about what Simon and Sarah had told Grant, Marcus and Jenny about my disappearance.


  I started to rise, ready to burst through the door and tell them that I was here. That I was alive. But Lenore grabbed my hand, shaking her head emphatically.


  "Don't do it," she hissed.


  "But they think I'm dead! They think I killed myself! I can't put them through that."


  Lenore's eyes narrowed and I felt a chill go through me. I could barely make out her features in the dim light, but I could feel her disapproval. "You don't have the privilege of indulging in guilt right now. And that's what you would be doing. Assuaging your guilt for leaving and not telling them where you were going. Is making yourself feel better worth putting their lives at risk? That's what you would be doing. You were right when you said they were safer not being near you."


   Lenore's words gutted me. As much as I wanted to protest, she was right. Better for them to mourn my death than meet their own. I lowered my head again to hear their conversation, feeling more hopeless than I ever had.


  "Maybe I'm wrong," Sarah said. "I hope to God I'm wrong. But you don't realize how hard it was for her to live through everything that she did."


  "I can't believe she's been suffering all this time and she never confided in me. I knew something was wrong but I thought we had time. Time for her to trust me and tell me what was going on."


  "It's not your fault, Simon," Sarah said sadly. "Caitlin has kept that part of herself hidden for so long, I don't know if she has the ability to let anyone else in."


  I wasn't surprised that it sounded like Sarah had told Simon everything she knew. I didn't blame her. They thought it was a life and death situation. If only they knew how right they were.


  "I can't believe her damn father doesn't even give a shit. He said she was probably just being difficult and would reappear when she got over her tantrum." Simon gave a sound of disgust. "What an asshole."


  "I won't argue with that. And the police won't do anything since she wrote a letter saying she was leaving. I think the best thing is to go back to school and wait for her there. That's where she feels the safest. Instead of looking for her, I think we should wait for her to find us."


  I heard footsteps and tensed, but instead of coming closer they were getting farther away. I heard the front door open and close and I heard the engine of the car start through the open window in the basement.


  Lenore straightened when she heard the car pull away. She opened the basement door and I squinted against the light, my eyes having become accustomed to the dark. I followed her into the house, quickly wiping away my tears. Lenore assessed me with a speculative look.


  "Are you up for this?"


  I nodded, taking a deep breath. I had to remind myself that I was doing this to keep Simon and Sarah safe. To find my aunt. This wasn't about me and my emotions.


  Lenore and I split up the rooms, searching every crack and crevice for Aunt Brenda's journal. Three hours later I felt tired and defeated. We hadn't been able to find her journal and I started questioning the accuracy of what I saw under hypnosis.


  "Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I just wanted to see my aunt so badly while I was under that I just conjured up her telling me to look for her journal." I rubbed my forehead, the events of the past few days combined with my lack of sleep making me feel exhausted. Hypnosis had just made me feel even weaker. I leaned against the couch in the living room, feeling fatigued.


  "Let's check again," Lenore said. "I don't think your mind just made it up. We can try"


  Her eyes rounded in shock and her face drained of color as she stared past me, looking at something behind me. I was turning to see what she was looking at with such horror when she grabbed my wrist, pulling me roughly towards her.


  "Run!" she screamed.


   Chapter Three


  


  My first reaction was to turn around and see what had Lenore so scared, but she threw me behind her.


  "Get out of here!" she yelled. "Now!"


  She shoved me, propelling me into the kitchen. I turned around to protest but Lenore had already gone back into the living room. I glanced at the back door in the kitchen, but I knew there was no way I was going anywhere. Regardless of what Lenore had seen, this was my fight as much as it was hers.


  I crept back towards the living room and froze in horror when I saw Claudia standing in front of Lenore, a taunting smile stretched across her face.


  "I see dear little Caitlin has picked up some protectors." Claudia crossed her arms against her chest, looking amused. "Too bad it won't do any good."


  Lenore was clutching her necklace, an iridium medallion that I had seen earlier, and she was boring holes into Claudia, not saying a word. I would have thought she felt no fear if it wasn't for her shaking hand holding the necklace.


  Claudia laughed gleefully as she watched Lenore. It would be hard to accept that the pretty blonde before me was no longer a sweet college girl if it wasn't for the evil burning in her eyes.


  "Stupid human. Your powers are nothing against me. That cheap piece of metal will do nothing to protect you. It certainly can't hurt me." Claudia reached up, touching a piece of metal on a chain around her neck. Instead of glinting in the sunlight, it gave off shafts of darkness.


  Lenore still had her medallion clenched in her hand, not saying a word. Claudia walked closer to Lenore, so fast that it was almost a blur, and her hand shot out, closing around Lenore's throat. I went into action without thinking, rushing into the living room.


  "Stop! Let her go!"


  Claudia cocked her head, her hand still wrapped around Lenore's throat. Lenore was grabbing futilely at the hand while pressing her medallion against Claudia. Claudia batted it away like it was a pesky fly.


  "I was wondering when you were going to step forward."


  "Stop it! You're killing her!"


  Claudia grinned insanely. "That's the point."


  I frantically looked around for a weapon and picked up the first object I saw, a small statue on the side table behind the sofa. With my heart pounding in my ears, I barreled towards Claudia, my arm raised with the statue clutched in my hand. I swung my hand down as hard as I could, wanting to connect with Claudia's head. I wanted to scream in frustration when my hand just sliced through air. Claudia moved so quickly that I lost sight of her. I frantically looked around, trying to find her.


  Lenore was crumpled in a heap on the floor. I quickly leaned over her although I kept my gaze raised, frantically looking for Claudia.


  "Lenore, are you okay? Get up! We have to go!"


  "Pull her into you." Lenore's voice was raspy, as if every word that passed through her throat ravaged her. "Pull Claudia's vardoger out of her body and into yours."


  I was about to answer when I felt a presence behind me. I whipped around, struggling not to flinch when I saw Claudia standing above me with a glowering stare.


  "This is what I'm up against?" she scoffed. "This is the great powerful seer? You're nothing but a naive little girl." She grinned maniacally. "I'm going to enjoy this."


  She reached down and grabbed me by the neck, raising me until I was off the floor, my feet dangling helplessly. I scrambled for the iridium coin in my pocket and Claudia simply raised her eyebrows, not stopping me. My hand grabbed hold of the metal coin and I pulled it out.


  "I see you're slow to learn," Claudia said, shaking her head disappointedly. "I thought you were going to make this fun."


  I ignored her and tried to remember what my aunt had told me about pulling vardogers into you. I strained with all my might, imagining Claudia's vardoger separating from her body, being sucked into mine. I clenched my teeth, willing it to happen with every last bit of my strength, focusing all my energy on pulling the shadow out.


  Claudia bared her teeth, looking like a feral animal. I stared into her grey eyes, imagining every molecule of my being attaching to her vardoger, drawing it out. I could feel sweat pouring down my face, trickling down my back, as it became harder and harder to breathe. But I didn't stop concentrating on focusing every part of my being into swallowing Claudia's vardoger.


  I saw the shift in Claudia's eyes, the expression of triumph changing into fear. She dropped me and I fell onto the ground with a loud thud, the connection broken. I panted with fear and adrenaline, my throat burning with each breath.


  "How is it possible?" Claudia hissed, backing away. Her hiss turned into a scream. "How is it possible!?" She whipped her head around, looking possessed. "Hurry," she screamed. "Take her!"


  I tried to follow the direction of Claudia's gaze, but her head was lolling around, as if her neck couldn't support the weight of it anymore. I glanced at Lenore who was still lying on the ground, staring at Claudia with terror in her eyes.


  I was about to stand and urge Lenore to run with me when I saw shadows emerge from the air. It was as if they materialized out of nothing. Three figures stepped in front of me and I stared in horror as I saw them solidify, as if the molecules of their being were rapidly coming together to form bodies. My mind could barely process what I was seeing, shock and terror freezing me in place.


  In seconds, Sarah and Simon were standing in front of me. But the third figure was the most horrifying. I saw a replica of myself standing in front of me with a malevolent smile. Their bodies were almost entirely solid, except I could still make out shapes of furniture behind them. They were translucent, almost human, yet so far from human that I trembled.


  Claudia stepped up from behind them, an elated smile on her face. "Do it."


  The three vardogers rushed towards me, looking like a pack of wild animals eager to feast on their kill. My mind couldn't process the images of my best friend, the boy I loved and myself attacking me. They crowded around me, but instead of feeling them physically, I felt them inside me, as if they were digging into my body, sinking their fingers into every part of me. It was a feeling beyond pain, as if my very essence was being crushed. I opened my mouth to scream but nothing came out, my throat closing as I felt like I was drowning, as if thick matter was being pushed down my airways until I choked.


  I was vaguely aware of screams in the background as I fought for my life, for my very existence. I felt the hard edge of the iridium coin in my limp hand, and I forced my fingers to wrap around it, summoning every last bit of strength I had remaining. I focused on the feelings inside me, of the invasion of my body. I focused on pushing out the foreign energies, demanding that they loosen their grip, their claws leaving bloody trails on my soul.


  Slowly, inch by inch, I felt them receding but I wasn't able to push them out completely. I gathered everything in me, every feeling of love, hate and fear, and pooled them into one ball of energy and shot it at them with all my might. A blast of light exploded in my mind and suddenly I felt nothing inside me except my rapidly beating heart.


  I sat up, aware of my physical surroundings once again. I cried out when I saw Lenore unconscious, blood streaming down her face. I saw the statue that I had tried to use earlier on Claudia next to her head, blood staining the base. I quickly crawled over to her, so drained that my body was barely able to make the short distance. Before I could reach out to touch her, Claudia stepped in between us. I forced myself to stand up, my legs trembling to support me.


  Claudia was shaking, her eyes filled with an inhuman rage. "How did you do it?!" she screamed. "How did you kill your vardoger?! I'm wearing palladium and I'm connected to them. You shouldn't have been able to kill your vardoger!"


  I shook my head, but comprehension was dawning. I had destroyed my vardoger when they had tried to enter my body. Even though I had only destroyed one out of the three, I felt a fierce streak of satisfaction run through me with the knowledge that I had vanquished my first vardoger. But the feeling was fleeting when I glanced down at Lenore's still body.


  Claudia's expression of fury turned into gloating, although I could still see the anger in her eyes. "She's dead. You're next."


  She stepped towards me, her eyes blazing. She let out a shriek of frustration and I wondered why she didn't attack me. Her gaze shifted to behind me and I quickly turned sideways so I could see what she was looking at without turning my back on her.


  I saw Sarah and Simon's vardogers standing there, looking furious but when they glanced at me, there was a hint of fear in their eyes. I desperately wished I had been able to destroy them when I had destroyed my own vardoger, but apparently they had survived my attack.


  "Try again," Claudia ordered in a low voice. They shook their heads and Sarah's vardoger glanced at the floor where we had struggled. Where I had destroyed my vardoger.


  "Do it!" Claudia screamed, fury vibrating through every word. She screamed again when the vardogers dissipated, leaving us. "Cowards! I know you're still here! You can't go anywhere without me!"


  Silence answered her and she whipped her attention back to me. She stalked me as we circled each other, her nostrils flaring as she hunted me. "It's not fair that I'm stuck in the body of a stupid ordinary human. I deserve to possess you! It should be me!" Claudia suddenly smiled at me, giving me chills. "Maybe I can try. The worst that can happen is you die."


  She lunged at me and my instinct was to run. I ran through the living room and into the kitchen, throwing open the back door and rushing out. Once I was in the backyard, I ran towards the front of the house, adrenaline making my heart beat frenetically. I saw Lenore's ancient car in the driveway and stopped still. Lenore was still in there. Maybe she was still alive.


  I looked behind me, confused that Claudia wasn't pursuing me. Fear squeezed my lungs until I could barely breathe, but I couldn't leave without Lenore.


  I crept up to the front door, straining to hear any sound but there was only silence. The front door was ajar and I slowly opened it further, my heart in my mouth. I gasped when I saw the empty living room, pushing the door all the way open and running inside. I looked around the room frantically but Lenore was gone. All that remained was the bloody spot on the carpet where she had laid.


  I searched the house with a frenzy, not caring if Claudia or the vardogers appeared. In fact, I wanted them to appear. I needed to know what they had done to Lenore. But the house was empty. It was as if Lenore disappeared, just like my aunt.


  I waited at the house, expecting something to happen, but when night started to fall, I realized that this was doing nobody any good. I needed to go back and tell Marie and Cecelia what had happened. They would know what to do.


  I grabbed Lenore's car keys on the coffee table where she had dropped them earlier and went outside, sliding into the driver's seat of the car. I tried to remember the directions back, grateful that her house was so close to my aunt's. When I pulled up in front of Lenore's house I frowned. It was pitch black with not a single light on. I parked in front of the house and turned off the engine, a feeling of foreboding coming over me. I took a deep breath and forced myself to exit the car and walk towards the house.


   Chapter Four


  


  "Hello?" I called out, wishing my voice didn't sound so tremulous. The front door had been unlocked and I immediately turned on the lights in the foyer and living room. Nothing looked amiss except for the fact that the house was completely empty. Lenore had given Marie and Cecelia strict instruction to wait for us at her house, and I doubted they would stray from her direction.


  I checked upstairs, flooding the whole house with light. The last thing I wanted was to be alone in the dark. I was already starting to panic as I realized I really was alone now. Even if Cecelia and Marie had just left, I had no way of contacting them.


  I didn't know what to do and I had nowhere to go. I had a fleeting thought of calling Simon, but I knew he was safer back in Rochester.


  I rummaged through Lenore's kitchen, feeling like I was violating her privacy but I was starving, not having eaten anything since yesterday. I couldn't believe that it had just been yesterday that I was in Simon's car. I remembered the last kiss we shared when he dropped me off before going to the East End. I thought things had been bad then. Now I wished I could go back to those times, when the threats were vague and I still held onto a shred of hope.


  I made a quick sandwich as well as a pot of coffee. I had no plans of going to sleep tonight. I was vulnerable enough in a large house alone. Going to sleep would be suicide.


  The sandwich was tasteless going down but I forced myself to eat. I needed to keep my energy up. The coffee was strong and bitter but I forced myself to down multiple cups. I thought about what Claudia had said about palladium. She had seemed shocked that I was able to destroy my vardoger. She had alluded to the fact that since my vardoger was connected to her and she was wearing palladium, I shouldn't have been able to neutralize my shadow.


  I walked upstairs to an office I had seen during my previous search, flicking on the computer. I was relieved when I saw Lenore had internet access and started searching information about palladium. It just seemed like another metal. Rare, like iridium, but nothing out of the ordinary. It said nothing about the metal casting reflections of shadows instead of light, but I was sure I had witnessed the charm around Claudia's neck doing just that.


  I spent the next few hours trying to find information about vardogers, but the websites about it were sparse. The most they ever said was that it was a Norwegian folklore about spirit predecessors, but gave no further information.


  My eyes started to drift close and I fought sleep as much as I could, but not even the coffee could combat my bone-weary exhaustion. I was starting to feel delirious from lack of sleep, my mind becoming lethargic as my body protested the absence of respite. I promised myself I would just let my eyes rest when I laid my head on my folded arms on the desk.


  I could smell something burning, but I couldn't see anything in the pitch black of night. Dry leaves were crunching under my feet, the only sound that I could hear besides my own breathing. I could almost make out the silhouettes of trees as I fumbled around, holding my hands out as I tried to navigate through the woods solely by touch.


  Something whizzed by me, narrowly avoiding grazing me, and I jumped back, crying out with pain when I tripped over a tree root, falling down and slamming my right knee against a rock. I immediately silenced my cry. I didn't know why, but I knew I had to keep quiet. Or else they would hear me.


  I carefully got back up and continued maneuvering my way in the dark with my hands. I could see a faint light in the distance so I made my way towards it. The smell of burning became stronger as I got closer, the light becoming brighter and illuminating the forest around me in an eerie glow. I walked faster, now being able to navigate by sight.


  I instinctively slowed down as I almost reached the light, my step growing softer, not wanting to be detected.


  I covered my mouth with my hand to smother the gasp that threatened to spill from my lips when I came upon the scene. Three figures were standing above a fire ablaze on the ground. Their backs were to me but I knew instinctively who they were. It didn't make it any less shocking when one turned to speak to another, and I saw Simon's profile.


  "How much longer?" he asked.


  Claudia turned to him, a grimace on her face. "That's not for me to decide."


  The third figure moved around to the other side of the fire, now facing me. Sarah's face was so familiar, yet so cold and foreign. She looked down at the fire by their feet with a sneer. I froze when her gaze lifted, looking straight at me.


  "Company's here," she announced in a taunting voice. Claudia and Simon whipped around, locking eyes on me. Claudia stepped forward and I got the first good look at the fire they had been circling. Fear and revulsion swept through me when I realized it wasn't just the flames that were dancing wildly, casting shadows and light against the dense thicket of trees. There was a body in the flames, twitching and jerking as the fire engulfed it, each spasmodic thrust bowing the body at an unnatural angle. The person being burned alive was fighting, trying to escape the fingers of scorching flames.


  I felt myself start to tremble, my mind rebelling at the sight before me. Claudia was still walking towards me, and I knew I should turn and run the other way. But I was transfixed by the flames, unable to look away, yet sickened by what I saw. I realized the burning I smelled was the burning of flesh. The burning of a life.


  "Just let go," Claudia murmured, her eyes burning bright. "Aren't you tired, Caitlin? Just let go. Then you can rest."


  Claudia's gaze was hypnotic and I felt myself sinking into myself at her words, tension leaving my body. She was right. I was so tired. Physically and mentally drained. All I wanted to do was sleep. Rest. If only for a moment.


  Claudia glided closer and closer, her eyes never leaving mine. It was hard to fight her steady gaze, her seductive words.


  "Caitlin." A whisper went through my mind, as soft as a breeze. I jerked in response, not knowing whether it was coming from outside of me or if it was in my mind. "Caitlin, remember who you are. Remember where you came from."


  Claudia was almost upon me and I backed away, the voice shaking me out of my dream state. But it was too late. Claudia grabbed me by the shoulders, her fingers digging into me with painful force. I cried out as her grip tightened, her fingers feeling like they were going to sink into me and tear into my skin.


  Suddenly, it was no longer her fingers that were tormenting my flesh. My whole body was on fire, hundreds of flames licking at my skin, searing pain engulfing my entire body. I opened my mouth to scream, but the flames were merciless, suffocating me. Consuming me. I was mindless with pain so acute and sharp that I prayed I would lose consciousness. Faces swam above me, and I realized with violent clarity that I was the one Claudia, Simon and Sarah were watching being burned alive.


  My body bowed in shattering pain, and finally the screams escaped me. I screamed until my throat was raw, until the smell of my own flesh burning and the sizzling of skin being scorched off my body was too much, and sweet merciful blackness enveloped me.


  I sat up with a gasp, my heart thundering in my chest as I fought to catch my breath. I could almost feel the flames flickering against my skin and I rubbed my arms reflexively. I cursed myself for falling asleep, surprised that I could see the glimmers of morning through the window.


  I could still vividly remember what it felt like to be burned alive, the excruciating pain that didn't seem humanly possible to bear. I shuddered at the thought. This was no mere dream, but I didn't know what it meant. Was I foreseeing my own death? Aunt Brenda had said her vision was of me being burned alive. Was this what she had seen?


  I went downstairs, hoping that Marie and Cecelia had returned during the night, but I wasn't surprised when nothing but an empty house greeted me. I had a feeling I was truly alone now. I knew I needed to go back to Aunt Brenda's house. I was convinced the key was in her journal. I just needed to find it.


  I had no appetite but I made myself eat another sandwich, washing it down with more coffee. I grabbed Lenore's keys and drove to Aunt Brenda's house. I tentatively entered it and quickly checked all the rooms, relieved when I found them empty. I paused to stare at the blood stain on the living room carpet. A myriad of emotions went through me, but the dominating one was anger. I added Lenore's name to the list of those I would avenge.


  I started the search again in Aunt Brenda's bedroom, although I had turned it upside down yesterday. I walked on the floorboards, putting pressure on each plank to see if any were loose. It would be an unexpected hiding spot for a journal.


  I almost gave up when a floorboard right next to her dresser shifted when I pressed my foot against it. I dropped to my knees, my hands eagerly scrabbling at the wooden plank, trying to force it up.


  I was so focused on my task that I was taken completely off guard when I heard the front door downstairs creak open.


   Chapter Five


  


  My first instinct was to jump up and run, but I knew I needed to remain completely still. I didn't want to make a single sound to alert the intruder of my location. The person was being silent as well, knowing that someone was inside because of Lenore's car sitting out front in the driveway.


  I cursed myself for my carelessness, the car an announcement to all things evil that I was here for easy pickings. I strained to make out any sound, but all I could hear was my heart thudding against my ribcage.


  I rose slowly and walked softly and methodically to the closet, picking up a heavy wrought iron lamp along the way. I didn't know what to do besides hide with a weapon, ready to bludgeon anyone who opened the closet door. I just hoped that the intruder was human.


  I crept inside the closet, quietly shutting it except for a tiny crack. I wanted the advantage of seeing the intruder before they saw me. A few seconds seemed like hours as I waited, and I wondered if the person had left. My hope was dashed when I suddenly heard the creak of a floorboard in the hallway. I held my breath, praying that this wasn't how it was going to end. I kept my eyes trained on the crack in the closet door, tightening my grip on the lamp, although my sweaty palms were making it difficult.


  I wanted to whimper when I saw a shadow on the ground through the slit of the closet door, but I forced myself to swallow it. A hand reached out for the knob and I raised the lamp, ready to fight for my life.


  The closet door swung open and I launched myself forward, the lamp held high, ready to make contact with whatever was in front of me.


  "Whoa, whoa!" I heard a voice yell out. "Caitlin, it's me!"


  My mouth dropped open, my shock almost comedic if it hadn't been for the circumstances. I lowered my arms, the lamp sliding from my damp fingers and landing on the floor with a thud. My heart pumped even faster, but this time it wasn't from fear.


  Simon dropped the fireplace poker that he had been holding and grabbed me, hauling me forward into his arms. He held me tight, burying his face in my neck, and my arms automatically lifted, clutching tightly around his neck.


  I felt relief and joy coursing through me. His body against mine felt so life-affirming, so comforting, that I wanted to weep.


  "Christ, Caitlin," he muttered against my neck. "I thought I was never going to see you again."


  "I'm sorry," I whispered. I didn't know what else to say, how to explain everything that had happened. So I just repeated the words. "I'm sorry."


  Simon pulled back slightly so that he could look at my face, lifting a hand and grazing my cheek with the back of his knuckles, as if to confirm that I was actually standing in front of him. I saw a multitude of emotions cross his face; relief, happiness, confusion, anger. The last emotion seemed to have staying power as he dropped his arms, stepping back. I felt the loss of his embrace and I nervously gripped my hands together, knowing that I had a lot to answer for.


  "What are you sorry for?"


  I had a feeling that a lot was riding on how I answered his question.


  "I'm sorry for leaving like I did." My voice was a whisper and I cleared my throat, speaking more loudly. "I'm sorry for not trusting you. There's just...there are a lot of things I've had to deal with that are hard to explain."


  My last statement was so ludicrous that I laughed, although there was no humor in the sound.


  Simon took a deep breath, studying me. Despite everything that had happened, the circumstances we were in, I drank in the sight of him hungrily. He looked tired, his face strained and pale with dark circles under his eyes. But he was beautiful despite it all. I clenched my hands into fists, stopping myself from reaching up and sweeping his dark hair back from his face, to feel the silky smooth texture between my fingers. His blue eyes seemed duller than usual, but they were just as effective in piercing straight into me.


  "Try me," he said flatly. His elation over finding me seemed to have passed.


  I sat down on the bed, feeling weak from the adrenaline rush that had drained from my body, leaving only exhaustion. I looked up at Simon, my mouth twisting. "I don't even know where to start."


  Simon's eyes softened as he looked at me but his expression remained resolute. "Why don't you start with the visions?"


  "How much has Sarah told you?" I glanced behind him as if I expected her to pop her head out. "Where is she?"


  "I think she's pretty much told me everything she knows. She didn't want to, but we thought...we thought it was a life and death situation. She came down to Connecticut with me yesterday and we stopped by here, but when we didn't find anything she went back up to Maxwell."


  I nodded, sighing deeply. "I figured as much. I...I was here yesterday. I overheard you and Sarah talking."


  Simon's expression darkened, his lips tightening. "You were hiding from us?"


  "I was trying to protect you! Both you and Sarah. It's not easy to explain."


  I looked down at the floor, debating how much to tell. A part of me believed that I should try to hide what was really happening, but I was tired of keeping secrets. I was tired of trying to do this alone. Simon had a right to know what was happening, especially since he was in danger. He deserved to have all the facts so he could make decisions based on all the information.


  "Sarah doesn't know that it's gone beyond just my visions. Beyond meeting the people in my visions in real life." I bit my lip, knowing that it was going to sound insane. "It's a little hard to believe."


  "I'll be the judge of that," Simon said, expressionless. He sat down on the bed next to me, but not close enough that we were touching.


  Everything poured out of me. About my aunt's disappearance and the whole notion of vardogers trying to overtake their people. About Lenore having vanished, just like my aunt, and about Claudia, who had already been overtaken by her vardoger. I told him how she was determined to destroy me, using the vardogers of Sarah and him. I told him everything, watching his face as I confessed things that would forever change how he looked at the world. I wasn't sure whether he believed me. He didn't say a word, his expression enigmatic.


  "I told you it was hard to believe," I said when I was finished, trying to smile but failing. I nervously waited for Simon to speak.


  "It's a lot to take in," he said finally, his words measured. "I'm not sure what to think right now."


  "Do you believe me?"


  His hesitation told me everything I needed to know. I shot up from the bed, knowing that I shouldn't feel so disappointed. No one who hadn't lived these past few days could be expected to believe the fantastical tale I just told. Yet, I had been naively hopeful that Simon would be the exception.


  He rose and grabbed my wrist before I could go anywhere. "Caitlin, I didn't say I don't believe it. It's just...I'm still trying to get over finding you. And now you're telling me that there are these things called vardogers trying to kill us? To take control of our bodies?"


  I shook my head, not looking at him. "I know it sounds crazy. I know I sound crazy. I don't expect you to believe me."


  Simon pulled me closer, lifting my head up by the chin and forcing me to look at him. He looked concerned and anxious. "It's not that I don't believe you. I want to believe you. I just..."


  He trailed off, looking at me uncertainly. "It's okay," I said tightly, trying to push away my disappointment. "It doesn't matter."


  "It does matter," Simon replied fiercely, his blue eyes flashing with emotion. "Do you know how crazy I've been these past two days? I was so scared something had happened to you. I thought I was going to go out of my mind when I read the letter you left behind. Sarah thought...she thought that you had hurt yourself. I didn't know what to think. I just knew that you didn't trust me enough to confide in me. You didn't let me help you."


  Tears pooled in my eyes at the raw emotion on Simon's face. He looked hurt and vulnerable, but didn't he realize I was grappling with so much more? The balance of good and evil was at stake and evil was rapidly winning out.


  "Simon, I'm sorry I didn't tell you what was going on. But can you at least understand why I held things back? You say you want to believe me now, but I know you don't. I can see it in your eyes. And the thing is, I don't blame you. I wouldn't believe it if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes. But the last thing I need right now is to have to try and convince you I'm not crazy. My aunt is missing. I saw her friend killed and now her body is missing. I've had Claudia try to kill me, shadows are trying to overtake my body and my visions are driving me to the edge! That's all I can take right now!" I knew I was getting hysterical, my voice getting louder and more frantic, but I felt raw and exposed. And alone.


  Simon embraced me, stroking my hair soothingly. "Shh, it's okay, baby. It's okay. I'm sorry. I'm trying to believe you. Just give me time, okay? It's a lot to take in."


  I nodded against his shirt, taking deep shuddering breaths, trying to calm myself. I was wrong. I wasn't alone. Whatever Simon may believe, I knew he would always be there for me. Right now, that was enough.


  "Caitlin," he whispered. I raised my head and he gently wiped away the tears that I hadn't even realized were streaming down my face. I held my breath as he lowered his head, my eyes fluttering closed when I felt the first touch of his lips against mine.


  I was surprised that I could still feel desire with everything that was going on, but it swept through me fiercely. I wrapped my arms around Simon's neck, leaning up into him and eagerly returning the kiss. His soft lips gently grazed against mine, the pressure increasing until his mouth was slanting hungrily across mine, his tongue tracing the outline of my lips.


  He groaned when I opened my mouth, welcoming the demanding strokes of his tongue, meeting them with my own. All the weight I had been carrying melted away and all I could feel was the surety that this was where I belongedin Simon's arms.


  Simon broke the kiss, breathing heavily. His blue eyes glittered with determination as he gazed at me. "I love you, Caitlin. And I'll do anything to keep you safe."


  My heart swelled at his words. Even with everything, Simon still loved me. That, like nothing else, made me believe there was a chance that I could save all of us from the darkness. I had to believe it was possible. Something as beautiful as Simon's love couldn't be destroyed.


  "I love you too," I said tremulously. Simon's eyes darkened at my words and he leaned his head back down, kissing me until I was breathless.


  We were both panting when we broke apart. Simon smiled at me wryly, gently brushing a thumb across my lower lip. "Somehow, I didn't imagine that we would be standing in your aunt's bedroom the first time you said that to me."


  I smiled back at him, feeling happiness for the first time in the past few days. My smile faltered when I thought about my aunt.


  "What's wrong?"


  "My aunt. I don't know where she is. She sounded so scared and frantic on the phone."


  "Have you contacted the police?"


  I nodded. "Lenore said they wouldn't do anything until she's been missing for 48 hours. Even then, what could they do? It's a little out of their capacity."


  Simon simply nodded and I wondered if he would ever believe me. I broke out of his grasp abruptly when I remembered the floorboard I had been about to investigate before I hid in the closet.


  "What are you doing?"


  I didn't look up as I kneeled and continued my previous attempt at pulling the floorboard up. "There's a loose board here. I think something may be below it. I've looked everywhere for my aunt's journal but it's nowhere to be found."


  "Here, let me try." Simon knelt down beside me, digging his car keys out of his pocket. He used the end of one key to burrow between the floorboards, wiggling it back and forth until there was enough room to slip the tip of the key underneath the floorboard. He pushed it up and the board popped out.


  I quickly lifted the board, peering inside the cavity. It wasn't very deep but it was dusty, and I wasn't exactly ecstatic about sticking my hand into a dark hole not knowing what was in there, but I forced myself to plunge my hand in. At first, disappointment struck as I just felt cobwebs and a few other things, whose identity I didn't want to know.


  When my hand closed around smooth leather, my heart jumped. I pulled it out and was rewarded with a leather bound book, the edges worn and the cover faded.


  "I think this is it!" I exclaimed. I flipped through the book, excitement mounting when I saw that the pages were filled with handwritten entries. I quickly read a couple of sentences and confirmed that it was indeed my aunt's journal.


  "I found it!" I was giddy, finally feeling like I was going to get a grasp on how to handle fighting Claudia and the vardogers. I would find the answers that I needed in this book. A wave of relief went through me.


  Simon didn't look as impressed, his eyebrows lifting. "Do you really think that journal is going to help you?"


  "I told you that while I was under hypnosis, my aunt said I would find the answers I needed in her journal. I was starting to think I'd never find it." I clutched the book tightly. "We should get out of here. Claudia might come back looking for me. We can go back to Lenore's house. I think it's safer there."


  Simon nodded, standing with effortless grace and holding out his hand to me. I grasped his hand and he pulled me up fluidly.


  "Thanks," I said, brushing off the dust that I had gotten on my sweater while digging underneath the floorboard. That's why I didn't see Simon rushing towards me. All I felt were his hands slamming me roughly against the wall. My head cracked against it with a sickening thud, the impact making my vision go hazy for a few seconds.


  "Simon! What are you doing?!"


  I whimpered when Simon jammed his arm across my neck, holding me up against the wall. His blue eyes were glinting with madness, his expression a grimace of malice. My thoughts were jumbled, not understanding what was happening. The pressure against my throat was starting to become excruciating, but I just stared at Simon blankly. I wondered if I had passed out and was dreaming now. This couldn't be really happening.


  "This time I'm going to succeed in finishing you off," Simon hissed, so close to me that I could feel his spittle against my face as he spoke. "I'm going to enjoy killing you."


   Chapter Six


  


  "Simon!" I gasped, barely able to speak with the pressure against my larynx. My mind wasn't willing to accept what was happening, but my body automatically went into survival mode. I kicked out my legs, trying to make contact with his lower body, but Simon smoothly stepped out of the way, his arm continuing to crush my throat.


  "You're a stubborn little bitch," Simon spat out, his eyes glowing with enjoyment. He was taking pleasure in this, his expression showing growing excitement. "You have to promise to make this fun for me. I like a little resistance."


  My mind shut down as I grabbed at his arm with both hands, digging my nails into his flesh. Simon released the pressure on my throat, grabbing both wrists and slamming them against the wall above my head, pinioning them so I was helpless.


  "Do you know how painful I can make this for you?" Simon was seething, the cruelty on his face taking my breath away.


  "Simon, what's happening?" I wheezed, my throat burning with each word. Fear and desperation were setting in and I didn't understand what was happening. I had no doubt that Simon had been standing before me moments before, his eyes full of love and concern. The person before me wasn't Simon, but I hadn't seen the vardoger overtake his body. I couldn't believe that had happened, because that would mean Simon was gone. I couldn't accept that. "I know this isn't you! Simon, please! Where are you?!"


  Simon smiled widely, the expression a mockery on his sadistic face. "I'm right in front of you, sweetheart." His gaze lowered, traveling down my body at a leisurely pace. I trembled under his scrutiny, my fear reaching heights as never before. "As distasteful as I find you, I can push aside my disgust momentarily, if it means making you scream in pain."


  He shoved my wrists, which were still pinioned against the wall above me, together so that he could hold them prisoner with one hand, his other hand lowering to grasp my chin, his fingers digging cruelly into my flesh. I struggled against him frantically, trying to buck him off me, but he was too strong.


  "I should fix your mouth first. I'm sick of hearing you talk. I'm sure you'd find it a lot harder to spew your garbage if I pulled out your teeth one by one." The pressure of his hand grasping my chin increased, forcing my mouth open. Fury rose in me and I felt like a crazed animal being prepared for slaughter. I struck out with the only weapon I had, twisting my head sharply and sinking my teeth into the fleshy side of his hand, biting down viciously until I tasted blood.


  "Fuck! You bitch!"


  Simon immediately let go of me, ripping his hand out of my mouth. He was shaking with rage as he backhanded me so hard I fell to the floor, my vision blurry from the impact. I could taste blood inside my mouth, but all I could think about was finding a weapon. My fingers wrapped around the lamp I had dropped earlier and I held it out in front of me.


  "Get away from me!" I screamed. Blood was dripping from Simon's hand where I had bit him, but he didn't seem to notice as he stalked me, backing me into a corner. I tried to concentrate, to imagine Simon's vardoger leaving his body and being sucked into mine, but I was so frazzled that my concentration was shit.


  I was preparing to swing the lamp against Simon's head with all my might when he stopped dead in his tracks. He looked confused, blinking like he was trying to shake himself out of a fog. He drew in a sharp breath when he saw me, stepping forward.


  "Stop!" I screamed, shaking so badly that I was surprised my lips could form the words. "Don't take another step or I'll bash your head in."


  Simon immediately halted, his confusion turning into concern. "Caitlin! You're bleeding! What happened?"


  "Is this some kind of fucking trap? You're going to pretend you're Simon and then attack me when I let you get close? Do you think I'm an idiot!?"


  "Caitlin, it's me!" Simon cried out, looking desperate. He held out a hand in supplication then froze when he saw the blood dripping from it. He looked up at me and then down at his bloodied hand again.


  "I don't understand," he whispered, shaking his head like he was in a bad dream and wanted to wake up. "The last thing I remember is you finding the journal and then...I'm standing in front of you, and you're screaming at me, bleeding." He met my eyes, pleading with me. "Caitlin, please. Tell me what happened."


  I heard myself whimpering, feeling disconnected from the scene as if I were a bystander. Simon, the boy I loved, had been overtaken by his vardoger. I hadn't been able to save him. Could I actually believe he was still inside there as well? From what my aunt had told me, only seers were strong enough to not let vardogers push their souls out of their bodies, instead existing side by side in the human form. But here was Simon before me, swearing that it was him. And, by God, I wanted to believe him.


  I forced myself to think, to assess the situation rationally. I knew firsthand that the rules were changing, and it was possible that Simon had been able to resist the vardoger pushing his soul out. Hell, anything was possible at this point.


  "So you don't remember attacking me?" I asked cautiously, still not convinced that this wasn't a trap.


  "What?" Simon choked out in a strangled voice. "I did that to you?" He slowly started shaking his head, looking at me in disbelief. "I could never hurt you. Never!"


  "How do you explain all this then?" I gestured toward his injured hand. "You were holding me against the wall, so I bit you to escape." I didn't add the part about him promising to pull out my teeth one by one. I shuddered just thinking about it. I wanted to pretend that never happened.


  Simon looked at me helplessly, a haunted expression on his face. "I can't believe it. I'd kill myself before I hurt you. But..." His voice trailed off as he glanced down at his injured hand, and then back up at me. "I felt something. Right after you found the journal, I felt something inside me. Like something was pushing me. I don't know how to explain it, but it was like an energy was trying to push me out of the way. I felt it earlier too, but I resisted it and the feeling went away. But I was just so happy to find you today that I didn't care about the crazy feelings inside of me. I just figured it was relief at being with you again."


  I took a step forward, wanting to believe Simon, but still fearful that this was a trap. I pushed away the fear, the desolate look in Simon's eyes making my reservations disappear.


  "This is what I've been telling you. I think your vardoger is inside of you. It's overtaken your body, but somehow you've been able to resist it, to keep your soul intact." I hesitated, and then took his uninjured hand in mine. Simon's hand wrapped around mine gratefully. "It sounds like you were able to stop it from taking control of your body. You must be unbelievably strong."


  "So it's true? Everything you told me earlier is true?"


  "I wish it wasn't, Simon. I wish I was just crazy and I could take a magic pill that would make everything alright."


  "Oh God," Simon groaned, releasing my hand and collapsing onto the edge of the bed, burying his face in his uninjured hand. "How can...how can I accept this? How can I accept that I hurt you?"


  I sat next to him, stroking his back to soothe him. "You didn't hurt me, Simon. I know that wasn't you."


  Simon looked up, his face looking ravaged with pain and guilt. "It doesn't matter how you put it. It doesn't matter if I was possessed. I'm still the one that put my hands on you and hurt you." He reached up, touching the corner of my mouth. I winced from the pain and his eyes darkened. "How did I do this?" he whispered.


  "You didn't do it," I insisted in a low voice. "It wasn't you."


  "How?"


  "You...it backhanded me." I regretted telling him when his eyes glazed with agony, but at the same time I was tired of lying about everything. All I wanted to do was tell the truth now.


  "You need to get away from me," Simon rasped, looking away. "Before I hurt you again."


  I cupped his cheek, forcing him to look at me. "Simon, stop blaming yourself. It's not your fault. You're a victim in this. And you said yourself that you were able to control it taking over before. Anytime you feel it trying to push you out of the way, push back."


  "And you're willing to take that chance? You're willing to risk me hurting you again?"


  "I'm willing to risk anything for you," I whispered, my heart tightening with love. Now that Simon's vardoger was inside of him, I could never leave him. His vardoger would have to kill me before I ever gave up on him. "We'll figure this out together. Now that I have my aunt's journal, I'll get some answers on how I can destroy the vardogers."


  I stood up, drawing Simon to his feet alongside me. "Let's get out of here."


  Simon followed me outside, but I could see his emotions warring inside of him. His complexion was even paler than before and there was a stark desperation etched on his face that worried me. I hoped that after the shock of what happened wore off, he would be able to accept everything I had told him.


  Simon nodded wordlessly when I told him to follow me in his car to Lenore's house. A part of me was afraid that Simon would drive off instead of following me, convinced that I was safer without him around, so I was relieved when he parked his car behind Lenore's when we arrived at her house.


  "Let's get you cleaned up first," I said when we entered the house. I guided Simon into the bathroom where I gently cleaned his wound with a washcloth. I found antiseptic in the medicine cabinet and gently applied it. Simon was silent throughout the process, watching me with bottomless eyes. I would be lying if I didn't admit that I was nervous, fearful that Simon's vardoger would push out into the forefront again. But I told myself I couldn't be scared of Simon. He needed me and I needed him. That was all that mattered.


  Simon stopped me when I turned to place the washcloth on the sink and took it from my hand.


  "You're bleeding too," he said softly, gently wiping my mouth and chin where blood had dried. I had been so concerned about Simon that I forgot about my own injury, but it seemed of minimal importance with everything else that had happened.


  Simon touched me reverently, the washcloth whispering against my skin. Simon dropped the washcloth and replaced it with his gentle fingers, softly caressing my face. His eyes searched mine before he spoke.


  "Forgive me."


  "Simon, there's nothing to forgive. It wasn't you-"


  Simon shook his head, his thumb caressing my bottom lip silencing me. He leaned down, his mouth replacing his thumb. He kissed me softly, light and grazing as if he were trying to heal me with his lips. My heart tightened at his gesture, his profound gentleness shattering me.


  "Forgive me," he repeated softly against my lips.


  "I forgive you," I whispered, knowing that he needed this absolution, even though he was blameless. "I forgive you, Simon. I love you."


  Simon groaned, crushing me to him, burying his face in my hair. "I can't put into words what I'm feeling right now. I'm mad and worried and scared shitless. I feel sick with what I've allowed to happen to you. I promised to keep you safe, but I'm the one that hurt you."


  I gently pulled Simon's head back so I could see his face, cradling his head between my hands. "Simon, stop this. Stop blaming yourself. I need you. I need your help. You can't help me if you're too busy being consumed with guilt."


  I knew this tactic would snap Simon out of it, and I was right. He took in a deep cleansing breath, exhaling slowly. "You're right." He held me close, his expression fierce. "I love you so much. Always remember that."


  I nodded, placing a quick kiss on his lips, trying not to wince from the brief sting I felt from it. We went into the living room to look through Aunt Brenda's journal.


  Aunt Brenda wasn't a very prolific writer. The entries were spaced out by weeks, sometimes by months. As I read through each entry, nothing jumped out at me. No clue as to how to destroy the newly evolved vardogers, no information about a metal that was able to make the powers of iridium obsolete. I was frustrated because I wasn't exactly sure what I was looking for.


  Simon read over my shoulder, not commenting although I'm sure he sensed my growing impatience. I flipped the page to the last entry dated about two months ago, my stomach dropping as I read my aunt's words.


  My dream last night haunted me like no other. I'm convinced it was a dream and not a vision, because it had nothing to do with vardogers. But Eunice seemed so alive in my dream. I haven't dreamed about her in years, and those dreams were just memories of happier days. But in my dream last night, Eunice was begging me for my help. She said her daughter was in trouble and I was the only one that could help her. I haven't seen Caitlin since she was a little girl, and nothing would make me happier than seeing her again, but I know George won't allow it. He's convinced that we're a bad influence, that we'll taint her somehow. I just pray that she's been spared the visions. It would be too cruel for her to experience them with no one to explain why she's having them. I'm so tempted to reach out to her, to talk to her despite George's warnings. But he's her father. I have to respect his wishes.


  But that wasn't the most disturbing part of my dream. The most disturbing part was Eunice telling me I needed to help Caitlin until she could return to her. That she was coming back for her. What does that mean? Is Eunice still alive? I can't believe she would still be alive and not tell anyone, especially her own daughter. But maybe it's true. Her body was never found. I don't know what to make of all of this. It would be my greatest wish to have Eunice still alive. I miss my best friend. And more importantly, Caitlin needs a mother.


  "She had a dream my mother was still alive," I whispered, looking up at Simon. "She said her body was never found. What if it's true?"


  "I don't know, Caitlin," Simon said cautiously. "It was just a dream."


  "Seers don't just have dreams. It has to mean something. I have to call my father. He might know something. Can I use your cell phone?"


  Simon dug into the pocket of his jeans, pulling out my phone with a rueful smile. "I kept it with me, just in case you called it for some reason."


  My father answered on the first ring, sounding gruff. Almost worried.


  "Caitlin, where the hell have you been? Your friends called me, practically hysterical, looking for you."


  "Dad, I'm alright. I just...needed to get away for a little bit."


  My father let out a deep sigh, sounding weary. "That's what I told them. You need to learn to be less selfish."


  I ignored his last comment. "Dad, I have to ask you a question. It's about Mom." There was nothing but silence on the other end of the phone so I continued. "How did she die? All anyone ever told me was that she was killed by a drunk driver. How exactly did it happen? Did you actually see her body?"


  "Caitlin Kile, you are disgusting." My father's voice was shaking with rage, and I started to tremble. For all the years that my father had ridiculed me or acted condescendingly, I had never heard him speak to me in a tone so filled with fury. "How dare you ask me about your mother's body? What kind of sick game are you playing?"


  "I just need to know the truth!" I cried out. "I'm tired of you never telling me about my mother, pretending like she never existed! Did you know Aunt Brenda dreamed that Mom was still alive?"


  "What the hell are you doing talking to Brenda? I've made it explicitly clear to her that she's never to contact you!"


  "She's missing, Dad!" I choked out. "She's missing and I think she might be in trouble." I lowered my voice, the lump in my throat making it hard for me to speak. "I know you know about the visions."


  My father's voice seethed with anger. "My sister is a lunatic, and I was always afraid you'd turn out just like her. It seems my fears were correct. You're as insane as she is."


  "Dad, she's disappeared," I sobbed, not able to hold back tears. I couldn't believe how cold my father was being. No matter how much he had mistreated me in the past, I still believed he loved me. That belief was quickly being destroyed. "Your sister is missing and I think I'm next."


  "Don't call me again until you've pulled yourself together," my father commanded icily, the frigid tone replacing his anger. "Don't make me regret not having you committed."


  He hung up abruptly and I slowly lowered the phone. Simon was watching me with concern, but I couldn't face him. I buried my face in my hands, unwilling to believe my father could be so cruel.


  "Caitlin." I felt gentle hands on me, pulling my face up. I saw a mixture of sorrow and anger on Simon's face. "I couldn't help but hear what your father said. He's an asshole and doesn't deserve you for a daughter."


  Simon pulled me close and I clung to him, my body wracked with sobs. I let it all out, the grief of realizing how little my father cared for me, the stress of the past few days, the fear that everything was whirling out of control and I had no idea how to stop it. Simon held me through all of it until I finally quieted down, left with nothing but an empty ache inside me. I pulled away when I felt like I had my emotions under control.


  "Are you okay?"


  I nodded, feeling embarrassed that Simon had heard my father's cruel words. I didn't want him to be a witness to my father's disdain for me. Even though it wasn't my fault, I still felt mortified by it. It was hard to look Simon in the eye so I lowered my gaze to my lap.


  "Hey," Simon said softly, raising my head up again with a crooked finger. "It's not your fault. I've never met your father, but something is seriously wrong with him to speak to you like that. You're the most amazing girl I've ever met, especially now that I know everything you've been through. You're strong, beautiful, smart and courageous. Don't let your father take that away from you."


  Simon knew exactly what I was feeling, and his words were a soothing balm. I tried to smile, although it was tremulous at best.


  "Thank you."


  Simon leaned in and rained light kisses on my tear-stained face, like he was trying to heal my wounds. When his lips finally found mine, I found all the love I had been craving my entire life.


  Simon's eyes were ablaze with desire when we pulled apart but he gave me a wry smile. "With everything going on, I still can't keep my hands off you. What does that say about me?"


  "It's says that you're the best thing that's ever happened to me." Simon's expression turned even more intense and he leaned in closer, but I stopped him with gentle hands on his shoulders. "Wait, I should call Sarah. I'm sure she's worried sick, and I want to let her know I'm okay. I'm worried too. If...if your vardoger has possessed your body, maybe the same thing happened to her."


  I quickly pressed the button on my cell phone for Sarah, frowning when it went straight to voicemail. I left a brief message telling her I was okay and to call me back as soon as she got my voicemail.


  "She didn't pick up," I said, worriedly, as I checked the time. "She doesn't have class right now, she should be home. I hope she's okay."


  Simon grabbed his phone. "I'll call Grant and ask him to check on her."


  My concern was growing with each second as Simon waited for Grant to answer.


  "Hey, Grant." Simon paused for a moment. "Yeah, I found her. She's okay. Listen, have you seen Sarah today?" I watched Simon talking to Grant, straining to hear Grant on the other end but he was speaking too quietly.


  "Do you mind checking to see if she's in her apartment? I'll wait on the phone." Simon squeezed my hand reassuringly, although it wasn't quite effective since I could see the concern in his eyes.


  "Tell him to use his spare key to go inside our apartment," I whispered and Simon obliged. I didn't feel any better when Simon's lips tightened as he listened to Grant.


  "No? Can you check with Jenny and Marcus to see if they've seen her or heard from her? She left last night on the train and we're a little worried that she has her phone turned off. I watched her get on the train so she has to be back at school." Simon paused, nodding as he listened to Grant. "Okay, thanks. Call me as soon as you hear anything."


  "She's not there," I said flatly, a statement instead of a question because it was clear, from Simon's end of the conversation, that no one had seen her.


  "She could just be on campus or something. Or maybe she's somewhere that doesn't get cell phone reception. Grant is going to check with Jenny and Marcus and look for her."


  "She never turns off her phone! Never!" It was physically painful to consider the possibility that something had happened to Sarah. "We need to get back to Maxwell."


  Simon was in full agreement and we left immediately. Now that I had found Aunt Brenda's journal, there was nothing left for me here. Certainly not my aunt or her inner circle. They had vanished into thin air. I glanced at Simon's grim profile as he drove, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. I wondered if he would disappear too. I didn't know if that was a worse fate than his vardoger destroying his soul.


   Chapter Seven


  


  The drive to Rochester was excruciating. We kept in constant contact with Grant throughout the drive, and I was getting frantic with each hour that Sarah wasn't found. Her phone was still turned off and she was nowhere to be seen, her car still sitting in the driveway. We didn't explain to Grant why we were so worried because it would be a ludicrous conversation to have over the phone, but we didn't need to provide any added incentive for Grant to grow concerned. He sensed our anxiety and it seemed to fuel his own. I was beginning to realize how much he cared for Sarah.


  We only stopped once to fill up on gas and buy stale sandwiches. Neither of us were hungry, but we forced ourselves to eat. It was late afternoon by the time we reached Maxwell, and it was bizarre seeing students loitering about, leading normal lives and having no idea that they might be on the brink of being overtaken by a vardoger. It was so ludicrous that I wanted to laugh, although humor was the last thing I was feeling.


  Grant burst out of his apartment the second we pulled up into the driveway. He looked frazzled, anxiety making his features look drawn. "What the hell is going on? Why won't you tell me what's happening?"


  Simon took a deep breath, motioning towards the stairs. "Let's go upstairs first. You're going to need to sit down for this."


  I shot him a look as we went up to my apartment. I wasn't sure how much I wanted to tell Grant. I was pretty sure Grant would try to commit us to an insane asylum if we tried to explain the existence of vardogers.


  My apartment looked exactly the same as it did when I left, but it was no comfort. I knew that the lack of a struggle didn't mean Sarah hadn't been abducted. Or worse.


  Grant wheeled around the moment we stepped inside. "Okay, spill."


  Simon glanced at me and I took a deep breath. I figured I had nothing to lose. "I think you should sit down, Grant. We should all sit down."


  Grant looked like he was about to argue, but Simon pushed him towards the couch and made him sit.


  "Fine, I'm sitting. Now is someone going to tell me what the hell is going on?"


  I opened my mouth to speak, when the front door opened. I gasped when I saw Sarah walk in, looking completely fine. I revised my assessment. She didn't look hurt but she looked far from fine, her face pale and drawn. Her mouth dropped open when she saw me, but before I had a chance to say anything, she flung herself towards me, hugging me so tightly that it was hard to breathe.


  "Caitlin!" she sobbed. "I thought you were dead! I thought I'd never see you again!" She pulled back, her relief rapidly replaced with anger. "Where the hell have you been?" she shrieked. "I've been worried sick!"


  "Sarah," I said, taking my first full breath since she hadn't answered her phone. "I could ask you the same thing. Where have you been?"


  "What do you mean?" Sarah looked confused and I was surprised when Grant shot up from the couch, grabbing her by the shoulders.


  "I've been looking for you all damned day! Where were you?! Why is your phone turned off?"


  Sarah blanched at Grant's fierce rebuke. "What's going on? I'm not the one who’s been missing! I was walking around, checking all the places that I thought Caitlin could have gone. The battery on my phone died."


  Grant slumped in relief, letting go of Sarah. He turned to Simon and me accusingly. "You're the ones that made me all crazy, convincing me that something had happened to Sarah! What's going on?"


  I took a deep breath and Simon nodded at me, letting me know that I should tell them everything. I suggested that we all sit, and Grant and Sarah settled on the couch. I noticed how closely Grant was sitting next to Sarah but I didn't comment, although I saw her glance at him questioningly, also seeming surprised by how close he was sitting. I sat on the recliner and Simon sat on the arm, taking my hand and entwining it with his before resting it on his lap. I thought about the first time we had sat like this, how uncomfortable I had been by his close proximity. Now his nearness gave me strength and I took a deep breath before telling Grant and Sarah everything.


  Unlike Simon, Grant and Sarah were far from silent when I revealed what was happening. I first had to tell Grant about my visions, which he accepted far more easily than I expected, but when I came to the part about the vardogers, Grant and Sarah were falling all over themselves asking questions. Shock and disbelief was their first reaction, but it quickly turned into stunned silence when Simon chimed in about what he had experienced. Grant and Sarah watched Simon warily when I explained that his vardoger was inside of him. I wasn't sure how much of this information they were accepting.


  "So what happens now?" Sarah asked, sounding breathless.


  "I'm not sure. I have to go through my aunt's journal again. Maybe I missed something."


  "One thing's for sure," Grant said, getting up. "If there's a chance that all this stuff is true, there's no way you're staying here alone tonight. I'm going to grab some of my stuff and I'll be right back."


  "Thanks," Sarah said quietly. I could hear the hope in her voice. I didn't protest Grant's offer because the last thing I wanted was to be alone now. Simon lifted our entwined hands and kissed the back of my hand softly.


  "I hope it's a given that I'll be staying here as well." I nodded, knowing that I didn't want Simon to leave my sight, and not just because of his vardoger.


  Simon waited until Grant came back, insisting that he didn't want to leave Sarah and I alone, and then he went to his apartment to grab some things for tonight. When he got back, we ordered a pizza and ate in the living room, almost seeming normal except for our conversation that revolved around vardogers. It started raining outside, and it almost felt cozy to be inside our small apartment with friends. Except we were talking about death and violence. I went through my aunt's journal multiple times, but the only thing that jumped out at me was the last entry about my mother.


  "I'm exhausted," Sarah said when it got late, stretching her arms and yawning. "I'm going to bed."


  Grant jumped up, grabbing the sleeping bag that he had brought over. "Me too."


  Sarah raised an eyebrow when he started following her to her bedroom. "Where do you think you're going?"


  "If you think I'm letting you sleep alone tonight, you're crazy. Caitlin said your vardoger is lurking around. Whether I believe it or not, there's no chance I'm leaving you alone."


  "Grant," Sarah started to protest, but Simon cut her off.


  "Sarah, he's right. No one should be alone tonight. I would suggest we all sleep in one room if Grant's snoring wasn't so loud."


  I laughed, amazed that I could find levity in the statement considering the situation we were in. Sarah opened her mouth, presumably to protest, but Grant just grabbed her hand, leading her into her bedroom. She gaped at me but didn't say a word as he pulled her into the bedroom, closing the door behind them.


  "What about you?" Simon asked, gazing at me tenderly. "You must be exhausted."


  "The last thing I want to do is sleep." I hesitated, rethinking my statement. I was so used to fearing sleep because of the visions and the knowledge that this was when I was at my weakest. But now that the vardogers seemed to be able to enter me even when I was awake, maybe sleep was the answer. Maybe I would have visions that would help me figure out what to do. I didn't tell Simon this, because I didn't think he'd appreciate me wanting to sleep so that I could have visions that would terrify me.


  "On second thought, I've barely slept the past few days."


  Simon followed me to my bedroom and I was acutely aware of how his presence filled my small room. He sat on the bed casually, leaning against the wall and crossing his stretched legs, watching me. Even though we had gotten a lot closer, I wasn't very experienced when it came to men and his unwavering gaze unnerved me.


  "Um, I'm going to take a shower first. I feel gross from the past few days."


  "Sure. I'll wait for you here." Simon smiled widely, leaning forward so his t-shirt stretched against his broad chest. "Unless you want company?"


  "No, no, it's okay." I could feel myself getting red, and I admonished myself. I needed to concentrate on not getting everyone killed, including myself, not on Simon's irresistible body.


  Simon leaned back, looking amused, and I hurriedly grabbed a change of clothes and went into the bathroom. The shower felt amazing as I washed away the grit of the past few days. As great as it felt, I thought about Simon waiting for me in my bedroom, so I didn't linger.


  I was brushing my wet hair when there was a knock on the door.


  "Come in," I called out, tensing at the possibility that it was Simon, although I wasn't sure if I was tensing out of anticipation or fear. I didn't know whether I was disappointed or not when Sarah popped in, closing the door behind her.


  "We haven't gotten a chance to talk alone," Sarah said, looking serious. "I just want you to know how happy I am that you're back. And I want you to know that I believe you. As crazy as everything sounds, I know you're not crazy. It scares me to death, but we're in this together. Always."


  My heart surged, and my eyes welled up with tears. I hugged Sarah fiercely, thanking the heavens for the millionth time in my life for having a friend like Sarah.


  "I'm so sorry I worried you," I said when I pulled back, my voice thick. "I thought I was doing the right thing by protecting you. By not telling you what was happening."


  "I understand. God knows what I would have done if you had told me. I probably would have run around like a chicken with its head cut off, yelling that the sky was falling."


  I smiled grimly. "That's not too far from the truth."


  "So, I guess you and Simon are together now." Leave it to Sarah to bring up my relationship status with the end of the world imminent.


  "I guess. We haven't really talked about it." I bit my lip. "Although he's told me that he loves me. And...I do too."


  "I knew it!" Sarah squealed. "I knew you'd never be able to resist him."


  "Uh, it's a little complicated. Remember vardogers overtaking bodies? It's a little hard to overlook the fact that Simon currently has an evil shadow inside him. My first priority is figuring out how to get rid of his vardoger. Yours too. I'll worry about whether he's my boyfriend later."


  "If you say so," Sarah said in a singsong voice and I couldn't help but laugh. I stopped when Sarah sobered. "But seriously, as much as I like Simon and want you two to be together, do you think it's safe to be alone with him? I mean...what if his vardoger takes control of his body again?"


  I shook my head. I had to believe Simon was strong enough to fight off his vardoger's control. After everything we'd been through, I wasn't going to start being scared of him now. "He can control it. And even if he can't, I'm the only one that can help him. I need to be around if that happens."


  Sarah sighed heavily but seemed to accept my answer. She took a deep breath before continuing.


  "Grant and I just had a talk. He told me about him and Cara, about what happened between them to make him so wary of starting a new relationship without telling her."


  I waited silently for Sarah to continue, hoping that whatever Grant told her hadn't hurt her. Grant's on-again, off-again with his ex-girlfriend Cara had confused Sarah, especially when he had told her he couldn't pursue a relationship with Sarah until he told Cara about it.


  "Cara got pregnant their senior year of high school. Grant proposed because it was the right thing to do, even though he had been planning on breaking up with her before he found out."


  I gasped at the revelation, but kept quiet as Sarah continued.


  "Except she had a miscarriage at six weeks. She was devastated, not only because of the baby, but because she knew she was going to lose Grant. She made him promise to stay with her, and he did because she was so distraught over the loss of the baby. She was so depressed that he was afraid that she would do something to hurt herself."


  Despite my instant dislike of Cara at the birthday party for Kendra, Simon's sister, I felt a wave of sympathy wash over me. No one deserved to experience that kind of loss. Maybe that explained her behavior.


  "Except Grant realized at a certain point that she was using that loss to manipulate him into staying with her. That's why they had such a rocky relationship. Every time he would break up with her, she would cry and tell him she wasn't over losing their baby. Until finally he couldn't take it anymore and told her it was over for good. Cara made him promise to tell her if he started seeing someone, and he felt so guilty that he agreed."


  "Wow," I finally said, shocked that I had no idea what Grant had been going through. "It just goes to show you that you don't always know the things people have to deal with."


  Sarah nodded. "Grant told me he's always had feelings for me, but he was afraid to act on them. Even though he was tired of Cara's games, he was afraid that she would do something drastic if he started dating me. Apparently, she accidentally found out that he cared about me through Marcus. Marcus mentioned it offhandedly the summer after our junior year when he was visiting Grant, and she was livid. He finally decided at Kendra's party that he didn't care whether Cara got upset anymore, but he still wanted to honor the promise to tell her if he started seeing someone. He realized today that he won't let anyone stand in our way. When he thought something had happened to me, he was beside himself."


  "So, are you two together now?"


  Sarah nodded, happiness shining in her eyes. I hugged her, glad that something good was coming out of all this. And if anyone deserved something good to happen to them, it was Sarah.


  "I'm so happy for you, Sarah."


  Sarah hugged me back. "It's just like I told you. We're gonna be related!"


  I laughed, feeling real joy coursing through me. It was a heady feeling with everything that was happening.


  "I have a feeling Grant won't be needing that sleeping bag anymore," I teased.


  "No kidding! I've been waiting a long time for this!"


  I grinned, although she made me promise to come get her if I needed to talk. I left the bathroom and quietly opened my bedroom door in case Simon had fallen asleep in my absence. It was unnecessary because he was lying down on the bed with his head propped up on his arm. He was under the covers so I had no idea what he was wearing on the bottom but I could clearly see that he was shirtless. His gaze traveled down my body and up again, and I was keenly conscious of the shorts and thin t-shirt I was wearing to bed. I hadn't given it a second thought when I grabbed the clothes I usually wore to bed, but now I was wishing I had changed into something bulkier, especially since I wasn't wearing a bra.


  Simon lifted the edge of the bedcover invitingly, and I silently slipped inside next to him, not knowing what to say. For the first time, I realized how small my twin bed was. Simon stayed on his side as I laid on my back, staring up at him. He lifted a lock of my damp hair, rubbing it between his fingertips.


  "Do you know how many times I've imagined you lying next to me like this?"


  I shook my head, having lost the ability to speak.


  "I'll admit, these aren't the circumstances that I imagined." Simon's eyes darkened as he dropped my hair and gently traced the outline of my lips with his finger. I knew what he was thinking about. "I didn't think our lives would be in danger. And I didn't think I would ever hurt you."


  "Shh," I whispered, reaching up to grasp his neck and pull him down to me. "We already agreed it wasn't your fault. I don't need your guilt tonight, Simon. I just need you."


  Simon groaned and gently captured my mouth with his. I increased the pressure, letting him know that I wasn't going to break in his arms. Simon took the hint and slanted his mouth over mine, cradling my head with his hand to keep me trapped for his onslaught. But I had no thoughts of escaping as I deepened the kiss, wanting to feel nothing but pleasure.


  I mewled in anticipation when his hand drifted beneath my t-shirt, his touch igniting my skin, making me feel like I was on fire as he made his way closer to my breasts. My aroused nipples were already painfully hard and I moaned when he palmed them, relieving the ache yet magnifying it at the same time.


  I didn't protest when Simon pushed my t-shirt up, baring me to him. His heated gaze roamed my body, his eyes blazing with desire.


  "You're so beautiful."


  I tentatively raised my hand to his chest, reveling in the smooth hardness of his chest that felt like satin over steel. Simon inhaled sharply when my hand grazed his nipple. I hesitated, my lack of experience making me bashful, but then I flicked it with my fingernail. "You're beautiful too," I said shyly.


  Simon made a guttural sound, his jaw tightening, as he lowered his head, capturing an erect nipple in his mouth.


  "Simon!" I cried out, as sensations of pure pleasure shot through me. I instinctively arched my back and he took more of me in his mouth, suckling hard. I moaned as he paid the same attention to my other nipple. Simon was wearing shorts but I could clearly feel how this was affecting him, and my body was responding in kind.


  I was surprised when Simon stopped, lifting his head. "What's wrong?" I was surprised by how breathless I sounded.


  "As much as I want this, I'm scared." Simon looked pained, his hand trembling as he caressed my cheek. "I can feel myself losing control. And if I lose control...what if I'm not able to fight off my vardoger and I attack you again?"


  I took a deep breath as sanity returned. Simon was right. I was too consumed by desire to consider what this could do to Simon's control. That didn't lessen my disappointment although a small part of me was relieved. I didn't know if I was prepared to tell Simon just how little experience I had.


  "You're right," I said in a small voice, pulling my t-shirt down.


  "Don't think this has anything to do with me not wanting you." Simon leaned down and kissed me softly. "You don't know how much I want to rip your clothes off right now and kiss every inch of your body, but I love you too much to take the chance."


  My cheeks flamed at his words, but pleasure coursed through me at the same time. "I want you too, but you're right. We have plenty of time after we get rid of the vardogers." I just hoped that was true.


  Simon drew me close so that my head was tucked under his chin, my head resting on his shoulder. His bare chest was warm and hard, the beating of his heart soothing me.


  "Try to sleep," Simon said softly, kissing the top of my head.


  I looked up at him. "You should try to sleep too."


  Simon's expression darkened. "I don't trust myself to sleep. What if my vardoger takes control of me again?"


  I hesitated, because I wasn't sure if that was true. It would make sense that Simon was more vulnerable when he was asleep. But he would make himself sick if he didn't get some rest.


  "Don't worry. I don't think that will happen. Even if it does, I'll be here to protect you."


  Simon's lips tightened, and he pulled me closer so my head was nestled in the crook of his neck again. "I should be the one protecting you," he muttered gruffly.


  I sighed and closed my eyes, not sure if I would be able to sleep, but Simon was so warm and I felt so safe in his arms that, despite everything, I dozed off without even realizing it.


   Chapter Eight


  


  I felt so peaceful and warm. The sun was shining and I raised my face, soaking in the pleasant rays. The grass was soft beneath me and I stretched languidly, feeling totally rested. I couldn't remember the last time I had felt so content.


  My eyes fluttered closed and I considered going back to sleep. Even though I felt sated, I didn't want to lose this feeling of pure pleasure, and I had a feeling that if I woke up completely, it would dissipate into the wind.


  "Caitlin!" a woman's voice yelled out. I opened my eyes, frowning at the disruption. The last thing I needed was for someone to ruin my serene environment. I wanted to block out the sound, but the voice yelled out again.


  "Caitlin, wake up! You need to wake up!"


  I sat up with a gasp when I saw my mother running towards me. She was beautiful with flowing black hair, just like her pictures. But her face was marred by fear.


  "Caitlin, please! Wake up before it's too late!"


  I sat up with a scream, my heart pumping so hard I felt like it was going to burst out of my chest. It was dark in my room, but in seconds it was flooded with light. Simon straightened from turning on the lamp by the bed and grabbed me.


  "Caitlin! What's wrong?"


  "My mother." I was trembling, my mother's face so vivid in my mind that I felt like she was about to materialize in front of me at any second. "My mother was warning me to wake up."


  I felt Simon's hand on my back, soothing me with long strokes. "It's okay, baby. You're awake now."


  I shuddered as Simon enveloped me in his embrace. "I've never dreamed about my mother before."


  "Do you want to tell me about it?"


  I pulled back so that I could see Simon's face. I was about to tell him about my dream when something made me turn my head. It was as if I could sense a presence, goose bumps rising on my arms.


  "Oh my God," I whispered in horror as I stared at Sarah standing at the foot of the bed. But I knew it wasn't Sarah. I could faintly make out the shape of my dresser through her.


  "What the fuck!" Simon yelled, jumping when he saw her. "Sarah, you scared me to death!"


  I grabbed Simon's arm, frantically pulling him back towards the head of the bed with me. "That's not Sarah!" I screamed.


  Sarah's vardoger smiled at me, seemingly amused by my fear. I barely had time to register the thought when it rushed towards me, moving so fast that all I saw was a blur, until I felt like I was slammed into a brick wall. I heard Simon's distant cry, but all I could feel was unending pain as the vardoger tried to seep into my body. It took all my strength to grab the iridium coin I had placed under my pillow, my fingers gripping the metal tightly.


  I vaguely heard pounding and other voices in addition to Simon's, but I concentrated on the vardoger trying to enter me. I imagined my energy funneling together, a whirling mass of pain and vengeance, and willed it to push out the darkness with all my strength.


  The pain was searing but I forced myself to ignore it. I thought about my mother's face, the fear that had made her features tight. I hated the darkness inside of me and I screamed my rage at it inwardly, the howl reverberating in my head until it was all I heard.


  A light exploded in my mind and suddenly my body was flooded with peace. I felt arms on me, shaking me urgently, but I had to fight my way back to the surface.


  "Caitlin!" Simon was yelling my name, and I could see his terrified face as he tried to get me to respond.


  "Simon, I'm okay," I croaked, needing him to stop the shaking. He hugged me fiercely when I responded, and I could feel him trembling. I saw Sarah and Grant standing by the bed, their faces white with shock. Tears were streaming down Sarah's face and Grant looked like he was in a stupor.


  "What the hell was that?" Simon whispered brokenly, pulling back so he could see my face but not letting go of me. "I mean, what the fuck was that!?"


  Simon sounded like he was on the edge of hysteria and I didn't blame him. I felt like I was on the edge of hysteria.


  "It was a vardoger. More specifically, it was Sarah's vardoger. It was trying to enter me." My voiced sounded weak and breathless.


  Sarah collapsed onto the floor, which seemed to startle Grant out of his trance. He immediately sank to the floor, holding her.


  "It looked like me!" she cried out. "I saw it! It was on top of you, attacking you! But when we tried to pull it off, our hands went through it like it was a ghost! We couldn't do anything to help you!"


  I took a deep breath, trying to get a hold of my emotions. "You can't touch a vardoger when it's outside of a human body. It kind of is like a ghost."


  Sarah started sobbing loudly and Grant held her, rocking her back and forth. My heart broke at her despair and fear.


  "But it's gone now, Sarah. I was able to destroy it."


  "But how many more are there?" she wailed. "And why are they coming after you?!"


  "Everyone has a vardoger. But, like I explained earlier, not every vardoger has the desire to overtake their human. But it seems like some of the ones that have turned evil aren't satisfied with just taking over their humans. My aunt told me they sense my power. I guess...I guess I'm a really powerful seer."


  Simon's grip on my hands tightened. His expression was full of pain. "This has to stop. We have to stop this." He hesitated before continuing. "Your bedroom door was locked. Sarah and Grant tried to run in when they heard you screaming, but I realized it was locked when they started pounding on the door. When I couldn't get the vardoger off of you, I ran to unlock it. But...I never locked it in the first place. And I know you didn't."


  My breath hitched as I processed what he was telling me. "Claudia must be near. She somehow has the ability to sustain the energies of vardogers that are detached from their persons."


  Sarah's eyes grew as wide as saucers. "Do you mean she was in here? Claudia was in the apartment while we were asleep?"


  I could see her visibly shaking, but I didn't know how to deny the truth. As much as it horrified me, I was sure that Claudia had locked the door to make me more vulnerable.


  "I don't think talking about the details is going to do us any good," Grant said, looking meaningfully at Sarah. My stomach was in knots as I watched the fearful faces around me. I was supposed to be the protector, the all-powerful seer. Yet I had no clue what to do.


  I thought about the dream of my mother. About my aunt's dream of my mother that she had written about in her journal. Everything seemed to point to my mother so I decided it was about time I visited my father.


  "I think I need to go see my father. He can't refuse to give me answers once we're face to face." I checked the clock by the table, surprised that it was already five in the morning.


  "I'm going with you," Simon said in a tone that brooked no argument. I didn't protest. I didn't think I could get through any of this without him. And I still had his vardoger to contend with.


  Sarah had quieted down and was now only sniffling. She looked up at me, her voice tremulous. "Me too. I'm going with you."


  I was grateful for her offer, but there was no way I was putting more people at risk. "It's not a good idea, Sarah," I said gently. "I appreciate it, but I'm not putting more people in danger." I turned to Grant when Sarah got a mulish expression on her face.


  "I don't know, Caitlin," Grant said slowly. "As freaked out as I am right now, and trust me I'm as freaked out as a person can be, I don't like the idea of you and Simon going off on your own. Shouldn't we call the police or something?"


  "And tell them what? That shadows are attacking me? That vardogers are trying to take over the world?" I tried to keep the exasperation out of my voice since Grant was only trying to help.


  "She's right," Simon said, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me close to his side. "No one would believe us. Hell, you didn't even believe it until you saw it firsthand."


  Grant glanced at me guiltily but he didn't deny Simon's claim.


  "But that's even more reason why we should all go with you." Sarah had a stubborn look on her face and I tried to reason with her.


  "Sarah, as much as I appreciate you wanting to help, you'll be a distraction because I'll be worrying about keeping you safe."


  "But Simon is going with you," Sarah pointed out.


  "She needs me," Simon said simply. I didn't argue because I knew it was true.


  Sarah sighed, knowing she was fighting a losing battle. "Fine, but if you don't call me every hour I'm going to go crazy with worry."


  I promised I would check in with her regularly and Simon and I got ready to leave. I was grateful when the sun rose, even though daylight was no longer a safe haven. Before we left, I took out the tools I had bought last week, although it seemed more like a million years ago. Even though iridium supposedly wouldn't protect me anymore, I wasn't taking any chances and quickly soldered a loop to it so that I could run a chain through it to wear around my neck.


  "I don't think it's a good idea to mention this to Jenny and Marcus," I said before Simon and I left. "I don't want people to start panicking."


  Grant gave me an odd look. "Trust me, I'm not telling anyone. Not that they would believe me."


  I hugged Sarah fiercely. "I love you," I whispered to her, just in case this was the last time I would be able to tell her how much she meant to me.


  "Don't say that like we're never going to see each other again," Sarah choked out. "I'm going to be super pissed if you make me spend my senior year hanging out with Samantha by myself."


  I laughed at Sarah's joke about Samantha, Maxwell's resident man-eater that we were forced to hang out with on occasion due to her friendship with Marcus. But my laugh sounded more sad than anything else. I watched Simon and Grant hug, realizing how hard this must be for them too. We put our bags in the trunk of Simon's car and then we were on the road.


  The drive to Philadelphia was solemn and I didn't feel much like talking. We spent most of the time listening to the radio. My anxiety rose the closer we got to my house. I had toyed with the idea of calling my father to let him know we were on our way, but I decided a surprise visit was the best approach. That way he couldn't try to avoid me.


  "You should have seen Sarah's face when I demanded she give me Bob's phone number when you were missing." Simon's words broke into my reverie. "I was planning on going down to Philly to get some answers from him."


  I quickly glanced at Simon who was watching at me with a raised eyebrow. It was an odd topic to bring up now, with everything happening. I wasn't sure if he was trying to lighten the mood or just get a confirmation about Bob's lack of existence. "Uh, did she tell you that there was no Bob?"


  "Yeah, but I figured that out on my own pretty early on. And it was pretty obvious when his number wasn't programmed into your cell phone. I just wanted to make sure I was right and she confirmed it."


  I bit my lip, embarrassed that I had lied about being in love with an imaginary man in order to discourage Simon from pursuing me. "I'm sorry about that. Things were just so complicated and I thought it would make everything easier if I lied about being interested in someone else."


  Simon shrugged, looking back at the road. "I can't say it made me happy, but I understand. I can't imagine what you were going through." He reached down to grasp my hand and I squeezed back, grateful to have him next to me.


  I directed him to my house when we pulled into my neighborhood and he parked the car on the street in front of it.


  "Are you ready for this?" Simon asked, watching me carefully.


  "As ready as I'll ever be."


  My father's car was in the driveway, which wasn't surprising since he often worked from home. Most of his day was spent showing properties to prospective clients, only stopping into his workplace for meetings or paperwork.


  I unlocked the front door and stepped inside, Simon following closely behind me.


  "Hello?" I called out. "Dad?"


  I heard rustling in the kitchen and I walked towards the sound. My father was at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper with a cup of coffee. He looked surprised to see me, but the surprise soon turned into irritation as he glanced behind me, obviously seeing Simon.


  "What are you doing here?"


  My father wasn't going to make this easy so I braced myself for whatever was going to happen. I ignored his question as Simon stepped next to me.


  "Dad, this is Simon."


  Simon stuck out his hand and my father shook it warily, studying him. "What's this all about? Did you skip school so that I could meet your latest boyfriend?"


  "No, Dad."


  "It's nice to meet you, Mr. Kile," Simon said politely, although his expression said otherwise. His lips were pressed together and he looked none too pleased. I sat down at the table and Simon dragged a chair close to me and sat down so that he was practically on top of me.


  "Dad, I don't want to upset you, but I need to ask you about Mom."


  My father slammed his newspaper shut, his eyes blazing. "What did I tell you about that? Don't you dare ask me any rude or disrespectful questions."


  "I'm not trying to be rude or disrespectful. I'm trying to save lives! I know you know about the visions I've been having. The visions that the women in our family have. Do you know about the vardogers? They've done something to Aunt Brenda! They're coming after me and my friends! I need your help!" I had planned on being calm, but I felt my control slipping, anger and fear making my voice sharp.


  "Shut up!" he hissed. "I don't want to hear any of this trash! You're crazy, just like my damn sister!"


  "It's true." Simon looked pissed but he was trying to keep his voice calm. "I've seen them myself. Your daughter needs your help."


  My father glared at Simon and then turned back to me, his voice dripping with scorn. "I see you've got him under your thumb. Are you spreading your legs for him? Is that why he's putting up with your nonsense?"


  I gasped, pain lancing through me at my father's words. I was shocked by his vulgar insult, which exceeded even his worst cruelty from the past. Simon shot up so abruptly that his chair fell back to the floor. He lunged at my father, grabbing him by the front of his shirt and pulling him up so he was standing.


  "Don't you ever talk to her like that!" he snarled, his face barely an inch away from my father's. "I don't care if you're her fucking father. I will destroy you."


  My father was red-faced and sputtering, looking furious but scared at the same time. I jumped up, putting my hand on Simon's arm that was still holding my dad up.


  "Simon, stop!" Simon looked at me, his eyes full of rage. I was a little unnerved by his extreme reaction. "Simon," I said more softly. "Please. This isn't going to accomplish anything."


  Simon took a deep breath, seemingly trying to calm himself down. He let go of my father's shirt and stepped back. My father scrambled further away from him, brave now that he had put some distance between them.


  "Just who do you think you are, you son of a bitch! How dare you put your hands on me?"


  Simon crossed his arms, looking at him blandly. "My mother would take great offense to that statement. She can vouch for my legitimacy."


  Simon's flippant remark seemed to enrage my father more, and he whipped his head to glare at me. "I'm going to work. I don't want to see you here when I get back."


  I slumped back into the chair as my father stormed out, slamming the door behind him. I heard his car start, driving away so quickly that the tires squealed. Simon crouched in front of me so that we were eye-level, taking my hand.


  "I'm sorry, but your father is a royal ass. I don't know how you've put up with him for all these years."


  "It's okay. I don't blame you for reacting the way you did. Hell, I can't count how many times I've wanted to punch him myself."


  Simon sighed heavily. "I guess coming here wasn't a good idea."


  "If my father won't tell me what happened to my mother, I'll find out myself. He always keeps his office upstairs locked. There's got to be something in there that he doesn't want me to see."


  Simon followed me upstairs to my father's bedroom. I had found the key to his office once in his closet, but I had never thought much of it because I didn't think he was hiding anything from me. I just thought he didn't want me messing up his papers.


  The key was in the shoebox where I had found it before, and I quickly unlocked the office. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, bookshelves lining the walls and a desktop piled high with papers, covering everything on top of it except the computer.


  Simon and I went to work searching for anything that could be important, but I started to become doubtful when we still hadn't found anything after an hour.


  "This is hopeless!" I sighed, exasperation getting the best of me. "He just has mountains of paperwork. There's nothing important here." I turned to Simon when he didn't answer me.


  "Simon?"


  He was bent over a filing cabinet with what looked like a newspaper clipping in his hand. He glanced up when I said his name. The look on his face told me he had found something.


  I quickly walked over and took the newspaper clipping from him, my pulse quickening when I saw that it was an article about my mother's death. I read it silently, absorbing every single detail.


  "My father was telling the truth," I said, looking up when I was finished reading the article. "My mother was killed by a drunk driver. But they never found her body. The accident happened on a bridge. When the other driver crashed into my mother's car, her car broke through the railing and fell into the Delaware River. They found my mother's car but her body was never found."


  I clutched the newspaper article, hope blooming inside of me. "Do you know what this means? My mother could be alive!"


   Chapter Nine


  


  Simon was watching me with concern and worded his response carefully. "Caitlin, I know how much you want your mother to be alive. I don't blame you. But don't you think she would have come home if she was alive? That she would have contacted you? Where has she been all this time?"


  I shook my head, refusing to listen to his logic. "She could have amnesia from the accident. Maybe she doesn't remember who she is and that's why she's never contacted me."


  "That's a big leap to make."


  I was getting annoyed by Simon's reasoning, even though I knew he had a point. "I didn't dream that my mother was alive for nothing. She saved me. If she hadn't woken me up, Sarah's vardoger could have very well overtaken my body."


  Simon sighed, running his hand through his hair, realizing he couldn't win this argument. "What do we do now?"


  "This bridge isn't very far from here. Do you know how many times I've crossed that bridge, not realizing that's where my mother's accident happened?"


  Simon reluctantly followed me down the stairs and out to his car. I was brimming with impatience as he slowly slid into the driver's seat. He didn't say a word as he followed my directions, but I knew he was afraid that I was going to be disappointed. I called Sarah during the drive over, remembering my promise to check in regularly. I filled her in about what I had found out about my mother's accident, and I was gratified that she was much more excited about the information than Simon.


  "Turn left here," I instructed. Simon followed my direction and we came upon the bridge. The bridge was on a road that had very little traffic so Simon easily parked his car on the wide shoulder and we got out. I leaned over the bridge, morbid thoughts flooding through my mind as I tried to imagine what had happened the night my mother's car had been pushed into the rushing waters below. I shuddered from more than the cold air numbing my cheeks.


  I felt an arm slip around me and I leaned against Simon's warmth gratefully. "How are you feeling?"


  "I don't know. I'm not even sure what I thought I'd find here. I thought maybe I would feel an energy, something to help me understand what to do next. But there's nothing. I feel nothing."


  An empty ache made me feel hollow. I had been so sure that I would instantly know what to do once I arrived at the scene of my mother's accident, but no big revelation had been dropped upon me.


  I look down at the river and the embankment, not willing to give up entirely on finding a clue here. "Let's go down by the water. Maybe I'll feel something there since that's where my mother's car ended up."


  Simon's eyes darkened, his expression turning grim. "Caitlin, I don't think that's a good idea. It's dangerous down there."


  "Simon," I said, frustrated that he didn't seem to understand the significance of this place. "I can't just leave here without turning over every stone. Besides, the embankment isn't that steep and it looks like there's a pathway over there." I pointed to a strip of land where the grass had been flattened into a trail towards the water.


  I didn't wait for Simon's answer and walked around the bridge, slowly making my way down to the river. I heard Simon's sigh but his footsteps followed me.


  "Grab my hand, I'll go first. I don't want you breaking your neck."


  I was grateful for Simon's guidance and gripped his hand as he maneuvered his way down to the water. Despite my earlier bravado, the embankment felt a lot steeper than it looked and I slipped a few times, colliding into Simon.


  "Steady. Take small steps. The last thing we want to do is tumble head first into the water."


  I nodded and continued following Simon until we were a few feet from the water's edge. Simon turned to me with a raised eyebrow.


  "I hope you're not planning on actually going into the river. It looks deep and the current's pretty fast. Never mind that it looks about as clean as a sewage plant."


  "No, but maybe we can find something near the edge." I carefully shimmied closer to the river, leaning down to examine the muddy ground next to it.


  "Christ, careful Caitlin," Simon said crossly, grabbing my hand. "Just keep a grip on me while you do your detective work."


  I glared at Simon, trying to tell myself that I should excuse his derisive tone since he had been through a lot. I shifted my attention back to the riverbed, but Simon was right. What the hell was I looking for?


  We walked up the side of the river while I continued to inspect the ground but found nothing. Simon growled when I suggested crossing to the other side, which meant climbing back up the embankment, over the bridge, and down the other side, but he obliged.


  I was about to give up, the cold biting air making my teeth chatter and my toes numb, when something caught my eye. I don't know how I saw it amidst all the mud, but when I leaned down and picked it up, my pulse started racing.


  "Simon, look!" I rubbed the mud off the small metal coin and held it up for Simon's inspection. Simon leaned close to examine it and then straightened, giving me an odd look.


  "It's just a coin, Caitlin."


  "No, really look at it!" I waved it in the sunlight, trying to demonstrate to Simon what was so strange about the coin. "Don't you see it? It reflects shadows instead of light! Normally, when sunlight hits metal, you see a reflection of light. But this reflects shadows. It's made of palladium! But it's not normal palladium. I looked up online its properties, and for all intents and purposes it's just a normal metal. Rare, but normal. But the palladium I saw while I was under hypnosis, the same palladium that was around Claudia's neck when she attacked me, looked exactly like this! It must be a special kind of palladium."


  Simon raised an eyebrow, looking skeptical. "I'll admit that the coin is a little strange. But even if it's this special type of metal, don't you think it's a little suspect that you've found it here, the site of your mother's accident, sixteen years later?"


  I shrugged, not wanting to dismiss the possibility that this was the clue I had been looking for. "I doubt many people come here. It could have been undisturbed for years. What if my mother somehow knew about the vardogers trying to use palladium to counter the effects of iridium?" I gasped, a sudden thought blossoming. "What if the vardogers killed my mother because she found out about the palladium and was trying to stop them from using it!?"


  "Caitlin, you're making a lot of leaps here." Simon looked grim and I couldn't understand why he was being so stubborn about my discovery. "I know how much you want this to mean something, but I think we need to think this through more thoroughly before we jump to any conclusions."


  I crossed my arms against my chest, trying to control my growing anger. Simon had been such a help to me, but now I found myself wishing Sarah were here instead of him. Simon's lips pressed together when I just stared at him, not saying a word.


  "Come on," he sighed, grabbing my hand and pulling me back up the embankment. "Let's argue about this in the car, where we're not in danger of falling into a cesspool or freezing to death."


  As annoyed as I was, I followed Simon, although I pulled my hand out of his grip. He glanced back at me with an assessing look, and then turned around, continuing to walk up to the car. I had to admit it was a lot harder getting up the slippery embankment by myself but I was in no mood to ask for Simon's help.


  I glanced at Simon when we got back into his car, feeling a little guilty about my behavior. Simon was just trying to protect me and I was acting like a brat.


  "Simon, I don't want to argue about this. I just really think that this palladium coin is a link to my mother."


  Simon sighed, but the tension in his face relaxed. "I understand. If you're right and it can negate the effects of iridium, it's very dangerous, regardless of whether it's connected to your mother or not. Why don't you give it to me for safekeeping?"


  I frowned, shaking my head. "I think it's best if I kept it. All we know so far is that it makes iridium useless in protecting me from vardogers trying to overtake me. On the other hand, Claudia seemed surprised that I was able to destroy vardogers connected to her even though she was wearing it. Maybe it has other properties that can actually help me. I can put it in my bag so I'm not actually touching it."


  Simon grabbed the wrist of the hand that was holding the palladium coin, his grip so tight that I was taken my surprise.


  "I really think I should take it," he said between gritted teeth. I tried to pull my wrist out of his grasp, but his hand was like an iron manacle. I started panicking, pulling my wrist harder, to the point of pain, but his grip was still unbreakable.


  "Simon, what are you doing?" My heart started beating erratically as I wondered if I was dealing with his vardoger now.


  "I'm just trying to protect you. Don't you trust me?" Simon's grip loosened fractionally and he was looking at me with an enigmatic look.


  "Simon, you're scaring me! Why are you acting so strange?" I was finally able to free my wrist and I rubbed it with my other hand, the skin feeling raw and chafed from his rough treatment.


  Simon stared at me for a few beats and I saw multiple expressions pass through his face. Regret was the most visible emotion and I was wondering why he had that odd expression when he suddenly grabbed my shoulders, pulling me towards him.


  "Give me the coin, you bitch!" he screamed in my face, his complexion turning a mottled red from his rage.


  I pushed at his chest frantically, realizing that Simon was no longer in control. His vardoger was. "Get the hell off me!"


  Simon grinned widely as I struggled futilely. "Let's finish what we started earlier."


  I beat at his chest in a frenzy, but he was too strong, pushing me hard against the car door. I forced myself to think, think! I knew I couldn't overtake him physically. I needed to defeat him with my powers.


  I dropped the palladium coin instinctively, a gut feeling telling me that all I needed was the iridium around my neck. Simon didn't even notice that I dropped the coin, he was so intent on my struggles against him.


  I placed my hands on his shoulders and concentrated, imagining my energy gathering, a flaming orb that would shoot through the vardoger, destroying it. I could feel my power mounting, the static almost palpable as the force of my energy increased. I couldn't hear anything except the rushing in my ears as the glowing sphere in my mind grew brighter, stronger. I was on the brink of hurtling it out towards Simon when I hesitated. I was scared. I had only destroyed vardogers that were detached from their people. I had never destroyed a vardoger that had already taken possession over their person. Simon, my Simon, was still in there somewhere. Would I destroy him as well?


  He took advantage of my hesitation, slamming me against the car door so hard my teeth rattled. I stared into his blue eyes that were still just as beautiful, yet blazing with deadly intent.


  "Simon, please," I whispered, praying that he could still hear me somehow. "Simon, push your vardoger back. Take control!"


  Simon snarled, raising his hand, and I braced for impact. In the next second, his face became slack, his hands dropping limply by his sides.


  "Caitlin?" he asked in a small voice, sounding lost.


  "Thank God!" I cried, grabbing his hands. Simon pulled his hands out of my grip, shaking his head.


  "No, no. Not again!" He was gripping his hair, looking frantic and wild-eyed.


  "It's okay, Simon. You didn't hurt me. You took control before anything happened."


  Simon turned away from me, bowing his head and leaning against the steering wheel, not looking at me. I watched him in silence, not knowing what to say. He had a death grip on the steering wheel, holding on so tightly that his knuckles were white, as if it was his only anchor in a world gone mad.


  "Simon." I raised my hand to touch him but dropped it when he flinched violently, still not looking at me.


  "Simon," I said again, this time louder with more authority. "Don't. You need to stop blaming yourself."


  Simon sat up but he still didn't look at me. He started the car, easing back onto the road. His voiced was strained when he spoke. "Let's just get the hell out of here."


  I was silent as Simon drove back to my father's house. He was making it clear that he didn't want to talk and I respected that he wanted some space for his own thoughts. He didn't even look at me when I picked up the palladium coin from the car floor. I wouldn't know what to say to him even if he wanted to talk, except to reassure him that it wasn't his fault, but he didn't seem to want to hear that. It didn't help that a part of me was scared of him.


  My father's car was back in the driveway when we pulled up to the house and Simon let out an expletive.


  "I need to try and talk to my father again. Now that I have proof my mother's body was never found, I'm not going to leave until he gives me some answers." I looked at Simon's hunched profile. "Maybe you should stay in the car. It could get...a little heated and it might be best if you're not involved."


  Simon looked at me for the first time since we had left the bridge. His eyes were glittering with emotion. "There's no way in hell I'm letting you walk in there without me. And I swear to God, if he crosses the line I'm going to lay him out, father or no father."


  I sighed, knowing there was no way to prevent Simon from coming inside, but the last thing I wanted was a physical altercation.


  "Okay, you can come in. But please, no fighting. I need answers and that's not going to help me get them."


  Simon's jaw hardened and he just looked at me, not agreeing to my request. I made a sound of frustration, grabbing my aunt's journal that I had brought with us, and getting out of the car. I heard Simon following me.


  When we entered the house, my father called for me from the living room, surprising me. He was sitting on the sofa, looking much older than I had ever seen him.


  "Sit down, Caitlin," he said wearily. He glanced at Simon, his expression darkening, but he didn't comment when Simon sat down next to me, grabbing my hand.


  "Dad, about earlier"


  My father cut me off. "I want to apologize for what happened. I shouldn't have spoken to you like that. It's just...your mother's death is so painful for me. I can't stand to talk about it."


  Shocked was putting it mildly, as to how I felt about my father's confession. I couldn't remember the last time he had spoken to me so honestly, without criticism. I felt a flare of hope ignite inside me. I felt Simon's grip tighten in warning, but I ignored it.


  "It's okay, Dad. I understand. And I didn't mean to cause you any pain. I just wanted to find out what happened to Mom. I have a feeling that it'll help me answer some questions."


  My father sighed heavily before speaking. "You're right. They never found Eunice's body. The asshole who crashed into her pushed her car over a bridge into the Delaware River. They found her car, but they never found her body, even after days of searching the river. I held out hope for so long that she would somehow miraculously appear, that she was still alive. But it never happened. She was finally pronounced dead."


  He was confirming everything I read in the article. I knew I had to push for more information.


  "My mother...did she know about the vardogers?"


  My father rubbed his face tiredly. "Caitlin, that notion came from the imagination of your aunt. Did she tell you that women in our family are born to be seers? To vanquish vardogers and save the world? It's all horseshit. Brenda is very sick. She was committed for most of her life, but nothing ever got through to her. She just kept living in her imaginary world." He paused before continuing. "She's right, we do have something that runs in our family. Schizophrenia."


  I shook my head in denial, not accepting my father's explanation. "No, it's not true. I saw the vardogers! They tried to kill me! I've had visions of them ever since I can remember. I just didn't realize why I was having them until recently."


  My father looked at me sadly. "All those times I wished you were a boy? It wasn't because I didn't love you. The mental illness seems to run in the women in our family. I just wanted to spare you the pain."


  "No!" I cried out emphatically. I turned to Simon. "Tell him! Tell him you've seen them too! For God's sake, there's one inside of you!"


  Simon hesitated before speaking. "Maybe there's a way to explain all of this. It would be a lot easier to accept your father's explanation than the existence of shadows trying to take over the world."


  I ripped my hand out of his grip, looking at him as if I didn't recognize him. "You know that's not true." My voice was trembling badly and I tried to steady it. "How the hell can you explain you attacking me? How can you explain Sarah's vardoger trying to enter me? You saw it!"


  I was screeching but I didn't care. All I could think of was that everyone was trying to make me believe I was crazy. And I knew it wasn't true.


  "Simon attacked you?" my father asked sharply, staring at him.


  "He didn't attack me. His vardoger did!"


  My father stretched out a pleading hand, as if he were trying to reach me beyond the insanity he thought controlled me. "Caitlin, even your mother knew how sick Brenda was. They were friends since junior high, and even back then Brenda was always talking about the spirits that would visit her in her dreams. To show her the future. Your mother tried to help her, but she was beyond help. I didn't cut ties with my sister after your mother died. Your mother and I cut ties with her after you were born. Your mother didn't want Brenda affecting you with her sickness."


  "No, no, no, no, no," I moaned, gripping the sides of my head, shaking it back and forth. "It's not true, it's not true! I know what I saw. I'm not crazy!"


  "Caitlin, I know I've been hard on you." My father's voice was quiet and full of anguish. "I blame myself. I was so afraid that you would turn out like my sister that I was cold and critical with you. I was just trying to make sure you didn't start becoming paranoid and imagining things like her. I thought I could ground you in reality."


  Simon tried to hold my hand again, but I pushed him away, glaring at him through my tears. "Don't touch me!" I hissed, his betrayal hurting like nothing else could. I didn't know why he was doing this to me, why he was lying about what he had experienced, what he had seen with his own eyes, but I knew I would never forgive him.


  "I think that's enough for today," my father said wearily. "It's starting to get dark. Why don't we get something to eat and then we can turn in early. We can talk more about this tomorrow."


  I shot up from the couch, looking at my father and Simon with disgust. "Just leave me alone."


  I grabbed my aunt's journal and ran up the stairs, storming into my bedroom and slamming the door behind me.


   Chapter Ten


  


  A confusing mixture of emotions was roiling inside of me. I felt anger, betrayal and sadness, but also a niggling sense of doubt. Could my father be right? Could I be crazy?


  I shook my head at the thought. There was no way I had imagined everything. And I wasn't the only one that had seen it. Simon, Sarah and Grant had been witness to it as well. For some reason, Simon was pretending that he believed my father.


  I ripped my cell phone out of my pocket, quickly hitting the speed dial for Sarah. I knew that out of everyone, she was the one person who could calm me down.


  "Is everything okay?" she immediately asked, not bothering to waste time with a greeting. As much as I didn't want her to worry, it reassured me that she knew there was cause for concern.


  "Not really. My dad is trying to convince me that I'm just crazy. He says that schizophrenia runs in our family. But Simon is going along with it. He looked at me like I was crazy, even with everything he's seen!"


  "Why would he do that?" Sarah sounded aghast and it confirmed that I wasn't crazy. Relief rushed through me, because a tiny part of me had begun wondering if I really was just crazy.


  "I don't know. Maybe it has something to do with his vardoger. It took control of his body again."


  "Oh my God! Did he hurt you?"


  "No!" Despite feeling deeply betrayed by Simon, I still felt the need to defend him. "He was able to take control before anything happened."


  Sarah took a deep breath. "Caitlin, I know you care about Simon. But...maybe you should keep your distance from him. I don't think you're safe with him. You have no idea when his vardoger will take control. I mean, you slept in the same bed with him last night! How do you know he wasn't the one that locked the bedroom door? I thought I was going to lose it when I heard you screaming and I couldn't open the damn door!"


  I could hear panic rising in Sarah's voice and I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes and trying not be affected by her alarm. She wasn't saying anything I hadn't already thought myself, but I knew I could never leave Simon. Even now.


  "Sarah, it's my fault he's like this. It's me the vardogers want, and they're hurting the people closest to me to get to me. Simon needs me. I can't just let him fight his vardoger on his own. Besides, he can control his vardoger. The first time the vardoger took over his body, it was because he was so emotional about finding me. And today, he was upset because we were arguing." My voice became quieter. "I love him. I don't know why he's siding with my father right now and I'm angry enough to spit nails about it, but he needs me. And I need him."


  Sarah was silent for a moment, and then she exhaled heavily. "I guess you know best. Just promise me you'll be careful. Don't turn a blind eye to the fact that Simon is dangerous now, just because you love him."


  I promised Sarah I would be careful, and then filled her in about what I had found at the river. After I got off the phone, I laid in my bed, staring up at the ceiling, hearing my father's words in my head over and over again.


  I was tempted to ignore the knock on my bedroom door, but the second knock was more insistent, and I had a pretty good idea who it was. And he wasn't about to give up.


  "Come in," I said, sounding like a surly teenager. Simon looked anxious when he stepped inside, closing the door softly behind him. I sat up on the bed as he walked over, not wanting to be in a vulnerable position.


  "Are you here to convince me that I'm crazy?"


  Simon sat down on the bed next to me, the corners of his mouth turning down. "I didn't say you were crazy. But don't you think there could be a logical explanation for all this?"


  I stared at him disbelievingly. "Are you kidding me? What could explain all this away? And if I'm crazy, does that mean you're crazy too? What about Sarah and Grant? Explain where the hell my aunt disappeared to! What about her friends that also vanished into thin air?"


  I didn't care that I was getting hysterical. I had more than enough reason to be angry. Simon put a placating arm on my shoulder but I pulled back from his touch.


  "Caitlin, I told you I don't think you're crazy. Maybe something really happened to your aunt. By an intruder or something. We can report it to the police now that she's been gone for over 48 hours. As for her friends, they could be anywhere. Just because you haven't seen them again doesn't mean they're missing. As for what's happened with me...I'm ashamed to admit it, but maybe the stress of everything got to me and I broke." Simon was staring at his hands in his lap. "I never in a million years thought I could lay a hand on a woman. Especially you. But you disappearing made me go a little insane. I could be experiencing blackouts when I've become violent with you because...I'm too ashamed to remember. Maybe I'm having some sort of mental breakdown."


  "No," I cried, wanting to throw Simon's words back at him. "I know you, Simon. You could never hurt me." I took in a long shuddering breath. "And none of that explains what happened with Sarah's vardoger. You're not the only one who saw it attacking me. Grant and Sarah saw it too."


  "It was dark, and you were screaming. Maybe we all thought we saw something because of what was discussed that night. Everyone's imagination was in overdrive, talking about shadows and possessions, and maybe we saw something because we thought we should."


  "Simon, please don't do this," I whispered. "I can't do this without you."


  Simon looked at me with eyes blazing. He grabbed my hands and this time I didn't pull away. "I'll never leave you. Never. I'll help you through this. God knows I need help too. I must be sick. That's the only explanation I can come up with."


  I felt more dead inside than I ever had. Worse than when I had fled Maxwell to find my aunt. Simon genuinely thought I was mentally ill. And he seemed to think there was something wrong with him as well. I felt that niggling doubt again.


  "So you just want to just pretend nothing happened? That's impossible! I know what I saw, what I experienced. I know I'm not insane!"


  The desolate expression on Simon's face slayed me. Almost as much as his lack of belief in me. His mouth tightened. "Let's not fight about this."


  I ripped my hands out of his grasp, moving away from him. I forgot about my earlier vow to never leave Simon, my fury blotting out everything else. "I'm going back to Connecticut tomorrow morning. It was a mistake to come here. My father can't help me. I have to concentrate on finding my aunt. You can come with me or not. I don't really care."


  I stood, walking to the bedroom door and opening it. I didn't turn around to look at Simon, my pain threatening to swallow me whole, but I kept my voice even. "Please leave my room."


  I jumped when Simon spoke, not realizing how close he was to me, he had moved so quietly. I flinched when he reached up, but he just turned my head towards him so that I was facing him. His eyes were bleak as he looked at me.


  "All I know is that I love you, Caitlin. We'll figure out the rest."


  I slammed the door after he left the room, quivering with anger and hurt. How could I have been so wrong about Simon? Yet, how could I still love him?


  I debated leaving for Connecticut tonight, but I was too mentally tired. I felt like I was going to become unglued at any moment. And I knew deep down that I would never leave Simon behind. I debated calling Sarah to tell her about Simon's latest slap in the face, but I decided no good would come of it. It would just make her worry even more.


  I didn't know how long I lay in bed, wrestling with everything that was happening, when I heard murmurings downstairs. I went to my bedroom door and opened it a crack, straining to hear. My father and Simon were talking, but their voices were too quiet to make out what they were saying.


  I slowly opened the door wider, stealthily making my way to the stairs. I crept halfway down the stairs, holding my breath and praying that they wouldn't creak and give me away. I crouched on the stairs, hidden from view, but I could hear the conversation they were having, even though their voices were low.


  "I'm worried about her."


  My father grunted in response. So much for his earlier fatherly concern.


  "I don't think it's a good idea for her to be here. Learning the details about her mother's death has upset her too much."


  "It's her own fault for digging where she shouldn't be. That's in the past."


  "She wants to go back to Connecticut to look for her aunt."


  My father snorted, and I felt myself flush from anger. How could he care so little about his own sister?


  "Brenda has always caused trouble. Caitlin doesn't want to meet the same fate as Brenda."


  "What does that mean?" Simon sounded angry. Their conversation was confusing, hinting at a familiarity that I didn't understand. They were speaking so frankly, which was odd for two people who had just met today. Simon had threatened physical violence on my father just a few hours earlier.


  "It means she needs to watch herself, that's all."


  There was a long silence, so long that I contemplated slinking back to my room. I didn't want their conversation to be over and have one of them walk out and catch me eavesdropping. Simon's voice stopped me.


  "I'm going to Connecticut with her. Don't do anything to upset her."


  I heard footsteps, so I raced as quietly as I could back to my room, my heart thudding against my ribcage. I quickly shut the door, wincing when it creaked.


  I paced my room, my thoughts racing a mile a minute. The authoritative tone of Simon's last statement bewildered me. It's not that I was surprised that they were talking about me. After all, they both thought I belonged in an insane asylum. But the dynamics of their exchange didn't make sense. It was as if my father was deferring to him.


  I froze when I heard footsteps approach my bedroom door and stop in front of it. I don't know what possessed me, but I scrambled as quietly as I could to the door and locked it. There was an audible click and I cringed at the noise, sure that whoever was on the other side of the door heard it too.


  I didn't release my breath until the footsteps started up again, fading away.


  A part of me wanted to storm out and demand that they tell me what was going on. But I doubted they would tell me the truth. They would just humor me until the men in the straitjackets arrived, carting me off to the mental institution.


  I needed to figure out the truth on my own. The best way was to not let on that I had heard anything. I would never get anything out of my father, but Simon was a different story. Regardless of what was going on, I knew his feelings for me were his weakness. Because I couldn't believe his feelings were fabricated. No one could act that well.


  We would go to Connecticut tomorrow, away from my father, and I would get the truth from Simon, either by guile or force.


  It took me a while to fall asleep, but for the first time I welcomed it. As terrifying as my visions were, there was a chance that I would have a dream that would shed some light on what was happening. I was willing to risk everything for the truth.


   Chapter Eleven


  


  "Is blood thicker than water?"


  I whipped my head around, towards the voice, but I couldn't make out anything in the dark.


  "Who's there?" My voice sounded weak and frightened to my own ears.


  There was silence and then the voice again. "Which bonds are stronger? Which gives you life?"


  It was so hot. I felt like I was burning, but there was nothing but darkness. I didn't recognize the voice, but it was getting closer and closer. It was frightening not being able to see.


  "I'm...I'm not sure," I faltered. "Isn't blood thicker than water? Doesn't blood give you life?"


  "A bond unbroken can be a curse. A watery grave can be a blessing."


  I whirled around, the voice a whisper right against my neck. I reached out in the darkness, but my hands grasped nothing but air.


  "What does that mean?" I begged. "I don't understand!"


  "You will." The voice was receding, becoming fainter. "You'll understand when it's your time."


  I gasped when I woke up, automatically throwing my arm over my eyes as the bright sunshine streaming through my window made me squint. I sat up slowly, surprised that it was morning. I hadn't expected to sleep through the night, but my exhaustion had won out.


  I wondered at my dream, trying to make sense of the message. It seemed like a warning, but I didn't understand the meaning. Was the line about blood being thicker than water telling me to trust my father? Or did it mean the opposite? I shuddered at the thought of a watery grave, which seemed to point to my mother.


  These dreams seemed to be replacing my visions, which I wasn't complaining about since the latter were usually so violent. On the other hand, I wanted to know who the vardogers would be attacking next, and I needed my visions for that.


  I wanted to change my clothes, but my bag was still in the trunk of Simon's car. I decided that wearing the same outfit was the least of my problems, but I definitely needed to wash my face and brush my teeth. Despite everything, I heard my stomach grumble. The last time I had eaten anything was yesterday while we were on the road.


  I unlocked my door, opening it slowly, but I didn't hear evidence of anyone being home. The window to my bedroom faced the backyard, so I couldn't check to see if any cars were in the driveway.


  I went to the bathroom and quickly washed my face and brushed my teeth with a spare toothbrush. I avoided my reflection once I saw how wan and pale I looked, seeming much older than my twenty-one years.


  I padded down the stairs, stopping in my tracks when I saw Simon sitting at the breakfast table. He had obviously heard my approach because he was staring at me. I looked away and continued into the kitchen, rummaging through the cabinets. I pulled out a bowl, filling it with milk before sitting down at the table with a box of cereal.


  I avoided his eyes as I filled my bowl with cereal, although I could see his hands nervously clutching a cup of coffee. I started eating, staring at the cereal box as though it was the most fascinating thing I had ever seen. Despite my conviction last night that I would get the truth from Simon, I was feeling on edge and unsure of what to say.


  "Caitlin," Simon said, finally breaking the awkward silence. "Look at me."


  I glanced up at him, my pulse quickening when I saw the sadness in his eyes. It would be so much easier if I hated him, if I didn't believe he truly loved me on some level.


  Simon sighed, rubbing his eyes tiredly. "About last night...I'm sorry if you thought I was siding with your father. Of course I don't think you're insane. All of this is just hard for me to accept, and I was grasping for a different explanation. An explanation that didn't scare me so much."


  I raised my eyebrows, surprised that he was backpedaling from last night's assertion that I was just imagining things. I wanted to believe him, but it seemed too convenient for him to suddenly have faith in me again.


  I continued eating my cereal, not saying a word. It was hard looking at him. He looked so weary, the stress of the past few days making his features strained. I remembered how laidback and relaxed he had been the first time I had met him. He seemed like a completely different person from the one I had watched onstage, entrancing the crowd.


  "Are we going to Connecticut today?" Simon asked when I didn't respond.


  "You're coming with me?" I already knew the answer from the conversation I overheard last night, but I wanted to pretend ignorance.


  "Of course. We're in this together." Simon looked so sincere that I wanted to believe him. Maybe it was like he said. He had just been so scared of the truth that he had been looking for any other explanation.


  "Where's my father?"


  "He left for work. He said to call him once we got to Connecticut."


  I nodded, not saying anything more. I finished my breakfast in silence, feeling Simon's gaze on me. It was hard choking down the cereal, my hunger vanishing from all the emotions colliding inside of me.


  "Let's go," I said after I had washed my bowl and spoon. I grabbed my aunt's journal and made sure I had the palladium coin in my pocket. I threw on my jacket and followed Simon to his car. The chill of the November air was welcoming, helping to clear my head.


  The drive took a little over two hours, the dreary gray scenery not helping my mood. I couldn't wait until winter was over, but spring seemed impossibly far away.


  Sarah called me while we were on the road, but I couldn't really say much with Simon sitting next to me. I saw him looking at me from the corner of his eye, so I kept the conversation short, just telling her that we were on our way back to my aunt's house.


  I tensed when we finally pulled into my aunt's driveway. Simon cut off the engine and turned to me.


  "Can we talk before we go inside?"


  "Simon, we've been in this car for over two hours. There's been plenty of time to talk. Why do you want to talk now, all of a sudden?" It was starting to get cold inside the car now that the heat was turned off, but my shivering had to do with more than the chill seeping into my bones.


  "I've been doing a lot of thinking. I know you feel like I betrayed you yesterday. I'm sorry. I wish I could take those words back."


  Simon looked so sincere, his blue eyes shining with regret, that it was hard not to forgive him. "I know all of this is hard to accept. I just...I just really thought you believed me. It hurt when you agreed with my father that I was just imagining everything."


  Simon reached out, gently taking my hand in his. He lifted our entwined fingers, grazing his lips across my knuckles. I shuddered as warmth replaced the chill I was feeling.


  "I promise not to ever doubt you again. It's killing me that you're looking at me like you don't trust me. Give me another chance to show you that I have faith in you."


  I hesitated, remembering the conversation from last night. "I overheard you talking to my father yesterday."


  Simon's lips tightened but he just nodded, waiting for more.


  "It was weird the way my father deferred to you. I've never heard my father let anyone order him around."


  Simon's grip on my hand tightened. "I'm not sure how much of the conversation you heard, but I needed to tell your father that he wasn't allowed to upset you anymore. I was pretty clear with him that he would regret treating you like crap again. I made sure he understood how serious I was."


  I accepted Simon's explanation, because there was no alternative. Maybe I had just made too much of their conversation last night. After all, I had just heard Simon warning my father not to upset me.


  "I appreciate it." I glanced at the front of my aunt's house. "Let's go in now."


  I opened the car door, but Simon pulled me back before I could get out.


  "Do you forgive me?" Simon looked so vulnerable, his eyes imploring me.


  "I do. I forgive you." And I realized I did. Forgiving him made me feel so much lighter, one less burden I had to carry.


  "Do you love me?" Simon's voice was low, his expression intense.


  "I love you." My words were barely audible, but it sounded magnified in the small confines of the car.


  Simon tugged me close, his lips capturing mine in a searingly fierce kiss. I was breathless when we parted; gratified that Simon had clearly been affected by the kiss as well. He smiled at me, a real wide smile, and my heart fluttered.


  "Now we can go."


  The front door was unlocked, as I had left it, and I followed Simon into the house. I had been hesitant to keep it unlocked, but I didn't have a key and now I was relieved I had left it unlocked.


  "Let's check to make sure we're alone first," Simon said. I nodded in agreement, and we went through the entire house, checking every room and closet to make sure we didn't have company.


  "Now what?" Simon asked when we returned to the living room.


  I clutched my hands together nervously. "I'm tired of waiting for something to happen. As much as I'm terrified of Claudia, I need her to come for me. It's the only way I can figure out what's going on."


  "That's one of the worst ideas I've ever heard." Simon crossed his arms against his chest, looking at me as if I had lost my mind.


  "Simon, I'm running around with no clue what to do. I'm tired of being chased. It's time I did the chasing."


  Simon threw up his hands in frustration. "Even if I thought for one second that it was a remotely good idea, which I don't, how do you plan on calling Claudia here?"


  "I don't know. Maybe if I think about her, concentrate all my energy on her, she'll pick up on it somehow."


  Simon frowned. "This isn't a good idea. It's like we're asking for trouble."


  "No need to ask," an amused voice said. I whipped around, my heart hammering when I saw Claudia appear from the kitchen, as if she had been summoned by my thoughts, exactly as I had suggested.


  She walked closer, her smile looking more like a sneer. "I'm happy to oblige."


  She then flew at me, her eyes glittering with rage.


   Chapter Twelve


  


  Simon shoved me behind him before I realized what was happening. Before I could react, I was thrown back against the wall, the impact knocking the breath out of me. I was horrified when Simon crumpled to the ground, having taken the brunt of Claudia's blow.


  I scrambled over to him, my heart thumping with fear when he didn't respond to my frantic calls.


  "Poor Simon, always trying to be the knight in shining armor. This isn't a fairy tale and you won't be getting your happily ever after."


  My head snapped up at Claudia's derisive words. My eyes were drawn to the palladium hanging around her neck. I stood up, stepping in front of Simon's prone body. I pushed my fear aside, facing Claudia with a grim smile, showing more bravado than I actually felt.


  "I'm not so sure about that. If I recall, the last time we were standing here I destroyed my vardoger and you disappeared. This time I'm not letting you out of my sight."


  Claudia took a step closer and I forced myself to stand my ground.


  "Do you think you're stronger than me?" Claudia's voice was shaking with rage, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. "You're nothing!"


  Before I could respond, two shadows emerged from thin air behind Claudia, shimmering until they were almost solid. An older man with graying hair stared at me, his eyes wild with hunger. The other figure was a young girl with limbs that looked too long for her body and brown straggly hair. She was even more terrifying than the man, her lips pulled back and her teeth bared in a snarl.


  Claudia stepped out of the way, giving them an unobstructed path to me. "Do it," she ordered, motioning towards me with a nod of her head.


  In one moment the vardogers were standing there, staring at me, and in the next second they were rushing towards me with murderous intent. They slammed into me with the force of a Mack truck, knocking me to the ground. I felt a suffocating pressure as I felt them sinking into me, tendrils of intense pain radiating throughout my body. I forced my panic and pain aside, trying to concentrate my energy into a single force. But the pain was even more severe than before, consuming me. My body was starting to convulse and I was drowning in their energy. I screamed with pain and fury as they latched inside of me, digging into my flesh and organs, bonding to my physical body and pushing out my soul. The pain was so intense that I felt like throwing up. It was tempting to let the blackness overtake me, to put an end to the agony, but I steeled myself against it, resisting them with all my might.


  "Hurry!" I heard Claudia scream. "Take her!"


  The vardogers sank deeper into me with a vengeance. I pushed everything aside, the mind-numbing pain, the paralyzing fear and the overwhelming certainty that Simon would be dead if I ever escaped these vardogers. I made my mind blank, pooling my strength until it was a fiery ball of pure energy. It grew larger and more deadly as I gave it everything I had, letting the floodgates open and surrendering my pain and sorrow to it, fueling it with my nightmares and fear.


  I heard myself screaming, my body bowing involuntarily, as I slammed the ball of energy into the vardogers. The fireball of energy exploded as it smashed against them and as suddenly as they had entered me, they vanished, my body slumping into the ground with exhaustion.


  As soon as I felt them leave me, I wasted no time in scrambling up. Claudia's face was red and she looked ready to explode. I ran over to Simon, relieved that he was in the same position as before. I frantically checked his pulse, reassured when I felt it, thready and weak but present. I stood to face Claudia now that I knew Simon was still alive.


  Claudia's furious face glanced down at Simon, and then slid back to mine, her anger seeming to grow.


  "Did vardogers kill my mother?" I was breathless but the question slipped out of me, the desperate need to know the truth outweighing everything else.


  "Do you think this is question and answer time?" Claudia laughed despite her anger. "Am I supposed to entertain all your questions so that you can buy some time before I kill you? Or are you stupid enough to think you'll get out of this alive?"


  "Answer me and I won't make your death more painful than necessary."


  Claudia raised an eyebrow, amusement replacing her anger. "Getting a little ahead of yourself, aren't you? Unfortunately for you, you'll have to die without the answers to your questions. I'm in control here."


  "If you're in control, why not humor me? If you're not going to answer my question about my mother, then tell me where my aunt is. Where's her inner circle?"


  "Poor little Caitlin," Claudia taunted, stepping closer. "Feeling all alone in the world? How does it feel to be responsible for everyone's deaths?"


  The blood drained from my face but I forced myself not to react. I concentrated on Claudia's approach as she stalked closer, her nostrils flaring in excitement.


  "Now it's time to shed this body and take yours. If you're as powerful as they claim, I'm sure I'll be able to wield your strengths as my own."


  I tensed but I didn't back down. "You already claimed a body. You can't claim mine."


  Claudia laughed humorlessly. "Screw the rules. Everything else has changed, why not this? What's the worst that can happen? You die and I stay in this body?" She smiled widely. "I'm willing for you to take that risk."


  She screamed as she flew at me, but I was ready for her. Instead of being thrown back by the force of her body hitting mine, I crouched low and wrapped my arms around her waist, taking her off guard and unbalancing her. We both crashed to the ground and I scrambled to regain my footing but Claudia was too strong for me. She grabbed my shoulders, pushing me back on the ground and pinning my arms with her knees, breathing heavily on top of me.


  "Stupid bitch," she spat out as I struggled under her. "Did you really think you would win?"


  I didn't answer as I stopped fighting her. I knew I couldn't win on a physical level, but I could destroy her with my powers. I started pooling my energy together, but Claudia just smirked at me.


  "Oh no, you don't. I'm the one doing the taking, not you." Claudia reached up and grabbed the palladium dangling in between us from her neck, her eyes boring into mine. "Let's see if this works."


  I braced myself for the suffocating pressure of a vardoger entering me, but nothing came. Claudia was staring down at me and I could feel her frustration mounting, her glare becoming more intense. Finally, she threw back her head and let out an inhuman scream.


  "It's not fair!" she cried out, looking back down at me, shaking with rage. "I don't want this body! I want yours!"


  Relief flooded through me, grateful that the vardoger wasn't able to enter me because it was already attached to Claudia's body. But that didn't mean I couldn't draw out the vardoger. I had felt the beginnings of it before. Before she had killed Lenore.


  I concentrated, feeling the now familiar gathering of my energy, willing it to grow larger than ever before. Claudia's eyes widened and I could see the fear in her eyes.


  "It's not possible," she whispered, sounding frantic. Her hand clutching the palladium convulsed. "The palladium should protect me. You shouldn't be able to reach me while I have it. We've been able to kill every other seer using it."


  I flinched at her revelation, my energy momentarily dimming. Claudia felt it and she took the opportunity, grabbing hold of my head and raising it, slamming it against the ground with vicious force. I saw black spots crowding my vision as searing pain radiated from the back of my head and through my body. I cursed myself for being distracted as Claudia hissed at me. "There's no point in you being alive if I can't overtake you. Let's do this the old-fashioned way."


  I tried to gather my energy, but Claudia bashed my head against the floor again, and unconsciousness threatened to overtake me, to blot out this agonizing pain. I tried to open my eyes but they wouldn't cooperate. I desperately tried to push her off me, but she was too strong and I was fading. I tried to gather my energy again but my attempt failed, my mind too weak. I wanted to struggle, but my body wouldn't cooperate, lying there limply. I felt her lift my head again and waited for the impact. I'm sorry, I thought, as faces flashed before me, of the ones I had failed. I'm sorry.


  The impact never came. Instead, I felt the weight of Claudia disappear.


  "Caitlin!" Simon's voice had never sounded so beautiful as I felt his hands on my face, cradling my head. "Caitlin, wake up!" I struggled to surface, the anguish and fear in Simon's voice calling to me.


  "Simon?" I said groggily, my eyes fluttering open. His face above me was hazy at first, and then he came into sharp focus. His face flooded with relief as he lowered his head, his lips grazing my forehead.


  "It's okay, baby. You're okay. We need to get you to a hospital." I felt Simon fumbling for his pocket and saw him pull out his phone. I struggled to sit up but Simon held me down. "Don't move. Your head's in pretty bad shape."


  "Simon, please." Now that things were starting to become clearer, panic was gnawing at me. Where was Claudia?


  "Shh, calm down." Simon stroked my cheek. "She can't hurt you anymore."


  I turned my head, shock coursing through my body when I saw Claudia slumped on the floor, a knife sticking out of her chest. Her lifeless eyes were still open but unfocused as the pool of blood around her grew. She was close enough that I could reach out and touch her. I shut my eyes, wanting to blot the sight from my memory. Even though I knew the real Claudia was long gone, it was still a sickening sight.


  I felt Simon's fingers lightly tapping my cheek. "Baby, open your eyes. You need to stay awake. Your head injury is pretty bad and you need to stay conscious."


  I obeyed Simon's request, even though I badly wanted to keep my eyes shut. It took every ounce of strength I had left to keep my eyes open.


  "526 Guardian Way in Norwalk," he said into the phone. "My girlfriend's been attacked. Please hurry."


  Simon paused and I watched him listening as he smiled at me reassuringly. He watched me as he spoke to the 911 dispatcher. "Yes, the attacker was another girl in a jealous rage. She knocked me unconscious so I didn't see what happened." He paused again, and when he continued his voice was choked up. "When I came to, my girlfriend was almost passed out from getting her head slammed against the floor. She's bleeding a lot. She said the girl came at her with a knife and she fought back but the other girl was much stronger and bashed her head in. She was getting ready to stab my girlfriend, but they struggled and my girlfriend was able to use the knife against her. I think the other girl is dead."


  I started trembling at Simon's words because I knew that wasn't what happened. I stared at him while he continued talking to the dispatcher and then hung up the phone.


  "What are you talking about?" I whispered. "I didn't stab Claudia."


  "We need to claim self-defense. They'll put us both away if we tell them Claudia was overtaken by a vardoger and it was trying to kill you. No one will believe it. I can't say I stabbed her protecting you because they won't buy it. It's too much excessive force, especially since her back was to me. They won't understand that it wasn't just a human that was attacking you."


  Simon sounded so reasonable but I was speechless. I tried to gather my wits together and made myself look at Claudia again, flinching when her dead eyes gazed back at me. I almost didn't believe she was dead, expecting her to jump at me when I least expected it. I tried to reassure myself with the fact that vardogers couldn't survive without a human body to be connected to. The only reason the other vardogers were able to detach from their persons and come after me was because Claudia had the unique power to let them attach to her.


  I was roused from my thoughts when Simon gently laid my head back down on the ground. I blanched when he reached over, wiping the handle of the blade sticking out of Claudia's chest with the bottom of his shirt.


  "What are you doing?" I rasped, horror making my voice waver. I felt nausea rolling through me as I watched Simon pick up Claudia's lifeless hand and place it around the knife handle before letting it drop back to the ground.


  "I'm sorry, Caitlin, but we have to make sure the fingerprints match our story." Simon took my hand and pulled it over to the knife, but I snatched my hand back in terror.


  Simon inhaled deeply, exhaling slowly before he continued. "Please, Caitlin. This is for your own good." He took my hand again and wrapped it around the knife handle, gently placing my hand back on my stomach when he was done. I felt detached from the scene, a witness to a nightmare that seemed to getting worse, despite the fact that Claudia was no longer a threat.


  "How did it really happen?" I whispered.


  "She was killing you." Simon's eyes were suddenly blazing with fury but his hands were gentle as he came back beside me, brushing the hair out of my face. "I came to and she was about to finish you off. She was so focused on you that she didn't notice me getting up and going to the kitchen to get a knife. I stabbed her."


  I shuddered, not just at the description but the matter-of-fact way Simon was telling it. Despite it being a vardoger he killed, the human body was still oozing blood.


  "But...you stabbed her in the front. How is that possible?"


  Simon's mouth tightened. "I knew we had to have a believable story for the police. You couldn't have stabbed her in the back. Claudia was so focused on you that I was able to push her off you and stab her."


  My whole body was starting to tremble. Simon didn't seem the least bit bothered by what he had done. And how had he been strong enough to push Claudia back? She had superhuman strength.


  "Simon," I stuttered. "You're scaring me. I know you were just protecting me, but...you seem so unaffected by what you did. How were you strong enough to pull her off me, anyway?"


  Simon's eyes bored into mine, full of fierce emotions. "I didn't kill a person, Caitlin. I killed a vardoger. When I saw what she was doing to you, nothing else mattered except saving you. I would do anything to protect you, including killing someone. Something." Simon took a deep breath. "I don't know what came over me, but suddenly I felt like I could pick up a house. I don't know if it was adrenaline but I was able to throw her off of you without much effort."


  I heard the distant sound of sirens. "Maybe it was the vardoger inside you that gave you strength. Although I don't know why it would help kill Claudia's vardoger."


  Simon smiled, looking inappropriately happy considering the mess we were in. "It's gone, Caitlin. When I came to, I could feel that it was gone. I could always feel the other presence inside of me, yet when I became conscious there was nothing. Just me."


  Hope flooded inside of me. Maybe somehow when I had vanquished the two vardogers, I had gotten rid of Simon's vardoger as well. The force of my energy had never felt as strong as it did then. It didn't make sense, but I didn't care at this point. All that mattered was that Simon was now free.


  I smiled at Simon, feeling genuine happiness. Although Simon's actions and attitude about Claudia had frightened me, I knew he had done it to protect me, to save me. Simon leaned over me, kissing me gently. When he pulled back, he was gazing at me lovingly.


  "We're going to tell the police that Claudia was jealous, that she wanted to be with me. You came here looking for your aunt, and she followed you. She was enraged when she found us together and knocked me unconscious." Simon frowned. "They'll have to believe she was strong enough to do that. I'll say she caught me off guard. She tried to stab you, bashing your head in the process, and you two struggled. You were trying to grab the knife away and it slipped, stabbing her in the chest. You'll have to say she fell on the knife to explain how there was enough force for it to go into her chest."


  I felt overwhelmed by Simon's story, but I nodded. The sirens got much louder and I heard a commotion outside. I told myself to keep the facts of the story straight, convincing myself that Simon knew best.


   Chapter Thirteen


  


  The aftermath was dizzying. I was rushed to the hospital where I was poked and prodded by various doctors. After a CT scan, I was diagnosed with a concussion and was required to stay overnight for observation. That didn't stop the police from questioning me at length, and I repeated the same story over and over again. I was frantic to see Simon, but he was being questioned separately.


  I insisted that the police do something about my aunt's disappearance. She had been missing for four days and they assured me that they would file a missing person's report, although they still seemed skeptical when I insisted foul play was involved. I told them about Lenore's disappearance too, mentioning Marie and Cecelia as well, but I wasn't sure if they were actually missing. I was hard-pressed to explain the circumstances of Lenore's disappearance since I couldn't tell them it was Claudia because it didn't fit into the story Simon and I had devised. So I simply told them that when Lenore and I went back to my aunt's house, an intruder knocked her unconscious while I was upstairs. When I heard the commotion and ran downstairs, I found her on the floor, but when I went to the kitchen to use the phone to call the police, I heard a noise. When I went back into the living room, my aunt's body had disappeared. I told them I was afraid that the intruder was still in the house and fled, too scared to call the police.


  The police looked incredulous as they listened to my story, but I insisted that if they went to my aunt's house they would find Lenore's blood. They agreed that they would follow up on it, but by their looks I knew they were just humoring me, thinking my concussion was making me confused.


  After the police left, my first thought was to call Sarah. She was upset when I told her I was hurt, but I didn't tell her what happened because I was too paranoid that someone would overhear our conversation. I placated her with reassurances that I would be back at Maxwell soon, convincing her not to come down to see me although it took a lot of effort on my part.


  I debated whether or not to call my father, but I didn't want him to hear about this on the news. I was pretty sure the fact that I had supposedly killed a college girl in self-defense would hit the media. The conversation was quick and I was surprised when he offered to come to the hospital, but I assured him it wasn't necessary. Despite the way we had parted earlier, my father refrained from making any mention of our argument and I followed his lead, pretending like it had never happened.


  It was hours later when Simon walked into my room, looking tired and worn out. He didn't say a word, simply walking over and enveloping me in a hug. I hugged him back fiercely, the solid warmth of his body comforting me like nothing else could. We stayed that way for a while, my face buried in his neck, the warm masculine scent that was singularly Simon soothing me like a balm.


  When Simon finally pulled back, it was to kiss me gently, being careful not to disturb the bandage on the back of my head. Instead of passion, there was love and relief in his kiss, an affirmation that we had survived. Simon stayed overnight in the hospital room with me and we didn't talk much, although we couldn't seem to stop touching each other, as if we were each trying to reassure ourselves that the other was okay. I was relieved when no visions or dreams disturbed my sleep.


  I awoke with a horrible headache the next morning, with the pills my nurse gave me only helping slightly. I was released from the hospital and Simon took me to his house, where his mother, his housekeeper Maxine and his sister fell all over me, shocked because Simon hadn't called them from the hospital to tell them what happened. They cried over Simon, hugging him repeatedly and asking if he was really okay. His father was on a business trip and Simon argued with them, not wanting them to call him because he didn't want his father rushing back for no reason. They finally relented and I had a feeling that Simon's real motive for not wanting his father to come home was to prevent putting any more pressure on me.


  Embarrassing as it was, I appreciated everyone's concern. I appreciated their discretion even more. I wondered if Simon had said something to his family and Maxine, because they didn't ask me any questions about what happened. I was relieved because I didn't think I could lie to them as easily as I had lied to the police.


  As expected, Simon and I were all over the news, and his father had been the one to call, angry that he had been left in the dark. Simon had placated him as best as he could, but his father ended up coming home on Saturday. His father hadn't said much, just asking us both if we were okay and hugging his son fiercely.


  I ended up calling Sarah and telling her the real story. She had been shocked and sickened by the details, but her overriding emotion was relief that we were okay.


  We stayed through the weekend, and by Sunday I was feeling like myself again although I still had a dull ache every time I moved my head too sharply. The police had been by to visit us several times, and I was shocked to learn the back story of Claudia's life. The real Claudia. She had no family to call her own, an orphan who had been brought up in foster care and sent out into the world to fend for herself when she turned eighteen. I mourned for her; the Claudia that had passed earlier without anyone knowing, for the girl who had put herself through school by sheer will, working several jobs to cover what her scholarship didn't, whose potential would never be realized. I promised myself that her death wouldn't be in vain.


  Simon and I returned to school on Monday since there was nothing left to do in Connecticut. The police promised to keep me updated on the progress of the missing person cases, although it was with a heavy heart that I realized that I may never get answers on that front.


  The next couple of weeks were a blur. Despite everything that had happened, life settled back into a somewhat normal routine. I attended classes, spent time with my friends, and watched Simon perform at the East End. But what I was really waiting for was the visions to start again. I had promised myself that Claudia's death wouldn't be in vain, and I was anxious to have visions again so that I could start tracking vardogers. But they didn't come. At first I thought it had something to do with my head injury, but as days passed with no visions, despite being fully recovered, I began to wonder if they would ever return. I had always hoped that my visions would disappear, but that was before I realized why I was having them. I knew I couldn't just pretend that life was normal and that there weren't shadows out there killing people. I had experienced a paradigm shift in my outlook on life, and now my lack of visions made me anxious and frustrated.


  It was a late Friday afternoon, a week before Thanksgiving, when I stopped by Simon's apartment before work. Simon's blue eyes lit up when he opened the door, ushering me inside from the cold.


  "This is a nice surprise," he said as he leaned down, kissing me as if he hadn't seen me in days, although we had just seen each other this morning. I kissed him back just as eagerly, still reveling in the freedom of being able to love Simon openly and honestly, knowing that he knew everything about me and still wanted me.


  "I just thought I'd say hi before I headed down to Colette's." I was breathless from the kiss and Simon's roving hands underneath my coat made it even harder to catch my breath. Pleasure tingled through me when his hands slipped underneath my shirt, caressing my back and sending tiny shivers throughout my body, but I wriggled out of his grasp. At this rate, I would never get to the diner. "I'm going to be late if you keep that up."


  Simon grinned, pulling me back towards him. "I'm okay with that."


  I slapped his hands away and rolled my eyes, although I wasn't really annoyed. "Behave. Or else I'll have second thoughts about coming over tonight."


  Simon immediately put his hands up, looking innocent. I had promised to come over and spend the night at his apartment after my shift at Colette's and he didn't seem to want to take a chance on me backing out. He didn't need to know that there was nothing he could do to make me not show up.


  "I'll be the perfect gentleman."


  "I'm talking about now, not tonight." Simon's eyebrows shot up at my words, and I wanted to kick myself. I didn't want Simon to get the wrong idea. We had gotten much closer physically these past few weeks, but I wasn't ready to have sex. I hadn't told Simon yet that I was a virgin and I was hesitant about broaching the subject, but it was more than my lack of experience that made me hesitate. So much had happened recently that I felt a little overwhelmed by how quickly things had changed and I needed to process it before I took such a big step. And for the first time in my life, I felt like I had plenty of time to explore my relationship with Simon. I was hoping that we had a long future together, so there was no hurry to rush things.


  "I didn't mean..." I trailed off, feeling gauche and inexperienced. A flush started from my cheeks all the way down to my toes. Simon tenderly tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, smiling gently.


  "I didn't think you meant anything by it. I know you want to go slow."


  "Are you okay with that?" I hated this feeling of insecurity, but I wasn't blind to how female eyes seem to follow him everywhere we went. The scandal of what had happened with Claudia only seemed to add to his notoriety. The fans were at a fever pitch last Saturday at the East End when the Henchmen performed, and I had been dismayed by the number of women who had pressed scraps of paper with their phone numbers scribbled on them into his hand when he got offstage. It's not that I didn't trust Simon, but a girl could only take so much before she got jealous and just a tiny bit insecure.


  "Are you asking if I'm okay with waiting until you're ready?"


  I nodded, the flush deepening. Simon cradled the sides of my head with gentle hands, his eyes shimmering with emotion. "Caitlin, I'd spend the rest of my life waiting for you. Don't you know that by now? I can't lie and say that I'm not wildly attracted to you and don't want to take our physical relationship to a deeper level. I spend most nights thinking about what it would feel like to have you under me, to be inside you. But I want you to be ready when that happens. I don't want you to have any doubts when I worship your body with mine." Simon's eyes darkened, his gaze piercing me. "Don't ever doubt that you have me...mind, body and soul. And don't ever forget that the same applies to you. You belong to me, mind, body and soul."


  I gulped, utterly speechless as I gazed at Simon. A confusing mixture of emotions was going through me, but the most notable one was desire. "How am I supposed to go to work now?" I squeaked. All I could think about was making progress on the physical aspect of our relationship.


  Simon laughed, shaking off his seriousness and kissing me lightly on the forehead. "C'mon, I'll walk you to work."


  Even though the biting wind of November whipped around us, I felt warm as a result of Simon's words and his arm around my shoulders.


  "What time is Kendra arriving tomorrow?" I asked, glancing up at the bare branches shuddering from the strong wind as we made our way to Colette's. Even with everything that had happened, his sister was still determined to make use of Simon's plane ticket that he had given to her as a birthday present, and was flying in tomorrow.


  "In the afternoon. Will you come with me to pick her up?"


  "Of course."


  It was a quick walk to Colette's and I was reluctant to let Simon go. "Thanks for walking me to work. I'll see you later."


  I leaned up, intending to give him a chaste kiss goodbye, but he had other ideas. He ran his tongue along the seam of my closed lips, groaning when I opened them to grant him entrance. I knew we were in clear view of everyone inside Colette's since the front of the diner was all glass, but I couldn't seem to care as I wrapped my arms around Simon's neck, giving myself fully to him. His lips gently pulled at my lower lip, returning to claim my mouth fully, making a sound of approval when I pushed my tongue into his mouth.


  I had no idea how long we were standing there, our desire making us oblivious to the cold. I finally had the sense to pull back from our kiss that had quickly spiraled out of control, although the only reason I did so was because I knew I was going to be late for work. I couldn't really give a believable excuse since I was sure Colleen, the owner, was watching Simon and I devour each other from just a few yards away.


  Simon's face was harsh with desire and I reached up, stroking his jaw with my fingers. His expression gentled at my touch, turning towards my hand and kissing my palm.


  "I have to go," I whispered, not surprised that I sounded so breathless.


  Simon nodded, but he didn't release me. Instead, he said in a low voice, "I love you."


  I smiled at him, my heart bursting with emotion. "I love you too."


  My shift at Colette's was sheer torture. My desire to be with Simon, coupled with Marnie's endless questions about my relationship status, made the night seem go on forever. Even though I usually loved working with Marnie, a fellow waitress, her fervent curiosity was a little too much to take tonight. Colleen's amused looks didn't help either.


  I wasn't surprised when I saw Simon waiting for me when I stepped outside of Colette's. He had made it a habit to walk me home after work, and I had stopped protesting.


  He grinned when he saw me, lifting me into a bear hug. "How was work?"


  "Long." I gave Simon a quick kiss and he wrapped his arm around me as we walked back to his place. "What have you been up to?"


  "I was at Grant's and Marcus' apartment. We're trying to organize a new song lineup for tomorrow night, but Grant keeps changing his mind."


  "Typical Grant. He's never happy unless he's obsessing about the Henchmen. Or Sarah."


  One of the best things to have come out of this mess was the relationship between Sarah and Grant. Grant couldn't seem to bear having Sarah out of his sight, and it was funny to see such a role reversal. Not that Sarah wasn't just as enamored of Grant.


  "That reminds meare you going to Sarah's for Thanksgiving?"


  "That's the plan." I had been going home with Sarah for all the major holidays since freshman year, ever since she had witnessed my father's cruelty firsthand. Her family welcomed me with open arms and made me realize how loving a real family could be.


  "Will you consider coming home with me for Thanksgiving?" I didn't answer as I watched Simon unlock his front door. The warmth of his apartment after the frigid night air made my cheeks hot, although I think his question had something to do with the flush as well.


  "Well?" Simon asked when I didn't answer. He threw both of our coats on the back of a chair and pulled me down onto the couch, cuddling me next to his side as he stretched out his legs.


  "I appreciate the offer," I started slowly, "but do you think that's a good idea? The last time I was at your house, it was after I nearly got you killed. I think your family needs a break from me."


  "That wasn't your fault. Besides, my family likes you. But more importantly, I want you there. Grant's not the only one who obsesses about his girlfriend." Simon's tone was light but I could hear the intensity behind it. I wanted to believe him when he said it wasn't my fault, but it didn't help that we never talked about what had happened in Connecticut. Simon never mentioned killing Claudia or the fabricated story we fed the police, so I never brought it up either. It still didn't feel right that we had lied about something so monumental, but there was nothing to be done about it now. I just had to accept it and move on.


  I wrapped my arm around Simon's waist, leaning my head against his shoulder. "Okay, then. I would love to go home with you for Thanksgiving. Thanks for the invitation."


  Simon tightened his arms around me and I lifted my head to look at him. He had an unreadable expression on his face but he simply smiled at me. "Great. We can leave on Wednesday, although you'll have to put up with Kendra talking your ear off the whole way down, since she'll be driving home with us instead of flying back."


  "I like Kendra. Besides, I can use the time to weasel some stories out of her about your misguided youth."


  Simon gave me a pained look. "I don't think you'll have to weasel anything out of her. She'll be more than happy to give you all the details of every stupid thing I did as a kid."


  "Perfect." I gave Simon a quick kiss and straightened. "Are you hungry?"


  "Nah, we ordered a pizza earlier. Are you hungry? I can go pick something up."


  "I ate at Colette's, but I hear a bag of M&M's calling my name." Unfortunately, instead of my healthier eating habits rubbing off on Simon, his junk food addiction had slowly crept into my diet. I had spent a lot of nights at Simon's apartment these past few weeks, and I found myself eating a lot of things with ingredients that were hard to pronounce.


  "Luckily for you, I didn't finish off the bag earlier." Simon went to grab the bag from the kitchen and handed it to me, along with a can of soda.


  "Great," I sighed despondently. "My teeth are going to rot and I'm going to gain twenty pounds hanging around you." That didn't stop me from taking the soda and chocolate eagerly.


  "It's okay," Simon said, nuzzling my neck with his lips. "I'll still love you when you're toothless and forced to wear mumus."


  I gasped at the ticklish sensation of Simon's teeth scraping against my neck, laughing while trying to push him away.


  "Never! I'll never wear mumus!"


  Simon laughingly pushed me back so that I was lying on the couch, his body partly covering mine. I caught my breath when he suddenly turned serious, an enigmatic expression on his face.


  "Are you happy?"


  Simon's question took me by surprise and I didn't know how to answer. Even though I was deliriously happy in some respects, it didn't completely push away the darkness. It was more than the fact that my aunt and her inner circle were nowhere to be found. It was because I had finally accepted my calling only to have the visions stop. I couldn't stop obsessing about all those innocent people being overtaken by their vardogers, yet I couldn't do anything to help them.


  "I'm happy when I'm with you," I said honestly. Simon watched me for a few beats and then leaned down, kissing me quickly.


  "I'll accept that answer." Simon pulled me back up so I was sitting and we dug into the chocolate, flicking on the TV although we weren't really watching it. We were too focused on each other and soon everything was forgotten except the way we made each other feel.


   Chapter Fourteen


  


  Because we had spent the morning in bed, we barely had enough time to eat a bagel the next day before we had to leave to pick up Kendra. Even though I was waiting to take our physical relationship to the next level, it was still too tempting to spend hours cuddling and talking, interspersed with bouts of restrained passion. That is, until Simon got a pained look on his face and said he had to take a cold shower.


  Luckily, we didn't have to stop by my apartment before going to the airport because I had toiletries and a few changes of clothes at Simon's place, which he had insisted on once I started staying over frequently.


  We walked outside to his car and Simon opened the door for me, but before I could climb inside he pulled me back and gave me a long kiss.


  "What was that for?" I asked, my breath visible in the cold air, but I wasn't feeling the chill.


  "You're wearing my favorite shirt." Simon gripped my hips and looked down at my shirt that was visible since I hadn't bothered to zip up my coat.


  I raised an eyebrow. "Your favorite shirt is my Oscar the Grouch t-shirt? I didn't know you were such a Sesame Street fanatic."


  Simon grinned, his hands slipping underneath my t-shirt, his thumbs brushing the sensitized skin at my waist. "It was the shirt you were wearing the first time I saw you. I never knew a muppet in a trashcan could be so sexy."


  "Stop being so charming," I said, trying to hide a smile. I leaned up and kissed him despite my words. "It's not fair to other mere mortal men that you're so effortlessly irresistible."


  Simon grabbed my wrist as I turned away to get into the car, his jaw tightening. "What do you mean by that?"


  I blinked at Simon, taken aback by his sudden mood change. He went from happy and carefree to painfully grim, as if I had done something to anger him. His grip on my wrist tightened when I just stared at him in shock. "Simon, you're hurting me!"


  Simon's grip on my wrist loosened fractionally, but he pulled me closer to him, his expression foreboding. "What did you mean by that comment?"


  "What is wrong with you? I was just joking!"


  I saw a muscle twitching in his jaw, as if he was trying to control his emotions. I pulled my wrist out of his grasp and got into the car, slamming the door closed. I contemplated stalking off and going home but I was too confused by what had happened to do anything but sit there. Simon stood frozen outside my window but I refused to look at him.


  A few moments passed, then he walked around the car and slid into the driver's seat. I didn't turn to look at him, feeling both angry and awkward with the whole situation. Was Simon some sort of jealous boyfriend that I would eventually have to get a restraining order against? I had just made an offhand joke about other men in general, and Simon had taken it as me being interested in someone else. As much as I loved him, rationally I knew that I hadn't known him for very long. I couldn't help thinking about how calm and unaffected he had been after he had pierced Claudia's heart with a knife.


  Simon sighed heavily and I felt his hand tentatively touch mine. Despite my reservations, I didn't pull back when he threaded his fingers with mine.


  "I'm sorry. I was a jerk."


  I turned to him, softening when I saw how remorseful he looked. "What the heck was that all about? I tell one stupid joke and you jump down my throat. I don't even understand why you got angry."


  Simon looked straight ahead, although his grip on my hand tightened. His voice was low when he spoke. "I think it's just a combination of everything that's happened. Finding out there's a whole other world out there full of shadows that we knew nothing about. Watching Claudia almost kill you. Knowing that I killed Claudia, regardless of whether her soul was already gone. I know it's only a matter of time until you have another vision. It's only a matter of time until you put yourself in danger again. Sometimes it's all too much. It's so overwhelming that I can barely breathe."


  Simon finally turned to me and I could see him struggling with conflicting emotions. I moved closer to him, understanding how he felt because I was feeling the same way. "You can talk to me about it. We can help each other get through this."


  Simon frowned. "You already have enough on your plate. I don't want to be another burden."


  "Simon, don't be silly. You'll never be a burden. You don't know how much strength you give me, just being by my side."


  Simon cradled the back of my head with his hand, pulling me towards him. His kiss was gentle although I could feel the wealth of emotions behind it. "Promise me you'll never leave me," he whispered against my mouth. "No matter what."


  "Of course, Simon."


  Simon's grip on my scalp tightened. "Say it. I need to hear you say it."


  I was flustered by Simon's intensity but I obliged. "I promise to never leave you."


  "No matter what."


  "No matter what," I repeated, my heart beating fast, disconcerted by Simon's behavior. But when he pulled back and smiled ruefully at me, he seemed like the Simon I knew. I told myself I had to be understanding about his behavior. We had both been through a lot.


  We didn't mention the incident again as we drove to the airport, although I couldn't completely push it out of my mind. Kendra's boundless energy and enthusiasm helped to diffuse the situation and soon I was able to not focus on it so much.


  Simon was reluctant to drop me off at my apartment after we picked Kendra up, but I needed some space. Everyone was coming over to Sarah's and my apartment for dinner before heading down to the East End, and I used the excuse of having to prepare dinner for not going back to Simon's place.


  I was surprised to find Sarah lounging on the couch watching TV and working her way through a bag of potato chips when I got home. I looked around the living room comically, looking shocked.


  "I didn't think it was possible. I thought you and Grant were surgically joined at the hip, but he's nowhere to be seen! It's a medical miracle!"


  Sarah wrinkled her nose and threw a chip at me, which I easily caught. "You're one to talk. You and Simon are joined at the mouth. I've never seen so much PDA in my life."


  I threw my coat over the recliner and sat down heavily on the couch next to Sarah. "I know, right? I'm sure it's nauseating for everyone around us. I would be annoyed too, if some couple was constantly making out in front of me. We just can't seem to keep our hands off each other."


  Sarah offered me the bag of chips and I reached in for a handful. She gave me a wry smile. "It's okay, I know the feeling. It feels so weird that Grant and I are a couple now. Weird, but great. It seems like all I want to do is jump his bones all the time. Fortunately, he feels the same way." She put her arm around me. "Besides, it's nice seeing you happy with a guy for once."


  I bit my lip as I contemplated Sarah's words. "So...you guys have gone all the way?"


  Sarah raised her eyebrows and got up without saying a word, walking into the kitchen. I blinked in confusion but then she came back with a pint of ice cream and two spoons, handing me one. "This isn't a conversation we can have without Ben & Jerry."


  I laughed at her but proceeded to scoop up some ice cream onto my spoon.


  "Now, back to your question," Sarah said as she dug into the ice cream as well. "The answer is yes, we've had sex." She gave me an assessing look. "Have you?"


  I flushed at the topic of conversation, not used to sharing such personal details. I had never before had such personal details to share. But if there was one person I could be honest with, it was Sarah. "Not yet. I...I don't know, it's such a big step. I love Simon, but something's stopping me."


  "Does he know you're a virgin?"


  I gulped, the ice cream forgotten as I lay my spoon on the coffee table. "No, I haven't gotten around to mentioning it to him. I don't want him to think I'm weird." I paused, thinking over my words. "Well, any weirder than he already thinks I am. Why does it feel like I'm the only virgin I know?"


  "First of all, I doubt he thinks you're weird. You're practically a friggin' superhero, casting evil from the world. Secondly, there's nothing wrong with being a virgin. Better to be a virgin than to be like good ole' Samantha who's probably spent so much time on her back that she has trouble seeing straight."


  I choked at Sarah's description of Samantha, but Sarah didn't seem to notice as she continued to talk.


  "Grant and I have had sex because we're both ready. And it's not the first time for either of us." Sarah frowned. "Although I try to pretend that he's never been with anyone else, especially you-know-who. It's better for my peace of mind." Sarah shook her head, clearing her thoughts. "Anyway, it's different when it's your first time. You should wait until you feel ready. But I think you should tell Simon that you've never been with anyone."


  "Why? Does it matter?"


  Sarah looked at me like I was dense. "Of course it matters! He has to know that it's a big deal for you. It'll also help him understand why you want to wait. Trust me, it's important that he knows, especially the first time you do it. It can be uncomfortable for you if he doesn't take it slow."


  I buried my face in my hands. "I feel like such a dork. I have the sexual maturity of a high schooler."


  Sarah laughed, poking me with her spoon. I looked down at the dribble of ice cream she left on my shirt sleeve. "Ew, you got ice cream on me." I grabbed a napkin from the coffee table and wiped it off. "Enough talk about my lack of experience. In all seriousness, I thought you were hanging out with Grant today until dinner."


  "He and Marcus were going over the set list for tonight for the millionth time, and it was mind-numbingly boring, so I decided to work on my TV and junk food quota. I thought you were spending the day with Simon."


  "We just picked up Kendra from the airport and I told Simon I needed to go home to start cooking dinner."


  Sarah checked the clock on the wall. "It's two o'clock and we told everyone to come at seven. What exactly are you planning on making that takes five hours?"


  "I just needed some breathing room. As much as I enjoy spending time with Simon, it's hard to deal with the memories of what happened in Connecticut. And sometimes when I'm with him, it all comes rushing back."


  Sarah looked concerned as she set the ice cream on the table. She was the only one that I had told the truth to, swearing her to secrecy. If the authorities ever found out that Simon had been the one to kill Claudia, he would have a lot of explaining to do. Sarah had been shocked when she found out that Simon had killed Claudia, though I hadn't told her about his unnerving calmness immediately afterwards, as if stabbing a girl to death and tampering with a crime scene was an everyday occurrence. I didn't want to run the risk of Sarah thinking badly of Simon. Besides, he had saved my life.


  "How are you dealing with everything? Have the visions started again?"


  "No, and that's the problem. I feel like I'm just waiting to have one, so I can do something. I hate just sitting around, helpless."


  Sarah bit her lip as she contemplated her next words. "But wouldn't that be a good thing? If you never had visions again?"


  "That doesn't make it not real. There are still vardogers out there hurting people. Killing them. My aunt is still missing. And I'm just spending my life going to class and hanging out at a bar, listening to my boyfriend's band."


  Sarah sighed sympathetically. "I guess I understand, although if it were up to me, you'd never have to deal with those things again." She shuddered, her expression darkening. "I'll never forget what it felt like to see that...thing on top of you, attacking you. And to not be able to do anything to help you."


  "Let's forget it for today." I forced myself to put on a cheerful expression. Sarah shouldn't be burdened with all this. She was finally with Grant, and she should be reveling in it, not worrying about me. "Today, I'm just a girl with a hot boyfriend and the best friend ever, and I'm going to spend the night watching my boyfriend play with his band as other girls drool over him. Then I'm going to grope him until everyone gets sickened by our PDA."


  Sarah burst out laughing, picking up the ice cream again. "I like that plan."


  "Before I forget, I told Simon I would go home with him for Thanksgiving. I hope you don't mind."


  Sarah grinned at me widely. "Why would I mind? Just make sure I catch the bouquet."


  I laughed, grateful that Sarah could always make me feel better. We spent the rest of the afternoon like we used to pre-Simon and Grant, watching mindless TV and debating the merits of each Housewives reality show franchise. We then cooked dinner together and I felt truly at ease, no longer having to pretend to feel carefree.


  Jenny and Marcus were the first to arrive. Although Jenny claimed their relationship was still strictly platonic, they seemed to be spending an inordinate amount of time together, and I saw how Jenny never missed a chance to touch him.


  Simon and Kendra arrived shortly after them, and Simon kissed me like he hadn't seen me in days again. I was cognizant of Sarah's earlier mention of our PDA, but I couldn't help leaning into him, our kiss a little too intimate for an audience.


  I pulled away, feeling embarrassed as I glanced at Kendra who was standing right next to us, not missing a thing. It was one thing to make out in front of our friends; it was another thing to make out in front of Simon's little sister. But she just grinned at me widely, waggling her eyebrows and reminding me so much of Simon that I couldn't help but grin back.


  When Grant arrived, Sarah swooped in on him and gave him a kiss that rivaled my embrace with Simon. When she turned around and winked at me with a mischievous smile, I burst out laughing, shaking my head when everyone inquired about what was so funny.


  We settled into the living room after everyone had piled their plates high with meatloaf and mashed potatoes. Kendra's eyes were sparkling as she surveyed the scene.


  "I can't wait until I get to go to college and live in an apartment!"


  Simon leaned back on the arm of the recliner I was sitting in, his usual spot, and frowned at Kendra.


  "You still have a couple of years before college. Don't be in a rush to grow up."


  Kendra pouted, but then brightened. "At least I'll get to listen to you guys play tonight! I can't wait!"


  "How exactly is Kendra getting into the East End?" Marcus asked.


  "I have a fake I.D.!" Kendra was almost bursting with excitement and I heard Simon sigh.


  "Kendra, you're only using that I.D. tonight. Grant was able to get that from a girl who looks like you, but it's only a loan." Simon glared at her. "And remember, the only reason I'm letting you come tonight is because you want to hear us play so badly. If I even see you within two feet of an alcoholic beverage I'm dragging you home, even if I have to jump off the stage to do it."


  Kendra rolled her eyes. "Okay, okay. You can stop with the big brother act. I won't get within ten feet of a drink."


  Simon looked satisfied with her answer and went back to eating, interspersed with absentmindedly massaging the back of my neck. Sarah was rightwe were ridiculous with our affectionate touches, especially Simon, but I wouldn't want it any other way.


  The rest of dinner was harmonious and the boys left earlier to prepare for the show. Kendra looked at us pleadingly after they left. "Can't I have just one drink? Please? I swear I won't tell my brother." She shifted her gaze, focusing her plea on me.


  "Sorry, Kendra," I said, smiling affectionately. "Simon will kill us both if I let you have a drop of alcohol. If it makes you feel any better, I won't drink either."


  Kendra's shoulders slumped in defeat. "But I wanted the total college experience."


  Jenny patted her shoulder sympathetically. "I didn't even get served at the East End until a month ago when I turned twenty-one. But now I drink there all the time."


  Sarah smothered a laugh and I just shook my head, not sure why Jenny thought that would make Kendra feel better.


  I distracted Kendra by asking her what she wanted to study in college, and she took the subject and ran with it, forgetting all about her momentary distress. She was so much like Simon with her mercurial mood shifts. I wondered if these mood swings would put a wedge between Simon and me. I couldn't help thinking about how angry he had gotten earlier about a harmless joke, but I pushed the thought aside and focused on Kendra debating whether to become a veterinarian or a zoologist.


   Chapter Fifteen


  


  By the time we made it to the East End there was already a line formed outside. I held my breath when Charlie, the bouncer, checked Kendra's I.D. I felt bad lying to him, but I just smiled as he waved her through. We weaved our way to the bar after we checked our coats, snagging a couple of stools we could gather around.


  We ordered drinks, and although Kendra and I were reduced to diet soda, that didn't stop her eyes from shining as she looked around the bar. "Is it always this crowded?"


  "No, it's only like this when the Henchmen are playing," Jenny answered. "It's gotten even crazier ever since that stuff happened with Claudia. For some reason, it's made Simon even more popular, and in turn, the Henchmen."


  I surreptitiously shook my head at Jenny, not wanting her to continue. The last thing I wanted to talk about was what had happened with Claudia, especially in front of Kendra. Not only did I not want to be reminded of the gruesome incident, but only Sarah knew the truth and I felt uncomfortable lying.


  Fortunately, the Henchmen came out on stage and the conversation was forgotten. We made our way closer to the stage, although we had to risk a few elbows thrown our way. I drank in the sight of Simon, oblivious to the other members on stage. His blue t-shirt fit snugly over his broad shoulders, and I could only think about how strong and muscular they felt when I clung to them when he kissed me passionately. His blue eyes were intense as they swept the crowd, stopping to settle on me. I could almost feel the electricity between us as he gazed at me, and I could feel the tingle all the way down to my toes. It was amazing how he could make me feel breathless with just one look.


  I was startled out of my trance when the Henchmen started playing one of their most popular songs and the crowd started screaming in approval. Simon's eyes broke away from mine as he started singing, but I still couldn't look away. He sang with the same intensity as when we were alone and his entire attention was focused on me, his hands caressing my body until I felt like I was on fire.


  "They're awesome!" Kendra's squeal finally broke my concentration from Simon as I glanced at her. She was swaying to the music and looked absolutely in her element.


  We watched them amidst the crowd for most of their set, but near the end Sarah started complaining about her feet hurting so we snagged a table removed from the dancing masses.


  "Thank God," Sarah sighed in relief when we sat down, stretching her legs out. "I thought my feet were going to fall off."


  "Everything for the sake of beauty, right?" Jenny looked at Sarah's four-inch snakeskin heels. "I wish we were the same shoe size."


  Kendra stuck out her own heels for everyone's inspection. "I got these for 50% off!"


  I drowned out their conversation about shoes as I studied the people in the East End. I couldn't help wondering if any of these people had been overtaken by their vardogers, and I was only seeing their physical bodies, their souls long gone. More importantly, I couldn't help wondering if any of these people were on the cusp of being overtaken and I was sitting here unable to do anything about it.


  I sighed, trying not to think about it. I heard Simon announce that this was their last song, much to the dismay of their fans, and that it was a new one and hopefully they liked it. I perked up at his words, surprised that Simon hadn't mentioned the new song to me. He often asked my opinion of songs he was writing, but of course I always thought everything he wrote was brilliant.


  Sarah, Jenny and Kendra also turned their attention back to the band, as curious about the new song as I was. The beat started out slow and Simon's voice was like velvet over steel, smooth yet strong.


  I can't imagine my life


  I can't imagine my death


  I can't imagine being here without you


  You can't imagine your life beside me


  


  If you only knew the things that you said


  Were a stab to the heart


  Did you care when I bled?


  Will you care when I bleed?


  


  If you cared for me


  Would you lay me down?


  Would you bare your soul?


  Would I pierce your defenses?


  


  It's just a stab to the heart


  Over before it began


  Did I care when you bled?


  Will I care when you bleed?


  My heart was pumping, blood rushing through my ears until it was all I could hear, the rest of the song fading into the background. I didn't understand their new song, but the line about a stab to the heart was reverberating in my head. I was convinced that Simon had written this song, since he had taken over composing songs for the Henchmen, but I couldn't come to terms with how morbid it was. How could he write a song about stabbing someone's heart when just a few weeks ago, he had done just that?


  "Are you okay?" I turned to Sarah at her question, trying to get control of my breathing.


  "Yes, I just...their new song..." I didn't know how to finish my sentence, not wanting to actually say my thoughts out loud. I wished I could see Simon but the crowd of people standing in front of our table blocked my view.


  Sarah frowned, glancing over at Kendra and Jenny but they were busy talking. "It was a little...weird, after everything that's happened. Maybe it's Simon's way of processing through everything. You know what they say about musiciansbeing onstage is like therapy for them."


  I nodded, telling myself that Sarah's explanation made sense. I just wished Simon had warned me. It had taken me completely off guard.


  I was on edge as we waited for the boys to join us after they were done. I didn't know what I was going to say to Simon, to explain how much his song had bothered me.


  Simon was all smiles when he dropped into the seat next to me, resting his arm on the back of my chair. Kendra immediately launched into a monologue about how amazing they were, and Simon patiently listened to her chatter while grazing his fingers back and forth on my arm. He was so close that I could feel the warmth radiating from his body, smell his cologne mixed in with sweat from being onstage. I should feel safe and content, Simon's arm protectively around me and surrounded by my friends. Instead, I felt agitated. Something didn't feel right but I couldn't put my finger on it.


  "You guys were great," I said when Kendra finally paused to take a breath and was distracted by Jenny asking her a question.


  "Thanks." Simon gave me a wolfish grin. "All I could think about was getting my hands on my friend Oscar." Simon glanced down at my shirt suggestively and I felt some of the tension drain from me as I laughed. I still asked the question.


  "So...did you write that last song?"


  Simon nodded, pausing to give Janice, the waitress, his drink order. He turned back to me with an expectant expression. "Did you like it?"


  "Isn't it a little...ghoulish to sing about a stab to the heart after...after everything that's happened? What is that song even about?"


  Simon studied me for a few beats before answering, his expression turning serious. "I'm sorry, I guess I never thought about it like that. I wrote that song a while ago, and I didn't think twice about it. It's just about two star-crossed lovers, nothing more."


  I nodded, telling myself I was reading too much into it. I made a concerted effort to not think about anything serious for the rest of the night. Kendra made it easy with her lighthearted banter that made everyone laugh. Even the endless stream of fans, mostly female, that stopped by the table to gush over the Henchmen didn't bother me.


   Chapter Sixteen


  


  The room was dark and I strained to make out familiar shapes. There was a narrow bed pushed against the wall and I could see the outline of a desk next to it. I could make out shapes of buildings through the window, but it was pitch black outside as well. A light suddenly flicked on, a small lamp on the desk that barely illuminated its immediate surroundings, leaving the rest of the room shrouded in darkness.


  I first noticed that there was someone sitting next to the desk when I saw a hand reach out, opening a drawer. The figure moved closer to the desk until I could make out his features. His blond hair glimmered under the dim light and he turned towards me, as if he sensed someone was there. His brown eyes looked in my direction, but he looked through me and I knew he couldn't see me.


  I opened my mouth to speak but no sound came out. I was frustrated as I was reduced to just watching him.


  He turned back to his desk, taking a small box out of the drawer he had opened. Dread filled me as he opened the box and pulled out a razor. I wanted to rush over and snatch it out of his hands, but I was glued to the spot, my legs not listening to my commands to move.


  He looked up again, but this time not in my direction. I followed his gaze but I couldn't see anything in the dark. He turned his attention back to the razor, studying it as if it held the answers to life.


  My heart started pumping furiously when I saw a hand emerge from the shadows, gripping the boy's hand that was holding the razor. The boy looked up, his eyes widening in fear but he made no sound, as if he was transfixed by what he saw. The shadowy hand took the razor from him, and before my mind could process what I knew was about it happen, the hand jerked the razor against the boy's wrist, slashing it brutally as blood poured out of the gaping wound.


  I wanted to scream, even if it was inside my own head, but I forced myself to remain calm, to not miss a detail of what was happening.


  The boy looked down at his sliced wrist with his mouth wide open, as if he didn't believe what he saw. He raised his unharmed wrist, as if he wanted to see if it was bleeding as well. I swallowed a whimper when I saw the shadowy hand again raise the razor that was now dripping with crimson blood, ripping it into his other wrist.


  The boy raised his head, holding his hands up as rivulets of blood streamed down from his hacked wrists. But he didn't look in the direction of his assailant. He looked directly at me, his expression one of surprise.


  "What are you doing here?"


  I woke up with a gasp, my body shaking as I tried to ground myself in reality. I concentrated on the feeling of the bed under me, the soft pillow cradling my head, until I felt myself step back from the precipice of panic.


  "Hey, what's wrong?"


  I turned to Simon who was hovering over me, concern glinting in his eyes. I didn't trust myself to speak, knowing that if I tried to explain what I had just seen that I would dissolve into tears.


  Simon pulled me closer to him so that I was on my side with my back against his front, cocooned in his warmth. He wrapped his arm around my waist, burying his face in my neck and murmuring soothing words.


  My breathing finally started to regulate but I still didn't want to say out loud the ugly words of what I had seen. Simon seemed to understand my reluctance to speak so he just held me tight, kissing my neck softly, not out of passion but comfort.


  The night was just barely on the cusp of dawn and we watched the hazy morning glow fill the room. We both seemed unwilling to break the silence, both lost in our thoughts.


  I finally turned towards Simon, his arms still holding me tight. "I had a vision."


  Simon's lips tightened but he nodded. "I thought as much. What happened in it?"


  "I saw a boy slice his wrists. Well, he didn't really do it. His vardoger did." I couldn't give any more details than that. It was still too fresh in my mind.


  "Now what?"


  "Even though the vision was terrifying, now that they've returned it means I can actually do something about the vardogers. I just have to figure out who this boy is. He was in a dorm room and I could see the math building through his window. The math building is directly across from Bowery Hall. I lived there my freshman year and I'm sure it's the same dorm hall."


  "So what's your plan? To hang around Bowery Hall until you see him?"


  Simon's sardonic tone grated on me. I pushed against his chest but he didn't release me. "Actually, that is my plan. Do you have a problem with that?"


  Simon sighed heavily, tightening his arms around me. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean for it to come out like that. It's just...the thought of you putting yourself in danger is driving me crazy. Everything is so good right now. I just don't want it to change."


  I took a deep breath, telling myself to be patient. "I understand where you're coming from. And I appreciate your concern. I really do. But this is what I'm meant to do. I can't sit idly by and let some innocent boy die because I can't be bothered."


  I put my hand on Simon's jaw, his stubble raspy beneath my fingertips. I leaned towards him and kissed him softly, asking him to understand. Simon drew in a long breath and returned the kiss, nipping at my lips and then deepening it, his tongue caressing mine with long seductive strokes.


  My heart was beating fast again when we broke apart, but now for an entirely different reason. Simon pulled me even closer, as if he were trying to meld our bodies together, cradling my head in the crook of his neck.


  "I know you have to do this. I just...I can't lose you."


  "You won't lose me. I promise."


  Simon and I stayed in bed for a while, both of us loathe to leave the little world we had created for ourselves in his bed, but I reminded myself that Kendra was in the other room. I had been reluctant to stay at Simon's apartment since I didn't think it was appropriate with Kendra there, but Simon assured me that Kendra was old enough for it to not be an issue. It didn't take much convincing since sleeping with Simon was becoming addictive, even though I was always nervous that our caresses would go further before I was ready.


  I took a quick shower since I had to go to work. Simon was still in bed when I came back into the bedroom, looking relaxed with the sheet at his waist. Simon always slept with no shirt on and I admired his sleekly muscled chest, remembering how warm and firm it had felt pressed against me.


  Simon raised an eyebrow when he saw me checking him out, but I just grinned. I wrapped my towel tighter around my body.


  "I need to change."


  "Go ahead."


  I rolled my eyes and looked at him pointedly. "You're still in the room. Looking at me."


  "I don't mind."


  I put my hand on my hip in exasperation but I couldn't help laughing. Simon grinned at me mischievously and then hopped out of bed. I made a point to not glance down at his shorts because I was already used to his condition in the mornings.


  Simon gave me a quick kiss before making his way to the bathroom, whistling. I felt happy, even with the frightening vision I had experienced last night. Not only did I have Simon to help me through them, but now I had a purpose for experiencing them.


  Kendra was still in the guest bedroom when I walked out into the kitchen. I wasn't surprised since it had been a late night and Kendra had been bouncing around full of energy. I made a pot of coffee and was pouring a cup when Simon walked in, wearing jeans and a t-shirt, with his hair still wet.


  He crowded me against the counter, one arm on each side of me so that I was trapped. He nuzzled my neck, his wet hair making my skin damp. "You look good enough to eat."


  I pushed against his chest, smiling. I doubted the t-shirt I wore with Colette's emblazoned on the front was worthy of his praise, but I appreciated it. "You're going to have to settle for coffee, otherwise I'm going to be late."


  Simon gave me a mock frown but then gratefully took the cup of coffee I poured for him. "If my sister ever wakes up, I thought we'd swing by Colette's for breakfast."


  "Great." I took large sips of my coffee, checking my watch. "I should get going."


  Simon grabbed my hand before I could walk away. "What are you doing after work?"


  "I work until three and then I was going to swing by Bowery Hall."


  The corners of Simon's lips turned down. "I'm coming with you."


  "Simon, your sister is here visiting you. She wants to have fun. I doubt she wants to hang around a dorm hall while I wait around for someone that I don't even know will show up."


  "Sarah can take her shopping or something. There's no way in hell I'm letting you wait for some guy you don't know by yourself. You have no idea whether he's been overtaken by his vardoger or not. He could be dangerous."


  "I doubt it, since this is the first vision I've had of him. And he wasn't being overtaken by his vardoger in it. My aunt said that a lot of how this stuff works is hereditary, and she has a vision of a person being overtaken by their vardoger before it actually happens. I think I'm the same way because that's what happened with Claudia. Don't worry, I'll be okay on my own."


  "Caitlin." Simon's voice held a warning, and I sighed, giving up. I knew he was just concerned about me and I didn't want to fight this battle.


  "Fine, you win. Just meet me at work when I'm done."


  Simon nodded, looking satisfied as he drank his coffee. I checked my watch again. I really was going to be late if I didn't get a move on. I convinced Simon that it was unnecessary to walk me to work, especially since his sister might wake up to an empty apartment, and for once he complied.


  I was surprised when the whole gang showed up at Colette's an hour later and I hurried to put two tables together to accommodate the party of six. It was fun to have them around, even though they lingered long enough for Colleen to raise her eyebrows, although she was placated when Kendra gushed over her famous blueberry pancakes. I almost choked when I saw Jenny lean over to feed Marcus a bite of her pancakes, laughing when Sarah actually sputtered on her coffee when she witnessed it as well. Jenny blushed when she saw our gazes directed at her and I made a mental note to grill her about Marcus later.


  Simon reminded me that he would be coming back to meet me after work before they left, and I spent the rest of my shift at Colette's feeling upbeat. This morning was a world of difference from most mornings after I had a vision in the past. Instead of feeling exhausted and wary, the purpose I now felt, coupled with the support of Simon, made everything possible.


  "Hi, beautiful," Simon said when I rushed to meet him outside after work. He gave me a warm kiss and clasped my hand in his. He looked up at the sky as we walked to campus. "It's supposed to snow today."


  It was rare to not have any snow yet in Rochester in mid-November. I loved snow and looked forward to it blanketing the campus in white.


  "You should see Jenny when it snows. She acts like it's the second coming." Jenny, a native of Florida, was convinced every snowfall was a major blizzard.


  "Let's just hope it doesn't start snowing while we're loitering outside of Bowery Hall."


  I ignored Simon's comment, even though I wanted to remind him that he didn't have to come with me. Instead, I let him pull me close to keep me warm when we reached the steps of the dorm hall, his hands burrowing inside up the back of my coat. I looked longingly inside the dorm hall, but no one was allowed to enter unless they had a pass designating them as a resident or if they were a guest of someone.


  "You should have worn gloves," Simon admonished, glancing down at my hands on his waist. He slipped them under the front of his coat and they immediately warmed from his body heat. He then slid his hands back underneath the back of my coat, holding me close.


  "I could say the same for you."


  Simon grinned. "Point taken."


  After thirty minutes, the cold was getting to both of us. I looked up and saw that Simon's nose had gotten red. "This is pretty ridiculous, huh?"


  Simon leaned down, brushing his cold cheek against mine. "I don't want to complain, but I think I'm starting to lose the feeling in my toes."


  I sighed, leaning my forehead against his shoulder. "I admit this isn't the best plan. But it's the only one I have."


  I looked up to tell Simon we could go home when I suddenly caught sight of a boy with thick sun-kissed blond hair, looking like he belonged on a California beach rather than the chilly east coast. I automatically looked down at his wrists, but they were covered by his coat.


  "He's here."


   Chapter Seventeen


  


  I pulled away from Simon, staring at the boy as he came closer to us and started walking up the steps leading into the building. I hadn't really thought this through and had no idea what to say to him. Panic surged as he walked past us, afraid that I would lose my chance, so I stepped towards him, blocking his way.


  The boy looked at me in surprise, and then glanced at Simon, who hadn't moved from his spot. Simon's frown didn't help the situation.


  "Hi!" I said brightly, groaning inwardly at my forced tone.


  The boy gave me a slight smile. His brown eyes looked warm but confused. "Hi."


  "You're Brian, right?" I was grasping at straws, but I didn't know what else to do. What was it with me and B names? First Bob the fake boyfriend, and now Brian the fake acquaintance.


  "No, I'm Neal." He was looking at me quizzically, like he didn't know what to make of me.


  "Oh, that's right. Neal! I'm sorry, I'm horrible with names." I turned to Simon, pasting on a bright smile and willing him to play along. "Simon, this is Neal."


  Simon nodded at Neal, still not looking pleased. "Hey."


  "Nice to meet you." Neal turned back to me. "And you are..."


  "Caitlin! We met the other night at the East End! Remember? When you came to see the Henchmen?"


  Neal furrowed his brows and he glanced back at Simon, recognition blooming. "Hey, you're the lead singer. I've heard you guys a few times. You guys are really good."


  "Thanks." I wanted to elbow Simon for his less than enthusiastic response, but it would be hard to do so without Neal noticing.


  "I'm sorry, but I don't remember meeting before." Neal had the grace to look embarrassed and I felt a little bad, but I didn't have the luxury of feeling guilty.


  "Oh, that's okay. There were tons of people and it was dark." I bit my lip, trying to think of a way to prolong the conversation. "So, what are you up to today, Neal?"


  Neal raised an eyebrow but answered blandly. "Nothing much."


  "Why don't you come over to my place for dinner? A bunch of people are coming over, and I'd love to finish our conversation from the other night." I made a mental note to invite everyone over for dinner.


  Neal studied me for a moment before answering. "Our conversation about what?"


  I frantically tried to think of an answer. I looked at his blond hair and took note of his laidback demeanor and took a chance. "About surfing!"


  Neal smiled widely at me, and I knew I had hit pay dirt. "I'm not surprised. I'm always babbling about surfing. It's my one regret for going to school on the east coast. The lack of waves."


  "So, seven o'clock?" I dug into my bag and pulled out a pen and a scrap of paper, scribbling my address on it as well as my phone number. I shoved it into Neal's hand, knowing how pushy I was being, but I couldn't seem to stop myself. I had a sudden flash of blood dropping from his wrists and I quickly looked up from his hand. "Call me if you get lost but it's right off campus."


  Neal looked down at the piece of paper, looked back up at me and then glanced at Simon. I didn't want to follow his gaze, because the last thing I wanted to do was see Simon's expression. I was sure he didn't approve.


  Neal turned back to me, a hesitant smile on his face. "Okay, seven o'clock. Can I bring anything?"


  "Oh no, don't worry about it. We'll see you then!" I grabbed Simon's arm, dragging him with me as I made my escape. My cheeks were burning with embarrassment. I had never been so forward in my whole life, practically demanding that Neal come over to my place for dinner.


  Simon let me drag him for a few yards, and then came to a halt, jerking me back. I turned around to object to his lack of forward movement, but just gulped when I got a look at his face. His eyes were stormy and his jaw was hard.


  "What the hell was that all about?"


  "You know I have to keep an eye on him so that I can be there when his vardoger tries to overtake him. The easiest way to do that is for him to become a friend."


  A muscle was twitching in Simon's jaw and his eyes narrowed. "Oh, he wants to become a friend, alright. You were being very friendly with him and he got the message loud and clear."


  My mouth dropped open at Simon's insinuation. "He doesn't think that! He saw me standing there with you. Obviously we're together."


  "It's not so obvious when you're fawning all over him. Regardless of what he thinks we are, he thinks he has a chance with you. And that's not okay."


  I took a deep breath before answering. There was a chance that Simon was right. I had been pretty forward with Neal and he could've gotten the wrong message. I would deal with that later. The most important thing had been to get him to come over.


  "I'm sorry if it seemed that way. I just had to get him to come over. Simon, this isn't about me hitting on some guy. It's a matter of life and death."


  Simon stared at me as a dozen emotions passed across his face. He finally sighed, wrapping his arm around me as we started walking again. "Make it clear to him that you're not interested when he comes over tonight."


  I bristled at Simon's autocratic tone. "I was going to do that anyway, but you don't have to order me around."


  Simon looked down at me, his face deadly serious. "Make it clear. You belong to me."


  I stopped in my tracks. "Can you not be so ridiculous? This isn't the Victorian age and I'm not some piece of chattel!"


  Simon lifted my chin so that I was staring straight into his eyes. He spoke in a low, forceful voice. "Caitlin, I never said you were an object, but you do belong to me. I'm not going to have some sniveling surfer dude thinking he has a chance with you. Make it clear."


  I opened my mouth to object, but Simon's mouth came crashing down on mine before I could utter a word. I tried to protest, pushing against his shoulders, but Simon was undeterred, increasing the pressure until I felt my traitorous body giving in. He plunged his tongue into my mouth, gripping my scalp so that I was held captive for his onslaught, but at that point I had no thoughts of going anywhere. Simon groaned when I slipped my tongue into his mouth, our kiss growing frenzied.


  I was panting when we broke apart, aroused and confused at the same time. Simon cradled my head between his hands, his eyes piercing into me.


  "Make it clear."


   Chapter Eighteen


  


  I was silent the rest of the way home, dumbstruck by Simon's attitude. I had seen this forceful side of him before, but never to this extent. An insidious thought started to grow, a seedling of doubt as to whether his vardoger was really gone. I pushed the thought away before it was able to grow any roots. Simon's vardoger wouldn't make him bossy and possessive. It would make him evil.


  Sarah was still out shopping with Kendra when we got back to my apartment and, for once, Simon didn't make himself at home. He left abruptly, saying he would be back later for dinner, leaving me standing in my living room gaping.


  As much as I wanted to mull over Simon's behavior, I called Grant and Marcus instead to invite them over for dinner. Grant was the only one home but he immediately agreed to come over.


  I called Jenny next, hoping that she would be able to make it. I wanted Neal to believe that I already had this dinner planned and he was just a late addition.


  "Hi, Caitlin!" Jenny's greeting was cheerful as usual.


  "Hi, Jenny. What are you up to tonight?"


  "Uh, I have dinner plans." Jenny sounded uncharacteristically nervous and I immediately got suspicious.


  "Dinner with who?"


  Jenny laughed, although it sounded a little forced. "Well..."


  "Jenny McAllister, the jig is up. What are you hiding?"


  Jenny's voice became hushed. "I'm going out to dinner with Marcus. But I'm not supposed to tell you that."


  "Why? What's the big secret?"


  Jenny's voice got even softer. "It's our first date. Marcus doesn't want anyone to know in case it's a bust."


  I burst out laughing. "Poor Marcus. He's so afraid of rejection that he wants to keep such a momentous development a secret." I paused, pondering Jenny's hushed tone. "Is he there with you now?"


  "Shh, he's back!" I heard Jenny smother a laugh and then clear her throat. She switched to her normal voice when she spoke again, clearly not wanting Marcus to realize what she was talking about. "Yes, that's correct."


  "Is he listening to your side of the conversation?"


  "Yes, that's the assigned reading."


  I rolled my eyes at Jenny's deceptive tactics. Leave it to Jenny and Marcus to make a simple date so complicated. They were also a lost cause in coming over for dinner tonight.


  "Well, I hope you and your assigned reading have a fabulous time tonight. Remember, call me tomorrow with the details."


  Jenny giggled, sounding happy. "I will. Talk to you later."


  I waited impatiently for Sarah to come home and then pounced on her before she could even take off her coat, shepherding her back outside so we could go grocery shopping. I was relieved that Kendra wasn't with her because I didn't want her big eyes watching me while I vented about her brother.


  I told Sarah about my vision and my encounter with Neal on the drive to the grocery store. I frowned when she started laughing.


  "Caitlin, you have to admitit does sound like you were hitting on the guy."


  "Can't you ask someone of the opposite sex over for dinner and not be hitting on him? A dinner with other people, no less!"


  "I guess, but not out of the blue and not with someone you don't even know. And having a pretend conversation at a bar doesn't count as knowing someone. Honestly, I don't blame Simon for being annoyed."


  I crossed my arms, not expecting her response. "But you should've seen the way he acted. He practically ordered me to make sure Neal understood that I belonged to him. Belonged to him. Have you ever heard of anything so archaic?"


  Sarah glanced at me with an amused expression and then turned her attention back to the road. "Actually, I think it's kind of romantic. He wants you so much that he can't stand the thought of any other guy thinking he has a chance with you."


  I sighed, knowing that I wasn't going to sway Sarah to my side. "Hopefully Simon will get his head on straight when he sees that Neal isn't interested in me tonight. Right now I can only concentrate on shopping for food. Vanquishing vardogers and jealous boyfriends will have to wait until later."


  I filled Sarah in on my conversation with Jenny while shopping, and she was as amused as I was by their evasive tactics. I started making dinner as soon as we got home, assembling the lasagna and nervously checking the clock as it got closer to seven. Taking steps to actually get to know the people in my visions was unchartered territory for me, and I hoped I was up to the task.


  I jumped when the doorbell rang but I let Sarah answer it since I was knee-deep in garlic bread. I was relieved when I heard Grant's voice and I quickly put the bread in the oven.


  "Hey, Grant," I said as I walked into the living room. I gave him a quick hug, shivering from the cold that was still clinging to his body from the frigid temperatures outside.


  "Hi, Caitlin." Grant put his nose up in the air. "What's that I smell? Garlic?"


  "Garlic bread and lasagna."


  Grant's eyes lit up and Sarah socked him lightly in the arm. "Plus salad. I made the salad."


  Grant grinned, wrapping his arm around Sarah. "Luckily, that's my favorite. No one can chop lettuce like you, babe."


  Sarah laughed, pushing him away as he leered jokingly at her.


  "I hate to break this up, but I just wanted to let you know, before he gets here, that someone new is coming over tonight. His name is Neal."


  "Neal? Who's Neal?"


  Although Grant knew about my visions and the existence of vardogers, neither Simon nor I had told him about what really happened in Connecticut, and I had sworn Sarah to secrecy. When we first came back to Maxwell, I had told Grant that I wanted to concentrate on building my life back up, not on shadows and death. Grant had immediately agreed and had never brought up the subject. It was as if he wanted to forget what he had seen, pretend like it had never happened. Sarah told me he never even broached the subject with her and she believed that he was blocking it out because it was too hard to fathom. I didn't blame him.


  I decided to tell Grant the story I had told Neal. "He's someone I met during one of your shows. He seems like a nice guy so I invited him over for dinner."


  Grant raised his eyebrows. "Does Simon know?"


  I sighed. Maybe I was the dense one. I didn't have much experience dating and everyone seemed to think it was odd to invite Neal over for dinner.


  "Yes, he knows. He was standing right next to me when I invited him."


  Grant shrugged at my answer and Sarah distracted him by pulling him into the kitchen to get something to drink. I tensed when the doorbell rang, but I was relieved when Simon just smiled at me when I opened the door as he and Kendra stepped in, leaning down to kiss me hello. He seemed to have shaken his earlier bad mood and I was grateful that it was one less thing I had to deal with tonight.


  Kendra was her usual ball of energy, talking a mile a minute about what she had bought today with Sarah and the tour of campus Simon had apparently given her before dinner.


  "Jenny and Marcus can't make it, but Grant's in the kitchen with Sarah."


  "Where's the guest of honor?"


  "Simon, don't start."


  Simon held up his hands innocently. "Just joking."


  The doorbell rang again as Grant and Sarah walked back into the living room carrying bottles of beer. I was still right next to the door so I opened it, preparing myself for seeing Neal.


  I gulped when I saw him. Not because of the flashbacks of my vision that were rushing through my mind. It was because he was standing there holding a single rose, looking at me warmly. I suddenly got a very bad feeling.


  "Hi, Neal," I said weakly, stepping back. "Come on in."


  Everyone's eyes seemed to immediately hone in on the flower Neal was holding, but he didn't seem to notice. He held it out to me with a sweet smile.


  "Just a small token to thank you for inviting me over."


  That was all it was. A token of gratitude. I tried to clear my mind of misgivings as I reached out to take the rose. "Thanks. That was really sweet of you." I suddenly felt a heavy arm settle around my shoulders. I didn't have to look up to know who it was.


  "Hi, Neal." Simon's tone sounded far from friendly, but it didn't seem to affect Neal's sunny disposition.


  "Hey, Simon. Good to see you again." He held up a bottle of wine that he had been holding in his other hand. I had been so focused on the flower that I hadn't even seen him holding it. "What should I do with this?"


  Sarah was suddenly beside me and she grabbed the bottle. "I'll take that. I'm Sarah, Caitlin's roommate."


  Sarah took over the introductions, smoothing over the awkwardness. Grant was friendly and Kendra was her bubbly self, but Simon was boring holes into Neal with his eyes. He glanced down at me, scowling at the rose in my hand.


  "I need to go check on the food. I'll be right back." I grabbed Simon's sleeve, pulling him along with me. "Why don't you help me?"


  Simon allowed me to drag him into the kitchen, although he shook off my hand when we got there.


  "Simon, please," I whispered fiercely, dropping the flower on the counter. "Don't go all caveman on me tonight. I'll make it clear to Neal that I'm not available, but I can't alienate him either."


  "This is bullshit. Some asshole is drooling all over my girlfriend, bringing her goddamned flowers, and I'm supposed to just take it?"


  I placed my hands on his chest, trying to soothe him. "Remember what this is all about. His vardoger is after him. I need to help him. Simon, I need to save his life. After I succeed, I'll never have to see him again."


  Simon stared at me for a few moments, and then he closed his eyes. I could see the tension on his face and I reached up, running my hand across his jaw and kissing him gently. "Simon, I love you. Only you."


  Simon groaned, deepening the kiss. When he finally pulled back, he gave me a grim smile. "I'll go along with it, but don't think I won't be there every step of the way, reminding him that you're off limits."


  "Okay, okay." I pushed Simon out of the kitchen. "Now, play nice."


  I grabbed a wine opener and glasses before joining everyone in the living room. Grant and Sarah were sitting on the couch along with Neal, who was chatting with them. Kendra was sitting on the floor, interjecting comments into the conversation every so often, and Simon was just standing there, watching them.


  "Who wants a glass of wine?" I asked cheerily, deftly opening the bottle of wine. Grant and Sarah declined since they were drinking beer but Kendra looked up at Simon hopefully.


  "Please? Just one glass?"


  Simon sighed and crossed his arms. "Fine, just one glass." He glanced over at me. "A small one."


  Neal got up and walked over to me with an easy smile. "Why don't I give you a hand?"


  "Thanks," I said nervously. He handed me a glass to pour wine into and I jumped when his fingers brushed against mine. I inwardly lectured myself. All this talk about Neal was making me jumpy for no reason. I needed to get a handle on my emotions.


  I poured a small glass of wine for Kendra, which Neal handed to her with a grin. "Don't go drinking all of this at once because I have a feeling you won't be getting a refill."


  Kendra smiled at him dreamily as she took the glass, obviously affected by his golden California good looks. I couldn't help noticing he had the body of a surfer, lean with broad shoulders. I guiltily pushed the thought away, feeling disloyal. Despite Neal's surface appeal, he was no competition for Simon.


  I glanced at Simon watching me and gave him a half-smile, praying that he hadn't been able to read my thoughts. "Simon, do you want a glass?"


  "No." I watched as he stalked into the kitchen and heard him grabbing a bottle of beer from the refrigerator. Neal walked back over to me, holding out another glass.


  "I hope you'll try some. I'm not a wine aficionado but the guy at the wine store recommended it."


  "Of course. But guests first. Let me pour you a glass." I reached to take the glass from Neal's hand and I wasn't sure if I just imagined his hand purposely grazing mine. My eyes shot up to his but he was just smiling at me guilelessly. I quickly filled the glass and handed it back to Neal before I poured my own, taking a large gulp.


  Simon came back from the kitchen and sat on the arm of the recliner, studying the scene before him with narrowed eyes. Sarah looked up from talking to Grant and smiled at Neal.


  "Neal was telling us earlier that he's a senior too. I didn't realize seniors lived in Bowery Hall."


  Neal reclaimed his seat on the couch next to Grant and Sarah and I made my way to the recliner. Simon immediately started stroking the back of my neck when I sat down, and I didn't miss the propriety statement he was making.


  Neal glanced over at us before answering. "Yeah, it's mostly a freshman dorm but there are other seniors who live there too. I've lived there since I was a freshman and it's convenient. I'd only move if I were able to live in an apartment, but I'm on scholarship so my housing is already paid for. I figured it wasn't worth the extra cost of living off campus."


  "Where are you from?" Kendra asked eagerly. I could already tell she was smitten with Neal.


  "Southern California. Let me tell you, the winters here have been brutal."


  Sarah laughed. "You should talk to our friend Jenny. She's from Florida and she acts like she'll never last through another winter."


  "What about you?" Neal asked, looking directly at me. "Where are you from?"


  I started from his sudden attention. I cleared my throat, feeling everyone's eyes on me. "I'm from Philadelphia."


  "The city of brotherly love," Neal commented with a grin. "And cheese steaks."


  Simon's hand on my neck tensed so I leaned into him, trying to reassure him. "We're all from the east coast. My boyfriend is from Connecticut."


  I looked up at Simon and he gave me a half-smile, knowing that my obsequious use of the term boyfriend was meant to send Neal a signal. He leaned down and gave me a soft kiss, gently massaging my scalp. I flushed as we broke apart, acutely aware of our audience.


  Kendra grinned at Neal, oblivious to the tension in the room. "Don't mind them. They're always like that. It would be gross if it wasn't so romantic."


  Neal was staring at us, an enigmatic expression on his face. He then looked down at Kendra, smiling. "Thanks for the tip."


  Kendra monopolized the rest of the conversation, continuing to talk a mile a minute even after we started eating. Most of it was directed towards Neal and I tuned most of it out, thinking about the task I had before me. I didn't know how I was going to stay close to Neal without giving him the wrong idea. I pondered telling him the truth but realized that he would just think I was crazy and keep his distance. That was the last thing I needed.


  "Look outside." Simon's voice was low as he spoke close to my ear. I smiled in glee when I saw big, fat snowflakes drifting down outside.


  "It's snowing!" I squealed, getting up and walking over to the window. There was already a light dusting on the street, and the cars and trees were rapidly becoming covered with snow.


  Sarah jumped up to join me at the window and laughed as she glanced at me. "Jenny is probably freaking out right now. Her first date with Marcus and it snows."


  I felt arms slip around me and I leaned back into Simon's warmth. Sarah gave us a knowing look and went back to join everyone in the living room. Simon and I stood there for a few moments, watching the snowflakes swirling around.


  "I love snow."


  Simon's arms tightened around me, his lips close to my ear. "It's our first snowfall together. We're going to have a lot of firsts together."


  I bit my lip. If only he knew the biggest first that I would experience with him. Because I knew despite wanting to wait, I wanted my first experience with making love to be with Simon. I wanted him as my first, my last and everything in between.


  We watched the snow for a few more moments and then joined the rest of the group. Neal was a perfect gentleman for the rest of the evening, treating me like just a new friend. I was relieved that Neal seemed to easily accept that friendship was the only thing he was going to get from me.


   Chapter Nineteen


  


  I woke up Monday morning to a winter wonderland. A thick layer of snow coated every surface outside and made the sun shining into my room even brighter than normal. The vision of Neal that had occurred last night faded as I quickly got ready for class, although I was really preparing to see Neal again.


  The snow crunched under my boots as I made my way to campus and I squinted as the rays of sun bounced off the blanket of white. I took my cell phone out of my pocket, debating my next move. I had gotten Neal's phone number last night under the guise of inviting him to join us the next time we went to the East End, and now I was trying to come up with a way to meet him again without giving him the wrong message. I quickly texted him.


  Hi. It's Caitlin. Free for lunch today? I want to get your opinion about a present for my boyfriend.


  ThereI had managed to include a reference to Simon being my boyfriend in the text. Neal immediately texted back.


  Sure. How does 1pm sound? How about Colette's?


  I bit my lip. There was no way I wanted to meet Neal at Colette's. It wasn't worth the Spanish Inquisition I would get afterwards from Colleen and the other employees.


  Actually, do you mind if we just meet at the cafeteria in the student center? I want to make sure I'm not late for my next class.


  I pulled my collar tighter around my neck as a gust of wind blew against me as I read Neal's answer.


  No problem. See you at 1pm.


  I sighed with relief. I wasn't sure if my excuse of wanting to get Neal's opinion about a present for Simon was believable, but I felt that the excuse at least made it seem like I wasn't hitting on Neal.


  I survived my morning classes, although it was hard not to be distracted. I had a feeling my grades were going to take a nosedive, but I couldn't worry about that now. I hurried over to the student center afterwards, checking my watch to make sure I wasn't going to be late.


  The cafeteria was bustling when I arrived and I stood in front to wait for Neal. I felt a little guilty for not telling Simon that I was meeting Neal again, but I knew he had back-to-back classes on Mondays until the late afternoon, so I didn't want to bother him.


  I caught site of Neal strolling towards me, his blond hair looking almost like a halo as it glinted in the sunlight. His face broke out in a wide smile when he saw me.


  "Hey. Good to see you again."


  I smiled, suddenly feeling nervous. "You too. Thanks for meeting me for lunch."


  We didn't speak much as we navigated the cafeteria with our trays, making our selections. Neal tried to pay for my lunch, but I adamantly refused, insisting it wasn't necessary. I felt like I should pay for his lunch since I had invited him, but I thought that might send the wrong signal so I just quickly paid for my meal and waited until he was done at the cash register.


  We sat down at a nearby empty table and I gave myself a mental pep talk. I could do this.


  "So, I really wanted to get your opinion on a Christmas present for Simon. I don't know what to get him."


  Neal opened his bottle of water and took a drink before answering me. "Why don't you ask Grant? Didn't they grow up together? As his cousin, I would think Grant would know him better than me. I just met him."


  I wanted to kick myself repeatedly. I hadn't counted on Neal bringing up that point, even though I had thought of it myself.


  "Well, you're right. Grant and Simon are pretty close. But Grant is the most unobservant person in the world. He has no idea what Simon would like. Grant lives and breathes the Henchmen and doesn't seem to take note of much else. He just told me to get Simon a gift card." I silently apologized to Grant for this dismal portrayal of him.


  Neal grinned as he started eating his sandwich. "Then I have a feeling Sarah is going to have plenty of disappointments in her future. Although I can't lieI once gave a girlfriend a gift card for Valentine's Day. She told me I was the most unromantic person in the world and threw it at me. I guess it didn't help that it was a gift card for a local hardware store." Neal shrugged, his eyes sparkling. "She had mentioned that she wanted to paint her bedroom a different color, so I thought it was an appropriate gift. My only excuse for my lack of imagination is that I was a sophomore in high school."


  I laughed, feeling some of the tension dissipate due to Neal's self-deprecating attitude. I was lucky that Neal was such a nice guy. I couldn't imagine how much more difficult it would be to stay close to him if he had been an arrogant jerk.


  "So, any suggestions?" I started eating my salad, feeling better about the whole situation.


  "Obviously, Simon likes music. How about something music related?"


  "Like what?"


  Neal thought for a moment before speaking. "Do you play any instruments?"


  "The piano. Simon is always trying to get me to play for him, but I'm pretty rusty so I always make excuses."


  "How about if you write him a song and sing it for him along with playing the piano? Simon doesn't strike me as the type of guy who wants material things."


  I was surprised by Neal's suggestion on many levels. I didn't think he was so perceptive as to realize what type of guy Simon was from just a couple of encounters. I knew he was right when he said that Simon didn't want material things. But I was also surprised by the romance of his idea. It didn't sound like something a typical guy would suggest.


  "That's actually a pretty good idea. But Simon's the songwriter, not me."


  Neal gave me an easy grin. "I could help you out. I'm no songwriter, but I've dabbled a little in poetry."


  The thought of writing a love song with Neal, even if it was about Simon, seemed a little too intimate, but it was a perfect excuse to spend more time with him. "That's a great idea. I know Sarah would want to help too. You both can help me." I patted myself on the back for including Sarah. It would be much safer to hang out with Neal with Sarah along.


  I told myself that I imagined the corners of Neal's mouth turning down. It was gone so quickly that I was sure it hadn't really happened. He gave me an agreeable smile. "Sure, sounds good."


  I was concentrating on my salad when Neal spoke again.


  "Caitlin, are you interested in me?"


  I choked, spluttering as I dropped my fork and grabbed my water, taking a large swallow. The last thing I had expected was for Neal to be so up front in asking about my intentions. I took a deep breath before answering. Maybe it was a good thing he was laying everything out in the open.


  "I think you're a great guy, Neal," I said slowly, choosing my words with care. "But I'm with Simon."


  Neal's gaze was disconcerting. It nowhere near matched the intensity of Simon's gaze, but it was piercing nonetheless.


  "Your attention has just been a little confusing. I wasn't sure what the relationship was between you and Simon when you first approached me, but I could have sworn you asked me over for dinner because you were interested in me. But then when I got to your place, it was obvious you and Simon were together." Neal rubbed his chin contemplatively. "And I don't know what to make of this lunch."


  I gave Neal a weak smile and tried to salvage my train wreck of an attempt to befriend Neal. "I'm sorry if I've been giving you mixed signals. I didn't mean to. I guess I'm a little clumsy socially." I took a deep breath before forging ahead. "I know you don't remember our conversation at the East End, but you just seemed like a really nice guy and I don't make friends easily."


  "But it seems like you already have great friends."


  I nodded. "I do. But outside of my boyfriend, Grant and Sarah, and a couple of other friends you haven't met yet, I rarely interact with anyone else." I shrugged, feeling foolish. "I just felt like it was time to make some new friends. I'm sorry if that seems a little weird to you."


  I held my breath as Neal processed my explanation. I was relieved when he seemed to accept it with a smile. "Hey, I'm not one to refuse the offer of friendship."


  I smiled widely, a genuine smile this time. "Now that that's out of the way, I really did want to continue our conversation about surfing."


  I listened to Neal talk enthusiastically about surfing. Even though I had no interest in the sport, Neal was obviously passionate about it and he made it interesting. I was engrossed in his description about various trips he had taken to different countries to go surfing when I felt someone standing beside the table. I looked up and saw Marcus standing there awkwardly.


  "Hi, Marcus!"


  "Hey, Caitlin." His eyes slid over to Neal who had stopped talking at my greeting.


  "Neal, this is my friend Marcus." Marcus and Neal exchanged nods and then Marcus looked back at me, almost with a frown. It was an expression I rarely saw on Marcus' normally agreeable face.


  "Why don't you join us?" I asked.


  Marcus shook his head. "I already ate. I just saw you as I was leaving." He glanced at Neal again before speaking. "I have to get to class. I'll see you later."


  "Well, that was a little uncomfortable," Neal said when Marcus left. I wondered at Marcus' reaction, hoping that he didn't think there was anything going on between Neal and me. None of my friends were used to seeing me with guys outside of our group, so it didn't really surprise me that Marcus had been surprised, but I thought he knew me better than that. I inwardly groaned at the thought of Marcus telling Simon that he had seen Neal and me together.


  I pushed the thought aside, focusing back on Neal. "Don't worry about it. I think Marcus was just in a hurry."


  Neal nodded, not looking convinced. I had a hard time paying attention during the rest of lunch because I kept wondering what Marcus would tell Simon.


   Chapter Twenty


  


  I had one more class after lunch so I called Simon as I walked over to the lecture hall. The phone barely rang once before he picked up.


  "Where are you right now?" I could tell by the tone of his voice that Marcus had already spoken to him.


  "I'm on my way to my marketing class."


  Simon didn't waste any time cutting to the chase. "Marcus said he saw you and Neal looking pretty cozy eating lunch."


  I sighed, knowing that this was going to be blown out of proportion. "Simon, I just met him for lunch at the student center. You know I have to keep close to him."


  "I told you that I didn't want you seeing him without me around."


  "Simon, be reasonable. You can't always be around. You have back-to-back classes all day today so I didn't want to bother you."


  "Caitlin, I've been humoring you about getting close to California Ken. But I explicitly told you not to hang around him without me. He could be dangerous."


  My temper started to rise at Simon's dictatorial tone and his mockery of Neal. "Simon, I told you before that you can't control me. I'm the one that has to protect Neal, not you. I explicitly told him today that I wasn't interested in him and that I was with you."


  Simon's voice was low when he spoke. "I'm coming over tonight and we're talking about this in person."


  I had invited Neal over to the apartment tonight to start helping me write a song for Simon. He wouldn't expect Simon to be there since this was supposed to be a surprise for him, but there was no way I was telling Simon that. As annoyed as I was by his high-handedness, I realized that would push Simon too far.


  "What about Kendra? Is she going to twiddle her thumbs alone at your place while you berate me?"


  "Don't use her as an excuse. I'll see you tonight."


  I knew there was no way to convince Simon not to come over. I also knew that he would be much angrier if he saw Neal at my place without warning.


  "Okay, but Neal is coming over tonight."


  There was a prolonged silence, the tension so palpable that the air was practically vibrating through the phone.


  Simon's voice was harsh as he asked the question he had opened the conversation with again. "Where are you right now?"


  I glanced around me, as if I expected him to suddenly materialize. "Simon, I can't talk about this right now. I have to get to class. I'll see you later."


  I hung up before he could respond, turning the ringer on my phone to silent before dropping it in my bag. A part of me felt guilty, that I wasn't being fair to Simon. If the roles were reversed, I would be feeling pretty crappy about Simon spending time with another girl. But I would understand that he was trying to save her life, not get into her pants. At least, I hoped I would.


  I was grateful that my next class was a lecture so that I didn't have to really pay attention. I kept replaying the conversation with Simon over and over again, feeling worse and worse about it. Maybe I could blame it on the fact that I didn't have much relationship experience, but I felt like a lousy girlfriend.


  I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I didn't hear the door in the front of the lecture hall open. I was shocked when all of a sudden I saw Simon approach my professor, daring to interrupt his lecture. My professor looked less than pleased at Simon's interruption, but then he started nodding when Simon spoke to him, although they were too far away for me to hear what he was saying. Simon started scanning the lecture hall until his eyes stopped on me, skewering me to my seat.


  He walked methodically up the aisle towards me as heads swiveled to watch him. I wasn't sure if they were watching him because of his intensity, his eyes never leaving mine as he walked closer, or if it was because they recognized the lead singer of the Henchmen. Simon was practically a celebrity at our small school and attracted stares wherever he went.


  I was sitting next to the aisle so he didn't have to clamber through seats to get to me. I watched dumbfounded as he grabbed my hand, pulling me up. His action broke me out of my reverie.


  "Simon, what are you doing?" I hissed, flushing as I felt everyone's eyes on me. "You can't just drag me out in the middle of class!"


  Simon didn't respond as he pulled on my hand and I knew not following him would cause an even bigger scene. I just barely had enough time to grab my bag and coat before he dragged me outside.


  When we finally made it outside the building, I ripped my hand out of his. "There is seriously something wrong with you. You can't just walk into class and drag me out! What will my professor think?"


  Simon turned to face me, his blue eyes glittering. "I told your professor you had an emergency."


  I made a sound of frustration at Simon's high-handedness. "Just because you gave an excuse doesn't make your behavior okay. I said we would talk about this tonight!"


  Simon noticed me shivering and he took the coat I had grabbed before he dragged me off, not having time to put it on. Despite his obvious anger, he took my bag and put it on the ground, and then gently helped me put on my coat. I stood there, waiting for him to either explode or provide an explanation for his behavior, but he said nothing, just watching me.


  I was surprised when he pulled me close, his arms wrapping around me under my unzipped coat. I tried to hold my body stiff, angry at his behavior, but soon I felt myself softening, relaxing in his embrace. I returned the hug, melting into him. The last thing I wanted to do was fight with Simon.


  "Simon, please." My voice was muffled against his coat. "I love you. Please don't make this harder than it already is. You know why I'm getting close to Neal."


  Simon exhaled harshly. His voice was guttural when he spoke. "I know, Caitlin. But the thought of losing youit makes me crazy."


  I leaned back so that I could look up at Simon. His eyes were desolate as he looked down at me. "I'll be careful. Besides, Neal's vardoger hasn't overtaken him yet, so he's not dangerous."


  "I'm not just talking about losing you because he's dangerous, although God knows that's a concern. I don't want to lose you to him. He can give you things that I can never"


  Simon cut himself off, burying his face in my neck as he tightened his arms around me. I was confused by his words.


  "He has nothing that you can't give me. All I want is your love. Only you can give me that."


  I felt the tension slowly drain from Simon's body. He slowly kissed my neck, working his way up to my ear. I shuddered when he nipped my earlobe with his teeth and then gently sucked on it. "I can only bear this if you promise not to see him without me there," he whispered.


  "Okay, I promise." I readily gave into him because it wasn't worth his anguish. Initially, I had thought it would make it easier if Simon wasn't around when I saw Neal since he seemed to see him as competition, but now I realized that it made it much worse for Simon. I silently berated myself for my denseness in not realizing that earlier.


  Simon cradled my head between his hands and looked at me, his eyes full of love. He kissed me gently before pulling back. "Let's go back to my apartment."


  He took my hand, gently this time, and led me away.


  "What about my class? You have class now too!"


  "The last thing I want to think about right now is class." Simon's gaze on me was heated and I felt my pulse quicken in response. Thoughts of class scattered from my head as we hurried back to his place.


  Unfortunately, we had forgotten about Kendra. She bounded towards us with glee when we stepped inside Simon's apartment.


  "You're back early!"


  Despite my own disappointment, I had to stifle a laugh at Simon's look of frustration when he saw his sister. He sighed in resignation as Kendra bombarded us with questions.


  "What should we do now? I've been so bored! Grant had to go to class after I ate lunch with him so I've just been sitting here. Are we going out tonight? What are we doing for dinner?"


  Simon fielded Kendra's questions and I suggested that they come over for dinner tonight.


  "Why don't I bring over some takeout to your place tonight? You must be tired of always cooking."


  I was warmed by Simon's consideration but I shook my head. "It's okay, I don't mind. It makes me happy to cook for everyone." I leaned up and kissed him softly. "Especially you."


  Simon's eyes gleamed and he pulled me closer but I glanced at Kendra self-consciously. She didn't seem the least bit bothered by Simon and me getting close, but I cleared my throat, pushing Simon away. Simon cocked an eyebrow but then just smiled wryly.


  "What do you want to do before dinner, Kendra?" I asked. "It's up to you."


  "Let's go to the mall!" she exclaimed.


  "Again?" Simon groaned. "Kendra, you just went to the mall yesterday with Sarah. You can go to the mall anytime at home."


  "Simon," Kendra said slowly, as if he wasn't very smart. "It's a different mall than the one back home. Plus, I saw some things I wanted yesterday that I didn't get."


  "It's okay, Simon," I said, laughing. "I can take her."


  Simon wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me close. "Well, I guess it'll be okay as long as you're there. Maybe I can convince you to try on some things for me." He waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively.


  I smacked Simon on the chest, mortified by his comment in front of his sister. It seemed to be too much for her as well because she clapped her hands over her ears.


  "Ew!" she exclaimed. "Gross! I'm going to be scarred for life now because of you."


  Simon just laughed, looking at me innocently. "What? I was talking about coats. You need a heavier coat with all this snow."


  I rolled my eyes but I couldn't contain my smile, happy that things were back to normal between us.


  Simon obligingly took us to the mall and we ended up having a fun time. I tried on a few coats at Simon's insistence but refused to let him buy one for me, insisting that I had a heavier coat that I just never wore, which was true. We mostly just watched Kendra buy clothes, holding hands and stealing kisses when she wasn't around.


  It was almost dinnertime by the time we got back since we had stopped at the grocery store so that I could buy ingredients for tonight. Simon and Kendra dropped me off at my apartment and I immediately started cooking.


  "Something smells amazing," Sarah announced when she got home a few minutes later. She walked into the kitchen, her cheeks flushed from the cold.


  "I'm making linguine with shrimp."


  Sarah's eyes lit up. "Have I ever told you that you're the best roommate ever?"


  I grinned and nodded towards the empty salad bowl. "I could use some help with your specialty."


  "Sure, let me just take off my coat."


  Sarah returned to the kitchen after shedding her coat and got to work on cutting up vegetables.


  "Simon and Kendra are coming over for dinner. So is Neal."


  Sarah raised her eyebrows. "Does Simon know?"


  I nodded. "We agreed that I wouldn't hang out with Neal without him. To be on the safe side in case his vardoger rears its ugly head." I didn't mention how scared Simon had seemed that he would lose me to Neal. He had seemed so vulnerable and it made me feel protective, even though I knew Sarah wouldn't judge him.


  "I think that's a good idea." Sarah looked up from the cutting board with a wide smile. "I talked to Jenny tonight. She and Marcus are officially a couple."


  "That's awesome!" I made a mental note to call Jenny. I didn't want everything that was happening in my life to start causing distance in my friendships.


  I listened to Sarah chatter on about how Jenny and Marcus' date had gone, which led up to their first kiss and decision to be exclusive. It was refreshing to have something happy to concentrate on.


  Dinner that night turned out much better than I expected. Grant, Jenny and Marcus joined us and it was nice to have everyone together again. Simon made an effort to not be overtly hostile to Neal and it was a step in the right direction. Neal was charming and wasn't overly attentive to me, which in turn made Simon more relaxed. Neal humored Kendra's attentions on him, her crush on him obviously growing.


  I pulled Neal away at one point and mentioned that I had decided not to write a song for Simon's Christmas present because I had thought of another idea. I didn't want to have a reason to see him without Simon. I stuttered when Neal asked me what the new idea was and I blathered on about it being a secret. Neal seemed more amused than anything else.


  I was shocked when Simon invited Neal to play basketball with him the next afternoon, along with Grant and Marcus. They routinely played in the indoor courts and Sarah, Jenny and I sometimes went along to watch them play.


  I was even more surprised when Neal agreed. Kendra and I decided that we would go along to watch them. Sarah and Jenny were disappointed that they couldn't join us because of class.


  All in all, it was a successful dinner and I was grateful for the calm before the storm.


   Chapter Twenty-One


  


  I woke up with a scream reverberating inside my head. My breaths were shallow and I struggled to get enough air in my lungs. The sheets on the bed beneath me were soaked with my sweat and my pillow was damp from my tears. The memory of what I had just witnessed was burned on my mind. The fear gradually left me, replaced with a growing sense of urgency. I had just witnessed Neal's soul leaving his body, becoming an empty shell for his vardoger to overtake. That meant that it was going to happen today. Today I was either going to save Neal or watch him be killed by his vardoger. I grasped the iridium coin that never left my neck, drawing strength from the cool metal. I had stashed the palladium coin in my dresser when I got back from Connecticut. I didn't understand its properties and how it affected the power of my iridium, but I wasn't taking a chance with an unknown factor so I kept it hidden away.


  I checked my alarm clock and was surprised to see that it was already seven o'clock in the morning. I had to stick like glue to Neal today, regardless of whether he thought I was a weirdo because of it. I picked up my cell phone from my bedside table. My first thought was to call Simon.


  "Hello?" he answered groggily.


  "Simon, it's me."


  "Caitlin!" Simon sounded instantly alert when he recognized my voice. "What's wrong?"


  "Nothing's wrong. Well, not yet. I'm sorry to call you so early but I had a vision of Neal being overtaken by his vardoger. It's going to happen today."


  "Are you sure?"


  I took a deep breath. "I'm pretty sure. I don't want to take any chances so I'm planning on staying pretty close to him today."


  "I will too."


  I bit my lip, knowing that Simon had two classes in the morning. A lot of professors had canceled classes for today since it was right before the holiday and luckily my day was completely open. Unfortunately, Simon wasn't as lucky and had two classes, one of which I knew he had to turn in an important assignment. As crazy as our lives had become, I didn't want Simon's future to suffer because of it. He could still graduate, pursue his music career and lead a normal life. I wasn't sure if a normal life was still an option for me. As much as we loved each other, I wanted Simon to be prepared for a life without me. Just in case.


  "Simon, you should go to your classes. We can meet up afterwards."


  "No way. There is no way in hell I'm leaving you alone with Neal when his vardoger is about to attack him."


  I considered arguing but I realized I wanted Simon with me as well. As much as I was trying to feel brave, I was also scared.


  "Okay," I relented. "Just make sure to turn in your assignment."


  "Yes, ma'am."


  I rolled my eyes at the smirk I heard in Simon's tone but ignored it. "Neal is going to think I'm crazy if I call him now so I'm going to wait a couple of hours. Besides, it was dark in my vision so it won't happen until tonight."


  "I'm coming over."


  "What about Kendra?" I protested. "You can't just leave her alone in the apartment!"


  Simon sighed. "I was going to bring her with me."


  "As much as I'm sure that she'd appreciate being dragged over here in her pajamas at the crack of dawn, why don't we make it a little easier on her? I'll come over."


  "I don't want you walking by yourself. And the crack of dawn has come and gone."


  "Yes, so it's already light outside," I reasoned. "I'll be fine walking by myself."


  Simon relented with a sigh and I jumped into the shower after we got off the phone. My adrenaline was running high and my eyes seemed unnaturally bright when I looked in the mirror. This was it. Today was the day I realized my potential and used my powers against a vardoger to stop it from overtaking its person. I had waited for this day and I would do anything in my power to save Neal.


  Even though it was seven-thirty by the time I left my apartment to walk to Simon's place, it was a little eerie. A lot of students had already left for Thanksgiving and there seemed to be no one around this early except me. I felt like I was the only one left after a zombie apocalypse. I shook off these morbid thoughts, but I made an effort to walk faster.


  Simon opened the door before I could knock, tugging me inside. He immediately crushed his lips against mine, kissing me with such intensity that all I could do was follow him on the wild ride as he feverishly plunged his tongue into my mouth. His arms tightened around me when I pushed my tongue into his warm mouth, our tongues tangling together with abandon.


  I was breathing hard when we broke apart. Simon's breathing was labored as well as he stared down at me.


  "Boy, that was a warm welcome," I said weakly with a smile. Instead of smiling in return, Simon's expression remained serious.


  "I wish I could lock you somewhere safe until this was all over."


  I leaned up and kissed him gently on his jaw. "I'll be okay as long as I have you beside me."


  Simon took in a deep breath, seeming to calm himself. "You don't have to worry about that. I'm planning on being your shadow today."


  I followed Simon into the kitchen where he poured me a cup of coffee. "So what's the next step in your plan?" he asked.


  I smiled ruefully. "Basically, just to follow Neal around like a stalker. Considering I'm not exactly skilled in trailing people, I thought it would just be easier to see if I can get him to willingly hang out with me."


  "With us," Simon corrected. His expression darkened before he continued. "Somehow I doubt you'll have to twist his arm."


  I ignored his last statement and pulled out my cell phone. "I'm going to have to come up with some excuse as to why I need to be around him. I was thinking on the walk over here, and the best idea I can come up with is that I'm upset and need someone to talk to."


  Simon frowned. "Why would he think you would want to talk to him when you're upset?"


  I sighed. "I don't know. I'll just say that I feel like I can confide in him." I saw Simon's expression darken even more so I quickly continued. "It's just an excuse for me to stay close to him. But it won't make sense if I bring you along. I hope you're better at trailing people than I am."


  "What does that mean?"


  "I think you should just follow us until you're supposed to meet the guys at the basketball courts. I'll make sure we stay in public places so we're always in your sight. I want to keep him away from his dorm room as much as possible since that's where it all happened."


  "I'm not sure, Caitlin. I'd rather be right next to you."


  "Simon, please." I put my hand on his arm. "It won't be believable otherwise. I can't risk him suspecting something and then backing off because he thinks I'm a weirdo."


  Simon didn't respond right away, but I was relieved when I saw his shoulders slump in acquiescence.


  "Fine. But if I even think there's a possibility you're in trouble, I'm not hesitating to knock Malibu Ken down."


  I resisted the urge to smile, not wanting to encourage Simon's digs against Neal. "Okay, that's fine." I checked the time and saw that it was barely eight o'clock. Even though I was desperate to get Neal in my sights, I knew that I had to play this right or else he would suspect something. I had debated telling him the truth, but I figured the truth would send him running, thinking I was some psycho.


  While we waited, I called Sarah, rousing her from her sleep. She was momentarily confused that I was calling her when I should be in the room right next to her. I quickly filled her in on the latest developments and asked if she could come over and keep an eye on Kendra, which she immediately agreed to.


  I waited on pins and needles until nine o'clock and then called Neal, figuring it was a reasonable hour to call even though it was still early. I took a deep breath, trying to muster courage for my forthcoming performance.


  "Hello?" I was relieved that Neal sounded awake and not as if I had just awoken him.


  "Hi, Neal. It's Caitlin." I made my voice sound shaky.


  "Caitlin, what's wrong?"


  I sniffled as if I was crying. "I'm sorry to call you so early. It's just...I didn't know who else to call. I can't get a hold of Simon and I'm just really upset."


  "Tell me what's wrong." Neal's voice softened and I wanted to kick myself for being such a jerk for lying, but I really had no choice.


  "I got into a huge fight with Sarah. I'm just so upset and I have no one to talk to. I know we just met but I really felt like I can confide in you." Flashbacks of my vision rushed through me, and I didn't have to fake my tears and shaky voice.


  "Of course. What happened?"


  I took a deep shuddering breath. "Do you mind if we meet in person? I could really use a friend right now."


  "Of course. Why don't you come over to my room?"


  "Actually, do you mind if we meet in the student center? We could meet for breakfast."


  "Sure. When do you want to meet?"


  "Is nine-thirty too soon?"


  I heard a smile in Neal's voice. "No, nine-thirty isn't too soon. I'll see you there."


  I wiped my eyes as I disconnected the call, taking a deep calming breath. Simon was frowning at me.


  "That was almost too believable."


  I sighed. "It's amazing how a matter of life and death can turn you into Meryl Streep."


  Sarah arrived, interrupting our conversation. She gave me a fierce hug when she saw me, her face tight with tension.


  "Thanks for coming over, Sarah."


  "Of course. Where's Kendra?"


  "Still asleep," Simon replied. "She'll probably be out for a while."


  Simon and I slipped on our coats but Sarah stopped me before we walked out the door.


  "Caitlin, be careful." Her eyes were shiny with unshed tears and I hugged her tightly.


  "I promise I'll be careful," I whispered. "I love you, Sarah."


  Sarah's voice broke when she replied softly. "I love you too."


  The cold air was welcome when we stepped outside, cooling my overheated cheeks. We stopped by Simon's professor's office where he dropped off his paper to a teacher's aide. With that out of the way, we quickly walked to the student center.


  "I'll be watching," Simon said before we parted. He kissed me fiercely before letting me go. "Be careful."


  "I will," I promised for the second time.


  I quickly made my way to the cafeteria. I saw Simon in my peripheral vision but I made an effort to not look in his direction. The last thing I needed was to stare at Simon while he was trying to go unnoticed.


  I saw Neal loping towards me after a few minutes. His expression was one of concern as he got closer.


  "Hey, are you okay?"


  I started the waterworks, amazed that they came so easily. "I know I must seem so stupid. I'm just so upset over this fight with Sarah."


  Neal automatically enveloped me in his arms and I jumped at his touch. I hadn't expected his embrace and I was sure Simon wasn't happy about it. I tried to pull back as smoothly as possible.


  "Thanks so much for meeting with me. I hope I'm not making you miss class."


  "Don't worry about it. I only have a lecture today and I was planning on skipping it anyway."


  We went inside the cafeteria and I just opted for a coffee while Neal got a breakfast sandwich. The dining room was practically empty and we sat down at the first table we saw.


  "What did you and Sarah fight about?"


  I took a deep breath before speaking. I had already planned the story I would give him. I knew it had to be significant enough to warrant the level of my agitation, but I didn't want to say the words out loud even though I knew it was a lie.


  "Sarah thinks I have a thing for Grant. She accused me of trying to steal him away from her."


  Neal looked surprised at my confession, pausing with his sandwich midway to his mouth. I continued, trying to push my way through this horrible lie.


  "She thinks I came on to him and she won't believe otherwise."


  "Wow, that was the last thing I expected you to say. Why would she think that?" Neal lowered his sandwich, waiting for my explanation.


  "That's the thing. I don't even know why she thinks that. She says she's seen the way I look at Grant and that it's obvious I want him."


  Neal frowned, looking confused. "Aren't you and Sarah best friends?"


  "Like sisters. That's why this hurts so much."


  Neal thought for a moment. "What does Grant say?"


  "Grant keeps trying to talk sense into her, but she refuses to believe him. When he defended me, she accused him of reciprocating my feelings."


  "She must be blind," Neal said. "I see the way you and Simon look at each other, like there's no one else in the world except the two of you." Neal smiled ruefully before continuing. "I have to admit that I hoped to have a chance with you when we first met, but I soon realized that you only had eyes for Simon."


  I blushed at Neal's admission, embarrassed that I had indeed given him the wrong idea, but I pushed the feeling aside. I continued my sob story and Neal was the perfect listener, giving responses when necessary but mostly just letting me vent. I was amazed that an hour flew by before I realized it.


  I tensed when Neal checked his watch. "Do you have somewhere you have to be?"


  Neal shook his head. "No, I just wanted to sell some of my textbooks back to the bookstore and they're closing early today."


  "I'll go with you!" I sounded a little too enthusiastic and tried to tone down my voice. Neal studied me for a moment and then smiled.


  "Sounds good. I just have to stop by my room and grab the textbooks."


  I gulped, knowing that Simon would be furious at me for going to Neal's room where he couldn't follow us, but I had no choice. I reminded myself that Neal's vardoger had attacked him at night in my vision. I was sure that's when it would happen. I prayed that I wasn't making a mistake by going to Neal's dorm room, where I had seen his vardoger murder him.


   Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  As we walked to Bowery Hall, I resisted the urge to glance behind us to see if Simon was following us. I was jumpy as Neal signed me in as a guest, convinced that Simon was going to rush us at any second and rip me away from Neal.


  The ride up the elevator to his floor was quiet, and I started getting more nervous, wishing there were more students around although I knew that was just a false sense of security.


  "Sorry about the mess," Neal said when we got to his room and he unlocked his door. "I wasn't expecting to have anyone over."


  Neal's room looked like a typical college dorm room with pictures tacked to the wall and clothes strewn about the floor, but I felt a jolt of fear when I stepped inside as memories of my vision washed over me. I zeroed in on the desk where I had seen Neal slit his wrists, his blood dripping into growing pools on the floor by the chair. I had an urge to open his drawer to see if there was a box with a razor in it, but I forced myself to look natural as I stood just inside the room, wanting to get out of there as soon as possible.


  "Just a second," Neal said as he rummaged through his desk drawers. "I know the textbooks are here somewhere."


  I nodded but I barely heard him. My anxiety level was off the charts as I realized something just felt wrong. Neal's back was to me as he rifled through his desk and I could hear my heart thudding against my ribcage as I stared at the drawer I had seen him open in my vision.


  "Here they are!" Neal's voice jarred me back to reality. His triumphant grin faded into a frown as he glanced at me. "Caitlin, are you okay? You don't look so good."


  "I'm fine," I stuttered, but I wasn't fine. I felt like I was suffocating and the only way to get a full breath of air was to escape this room. "Let's go!"


  I turned towards the door and grasped the doorknob to open it, surprised when I found that it was locked. I reached to unlock it but I froze when I heard the soft but unmistakable sound of another drawer opening. I felt as if I was moving in slow motion as I turned back to Neal, horror slamming into me when I saw him opening that drawer. The drawer that held the razor that had ended his life in my vision.


  I felt as if I was moving through molasses as I rushed towards him, fear choking out any warning I might have tried to scream. Neal took out a black box, just like the one I had seen in my vision. I was able to grab his arm before he opened it, but he just pushed me back as if he were swatting a fly, not even looking at me. I lost my balance and slammed against his dresser, cracking my head on the sharp corner and crumpling to the floor. Pain exploded in my head and I saw black spots crowding my vision. I was terrified that I would pass out so I lay there for a few seconds, although it felt like an eternity, willing myself to stay conscious.


  I tried to stand up, but my limbs felt heavy and clumsy and I had a hard time controlling my movements, as if I were drunk. I grabbed the handle of a dresser drawer, trying to pull myself up.


  Neal ignored me as if I wasn't there. He opened the box to reveal a razor anchored in a cushion as if it were a ring. But the razor looked nothing like the one I had seen in my vision. In my vision, even with the dim light, I had seen light reflecting off the metal razor. But now the razor reflected shadows even though daylight was pouring through the windows. I realized with horror that the razor was made of palladium.


  I scrambled upright, holding the dresser for support as I tried to funnel my energy but it flickered like a dying light bulb. I wasn't sure if it was because of the blow to the head, so soon after my last concussion, but I felt weak as I tried to gather my energy together.


  Neal was staring down at the razor, unmoving, when suddenly his image fluttered, as if I was watching an old movie and the filmstrip was skipping, causing his form to flicker. Terror gripped me when I saw a silhouette slither off of Neal, as if he were shedding an old skin. The silhouette grew solid until I was staring at a carbon copy of Neal, the outline of the figure wavering is if it weren't quite real.


  Neal raised his head slowly towards his vardoger, a shocked expression crossing his face even in his trance-like condition. He watched with widened eyes as his vardoger reached towards the palladium razor.


  I sprang into action as quickly as I could despite my sluggishness. If I couldn't stop the vardoger with my energy, I would stop it with my body.


  I crashed into Neal, trying to shove him out of the way, and we both fell to the ground. I took the brunt of the fall as Neal toppled over onto me, my shoulder smacking the floor with a bone-jarring thud.


  The breath was knocked out of me as Neal scrambled up until he was standing again, still staring at his vardoger as if he had never fallen. I desperately tried to funnel my energy, knowing that I could never win physically. Hope glimmered when I felt the familiar thrumming inside of me as my energy gathered slowly, growing methodically into a furiously swirling ball of energy.


  I was vaguely aware of the vardoger taking the razor from the box. Neal held out his wrists in front of him as if he were a sacrificial lamb waiting for slaughter, his eyes blank as he stared at his vardoger. The vardoger's hand holding the razor lifted and I saw one last glint of shadow as it slashed down with force. At the same exact second, I hurled my ball of energy towards the vardoger with every fiber of my being, the force of it leaving my body so strong that I involuntarily lurched into a sitting position. I slumped to the floor after the energy left me, leaving me weak and dazed.


  I heard a crash in the distance but my neck felt too weak to support my head when I tried to crane it up to see the source of the sound. Moments later, I felt hands on my body and Simon's face above me, his eyes anguished. I tried to tell him I was okay, to ease the fear I saw in his face, but my mouth wouldn't form the words. I heard him talking, although it sounded muffled. I slowly forced myself to the surface until consciousness rushed over me.


  "Simon," I choked out as I sat up. "I'm okay."


  Simon's face flooded with relief at my words as he touched my face repeatedly, as if to reassure himself that I actually was okay. I looked beyond him and saw Neal sitting on the floor, leaning against the bed with his legs stretched out in front of him with blood on his shirt. I felt relief course through me when I realized the blood was gushing from his nose and not his wrists, which were unharmed. He had a stunned expression on his face as he looked at me.


  "Neal," I croaked. "Are you okay?"


  "Fuck Neal." Simon's voice had a dangerous tone which made me tense.


  "Simon," I whispered, not wanting Neal to hear me. "Remember, he didn't do anything. His vardoger did. If anything, he's the victim in all of this."


  Simon's lips pressed together and he looked like he wanted to argue but thought better of it, his eyes concerned as his gaze traveled over me. "Are you sure you're okay?"


  I grasped Simon's arm and tried to stand up, using his weight as support. Simon immediately grabbed my arms and eased me up gently.


  "I'm fine." I looked at Neal who still looked shell-shocked. "Neal," I called out, louder this time.


  Neal blinked and then seemed to come to his senses, frantically looking around as if he expected a boogeyman to jump out.


  "C-Caitlin, what the hell happened? The last thing I remember was finding my textbooks. The next thing I know, Simon is punching me and you're lying on the floor." Horror filled his face as he stared at me. "Did I...did I do something to you?"


  Neal struggled to stand up, only succeeding in pushing himself up enough to sit on his bed. I walked closer to Neal, despite the resistance I felt in Simon's arm around me.


  "No, you didn't do anything," I said gently. I didn't want Neal to be traumatized by something he couldn't even remember. "I lost my balance and fell. I grabbed onto you to stop myself from falling, but instead I made you fall too. That's probably why you don't remember. You hit your head on the floor pretty hard. You got up to see if I was okay and Simon got the wrong idea when he saw you standing over me." I turned to Simon. "Right, Simon?" I gave him a meaningful look.


  Simon grimaced but he nodded his head. "Yeah, sorry about that."


  I grabbed a towel draped over the headboard and handed it to Neal. "Your nose is bleeding a lot. I just hope it's not broken."


  Neal took the towel from me and pressed it against his face. "No, it's fine." He still looked like he was in a daze. He tentatively pressed his hand against the back of his head, looking even more confused when it didn't seem to hurt.


  I looked around the room, unsure as to what to do next now that I had destroyed his vardoger. I couldn't see the razor anywhere, which was strange. Even the black box was gone. I opened the desk drawer, not caring what Neal would think about the invasion of his privacy, but it was empty. Simon grabbed my arm.


  "Let's go."


  "Simon, we can't just leave him here after you gave him a bloody nose!"


  "No...it's okay." Neal rubbed his eyes, wincing when he accidentally brushed against his nose. "I think I just need to lie down for a while. I'm...I'm feeling a little disoriented."


  "Okay," I said with a frown. "Call me if you need anything."


  Simon frowned at my words but I just shrugged the look off.


  Neal nodded as he lay down on the bed, still holding the towel against his nose.


  "Well, I guess I'll see you later." I felt uncertain whether to try and maintain a friendship with Neal, but there really was no reason to, now that his vardoger was gone. He was a nice guy but I didn't have much room in my life right now for new friends.


  Simon propelled me towards the door and I saw that the lock had been smashed. I raised my eyebrows at Simon, not knowing how he had the strength to force the door open, but he just shrugged.


  "Don't bother showing up for basketball today," Simon said over his shoulder as we were leaving. "And delete Caitlin's number from your phone."


  "Simon!" I was furious at his parting words and tried to turn to tell Neal to ignore him, but Simon was too strong for me, pushing me towards the elevator.


  "It's not his fault," I hissed as Simon pushed the button for the elevator. The doors opened immediately and we stepped inside.


  "I don't care. You have no reason to see him again."


  I wanted to explode but there was a fellow student in the elevator and I could tell by his expression that he was fascinated by our conversation. I bit my tongue until we exited the elevator and stepped outside.


  "Simon, you can't act like this! This is my life and I have to spend it protecting people. I can't have you getting all jealous and protective every time!"


  Simon didn't answer. Instead he pulled me into an embrace, holding me so tight that it was hard to take a full breath. I felt his body shudder and his heart beating so rapidly that I could feel it against my chest.


  "Simon?" I said uncertainly, my anger melting away. "What's wrong?"


  "I thought I lost you." Simon's voice was low and tortured. "I snuck into the building but then I couldn't figure out which floor you were on. I went to every damn floor to try and find you but every asshole I asked didn't know which room was Neal's until I finally got to his floor. I knew something was wrong. I could feel it. Then when I saw you lying on the floor...I thought you were dead."


  Simon's body jerked and I wrapped my arms around him, my anger just a distant memory. I rubbed my hand up and down his back, trying to soothe him. "But I'm okay, Simon. I'm okay."


  Simon didn't answer as he continued to hold me. After a while, he finally pulled back so he could look me in the face. "Don't ask me to apologize for what I did. For how I'm reacting. I've never been so scared to lose someone."


  I sighed, caressing his jaw with my hand. "It'll get easier as time goes on. You'll see." Simon looked like he was going to argue so I gently pressed my finger against his mouth. "I'm not saying it was the best idea to go to Neal's dorm room. I was just convinced that nothing would happen during daylight since it was night in my vision. But I have to do this, Simon. This is what I'm meant to do. Please don't make it harder than it already is. I need your support."


  Simon's face tensed but he just nodded. He lowered his mouth and I leaned up towards him. He stroked the back my head as he pulled me closer, but he frowned when I flinched.


  "I hit my head on the dresser. It's just a little sore," I explained quickly.


  Simon's frown deepened as he turned me around, examining my head with gentle hands. "You have a pretty nasty bump here. We should go to the health center."


  "I'm fine, Simon. I'll probably just have a headache for the rest of today."


  "Caitlin, you've barely recovered from a concussion and now you've hit your head again. You need to get it checked out." Simon lifted an eyebrow as if he were daring me to disagree.


  I sighed but nodded my head, knowing that he was right. Fortunately, the wait wasn't very long to see the nurse and she just told me to take some pain killers and to come back if it didn't get any better or if I had any nausea or difficulty in my thought processes or motor skills.


  Sarah jumped up and hugged me when we got back to Simon's apartment, unable to hold back her tears. Kendra looked confused by her extreme reaction, but Sarah just said it was almost the time of the month for her and it always made her a little crazy. Fortunately, Kendra accepted the excuse and proceeded to regale Sarah with different solutions for PMS. Simon rolled his eyes and led me away to his bedroom as Kendra chattered on.


  "What are we doing in here?" I asked. Simon guided me to the bed and he laid down, pulling on my arm to urge me to join him.


  "Simon! Sarah and your sister are right outside the door! This isn't the time for a make-out session!"


  My words belied my actions as I allowed Simon to pull me down. He gathered me in his arms, spooning me and holding me so close that it was hard to tell where I started and he ended.


  "Just let me hold you for a little bit," he whispered. "I still have to convince myself that you're okay. That I haven't lost you."


  I melted into him, feeling warm and safe and at home.


   Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  The rest of the day was uneventful. The boys never did end up playing basketball. Instead, Simon invited everyone to his place where we ordered Chinese takeout. Simon kept touching me the entire night, as if he needed to reassure himself that I was really okay. Everyone turned in early since we were all leaving for Thanksgiving the next morning.


  The drive down to Connecticut on Wednesday morning was longer than expected, due to the heavy traffic. Even Kendra ran out of things to talk about and eventually fell asleep. I was too wired by the past day's events, even though I felt fatigue weighing me down.


  "How much longer?" I asked, leaning my head back against the seat.


  "We should get there in about an hour." Simon glanced at me and tightened his grip on my hand. "Tired?"


  "A little. I shouldn't be complaining since you're the one driving."


  "Anything else bothering you?"


  I glanced behind me to make sure Kendra was asleep in the backseat. "Not really. It's just the closer I get to Connecticut, the harder it is to deal with the fact that my aunt is still missing."


  "The police haven't come up with any leads?"


  I sighed, thinking of my last conversation with the detective from my aunt's precinct. It was as if Aunt Brenda and her friends had disappeared into thin air and I didn't understand why more wasn't being done about it. The police seemed to believe that they disappeared of their own accord, but even their friends and families didn't seem to be overly concerned.


  "No. No one seems to care. It's like everyone thinks they just simply walked away."


  "I'm sorry, Caitlin. I know how hard it was to lose your aunt right after you found her."


  I squeezed Simon's hand in gratitude for his sympathy. "I have to believe she's still out there somewhere, waiting for me to figure out what the hell is going on and save her." I felt an ache in my chest. "I can't tell you how satisfying it felt to save Neal yesterday. To destroy his vardoger. It was amazing. Empowering. But those feelings disappear when I think about the fact that I can help strangers, but I can't help my own aunt."


  "We'll find out what happened to her, I promise." My heart dropped at Simon's words. Instead of saying that we'd find her, he had promised that we would find out what happened to her. It sounded like he assumed my aunt was dead.


  I pushed the morbid thought aside. "Can we visit my aunt's house today?"


  Simon glanced at me quickly before turning his gaze back to the road. "Of course."


  The last hour of our drive went by quickly and soon we were pulling into Simon's circular driveway. Maxine greeted us with a warm hug and smile, ushering us inside.


  "Your father is at work, of course, and your mother is visiting some friends but she should be home soon. You kids must be starving."


  Kendra nodded eagerly although she was still groggy from her nap in the car. "I could eat a horse!"


  Maxine laughed. "I prepared a late lunch for you. Go ahead and sit down in the dining room and I'll bring it out."


  I was antsy, wanting to go to my aunt's house before it got dark, but I didn't want to be rude so I followed Kendra into the dining room. Simon trailed behind me after he dropped our bags in the foyer. Simon always seemed to know what I was thinking because he pulled me back before we reached the dining room.


  "We can go to your aunt's house after lunch."


  "Thanks." I paused, thinking of the long drive we had just finished. "You must be exhausted from the drive. I can go on my own so you can rest if you let me borrow your car."


  Simon raised an eyebrow. "Why do I always feel like you're trying to ditch me?"


  I laughed at Simon's affronted expression. "I swear I'm not trying to ditch you. I just feel bad."


  Simon gave me a quick kiss before leading me into the dining room. "Don't feel bad. I want to go with you."


  Lunch was chicken salad sandwiches with homemade potato chips, along with a big plate of blueberry crumble bread. I found I was much hungrier than I thought and ate with gusto. Mrs. Crewe came home in the middle of lunch, her eyes lighting up as she caught sight of us. Kendra jumped up from her seat to give her mother a hug.


  "Hey, Mom!" she exclaimed. "We just got back. You won't believe the great time I had at Maxwell. I got to go to a bar and listen to the Henchmen!"


  Mrs. Crewe gave Simon a look of censure as he gave her a more sedate hug. "What's this about you taking your underage sister to a bar?"


  "You know there's nothing more annoying than Kendra when she wants something," Simon said wryly. "Don't worry, she just came to hear the band. She didn't have a drop of alcohol."


  Mrs. Crewe just shook her head but seemed to accept Simon's explanation. Her smile widened when she saw me, and she gave me a hug which I returned awkwardly.


  "Caitlin, I'm so happy you could come for Thanksgiving!"


  "Thank you so much for having me. I really appreciate it."


  "Of course." Mrs. Crewe's smiled faded as her expression turned serious. "How are you doing with everything? It must still be a shock with what happened with Claudia."


  If only she knew what had really happened. She would probably lock her son and daughter in their rooms and never let them out.


  "I'm doing okay, thanks. I appreciate your concern." I tried to sound believable. "It's a day-by-day process, but it's slowly becoming like a nightmare that's fading."


  "I'm happy to hear that." She glanced at our plates as we settled back down to finish our lunch. "What are you kids up to after you eat?"


  "I told Megan I'd come over," Kendra chirped, shoving her last chip in her mouth and picking up her plate. She disappeared into the kitchen as Mrs. Crewe's attention turned to me and Simon.


  "What about you two?"


  "We're going to swing by Caitlin's aunt's house."


  Mrs. Crewe frowned, looking displeased. "Is that a good idea? After everything that's happened there? Isn't it considered a crime scene now?"


  "Even if we can't go inside, I'd still like to see it. I'm more concerned about my missing aunt than with what happened with Claudia." I felt discomfited by her disapproval. Even though Mrs. Crewe was warm and friendly, I never liked displeasing a parent. It was a result from continually being on the receiving end of my father's tirades.


  Instead of getting angry, Mrs. Crewe grimaced sympathetically. "I understand. It must be so hard to not know where your aunt is."


  I nodded, picking up the rest of my sandwich. My appetite had vanished but it was something to do. I was afraid that if we continued talking about my aunt, I would start crying.


  Mrs. Crewe spent the rest of lunch asking us about school in general, in addition to Kendra's visit to Maxwell, wanting to ensure that her daughter had behaved.


  "We'll be back in a little bit," Simon said as he stood and took my empty plate, stacking it on top of his own.


  "I'll get that." Mrs. Crewe reached for the plates and stood. "Just make sure to be home in time for dinner at eight. We'll be eating late since your father has a late meeting."


  "No problem." Simon grabbed my hand as I thanked Mrs. Crewe for lunch.


  "Wait here," Simon said when we reached the foyer. "I just want to put our bags upstairs."


  I nodded, waiting patiently while Simon ran up the stairs with our suitcases as if they weighed nothing. He was just gone a few minutes but my heart surged when I caught sight of him coming back down the stairs. He still made my pulse quicken every time I looked at him. He was so gorgeous and masculine and all mine. It was hard to process sometimes. Between vardogers and Simon, it was a wonder that I hadn't had a heart attack yet.


  Simon grabbed my hand when he reached the bottom of the stairs. "Let's go."


  The drive to my aunt's house was quick, almost too quick. I felt like I needed more time to prepare myself for seeing her house again. It was filled with so many ugly memories, but the hardest part was imagining what possibly could have happened to my aunt that night I gripped the phone and heard her scream on the other end.


  Simon pulled up in the front of the house and cut the engine. The house looked so eerily normal, with no outward sign of the horror that had happened inside.


  "Ready?"


  I took a deep breath. "As ready as I'll ever be."


  We got out of the car and walked to the front door. I mentally prepared myself before twisting the doorknob. A mixture of relief and disappointment flowed through me when I found that the door was locked. A part of me badly wanted to go inside, but another part of me was afraid of what I might find.


  "I guess I should have expected this. I don't know why I thought I could waltz right in. The police must have locked it."


  Simon rubbed the back of my neck, trying to release some of my tension. "At least we tried."


  I bit my lip, thinking back to when I had shimmied through the basement window with Lenore. "There might be another way."


  I walked to the side of the house and bent down in front of the window. I wasn't sure if I was glad when I was able to push it open, but Simon let his feelings be known loud and clear.


  "No. You are not going in through that window."


  "Simon, I've done it before. It's no big deal." I looked up at Simon, assessing his body. "You're way too big to fit, so I'll just climb in and open the front door for you."


  Simon grabbed my hand as I kneeled and started to push one leg through the opening. "Are you crazy? This is breaking and entering."


  "Technically, I'm not breaking anything. So I'm just entering."


  "Caitlin." Simon said my name with exasperation.


  "Simon, it's no big deal. Please. I need to go inside. I don't know why, but I just have this feeling that there's something in there I need to see."


  Simon sighed but I could tell I had won by the slump of his shoulders. "Just be careful. The last thing you need is to bump your head again."


  I carefully lowered myself through the window and onto the table below it, my head the last part of my body to slip inside. It was dim in the basement even though it was still light outside.


  "Caitlin, are you okay?" Simon's voice sounded distant.


  "I'm fine. I'll go upstairs and unlock the front door."


  I jumped down from the table, coughing as I breathed in dust. I quickly made my way up the stairs, pausing for the briefest second before I opened the basement door.


  The air inside the house was stuffy, almost suffocating. I was drawn to the living room. It looked completely normal except for the large blood stains on the carpet. I remembered Claudia's dead eyes as her life seeped out from her. I reminded myself that the real Claudia had died long before that.


  I was drawn to the blood stains like a magnet, crouching down next to them. The fear came rushing back as if I were in the moment again, on the brink of death.


  I don't know how long I was huddled down on the floor, but I was startled out of my reverie by pounding on the front door.


  "Caitlin, what's taking so long? Open up!"


  I shook my head, trying to banish the ugly memories, and stood, walking quickly to the front door. I unlocked it and Simon practically shoved his way in.


  "What took so long?"


  "Sorry. I was just...remembering."


  Simon held my hand and we walked back into the living room. I let him guide me onto the sofa and I just sat there, thoughts crowding my head. Time seemed to stand still as I waited, but I wasn't sure what I was waiting for.


  "We've been sitting here for almost an hour," Simon said, breaking into my thoughts. "We should get back."


  I sighed, feeling defeated. "I feel like I'm missing something. I've read my aunt's journal so many times that I practically have it memorized. I keep looking for the answers that she told me I would find there, but I don't even know what the questions are. But one question I know I need the answer to, is whether my mother is still alive."


  I stood up, feeling frustration grow, and decided to search the entire house despite having gone through it meticulously before. An hour later, I accepted defeat when my search turned up nothing.


  "Let's go home," Simon said softly, brushing his hand against my cheek. I pressed my lips together to try and stop them from trembling. "You're going to make yourself sick with worry. We're in Connecticut until Sunday. We can always come back. But you look like you're about to collapse right now."


  I let Simon lead me outside, making sure to lock the door behind us, since I had left the window unlocked. The drive back to Simon's house was quiet, both of us lost in our thoughts.


   Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  "Simon, I can't stay in here!" We were back at his parents' house and I was aghast when Simon led me to his room, and I saw my suitcase sitting next to his bed. I had assumed that I would be sleeping in a guest room.


  "Why not? My parents don't mind."


  My mind rebelled against the thought of sleeping in the same bed under his parents' roof. It wasn't that I had a problem sharing a room with Simon, considering I had slept over at his apartment plenty of times. But the thought of his parents thinking we were fooling around in his room made me blush hotly.


  "Because...because your parents will think we're doing stuff in here."


  A smile was dancing across Simon's face. "Stuff like what?"


  "You know!" Simon merely raised an eyebrow. I groaned in frustration and exclaimed, "Sexual stuff!"


  Simon burst out laughing. "So what? We're both adults."


  "It's just embarrassing." I sighed. "I know, I know. I think I'm stunted in the dating department. In terms of relationships, I'm still progressing through the junior high stage."


  Simon wrapped his arms around me, kissing me lightly on the nose. "It's okay. I like the junior high stage." He quirked his mouth as he thought over his words. "That sounded weird. I meant I like you at any stage, not that I like junior high girls."


  I laughed, hugging him back. "I know what you meant."


  Simon nuzzled my ear, his breath warm against my skin. "We don't have to do anything in my parents' house that makes you uncomfortable. I just need to have you in my arms at night to know that you're safe."


  I melted against Simon, his words so intoxicating that I almost felt drunk. "I love you, Simon."


  Simon nipped my earlobe, sending a shudder through my body. "You're my world, Caitlin. Don't ever forget that."


  I forgot about being in his parents' house when his lips met mine, coaxing my mouth open with languid sweeps of his tongue. His hands slipped under my shirt, gently brushing my sides, his thumbs grazing the bottom of my bra every time they swept up. My nipples hardened in response and my body felt like it was on fire.


  "So sweet," Simon muttered against my mouth. "I can never get enough."


  This time I was the one that increased the pressure, kissing him with wild abandon as our tongues mated. I whimpered when his thumbs slipped under the bottom of my bra, stroking the undersides of my breasts. I pressed my hips against his, gratified by the evidence that he was enjoying this as much as I was. I made a sound of protest when he pulled away.


  Simon's eyes were dark with desire as he looked down at me, but he smiled wryly. "Any more of that and we'll never make it to dinner."


  I knew at that moment that I wanted to make love to Simon more than anything in the world. It was an inopportune time since we were at his parents' house, but the need to share my body with him was overwhelming.


  "Simon," I started shakily, taking a deep breath. "I know I've wanted to take things slow."


  Simon nodded, lovingly caressing my face. "And I'm okay with that."


  I shook my head, trying to make him understand. "But I don't want to go slow anymore."


  I saw a flare of excitement in Simon's eyes but he merely asked in a steady voice, "What exactly do you mean?"


  There was no turning back now, so I gathered all my courage. "I mean, I want you to make love to me."


  Simon's arms around me tightened and I felt the full effect of my words on the lower half of his body. His eyes were blazing with desire but he gave me a half-smile. "You have no idea what that means to me. I want you so badly it's killing me. But I don't want the first time I make love to you to be in my parents' house. I don't want to have to worry about being quiet. I want to hear you say my name the first time I slide inside you. I want to hear you cry out when I make you come."


  I gulped, his words bringing to mind an imagery that was hard to dismiss. Even though I felt the desperation to join our bodies together, I knew what he was saying made sense. The last thing I wanted was for our first time to be hampered by the fear of being overheard. Especially since it would be my first time ever.


  "You're probably right." I bit my lip, getting ready for the plunge. I didn't know why I was so nervous about telling Simon that I was a virgin. I didn't think he would think any less of me because of it. It just made me feel so painfully vulnerable. "There's one more thing you should know. It'll be my first time."


  I didn't think it was possible but Simon's eyes blazed even hotter. "You mean, you've never had sex before?"


  I nodded my head in affirmation, feeling myself flush. Simon crushed me in his arms, holding me so tightly I could barely breathe.


  "Baby, you don't know what that means to me. To think that I'll be your first. That you're all mine." Simon trailed kisses up my neck, tracing the edge of my jaw with butterfly touches. When he looked at me, the intensity of his eyes took my breath away. "Mine," he repeatedly softly. "You belong to me. Only me."


  I nodded helplessly, knowing that he was right and not caring about the triumphant gleam in his eyes. He kissed me fiercely, pressing his body against mine. I felt an overwhelming sense of elation when he murmured against my mouth, "And I belong to you."


  I couldn't tell you how long we kissed, but when we broke apart we were both breathless. The corner of Simon's mouth lifted ruefully.


  "As badly as I want you, your first time definitely can't be here. I want it to be special. Just be forewarnedwhen we get back to Rochester I'm not going to keep my hands off of you."


  I giggled, my laugh sounding foreign to my ears. It sounded almost coquettish, a feeling that I was unfamiliar with.


  Simon glanced down at himself and then smiled at me wryly. "We need to do something a little less arousing. Otherwise I'm going to be a little obvious at dinner."


  The thought of Simon's parents seeing his state and knowing that I was the cause of it made me step back. "Good idea. Are you sure you can't fit in a cold shower before dinner?"


  Simon grinned and took my hand, leading me to the couch in his room. It still amazed me how big his bedroom was, almost looking like an entire apartment except for the lack of a kitchen.


  We watched TV until it was time to go downstairs. I was thankful that Simon's state of arousal had lessened by the time we stepped into the dining room.


  Simon's parents and Kendra were already sitting at the table. Simon's father stood up to greet me and I was surprised when he gave me a kiss on the cheek. While he had always been polite, he had never shown me any affection.


  "It's good to see you, Caitlin," he said after he stepped back.


  "Thank you for having me over for Thanksgiving," I replied shyly. Simon guided me to a seat and sat down next to me.


  I blanched when Mr. Crewe winked at me, taken aback by his gesture. "I have a feeling that if you didn't come here for Thanksgiving, Simon would be in Philadelphia right now."


  I smiled at his sentiment. "Actually, if I wasn't here I would be at my roommate's house in Westchester. I go there for most of the holidays."


  Mr. Crewe frowned at me as Maxine entered and placed platters of pot roast and potatoes on the table. "You don't spend the holidays with your father?"


  "Not really. He's usually busy and it's easier for both of us if I just go home with Sarah." There was no way I was discussing my dysfunctional relationship with my father with Simon's family. Simon's father frowned, but he was momentarily distracted as he thanked Maxine. Unfortunately, he then focused his attention back to me.


  "Your father must get lonely without you. I'm happy you're here with us, but I'm sure he'd appreciate you spending the holidays with him."


  "Dad," Simon said in warning voice. "Drop it."


  Mrs. Crewe put a hand on her husband's arm before he could respond. I didn't see the look that passed between them, but I had a feeling that she knew more about my relationship with my father than Mr. Crewe. Mr. Crewe just nodded, letting the topic go, and Kendra changed the subject by talking about a girl in her class getting breast implants. Both her parents were so appalled by the idea that they immediately forgot about what we had been talking about.


  "Sorry," Simon whispered, squeezing my hand. I gave him a smile to reassure him that I was okay, although the topic of my father had dampened my mood a little. I wondered what he was doing for Thanksgiving. I remembered how anguished he had sounded when he had finally revealed the circumstances of my mother's death. Was I being selfish by never spending the holidays with him? Yet it was so hard to withstand his criticisms and harsh words that made me feel like less than nothing.


  I made myself clean my plate although my appetite had vanished. I participated in the conversation when a direct question was asked of me, but otherwise I kept quiet. I felt Simon glancing at me throughout dinner but I didn't look at him, afraid that I would start crying if I saw the sympathy in his eyes. I didn't know why I was feeling so melancholy about my relationship with my father now, when I had spent so many holidays without him with no problem.


  After dinner, Simon and I went up to his room under the guise of watching a movie. Simon pulled me into an embrace as soon as we closed his bedroom door behind us.


  "Sorry about my dad. He can be a bit insensitive sometimes."


  I shook my head as I burrowed deeper into Simon's arms, breathing deeply as his warmth and scent soothed me. "It's okay. He doesn't know that my relationship with my father is practically non-existent unless he wants to criticize me about something."


  Simon kissed my forehead. "Let's forget about it and watch a movie."


  We settled on Coming to America, wanting a funny mindless movie that was comforting with its familiarity. Simon turned off the lights and we stretched out on the couch together, my back against Simon's front.


  It was hard to concentrate on the movie with Simon so close, especially with his arm wrapped around my waist. His hand had drifted underneath my shirt and he was stroking my stomach lazily, the absent-minded gesture igniting flames in my body. I willed myself to pay attention to the movie but it became harder and harder as Simon's hand methodically rose higher, moving with more purpose.


  His breath was warm against my neck and I heard a barely perceptible change in his breathing, sounding more labored. My own breaths became shallow as he stroked higher until the rough pads of his fingers were caressing the undersides of my breasts. Simon gently pulled my bra up so they were freed from the confines of the cups, feeling heavy with arousal. A shudder went through my body when he caught a hard nipple and rolled it between his fingers.


  I shifted so I was on my back as Simon hovered over me, his face tight with desire. I reached up and grasped his neck, pulling him down to meet my eager mouth.


  Simon continued the sensual assault on my nipple as he devoured my mouth. I threaded my hands in his hair as I matched his passion, my mouth open wide as we kissed ravenously. Simon threw one leg over mine and shifted so that he was lying on top of me, never breaking contact with my mouth. He was now able to use both his hands and I felt shafts of desire slicing through me as he pinched and pulled my hard peaks, making me arch my hips against his. The weight of Simon's body pressing me into the couch was thrilling and I wantonly spread my legs so that his lower body settled between them.


  My mewl of protest when he broke the kiss turned into a moan of pleasure as his lips made their way down my neck, trailing openmouthed kisses to my collarbone. I tensed in anticipation when he shifted down so that he could reach my nipple, pleasure radiating from the hard nub when he replaced one of his hands with his hot mouth.


  I felt mindless with desire as he suckled roughly on my breast, the other still being manipulated by his hand. At that point, I would have let Simon do anything. I had already decided to give him my body and I wasn't about to let something as pesky as being in his parents' house stop us.


  That's why I growled with frustration when Simon pulled back, breathing hard with heavy-lidded eyes.


  "Don't stop," I whispered.


  Simon gave me a pained smile and dropped a kiss between my breasts before pulling my bra back into place and smoothing my shirt down. "I remember promising to make your first time special. Doing it on a couch with Eddie Murphy in the background, never mind with my parents downstairs, does not constitute as special, even though it's killing me to stop."


  "It's special as long as it's with you. I don't care about anything else."


  Simon's eyes darkened and I saw the conflict in them, the desire to consummate our relationship now warring with the need to make my first time more memorable. I knew his noble intentions had won out when he dropped an affectionate kiss on my forehead.


  "I feel the same way. But you deserve more than a quick roll on the couch."


  I almost pouted when Simon sat up and pulled me up with him, but I settled for snuggling while we watched the movie, knowing that it was just because Simon cared about me. I felt happiness spreading through my chest as I thought about how far we had come in just a short period of time. I hadn't been lucky in many things, but I had definitely been lucky in love.


   Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  "Is blood thicker than water?"


  It was the voice again. The voice I had heard before in a dream. This time it wasn't as dark and I was able to make out faint shapes in the distance, although I couldn't discern what they were. I heard the sound of moving water and I looked down at the river rushing past me. A cool breeze blew softly, causing goose bumps to rise on my arms.


  "Who are you?" My voice sounded reedy and thin.


  The voice spoke again, faster and guttural as if the speaker was wracked with a sense of urgency. The words were almost unintelligible as they ran into each other since they were spoken so fast, almost as if a tape was being fast-forwarded. "Which bonds are stronger? Which gives you life?"


  Suddenly, the cool breeze turned into a scorching heat, making it hard to breathe. I smothered a scream when I heard the voice again, this time so close that I could feel the hot breath against my neck


  "A bond unbroken can be a curse. A watery grave can be a blessing."


  I spun around quickly and this time I wasn't able to smother my scream. I screamed until my throat was burning and raw, my mind shutting down at the horrific sight before me.


  It was my mother, but she was grotesque as if she were rotting before my very eyes. The flesh on her face was loose and patches of translucent skin were hanging off in strips, revealing the rotted and festering nightmare underneath. Her eye sockets were empty bottomless pits that stared at me unseeingly. Her mouth opened wide, her lips splitting open as she showed me her rotten teeth and bloated white tongue.


  My screams stopped abruptly, my throat choking with spasms as if my vocal chords had burst from the pressure of my cries. My body was shuddering so hard that I could feel my teeth rattling against each other. Sheer terror exploded inside me when I saw a swollen hand reach towards me. I could see bone where the flesh had been eaten away. Her fingers dragged down my arm, leaving a trail of slime behind.


  Her mouth ripped and gaped open as her jaw worked to speak again.


  "You'll understand when it's your time."


  Hands on my shoulders were shaking me.


  "Caitlin, wake up!"


  I sat up violently with a gasp, still feeling those slimy fingers on my arm.


  "Easy." Simon rubbed my back soothingly, bringing me back to reality. "Was it a vision?"


  "No." I took a deep breath and tried to calm my racing pulse. It was a moment before I could speak again. "It was a dream I had before. I think it's warning me, but I don't know what it's warning me about. My mother was trying to tell me something, but she was horrifying to look at. She was bloated and rotted like she was in the middle of decomposing."


  "What did she say?"


  I shook my head. It was too fresh in my mind to talk about it anymore. Not only had seeing her in that condition scared me, but now I was afraid that it was a sign that she was dead. Was she truly gone and warning me from the beyond?


  "Telling me would make you feel better." I looked up at Simon, surprised by the intensity of his expression.


  "I can't, Simon. Later. I'll talk about it later."


  Simon looked like he wanted to argue but then the muscle in his jaw relaxed and he nodded. He eased me back down on the bed and wrapped his arms around me. We lay like that until morning came, although neither of us fell asleep. I was touched that Simon couldn't sleep because he was worried about me, but I still couldn't say out loud the details of my horrific dream.


  The house was abuzz with activity for most of the day as Simon's family prepared for Thanksgiving, and we just tried to stay out of the way. Simon's house seemed to be the focal gathering place for his extended family and they were expecting a lot of people for dinner.


  I was subdued for most of the day, mulling over my dream again and again, trying to piece together the puzzle. Was the reference to blood about my father? Or maybe my aunt? What bond was unbroken that was a curse? I was convinced a watery grave was about my mother's accident, but how could it be a blessing?


  I eventually told Simon everything about my dream, and while he was sympathetic, he asked me not to read too much into it. He was worried that I would just make myself upset. I resented his attitude, but tried to control my temper because I knew he was just concerned for my well-being. And he was right. I was tying myself up in knots trying to figure out the meaning of my dream, obsessively clutching the iridium coin around my neck.


  Simon's family started descending upon the house in the late afternoon. I had already met the majority of them when I attended Kendra's birthday party, but it didn't make all the names and faces any less dizzying. I was grateful to see Grant's familiar face as he gave me a big hug.


  My mood lifted as the evening progressed. Simon's extended family was boisterous, and I was content to be a spectator although members of his family regularly engaged me in the conversation. Simon stayed by my side, his presence comforting me like nothing else could.


  Stuffed full of turkey and all the trimmings, I fell asleep easily that night despite my inner turmoil. I drifted off into a dreamless slumber, Simon's arms around me anchoring me to reality.


  I was momentarily confused when I woke up the next morning in an unfamiliar bed, until I remembered where I was. I was on my back and Simon's face was nuzzled against my neck with one leg thrown over mine, effectively trapping me. I was content to just lie there, feeling the weight of his leg pressing down on me and his warm breath against my neck.


  I was alerted to his wakefulness when I felt his lips moving on my neck. I pushed him away, laughing. "Your stubble tickles."


  Simon smiled at me, although he was still groggy from having just woken up. His sleepy smile grew mischievous as his blue eyes twinkled. "I can do better than that when it comes to tickling."


  "Don't you dare!" I squealed when his fingers tickled my sides, laughing and howling with outrage simultaneously. I was breathless as Simon continued his merciless assault. "Your parents! We'll wake up your parents!"


  "They can't hear your screams for mercy. Their room is in the opposite wing." Despite his words, Simon stopped tickling me and instead started dropping soft kisses on my face. My eyes fluttered closed and he lightly kissed my eyelids, moving down to my cheek and then behind my ear.


  "I could get used to waking up like this." I opened my eyes and gave him a censorious look. "Except for the tickling."


  Simon gave me a sweet smile. "I plan on waking up next to you for a while. At least until I'm eighty."


  "And what'll you do then? Throw me to the curb for the next available woman who gives you come-hither looks and lets you molest her with your walker?"


  Simon gave me a quick kiss on the lips. "You know me too well. I'm willing to negotiate the terms of our arrangement to the age of ninety-five, but only if you promise to make me garbage cookies on a regular basis."


  I pressed my hand against his warm jaw. "It's a deal."


  As tempting as it was to stay in bed, we got up and got ready for the day. I had told Simon yesterday that I wanted to stop by my aunt's house this morning and he had agreed. The dream I had of my mother made me eager to go back, convinced that I would see something this time that I had missed earlier.


  We ate a quick breakfast before leaving. The morning air was unusually warm for this time of the year, even though it was cloudy, and I started sweating beneath my heavy coat. Simon and I took our coats off and stowed them in the backseat before sliding into the car.


  "Do you want to brave the mall after we go to your aunt's house?" Simon asked as he concentrated on the road. "Kendra already left this morning with my mom. I think she looks forward to Black Friday more than Thanksgiving."


  "Sure, that sounds like fun."


  Simon cradled my hand in his, resting our entwined fingers on my lap. "What exactly are you hoping to find at your aunt's house? I know you feel a pull towards it because you think you'll find some answers there, but isn't it just reopening a wound?"


  I sighed as I looked out the side window, the dull winter landscape whizzing by matching my mood. I wasn't sure what compelled me to keep going to my aunt's house. My only answer was that I didn't know what else to do. It made me feel like at least I was trying to do something to find my aunt.


  "I don't know," I answered softly. "Losing my aunt right after I found her can't hurt any worse than it already does. Avoiding her house won't change that."


  Simon squeezed my hand and steered the topic of conversation to yesterday's festivities, joking about his relatives and their eccentricities. I appreciated Simon's attempt to cheer me up so I went along with it, laughing at his imitations.


  "I have to go through the window again," I said after Simon parked his car in front of my aunt's house. Simon sighed but just nodded, sliding out of the driver's seat and following me to the side of the house.


  I pushed open the basement window and braced myself on the ground, wiggling my legs through the opening. I was becoming a pro at this and confidently dropped onto the table, letting my eyes become accustomed to the dim room.


  "Hurry up and open the front door," Simon called out. I walked quickly up the stairs and opened the basement door. Nothing looked out of place when I glanced at the living room while I made my way to the front door.


  Suddenly, I heard a faint noise behind me and I whirled around, my heart in my throat. The last thing I expected was to slam into an unyielding chest as rough hands grabbed my arms.


  I was shocked as I met my father's eyes, his hands steadying me so that I didn't fall backwards from the impact.


  "Dad! What are you doing here?"


  "I could ask you the same thing."


  "I went home with Simon for Thanksgiving. He only lives about ten minutes from here, so I decided to drop by." I furrowed my brow. "How did you get in? The door was locked."


  "I have a key."


  I was even more confused. "How could you have a key to Aunt Brenda's house when you haven't seen her in years?"


  There was a pounding on the front door and I heard Simon yell out, "Caitlin, what's going on? Who are you talking to? Open the door!"


  I moved to walk to the front door when my father grabbed my arm, squeezing tightly. I gaped at him. "What are you doing? I have to open the door for Simon!"


  My father ignored me, pushing me towards the living room and throwing me down on the couch. I was shocked by my father's behavior. For all of his past mistreatment, he had never handled me roughly, never shown any anger towards me physically. I saw a rage in his eyes that made me want to shrink back against the cushions.


  "I'm so sick of this. I'm so sick of you. I'm done playing games with you." My father's voice held so much venom, making me realize that he really did hate me.


  Simon's pounding got louder and he was pulling frantically at the doorknob, making the door rattle violently against the doorframe. "Caitlin, open the door!"


  I opened my mouth to yell out to him, but whatever words I had been about to say dried up in my mouth when my father abruptly dropped into a crouch in front of me so that we were eye level. "If you don't want anything to happen to your boyfriend, you won't say a word."


  I had to swallow several times before I could speak. "Dad, why are you acting this way? What's wrong?"


  He smirked, looking at me like he found me utterly repulsive. "I can't tell you how nauseating it's been to hear you call me that all these years in your whiny little voice. You're supposed to be so strong, yet you're so fucking weak."


  My mind rebelled against what I was hearing. I had to be dreaming. This couldn't be real. My father wouldn't hurt me, would he?


  "Dad, please..."


  He slammed me against the couch with his hands, pinning me there by my shoulders. "Don't call me that again! I'm not your father. Your father left a long time ago, little girl."


  He was standing over me, his mouth pulled back into a vicious snarl, his eyes glittering with hatred. It was then I finally realized that I wasn't looking at my father. I was looking at his vardoger.


  


   Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  I could hear the distant sounds of a solid body slamming against wood, and I was vaguely aware that Simon was trying to break down the door by sheer force, but I could only concentrate on my father's face. The face that now belonged to a shadow.


  I was surprised that my voice was steady when I spoke. "How long? How long ago did you overtake him?"


  "Long enough to know that you're a sniveling, feeble-minded liability." He backed up, releasing my shoulders and straightening. He glanced at the front door with disgust. I took the opportunity to yell out.


  "Simon! My father's here! He's been overtaken!"


  I heard the thud of his body hitting the door even harder at my words. "Caitlin, hold on!" The sound of cracking wood made hope flare. My heart dropped when the thuds suddenly stopped. Instead, there was an eerie silence as if Simon had disappeared.


  My father looked pleased. "I told you to shut up. How does it feel to be responsible for your boyfriend's death?'


  No, it couldn't be true. My mind was racing, trying to come to terms with everything that was happening.


  "Where is he? What have you done to him?"


  My father shook his head irritably. "Do I have to spell things out for you?" He glared at me with disdain. "I just told you, he's dead. The house is surrounded." He tapped his mouth contemplatively with his finger. "I don't know how they did it. I didn't give them specific instructions. They're always partial to knives. It's so intimate to slice someone's flesh, to stab through bone and sinew and feel the warm blood gushing out." He looked down at me, his eyes looking insane. "It's a beautiful thing, actually."


  Bile rose in my throat and I shot to my feet to run to the door to find Simon, but my father backhanded me so hard that I was thrown back against the couch, my face exploding in pain.


  I felt blood trickling down my chin from my mouth. I forced the horror of what was happening out of my mind and concentrated on gathering my energy. It was the only weapon I had.


  "Oh, no you don't," My father reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of palladium dangling on a chain. The glinting of shadows made me realize that even the chain was made of palladium. He quickly dropped it around my neck and I heard it clang against my iridium coin. I ignored it and tried to funnel my energy again. Palladium hadn't been able to block my powers before. I concentrated as hard as I could, willing my energy to converge into a single force. But I felt nothing. Empty. There was nothing inside me but pain and fear.


  My gaze shot up to my father at his humorless laugh. "Stupid girl. It took us a little while to figure it out. Every other seer has been rendered powerless against us and their iridium made useless when we wear palladium. But you...you're different. The palladium has to be touching you to make you lose your powers." My father shrugged, looking disinterested. "Doesn't matter either way, as long as it works."


  I reached up to pull the palladium off my neck, but my father was quicker. The breath was knocked out of me as he kneed me in the stomach. I doubled over in pain as he twisted me around and roughly pulled my arms together behind my back.


  "Hurry up," he called out. "Bring the handcuffs and the chair."


  I heard footsteps behind me and I desperately craned my head to see who it was. Two boys who barely looked like they were out of high school were walking towards me with undisguised glee. One of them was carrying a dining room chair and the other had a pair of handcuffs dangling from his hand. Rough hands grabbed my wrists and then my head was pulled back sharply by my hair. My scalp screamed with pain as the hands tightened their grip, twisting my hair and pulling back so hard I was afraid my neck would snap.


  I was pushed roughly into the chair and I felt myself being shackled to it with the handcuffs. I struggled as panic threatened to choke me, but the handcuffs were looped around the thick wooden slat at the back of the chair, and I only succeeded in making the sharp edges of the handcuffs cut into my wrists.


  One of the boys dragged me, handcuffed to the chair, into the middle of the living room, and I instinctively kicked out, my foot making contact with one of his shins.


  "Shit!" he yelled, doubling over and grabbing his leg. "You little bitch!"


  I saw the fist a microsecond before it made impact, slamming against my head so hard that I almost blacked out. My head lolled to the side, the pain so intense that I could barely breathe.


  "Control yourself." My father's voice sounded cold. "We need her conscious. Just tie her legs to the chair."


  I lifted my head, staring at my father as the other boy grabbed my ankles, holding each one to a chair leg and tying thick coarse rope around it, effectively immobilizing me. I barely noticed his actions as I kept my gaze on my father. Even though I knew his soul was no longer inhabiting his body, it was hard to think of him as anyone else.


  "Why are you doing this?"


  "To use you, of course. It's ironic that so much power can reside in someone so unworthy. You're the key to unlocking the secrets to take over all the humans. You're on the cusp of realizing your full power. Why do you think we've been watching you all these years? Waiting? Then your stupid aunt had to get in the way and warn you."


  "What did you do to Aunt Brenda?" I started to tremble, anticipating an answer that would crush me.


  "I killed her, of course." My father looked at me like I was dim-witted. His mouth stretched into a monstrous smile. "We experimented on her first. She's not on your level but definitely a worthwhile diversion." His voice lowered as his eyes bored into mine. "You should have heard her scream. She begged for you to be spared. She begged until the moment she died. It was tragic, actually. We experimented with her so much that we ended up not being able to overtake her body. It was a waste." He reached over and tapped my cheek with a finger. "Hopefully we won't make the same mistake with you."


  A rage filled me. A rage so strong and furious that my body felt like it was going to explode from the emotion. I writhed against the restraints and lurched forward, wanting to attack my father. To make him feel a fraction of the pain that was coursing through my body caused by his revelation.


  I only succeeded in unbalancing the chair and I crashed against the floor with a bone-jarring thud. My right shoulder took most of the impact and pain rushed through me. My father sighed above me as if I were a child throwing a temper tantrum.


  "Sooner or later you'll accept that you can't escape. It's up to you how painful you want to make this for yourself."


  I swallowed a moan of pain, not wanting him to hear any weakness. I had to get the palladium necklace off of me, but it seemed impossible with my hands and feet bound.


  I felt myself being lifted and I was unable to smother my gasp when pain radiated from my shoulder as the chair was righted with little care, jostling me. I heard more footsteps behind me, but I didn't bother turning around, knowing it would just be more bodies overtaken by their vardogers.


  "Why are you roughing her up? That's not necessary." At first I didn't recognize the female voice. I was too busy frantically trying to think of a way out of this nightmare. It wasn't until she walked into my line of vision that I froze, disbelief coursing through me.


  Lenore frowned as she looked at me before turning to my father. "You can't incapacitate her if we're going to put her under."


  "She's fine," my father answered shortly. "Let's just get on with it."


  Lenore turned back to me, looking almost sad. "I appreciated your concern for my disappearance. You were the only one that cared that I vanished." The corners of her mouth turned down. "My family always thought I was crazy so they were glad to be rid of me."


  I finally found my voice. It exploded out of me, harsh and intense. "What the hell is going on?!" I took a deep steadying breath, trying to get my tumultuous emotions under control. I needed to be clear-headed. "You too? How long ago did you overtake Lenore?"


  Lenore shook her head. "It's still me. I just realized we couldn't win. It's inevitable. The vardogers are going to take over. They're too strong for us. I'm just ensuring that I secure a place for myself before all hell breaks loose."


  This was absolutely the last thing I expected to hear. "Are you telling me you're working with the vardogers? You're a seer! You're supposed to protect people!" I was on the edge of hysteria and I screamed at her, "My aunt trusted you!"


  Lenore's eyes darkened. "I tried to reason with her, but she wouldn't see it any other way. She didn't have the ability to see the potential of seers joining forces with the vardogers. She was too concerned with the petty humans she wanted to protect." Lenore's voice turned fierce. "We're better than them, yet we spend our entire lives trying to protect them. I'm ready to live my own life now." Her intensity melted away as she smiled. "I was pretty convincing, wasn't I? I was supposed to gain your trust by pretending to battle Claudia. But she got a little overeager and tried to overtake you and you almost destroyed her. I had to disappear before you figured out the truth. A pity you were able to destroy her later on. She was useful despite her recklessness. She's been the only one that's been able to sustain other vardogers without bodies and give them the power to enter any human, instead of just their own person."


  Lenore sighed and looked past me and nodded her head. "Let's get started."


  My revulsion grew when I saw Marie and Cecelia walk over to Lenore. I was almost shaking with rage, sickened by the fact that my aunt had been so savagely betrayed by her inner circle. Neither Marie nor Cecelia would look me in the eye.


  "You're cowards," I spat out. Cecelia resolutely avoided meeting my eyes but Marie glanced at me at my insult. Her face looked tense and her gaze was almost apologetic, but her eyes flickered away as quickly as they had met mine. Marie incensed me most of all. She knew this was wrong, but she was willing to go along with it.


  "Caitlin, we're going to put you under hypnosis."


  I jerked my gaze back to Lenore, looking at her like she was crazy. "You're insane if you think I'm going to let you put me under."


  Lenore looked at me resignedly. "Don't make this any harder on yourself."


  I laughed, although there was no humor in the sound. "Gee, thanks for your concern."


  My father crouched in front of me, crowding my vision. "You're going to go under hypnosis and then you're going to tell us everything you see." He smiled cruelly at me. "Unless you want me to send someone to pay Sarah a visit. I'll make sure it's videotaped so that you can watch her being tortured. Maybe I'll even bring her up here and have it done in front of you." His eyes lit up with a barbaric gleam. "Better yet, maybe I'll make you do the torturing. You'd be amazed by how much blood a person can lose before they actually die."


  Nausea roiled through me, coupled with a gripping fear. I had no defenses against his words because I knew they weren't threats. They were promises.


  "Don't hurt her," I whispered. "I'll go under hypnosis."


  "That's better." My father straightened and backed away, allowing the three women to circle me.


  "Close your eyes and chant just like before," Lenore ordered. The three women linked hands around me and I followed Lenore's directions.


  "Be as one," I repeated as the women joined me in my chant. I was afraid that my paralyzing fear would prevent me from being able to slip under hypnosis. The women's chanting sounded farther and farther away as I sank into a dense blackness, as if I were sinking into quicksand. It started getting hard to breathe, as if my airways were becoming filled with the thick blackness, and I slowly started drifting away from consciousness.


   Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  I was floating. The water was calm and felt cool and soothing as I was gently rocked by the tiny lapping waves. I felt complete peace as I closed my eyes against the sun, relaxing and letting the water lull me into a state of tranquility. There was a niggling concern in the back of my mind but I pushed it away, not wanting to disturb the serenity.


  At first I didn't notice the waves becoming more forceful since it changed so gradually. But then I noticed that the water started churning violently around me, and my eyes flew open as I coughed from water getting into my mouth.


  Suddenly, I felt something grab my hair and I was being sucked underwater, plummeting down with an explosion of speed. I panicked and started flailing my arms and legs to escape the iron grip on my hair, but my struggles were futile as I continued to descend rapidly. I stopped fighting the pull and allowed myself to be dragged lower and lower.


  The grip that had shackled me by the hair was gone as abruptly as it had appeared. I distractedly noted that I had no problems breathing underwater, but my concentration was focused on a figure swimming towards me. It was pitch black but I could still make out a fluid body undulating closer.


  "Caitlin..." I heard the whisper in my head and there was a dreamlike quality to it. The voice sounded teasing, as if it were tempting me to follow it.


  "Who are you?" This was a thought in my head rather than a spoken question. The figure stopped moving when it was about five feet away from me.


  "Caitlin, you're not alone. Trust your instincts."


  "Mom, is that you?" I asked in my head. The voice giggled and I noticed that it sounded girlish and not at all like an adult.


  "I'm not your mother, Caitlin," the voice whispered. "I just saw you as I was on my way to the other side. You looked so helpless that I felt I had to stop."


  "Can you help me?"


  "Only you can help yourself. Allies are enemies and enemies are friends. The only one you can trust is yourself."


  The figure started moving again, but this time it was floating away from me. I reached out my hand, frightened of being abandoned.


  "Don't leave me! I'm scared!"


  The voice was faint in my head, barely audible. "Don't be scared, Caitlin. Either you'll live or you'll die. Everyone faces that choice in the end."


  My eyes snapped open as I surfaced from hypnosis in a blinding rush. I was breathing heavily and my shirt was soaked in sweat. The women let go of each other's hands when they saw I was awake, stepping back and allowing my father to take center stage.


  "What did you see?" His expression grew menacing. "And don't even think about lying. If I find out you've lied, you'll be wishing you were dead."


  I licked my dry lips as terror gripped me. My experience this time had been nothing like my previous hypnosis. I had gotten no answers, no insights. Just a young girl with a cryptic message.


  I scrambled to come up with something believable. There was no way my father would accept the truth. He would be convinced that I was lying and holding back on what I had seen. The thought of something happening to Sarah was intolerable. Despite my father's threats, how could he ever find out that I was lying?


  My father raised an eyebrow as my silence continued. I hurriedly started speaking, afraid that I would goad him into provocation.


  "I saw vardogers coming after me, but they weren't a united front. Some are pretending to be part of your movement to overtake all the humans, but they're really against you. They're going to try and overthrow you." I wanted to plant seeds of doubt in my father's head, for him to believe that there were traitors amongst his group.


  My father's lips tightened but he didn't speak, waiting for me to continue. I took a deep breath, hoping that I sounded convincing. I needed to say something that my father would be happy to hear.


  "Your...kind are getting stronger every day. Finding the palladium was the key to winning the war against seers." The words tasted bitter as I said them, but I needed to make this believable. But I couldn't stop the next words from tumbling out of my mouth. "But you're going to lose."


  His nostrils flared and his eyes glittered dangerously. "What else?"


  I shook my head. "That's it. That's all I saw."


  My father turned to Lenore. "Put her under again."


  "I can't. Her pulse became dangerously slow when she was under hypnosis. If I put her under again today, there's a good chance her heart will stop beating. It's too much stress on her body."


  "We'll take the chance!"


  Lenore took a deep breath as if she were trying to calm herself. "She's useless to us dead. We can put her under hypnosis again tomorrow."


  My father glared at Lenore but he didn't argue. He turned to the two teenage boys who had been watching silently. "Watch her. And make sure she isn't able to take the palladium necklace off."


  He stalked out of the living room towards the kitchen and the three women followed him. I took a deep breath, relieved that he had believed my story. I heard their voices in the kitchen but I couldn't make out what they were saying. The two boys stared at me but didn't say a word.


  I couldn't stop thinking about Simon. Was he really dead? I refused to believe it. I couldn't believe it because if I did, I wasn't sure I would have the will to fight. And I needed to fight, even if it meant my death.


  I thought about what I had just experienced while I was under hypnosis. The girl had told me I wasn't alone but that I could only trust myself. That didn't exactly make me feel better. And I already knew the people that I thought were my friends were really my enemies. But who were the enemies that were now friends?


  It was a while before my father came back into the living room. Despite my fear, I had an urgent need to use the bathroom. Shock and horror hadn't put a halt to my bodily functions.


  "I need to use the bathroom."


  My father smirked at me. "I don't care if you soil yourself."


  "There's no need to go that far," Lenore said in a disapproving voice as she came into the living room. "I'll take her."


  "You humans are so weak. You brought her to me on a silver platter, yet you still want to accommodate her requests for comfort." My father looked disgusted but Lenore seemed unaffected by his words.


  "You're not in charge here. You don't make all the decisions."


  My father's eyes narrowed but then he just shook his head. "Fine, take her." He reached behind him and pulled out a gun from his waistband, handing it to Lenore. "If she tries to escape, shoot her. I'd rather have her dead than have her escape."


  Lenore rolled her eyes but she took the gun. She motioned for the boys to untie the rope around my legs and I felt a brief reprieve when one of my wrists was released from the handcuffs, but it was immediately shackled again after they had threaded it out of the chair slat.


  One of the boys shoved me forward and I stumbled, my legs numb from sitting in one position for so long. I struggled to stay standing.


  "Come on, hurry up. Otherwise I'll regret being sympathetic." Lenore waved the gun, motioning for me to walk towards the bathroom next to the basement door, and I staggered to it. I looked back at her when she stepped into the bathroom with me.


  "Don't I get any privacy?"


  Lenore looked amused. "How stupid do you think I am?"


  I looked down at my pants, mortified by the fact that I couldn't undo them with my hands handcuffed behind me. Lenore saw my difficulties and sighed, reaching over to help me relieve myself. I didn't look her in the face, embarrassed despite everything else that was happening.


  When she pulled my clothes back up and turned to open the bathroom door, I started speaking rapidly.


  "Lenore, please don't do this. You can't work with them. They'll destroy us all. Please!"


  Lenore turned to me and lifted an eyebrow. "Save it. I don't want to hear it."


  My voice turned more urgent. "You can't trust them. After they're done using you, what do you think they're going to do to you? There's no room for human souls in their world."


  Lenore ignored me and opened the bathroom door, pushing me in front of her. The two boys immediately grabbed me and hauled me back to the chair in the living room, securing me tightly to it. I was again left with just the two boys standing watch, as my father and the women went to the kitchen and I heard the back door slam. I wondered if they were going to the backyard because they didn't want me to overhear their conversation.


  They were gone for hours. I attempted to get a response from the boys a few times, asking for water or for something to eat, but they just looked at me in stoic silence. My arms and legs were killing me from being restrained, and my shoulder and head throbbed from the punch and from falling.


  I knew that I would be kept alive at least until tomorrow, since they wanted to put me under hypnosis again. I wondered what Simon's family would do when we didn't return home tonight. I fervently prayed that they would call the police and that would lead them to my aunt's house. I didn't know any other way to get out of this, but I had no idea if the human police force would be able to contend with vardogers.


  It was getting dark by the time they returned, walking in by the front door instead of the back. I hadn't heard a car starting so I didn't think they had gone anywhere, but I couldn't imagine what they could have been doing outside this entire time.


  They went upstairs instead coming into the living room, except for Marie who went into the kitchen. When she came back out, she was holding a tray with a glass of water and a sandwich. She set it down on the coffee table and looked at me.


  "I'm going to feed you, but if you try anything, I'll let the boys take over. And they'll be much rougher with you."


  "Marie, you know this is wrong. Why are you going along with it?"


  Marie glanced at the two boys but they just stared at her impassively. She turned back to me and lifted the glass to my lips. I didn't refuse the water as I gulped it down greedily, soothing my parched throat. While I didn't want to accept anything from her, I had to keep my strength up if I was going to get out of this alive.


  She picked up the sandwich and held it up to my mouth. I took a large bite and chewed it. I had been desperate for water but I had no appetite. I simply ate for energy.


  "You don't understand, Caitlin." Marie whispered, so that the boys couldn't hear her. They were sitting in armchairs by the window across the living room, periodically scanning outside as they kept watch over me.


  "I didn't know Lenore's true intentions the first time we saw you," she continued, her voice barely audible. "I had no choice."


  I whispered as well, but my tone was fierce. "You do have a choice! This is going to end badly for all of us. Why does Lenore think she can trust them? All they want to do is destroy human souls and overtake bodies. Why does she think she'll be spared?"


  Marie pushed the sandwich towards my mouth again and I took a bite to keep up the guise of her feeding me.


  "Lenore has always been power hungry. She was never satisfied with the calling of a seer. I think she resented it. She sees this as her chance to break free from it. And Cecelia does whatever Lenore tells her to do. It's always been that way."


  I swallowed the bite of sandwich. "But what about you? You can put a stop to this!"


  Marie shook her head sadly. "I can't, Caitlin. They have my sister. If I don't cooperate, they'll kill her."


  "Marie, if you cooperate she's already dead. We're all dead."


  Marie pressed her lips together but didn't answer. Instead, she dropped the sandwich back on the plate and turned to the boys. "Feed her." She walked away and up the stairs without a backward glance.


  The boy whom I had kicked earlier walked towards me eagerly. Eating became a painful process as he shoved the entire sandwich in my mouth until I almost choked. He pressed his hand against my mouth so hard that I felt my front teeth cutting into the inside of my mouth.


  "Chew, bitch," he muttered. "Otherwise I'm going to suffocate you and say it was an accident."


  My cheeks were stretched out painfully with the amount of food in my mouth but I forced myself to start chewing and swallowed the sandwich as quickly as I could. What I really wanted was another sip of water but he stalked back to his seat after I was done, and I was afraid to ask for more. I was convinced that he'd find some torturous way to give it to me.


  As night fell, I waited for someone to show up. Either the police or Simon's family. Surely they would be worried by our absence, and it would be logical for them to check my aunt's house because his mother knew how I was drawn to it. Simon's car was sitting outside of the house, as plain as day. Wouldn't the neighbors notice it? That is, unless they had moved it.


  But no one ever showed up. Despite my fear, exhaustion weighed heavily on me. My father and the women never came back downstairs and the boys kept their watch over me, never looking the least bit tired.


  I was left with my own thoughts. I kept running through the dream about my mother. I was sure she was warning me about my father, or really my father's vardoger in his body, when she asked whether blood was thicker than water. My father had given me life but the bond between us no longer existed because my father didn't exist anymore. It twisted my gut to think I had thought of my father as selfish and cold all these years, when there was a good chance that he hadn't been my father at all. It was sickening to think of the possibility that maybe I had never known my father. I had no idea when he had been overtaken by his vardoger.


  My head continuously fell forward as I dozed off, and I tried to stay awake. But soon the blackness of sleep overtook me, momentarily granting me reprieve from this waking nightmare.


   Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  I was awoken by a hand slapping my face. Light was streaming in from the windows as my eyes squinted open. Rough hands were on me and I felt the rope around my ankles dropping away. My father was standing by the couch talking to Lenore as one of the boys released a wrist from the handcuff. He immediately imprisoned my wrist again after the handcuffs were disengaged from the chair.


  "Hurry up with her," my father said to Lenore. "We need to put her under hypnosis again."


  Lenore grabbed my arm and hauled me towards the bathroom. My joints screamed from disuse, pain shooting through my limbs from having been shackled in one position all night. Lenore helped me to relieve myself again and I wondered at her consideration when she was throwing me to the wolves. I tried pleading with her again but this time she just ignored me, not saying a word.


  I was unceremoniously shoved back into the chair and restrained again. Marie and Cecelia walked into the living room and, without a word, they joined Lenore and linked hands around me. My grogginess disappeared as Lenore ordered me to close my eyes and chant.


  I followed her direction but I didn't feel the sensation of sinking this time. I desperately tried to make myself slip under but the more I strained to make it happen, the more elusive it felt. I tried to pretend I was unconscious by making my body slack and evening out my breathing.


  After what seemed like an eternity, I felt someone pick up my hand and hold their fingers to my wrist. I forced myself to not react when I felt a hot breath against my face.


  "She's not under." Lenore's voice made me want to jerk back, but I forced myself not to react. Her voice sounded bored when she spoke again. "Stop faking it or I'll let one of the boys wake you up. The only thing they know how to use is their fists."


  My eyes snapped open but it was my father I saw standing before me, not Lenore. He looked enraged.


  "Do you think I'm not being serious when I say you'll suffer serious repercussions if you don't comply?" he shouted, looking furious.


  "I'm trying!" I cried out desperately. "I'm trying to slip under but it just won't happen!"


  My father turned to Lenore. "Is she telling the truth?"


  Lenore shrugged. "I think so. There's nothing really in it for her to be pretending. Putting a seer under hypnosis is a serious strain on their body. It's unheard of to do it two days in a row. She may be too weak right now for her to go under again so soon."


  My father was clearly not pleased with Lenore's explanation. His face darkened dangerously. "You said yesterday that she would be fine today!"


  Lenore's exasperation was evident in her voice. "This isn't an exact science! I can't be positive about anything!"


  "I'm done playing games. I need to find out how to become immortal and it needs to happen now. This charade is over."


  My father stalked into the kitchen and I heard the back door slam. His words reverberated in my head. Was that their end goal? To become immortal? It was a terrifying thought.


  Lenore didn't say anything after my father left. She just sat down on the couch opposite me. I could hear my father talking to someone in the backyard, but I could barely make out their voices, let alone understand what they were saying.


  A few minutes later the back door slammed again and I heard footsteps walking towards me. My father looked smug when he came into my line of vision. I craned my neck to see who he had been talking to, and I froze. My body started trembling and my mind raced as it tried to come to grips with what I saw.


  Simon walked up to me, his face cold and expressionless.


  "Simon?" My voice was shaking as I looked up at him.


  Simon shook his head. "There's no Simon here."


  I was close to the edge of hysteria. It couldn't be true. I couldn't accept it.


  "No! You said your vardoger disappeared!" I was openly sobbing, all my earlier bravado melting in the face of this cruel turn of events. I searched his face, looking for any sign of the Simon who had loved me so fiercely. "You said it left you the night Claudia was killed!"


  Simon crouched in front of me, but there was no tenderness in his expression. Those blue eyes that had once looked at me so lovingly were glacial.


  "There never was a Simon."


  His words cut through my emotions that had been careening out of control. I stared at him, my mouth suddenly dry. "Wh-what?"


  "Simon was gone before you met me."


  I shook my head, rejecting his words. "No, that's not true! That's just your vardoger talking!" I was losing control as my world tilted on its axis until nothing made sense. I started sobbing again, but this time it was so violent that my body was shaking uncontrollably. All my hopes of escaping this nightmare collapsed along with his words.


  No one spoke as I spiraled out of control. As the pain seared through my body, I heard a distant voice. A girlish voice.


  Only you can help yourself. Allies are enemies and enemies are friends. The only one you can trust is yourself.


  I didn't know if I was just remembering the words from when I was under, or if I was actually hearing them in my head. But they gave me the ability to grasp the last vestiges of my strength. This wasn't about me anymore. My chance for a happy ending was over. My only purpose now was to destroy as many vardogers as possible.


  I looked up when my sobs had quieted. Simon was still crouched in front of me and I couldn't help but look for a glimmer of sympathy. But there was none.


  He abruptly stood up and turned to Lenore. "How much longer do we have to wait until we can put her under hypnosis again?"


  "It's hard to tell. I think it's advisable to wait until tomorrow so that she can get her full strength back. Then she'll be able to go fully under and we'll be able to maximize the amount she sees."


  Simon sighed but nodded. My father stepped in between them and faced Simon.


  "That's it? We're just going to wait until tomorrow? What the hell do we do until then? Twiddle our thumbs?" My father's mouth twisted. "While under hypnosis yesterday, she said she saw that there were some vardogers that weren't united in our efforts. That they were just pretending and were planning to work against us. Maybe you're one of them."


  "Watch it." Simon's voice was low. "Don't forget I'm in charge. I've been lenient with how you've spoken to me during this charade to preserve the deception, but it's over now."


  I was shocked when my father seemed to shrink at Simon's admonishment. Simon was in charge? How in the hell had this happened?


  "Go track the other seers. I'll watch her."


  My father and the three women slunk away and I heard them talking in the hallway. Simon looked at the two boys who lingered in the living room. "You too. I think I can handle one little seer on my own."


  I studied Simon as I felt a surge of hope. Maybe this was all an act. Why else would he want to be alone with me?


  Simon was silent until the others left the house. He sat on the couch opposite me and studied me, absentmindedly stroking his lower lip with his index finger. He looked so familiar, so much like the Simon I had fallen in love with. That couldn't have been just a figment of my imagination.


  "Simon?" My voice wavered, sounding unsure. My hope was deflated when he shook his head.


  "I guess that's a good enough name to call me as any, although technically I'm not Simon."


  "I-I don't understand. When did you overtake him?"


  "You only need to know that it was before I came to Maxwell."


  All the physical pain I had endured was nothing compared to the emotional anguish as my heart was ripped apart. "That can't be true. You can't have pretended the entire time. It's not possible."


  Simon raised an eyebrow. "Isn't it? Your father's vardoger has pretended to be him for most of your life. My deception should seem like child's play compared to that."


  "But my father was cold and cruel to me. It's not that hard to accept that he was a vardoger all these years. But you..." I swallowed as memories of his warmth and tenderness rushed through me. "That can't have all been an act."


  "You'd be surprised at what necessity can produce. I needed you to trust me, and the best way for that to happen was for you to fall in love with me. So I made it happen."


  Simon's tone was flippant, as if he thought nothing of such a heartless and malicious action. I didn't want to believe it, but the person standing before me wasn't the Simon I knew. The fact that the person I had fallen in love with was nothing more than a facade almost debilitated me. I steeled myself, reminding myself that this was about more than me.


  "So now what?"


  Simon's eyebrows raised at my calm tone. "We wait until we can put you under hypnosis again."


  I gave him a grim smile. "So you can figure out a way to become immortal? Not gonna happen."


  "I wouldn't tempt the temper of your father's vardoger. He can be pretty belligerent, as you've already experienced. And vengeful."


  The thought of Sarah being hurt made me consider my words more carefully. Simon seemed relaxed and conversational. Maybe I could garner some information from him that would help me to defeat them.


  "So, how do you think you're going to be able to become immortal?" I shrugged when Simon just looked at me without answering. "It doesn't matter if you tell me. If you're trying to get the information from me under hypnosis, I'll see it before all of you anyway."


  Simon seemed to consider my words before he spoke. "We think it's somehow tied to the palladium. Right now, all palladium does is make seers powerless and vulnerable. There has to be some way to use it so that we can overtake another body when our current one is about to expire. Being only able to overtake your own person is extremely limiting. When the body dies, so do we."


  The thought of vardogers jumping from body to body was terrifying.


  "What was so special about Claudia that she was able to sustain vardogers so that they didn't have to be connected to their person? How was she able to give them the power to enter me?" The thought of Claudia made another question spring to mind, but I waited until Simon answered my first one.


  Simon shrugged. "We don't know. We didn't have time to study her vardoger in-depth. Claudia was overtaken right after you had the vision of it happening and, as you know, she died not too long after that. We don't know if there are more like her out there. I guess we'll find out soon enough."


  "Why did you kill her? I mean, if she's so special I would think you would want to keep her around." I took a deep breath as I asked my real question. "Why did you save me?"


  Simon's expression was enigmatic. "I didn't kill her to save you. I killed her to keep up the guise. I needed you to trust me because I needed to find out just how strong your powers were. It's so much easier when you're cooperating. Besides, you're no good to us dead. The type of power you wield is worth more than a hundred Claudias."


  "How was I able to have a vision of you?"


  Simon smiled grimly. "You'd be surprised at how powerful the mind is to suggestion. Lenore was able to plant it in your head. She can be amazing with the power of suggestion."


  "How could she plant it in my head? I met her after my visions of you!"


  Simon shook his head, obviously displeased by my lack of imagination. "Do you think you're safe just because you have four walls surrounding you? It takes more than that to stop us."


  "But I saw your vardoger." I bit my lip as I thought it through. "I mean, I guess I saw you. You hadn't overtaken Simon's body yet when you attacked me. You were still a vardoger without a body. How is that possible if what you're telling me is true? That you overtook Simon before we even met?"


  "Like I said, Lenore can be amazing with her powers of suggestion. She was able to make you see me instead of the actual vardoger who was unknown to you. It helped that your aunt told you that she saw me coming after you while she was under hypnosis." Simon laughed. "Little did she realize that I had already overtaken Simon's body."


  "Has Lenore used her powers on me any other time? How the hell is she able to make me believe things that aren't true? To make me see things that aren't really there? To make me dream things?"


  Simon's lips tightened. "Lenore's powers are unpredictable. Unfortunately, her ability to sway a person's mind to her will hasn't been honed, although God knows she's been trying. She's failed so many times trying to control your mind." He shook his head disgustedly.


  "Is my aunt really dead? Is my mother alive?"


  Simon ran his hand through his hair and I felt a searing pain at the familiar gesture. He seemed so much like the man I had loved. The man that I had never really known.


  "I didn't come here to answer all your questions. I'd recommend you stop talking now for your own good."


  Simon's menacing tone made all thoughts of the man I had loved so desperately vanish. I was quiet for the rest of the morning and Simon made no overtures to speak. It was unnerving having him just sitting there watching me, but I coped by not looking at him. It was easier to think of a way out of this without being constantly reminded of everything I had lost.


  I was startled when Simon stood up and my eyes shot to him. His movement made me nervous but he just walked past me into the kitchen. While he was gone, I tried to writhe my body to dislodge the palladium necklace from around my neck, but it was impossible while I was bound to the chair. I immediately stilled when I heard him walking back towards me.


  Simon set a glass of water and a sandwich on the coffee table and sat next to it. When he put the glass to my lips, I turned away. It was one thing to accept food and water from Marie, or even from one of the sullen boys. It was another thing to accept it from someone...no, something that had played me for a fool this whole time.


  "It's for your own good." Simon's voice was stern, as if he were lecturing a small child. "You're only hurting yourself if you don't eat and drink."


  As much as I hated to accept it from him, I knew he was right. The minute the cold water hit my lips I gulped eagerly. I avoided Simon's eyes as he fed me the sandwich. He was close. So close that I could smell his cologne. I wanted to laugh hysterically, finding it perversely funny that a vardoger still did such mundane human things like putting on cologne.


  I was relieved when I finished the sandwich, hoping that he would now move away. I tensed when I heard the front door open. My father walked in and dropped onto the couch.


  "Where is everyone?" Simon was still sitting on the coffee table next to me when he asked the question.


  "Still tracking. I decided I should come back to see how our little guest is doing." I flinched when he stood up abruptly, coming closer to me. "Maybe we can make some progress of our own. Pain is a great motivator. There's a possibility that she didn't tell us everything she saw while she was under hypnosis yesterday. We could make sure."


  Simon stood and faced my father. "You need to stop being so reckless. We have to think about the end goal, not about getting your kicks through torture."


  My father narrowed his eyes but he kept his gaze on me. "You deserve a little payback for all the grief you've given me all these years."


  I barely registered his hand raising before I felt him backhand me with such force that my chair tipped back, almost toppling me over. Simon grabbed the back of my chair to steady it, and then released it when I was firmly on the ground. I felt a flash of doubt at his action. Why would he care if I fell back? It didn't align with him being a vardoger. But when he spoke there was no emotion in his voice except irritation.


  "Do I really have to have this conversation with you again? She's a means to an end. After we're done with her, we'll either be able to overtake her or we'll kill her. Until then, control yourself."


  There was a ringing in my ears as my head throbbed. When I dropped my head to try and push away the pain, I saw Simon's hand closest to me clenched into a fist. He was gripping so hard that his knuckles were white and his fist was trembling. It was clear that he had been affected by my father striking me. Hope is such a horrible and wonderful thing. It was wonderful because it left open the possibility that Simon wasn't a lost cause. That he was pretending so that he could try and figure out a way for both of us to escape this. It was horrible because if I was mistaken, I didn't know how I'd survive the betrayal again.


  I looked up at my father to see if he had noticed Simon's reaction but he was too busy frowning at the cell phone he had pulled out of his pocket. He walked out of the living room with the phone to his ear.


  Simon sat back down on the couch and I couldn't stop searching his face for a clue. For any sign that this was all an act. But his face remained impassive. He didn't look up when the front door opened and the two boys walked in. He simply said, "Watch her," and walked away.


   Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  The rest of the day was sheer torture. I was tense and wired, preparing myself for something to happen. Not knowing my fate was almost worse than something bad happening. My imagination was in overdrive with all the different possible scenarios. Yet the day remained relatively calm.


  Lenore came back to the house when night fell, although Marie and Cecelia were nowhere to be seen. I hadn't seen Simon since he had left me earlier, so I was surprised when he walked back into the living room. He addressed Lenore who was sitting on the couch reading a magazine. It had irritated me to no end that she was doing something as banal as flipping through a magazine, as if nothing was out of the ordinary, while I was strapped to a chair in front of her.


  "You're going tracking again."


  Lenore frowned. "Now? Isn't it a little late?"


  Simon ignored her and glanced at the boys. "You too."


  My father walked into the living room. "Let's go. I got some good information on a powerful seer. If everything goes according to plan, we can bring her back here tonight."


  My stomach dropped at the idea of another seer being trapped by these monsters.


  The house was eerily quiet after they left. Simon dropped onto the sofa in front of me. He shushed me when I started to speak. "Don't talk."


  Simon cocked his head as if he were listening for something. Several minutes passed as we just sat there until he finally stood up and peered out the window. I opened my mouth to speak but instead I squeaked in alarm when he suddenly rushed towards me. But instead of attacking me, he started untying the rope around my ankles. My heart started thudding as I stared at him.


  "S-Simon?"


  Simon glanced up at me. "There's no time to talk right now." He succeeded in freeing my feet and dug into his pocket, pulling out a key and unlocking the handcuffs. He then took the palladium necklace off me and threw it to the floor. When Simon pulled me up to stand I immediately tilted forward. My limbs had been in the same position for hours and they ached painfully and were unable to hold my weight. Simon grunted as he caught me and bent at the knees, flinging me over his shoulder like I was a sack of potatoes.


  I gripped his waist and tried not to smash my face against his rear end as he started walking quickly and then running. I had no idea where we were going since the only view I had was of his backside, but my heart soared when I felt the rush of cold air hit me. It was glorious to be outside after being trapped in that house, even though it was freezing.


  I didn't say a word. I was too scared that they would hear us and it was too hard to speak in the position I was in anyway. Simon seemed to be running for a long time before he stopped abruptly, setting me down gently on the ground. I gingerly straightened, grateful when I was able to stand on my own despite my aching muscles.


  I threw my arms around Simon's neck, clinging fiercely to him as I felt pure elation rush through me. "I knew it," I whispered. "I know it couldn't have been an act."


  Simon hugged me back momentarily but then pulled back. "We have to get out of here. It was by sheer luck that your father got that call. He was suspicious when I sent them out earlier to track seers so he was spying on us outside the house, hoping to hear something damning. But he doesn't suspect a thing now since he was the one to instigate the latest outing."


  It was dark and I was shivering, but I could have cared less. We were on a quiet residential street and I was surprised when Simon led me to an unfamiliar car.


  "Get in."


  I followed Simon's orders and climbed in. Simon slid into the driver's seat and started the engine.


  "Where are we going?" I asked as I watched Simon driving.


  Simon gripped the steering wheel tightly. "I don't know. Just far from here."


  I still didn't understand how he was able to fool my father and Lenore. "How did you convince them that you were really a vardoger?" I hesitated as a thought struck me. "Is your vardoger still inside you?"


  Simon didn't answer for a while. My anxiety and confusion grew the longer he avoided answering the question. He finally glanced at me, but only for a brief second, and then he looked back at the road. His voice was low when he spoke.


  "I wasn't lying to you before."


  "Wait, what?" I turned my body sideways so I could fully look at him. "What are you talking about?"


  Simon's profile was tense and I could see that he was clenching his jaw. He didn't turn towards me when he answered.


  "I'm not who you think I am. I've been a vardoger since you met me. I was able to fool your father and Lenore because it's the truth."


  I stared at him, my mind blank. Nothing he was saying was making sense. "Why are you saying that? You don't have to pretend anymore."


  Simon smiled grimly and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. "That's the ironic thing. What you think is a lie is the truth. What you think is the truth is a lie."


  I felt a flare of anger. "Stop talking in riddles! Everything in my goddamned life is a riddle!"


  Simon took a deep breath and then started talking. His voice was quiet but seemed to fill every corner of the car.


  "I took over Simon's body his sophomore year in college. It was ridiculously easy. He was so open and unguarded. A bottle of sleeping pills and he was gone. Everything had gone according to plan. My power was growing and I had the foresight to plan for the future instead of all the stupid vardogers that only lived in the moment. I knew we'd never survive in our current state. Seers were growing stronger and destroying more and more vardogers every day. I knew the only way to defeat them was to band together."


  I was dumbstruck by Simon's words, unable to speak. He continued talking despite my lack of response.


  "But there was something wrong. Emotions were left behind. When a vardoger overtakes their person, they retain all their knowledge and information. After all, we're actually an extension of the person. We have all their memories. It allows us to slip into their life seamlessly. But there was an imprint of emotions left behind with Simon. That's not supposed to happen. All of a sudden, I could feel emotions that I had never experienced before. I could feel joy and regret. I found myself being able to be empathetic. To put myself in someone else's shoes." Simon grimaced. "For a vardoger, that's the worst nightmare possible. We're not immune to emotions, but our emotions are usually exclusively destructive, like hate and anger. Not love."


  I swallowed loudly at his last statement. "So...are you saying you became like Simon? The real Simon?" I could hardly believe what I was hearing. I was half expecting Simon to laugh and say it was all a big joke.


  He shook his head. "No. The imprint of emotions allowed me to feel, but they weren't Simon's emotions. I'm nothing like Simon. He never felt strongly about anything. He had no desire to go to Yale, but his father wanted him to attend so he went without a fight. He enjoyed playing music but was wasting his talent because it was too much of an effort to try and pursue his dream. He was a decent guy but everything about him was tepid at best. It used to drive me crazy to witness his apathetic approach to life when I was just his shadow."


  "If you've overtaken Simon's body and you're truly a vardoger, why did you help me escape?" My hands were clasped together so tightly on my lap that they began to tingle. I couldn't believe that I was actually entertaining the idea that he was telling the truth. I briefly wondered if this was some sort of trick he and my father had planned to lull me into a false sense of security.


  Simon looked at me for the first time since he had started telling his story. I wanted to reach out and stroke his face when I saw the anguish in his eyes, but I was afraid. If what he was saying was true, he was the enemy.


  "What I felt for you...what I feel for you..." Simon's voice trailed off and he looked back at the road. "I love you, Caitlin. I feel it in every fiber of my being. It started out as an act. I was trying to push all those feelings away, to convince myself I hadn't been corrupted by weak emotions. Then one day I woke up and realized I didn't want to lose those feelings. If it meant I was weak, I'd rather be weak and be with you, rather than be strong and lose you."


  "I don't know what to say." My voice was strained and I fought to speak more forcefully. "All this is pretty unbelievable."


  I jumped when I felt Simon touch my clasped hands, pulling them apart so he could grasp one of them in his. A part of me wanted to pull away, but my emotions won out and I squeezed his hand. Simon's jaw relaxed fractionally.


  "Do you love me?"


  "I don't even know who you are," I whispered. My heart jumped into my throat when he pulled the car to the side of the road. We were on a deserted street and I didn't know if anyone could hear me if I screamed.


  "I'm still the same...person that you thought I was before you knew the truth." Simon smiled at me sardonically. "I admit the 'person' part is a bit of a stretch." His expression turned serious as he continued. "I'm willing to do anything for you, Caitlin. Even if that means having to leave you."


  An arrow of fear shot through me at his words. Where was Simon planning on going? I was willing to try and accept the craziness of his story because I knew regardless of what the truth was, I loved him. It was a little hard to come to terms with the fact that he had killed the real Simon and a part of me demanded that justice be served. But he wasn't the same...thing that had overtaken Simon, was he? He had changed to become a real person. To me, he was Simon. Not the Simon he had overtaken, but the Simon that had made me laugh and feel joy. The Simon that had made me believe anything was possible because of his love. I wondered if I was damning myself by loving a vardoger, but I realized I would rather be damned with Simon than blessed without him.


  I opened my mouth to ask about his comment about leaving but was stopped by his lips crushing mine. I readily opened my mouth for him, my emotions surging as I felt him desperately trying to connect with me through physical contact. All the doubts and fear vanished as I wrapped my arms around his neck, surrendering to him as his tongue plunged into my mouth.


  Simon groaned as he pulled me closer although we were separated by the center console. He sucked on my tongue when I slid it into his mouth and then laved it with his own. My heart was racing by the time we pulled apart.


  Simon asked the question again, his voice husky. "Do you love me?"


  "I love you, Simon. I'll always love you."


  Simon closed his eyes and breathed deeply as tension drained from his face. His eyes looked hopeful when he opened them. "We need to keep moving. It was stupid of me to pull over, but I had to make sure your feelings for me weren't broken."


  Simon pulled the car back onto the road.


  "Do you really not know where we're going?" I asked.


  "Right now we just need to concentrate on getting as far away as possible. Once they realize what's happened, they won't waste any time following us. We're headed south because the last thing we want to do is lead them back to Maxwell."


  Fear gripped me as I thought about what they could do. "What if my father gets a hold of Sarah? What if he kills her?" As much as I wanted to escape, I couldn't risk the chance that Sarah would become collateral damage.


  Simon tightened his grip on my hand. "Don't worry. He'll be too concerned with tracking us down to go after Sarah. I know how his mind works. He's not capable of complex thoughts. Once he realizes he's been duped, he'll be so consumed with finding us that he won't think of anything else."


  I sighed and leaned back against the seat, hoping that he was right. "Why didn't you tell me any of this before?"


  Simon laughed mirthlessly. "Would you have believed me? Hell, you can probably barely believe it now. I was trying to convince your father that your powers weren't as strong as we all believed and that it was better to move on to other potential seers."


  "Why do you call him my father? He's not really my father, although I can't seem to call him anything else."


  Simon shrugged. "When we overtake a person, we assume their identity. It's just natural for us to call each other by the labels the human world puts on us. You still think of me as Simon, don't you?"


  I nodded my head, not knowing how else to think of him. I swallowed as another thought entered my mind.


  "Would you have been okay with my father kidnapping another seer?" I was trying to figure out Simon's moral compass. I believed he loved me, but would he be willing to stand by as others were sacrificed? I couldn't let that happen, no matter how I felt about him.


  Simon sighed heavily. "Honestly, I wish I could say yes. I wish I didn't care whether he tortured and killed a hundred seers to try and figure out the key to immortality. But these damn emotions...this sense of empathy..." Simon glanced at me. "We'll figure it out. If it's the last thing I do, I'll make sure he's stopped."


  "Is my aunt dead?"


  Simon grimaced. "I'm sorry, Caitlin. It was too late by the time I arrived. Your father is getting more and more reckless and he ambushed her without my knowledge or permission."


  I pulled my hand out of Simon's grasp. Even though he wasn't directly responsible for my aunt's death, he was a part of this whole scheme, even if he had been trying to fight against it. He had even admitted to being the one who started banding vardogers together to fight seers before he started experiencing human emotions. I started questioning my sanity since I still loved him.


  "She didn't suffer," Simon said quietly. "Whatever your father told you, she went quietly. They tried hypnotizing her too often within a short period of time and she just fell asleep during one of the sessions and never woke up."


  I couldn't hold back the sound of pain. Despite what Simon said, I knew how confusing and traumatic being under could be. He couldn't be so sure that she hadn't suffered from what she had seen while under hypnosis.


  "What about my mother?"


  "I don't know any firsthand information about your mother. The accident happened long before I encountered your father. He's never given me specifics of when he overtook your father's body, but I believe it was soon after your mother's accident. He claims that your mother is dead. That's all I know."


  "Let's not talk for a while," I whispered. Simon gave me a concerned look but he nodded, giving me my space.


  Almost an hour passed in silence as I was lost in my thoughts. I was confused, scared and anxious, my earlier joy at having Simon returned to me tempered by the fact that despite his current state, he had started out evil. What if his human emotions suddenly vanished? What then?


  I finally broke the silence with more questions. I couldn't get past the fact that he had been physically violent with me. Why was all of that necessary? "Why did you attack me at my aunt's house? And in the car after I found the palladium by the bridge?"


  Simon's lips tightened. "We were being watched. Your father and I had agreed that I would start pretending that my vardoger was inside of me and that it would surface periodically. He thought it would make you more vulnerable if you were desperate to save me. Make you more pliable once we decided it was time to start trying to use your powers." Simon rubbed his forehead, looking grim. "I never planned on actually carrying out the plan, but your father was getting suspicious so I agreed to it. Then I realized that he was having me watched to make sure I carried through with it. Even though he's my subordinate, he's gaining a lot of influence with the other vardogers so I felt I had to comply."


  Simon grabbed my hand, his voice sounding tortured. "I can't tell you how sorry I am. The last thing I ever wanted to do was hurt you. It makes me sick to even think about it. But if I didn't go through with it, you were dead. When you found the palladium at the scene of your mother's accident. I was sure that he planted it there for you to find. I didn't want you holding onto it because I was already starting to suspect that contact with palladium would negate your powers, leaving you vulnerable for an attack." Simon exhaled heavily. "Your father got sick of waiting for something to happen so he grabbed you and decided that it was time to start putting your powers to use. I had no idea what he was going to do until after it happened. And then I was trying to convince him that it was still a better idea for me to get the information from you through coercion rather than force. He's gotten out of control, obsessed with trying to become immortal. An idea I put in his head."


  Simon's voice was quiet as he continued. "I've done so many things to you. I've hurt and deceived you so much. I told myself I had to because we were being watched. That if I didn't put up a good enough act, he would kill you. But that excuse isn't good enough." He grimaced. "I've spent so much of my energy trying to bind you to me. But maybe that wasn't the right thing to do. Maybe I should have never bound you to me, because I'm not sure I can be the person you want me to be. The person I want to be."


  "Simon, I"


  Simon cut me off with a muttered expletive. He was staring at the rearview mirror so I twisted around in my seat to see what he was looking at. Two headlights were rapidly gaining on us. I prayed that it was just another car but it was coming towards us so quickly that I knew we were seconds away from being rear ended by them. It was pitch black and we had barely seen any other cars on the road. There would be no witnesses for whatever was about to happen.


   Chapter Thirty


  


  I started funneling my energy together, preparing for whoever was careening towards us, although there was no doubt in my mind that it was my father. Simon was swerving and trying to make it harder for them to hit us. There were guardrails on each side of the road to protect against a steep wooded incline, so we had no means of an escape except staying on the road.


  My ball of energy was growing, gathering momentum, when suddenly we were violently jolted forward by the impact of the car crashing into us. My sphere of energy burst and scattered and I watched in horror as we smashed against the guard rail. My head was slammed into the windshield with a sickening thud and I was vaguely aware of Simon's arm in front of my chest in a futile attempt to protect me from the impact.


  As suddenly as I had heard steel screeching from the collision, it was eerily quiet. My head was turned towards Simon, resting on the airbag that had deployed too late. I saw that his body was slumped over the steering wheel with blood streaming down his face, no airbag in sight. I wanted to call out to him but I felt broken and unable to make my mouth move.


  I tried to move my legs but they felt trapped by something heavy. I was desperate to touch Simon, to reassure myself that he was still alive. I raised a trembling arm, barely noticing that it was covered in blood. It took every bit of strength I had left to reach out and touch his face. My hand then drifted down to find his pulse, panic overwhelming me when I couldn't find it.


  From some fountain of inner strength, I found myself able to speak.


  "Simon." My voice was faint and weak. "Simon, wake up. We need to get out of here."


  Desperation clawed at me when he didn't respond. I expected my father to jump out of the shadows at any moment. I tried to gather my energy, but it was a barely flickering light that refused to burn brighter.


  I whimpered when I started to smell smoke. I gingerly raised my head, horror gripping me when I saw that the car was on fire. This propelled me like nothing else. I sat up and attempted to pull my legs free, but they were trapped under crushed metal. I shook Simon, trying to wake him, but he remained unresponsive.


  The smoke started getting thick as I frantically tried to free myself, trying to wriggle my legs free. I wanted to cry with relief when I was able to pry one leg free. I raised the free leg and rested the heel on the car seat, pushing down and using it as leverage to pull my other leg out.


  I immediately turned to Simon and tried to sit him up so I could get him out of the car. Terror seized me when I saw that one of his legs was trapped under a piece of metal. I desperately tried to free him but the confines of the car made it impossible for me to get enough leverage to pull his leg out. I turned to the door on my side to open it since it would be easier for me to work his leg out from under the wreckage if I was standing outside of the car. I moaned in fear when the door refused to open. I kicked it with my foot but that only succeeded in making searing pain rush up my leg.


  I quickly turned and reached over Simon to try and open his car door. I screamed in desperation when his door refused to budge as well. I glanced at the car window on my side. The window on Simon's side was still intact, but half my window had been shattered. The hole was big enough so that I could probably climb through without too many cuts. But that still left the problem of Simon being trapped. I could hope to smash his window with a rock I found outside, but was I willing to take that chance? And how could I work on freeing his leg through his window? I needed the entire car door to open so that I could wriggle his leg from the wreckage.


  Even more frightening, what if my father was waiting for me to escape the car, leaving Simon to burn to death?


  I gritted my teeth as I leaned down, scrabbling at Simon's leg to try and figure out how I could save both of us from this nightmare. The smoke was getting thicker and filling the inside of the car, making it painful to breathe. I could see flickers of flames escaping from under the hood of the car. But I still worked on his leg, trying to feel with my hands what exactly was immobilizing it.


  Black spots started crowding my vision but I furiously kept to my task. I felt a twinge of hope when I felt a piece of metal shift. I wanted to rage when I tried pulling Simon's leg free again but it remained stuck. I was starting to lose consciousness but I knew with every fiber of my being that I would never give up. Our love was a bond that could never be broken. I would either walk away with Simon from this wreckage or I would die trying to save him.


  My body started feeling incredibly heavy and my hands grew weak. My mind was sluggish and I felt myself slump against the dashboard, even as I was still trying to clumsily free Simon's leg. The smoke seemed to fill my every pore as I felt the heat of the flames draw closer. I vaguely wondered what it would feel like to be burned alive as my eyes fluttered closed, my hands finally stilling. The last thing I heard before slipping away was the sound of rain hitting the car.


  


  A bond unbroken can be a curse. A watery grave can be a blessing.
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  Release date of the third installment of the Shadow Series is TBD. I will announce a release date as soon as I have one (I promise I'll try to get it to you as quickly as possible!).


  


  To get news and updates (plus random ramblings), please visit my website at http://www.shkolee.com, follow me on Twitter @shkolee, or like my Facebook page at http://www.facebook.com/shkoleeauthor


  


  Turn the page for the first three chapters of my adult contemporary romance book, Love Left Behind.


  


  Emma Mills is restarting her life in New York City, determined to shed her boring persona and leave the scandal of a jilted groom behind. Little does she know that her life is about to be turned upside down by Jackson Reynard.


  Chapter One


  


  How far can obligation take you? It almost took me to the altar. Marrying the boy you started dating at fifteen is either a fairy tale or insanity. Sean Somers and I started dating our freshman year of high school. We grew up together through a parent's death, a divorce, proms and pregnancy scares. I loved Sean, although a part of me realized there was no passion in our relationship. He was like a trusted confidante, a best friend. But the love of my life? I wasn't so sure.


  I assumed that college would be the wedge that would make us drift apart. I had accepted a partial scholarship to the University of Chicago and Sean was staying behind in Maryland to attend the local university. It wasn't for lack of trying that Sean didn't attend the same college as me. However, the University of Chicago had rejected him, and a small secret part of me had been happy. I could start over in Chicago and become a new person. I was tired of being boring Emma Mills; dependable daughter, straight-A student, church volunteer.


  However, I had underestimated Sean's persistence and determination. Although we had promised each other that we would call and visit faithfully, Chicago was an expensive plane ride away. I didn't think it would actually happen. I hadn't realized that Sean had been squirreling away his paychecks from his summer jobs, saving enough money to be able to visit me every month.


  And college hadn't been what I had expected it to be. I thought I would become a fascinating new person, with exciting friends and adventures around every corner. Instead, I realized I was still the same Emma Mills. I was still dependable. I was still earning straight-A's. I was still volunteering at church.


  It became easier to go with what was comfortable. Sean was comfortable. He was dependable, just like me. So when he suggested that I move back to Maryland after graduation and take a job in D.C. so that we could start a life together, I agreed.


  For three years, I was tolerably happy. Everyone envied our relationship. We both liked our jobs and enjoyed living right outside of D.C. in an up-and-coming neighborhood in Maryland. We rarely fought and I believed that I would spend the rest of my life with Sean. Therefore, when he proposed to me on my twenty-fourth birthday by stuffing a ring inside my birthday cake, I accepted with glee. My life was proceeding right on track.


  But as the wedding day came closer and closer, I started to feel as if I was suffocating. We had our life totally mapped out before us. Sean was an analyst at a prestigious financial firm and was on track for a promotion to manager. I was a marketing executive at an ad agency, and we figured I would work there a few more years until we started having children. Then I would be a stay-at-home mom.


  I tried to buy into the vision, but I began to realize that it wasn't the mapped out life that was really bothering me. It was the person I planned on spending that life with.


  Sean didn't like to travel. He liked to stay home and watch television. Our sex life had been reduced to a chaste daily kiss with an obligatory roll in the hay once every couple of weeks. He bored me to tears, and I was sure I did the same to him. Yet every time I would question how happy he was in our relationship, he claimed that he was perfectly content.


  The further we got into the wedding planning, the more my doubts grew, but it became harder and harder to think about calling it off. I had already sent the invitations out, for Pete’s sake. How tacky would it be to have to rescind a wedding invitation? So I went along and picked out our wedding cake, listened to different bands, and had long drawn-out conversations about which caterer to use.


  Until my bachelorette party. My girlfriends and I had done the predictable thing and gone to Vegas. We squealed in mortification and delight over the Chippendale dancers, we lost money on the slots and we drank ourselves to oblivion.


  On our last night, my best friend Trisha and I were at a club sitting at a table by ourselves while our friends gyrated on the dance floor. She leaned over to me and asked, "Can you believe you're getting married in less than a month?"


  My answer was no. I couldn't believe it. I didn't want to believe it. I couldn't spend my whole life being boring, predictable Emma Mills. It was selfish of me. It was horrible of me. But I knew I was saving Sean and myself from a mind-numbingly boring life together.


  So I called it off.


  The day I got back from Vegas, I sat Sean down in the living room of our apartment. The one we had spent months decorating together by going to estate sales and flea markets, trying to restore pieces of furniture ourselves to save money. It reminded me that for all the dull moments in our life together, there had been sweet moments as well. We were comfortable together. But comfortable wasn't enough for me anymore.


  When I had explained why we didn't belong together, that we were no good for each other, Sean had been shocked and devastated. He didn't understand where this was coming from. He thought I had been happy all these years. And a part of me had been happy, but it wasn't enough.


  Sean's coaxing and tears weren't enough to sway me. I had made my decision and was sticking to it. As embarrassing as it was to call off the wedding and return all the presents, I was relieved. I felt like I had narrowly escaped.


  Now I was furthering my escape by moving to New York City. I had accepted a job as an executive assistant there. It was several steps below my position in D.C., but I was grateful for anything that would get me out of Maryland and away from the scandal of a jilted groom.


  I was taking the train to New York since I had sold my car back in Maryland. I had no need for a car in New York and all my belongings fit into two big suitcases. Sean and I had broken the lease on our apartment and sold all our furniture, splitting the profits, so I was literally traveling with all my belongings. It felt freeing.


  I was moving in with Claire Ranson, the daughter of a family friend who had been living in New York for a few years. Claire was an aspiring actress with a revolving door of roommates since they were also mostly actors and tended to go where the jobs took them. We had already talked on the phone several times and I was excited to meet her in person.


  The train conductor called out the impending stop of Penn Station and I felt a quiver of excitement go through me. Finally, at the age of twenty-five, I was going to make a different life for myself. I was going to become a new person and embrace everything New York had to offer.


  Before the train even came to a halt, people were jumping out of their seats to rush off the train, haphazardly pulling their suitcases from the overhead baggage compartments. I looked up at my two large worn and unfashionably burgundy-colored suitcases with resignation. Having never traveled much, I hadn't owned much luggage. I had bought these suitcases at a second-hand store when I made the decision to move to New York and had stuffed them to the brim.


  Now I was unsure as to how I was going to get them down and lug them all the way to the East Village, where my new apartment was. When I had boarded the train, a nice man had helped me put them overhead, but he was long gone. I grimaced in determination and grabbed a handle to pull them down. The new Emma Mills was independent, a go-getter. She could handle anything, least of all two suitcases.


  The thought was fleeting, as the first suitcase came crashing down. I wasn't able to support the weight of it, and it slammed into the aisle with a loud thud. Well, that was one way to do it. Reminding myself that I had nothing fragile in my suitcases, I hauled down the second suitcase using the same method.


  I was finally able to lug the suitcases off the train and navigated my way around the station, pulling them behind me on their little worn wheels. I caught flashes of designer luggage and imagined I looked a sight with my huge shabby suitcases and disheveled hair. It really was true that New York was full of beautiful people, even in the train station.


  Shrugging off those thoughts, I maneuvered the two suitcases up the escalator and squinted as I got my first sight of the city as a New Yorker. I had visited New York once before with my parents when I was in middle school but it was a fuzzy memory. Now I was one of them; one of those people rushing around with important things to do. If I was aware that I stuck out like a sore thumb, standing on the sidewalk and gawking at the view, I didn't let it bother me. New York was for everyone. And I was everyone.


  Hailing a cab was easier than I thought since they were lined up outside the station. I had been prepared to step out into the street with bravado and hail a cab with a casual wave of the hand, like I had seen Carrie Bradshaw do so many times. But my Sex in the City moment would have to wait.


  "Where to?" the cabbie asked brusquely after he threw my suitcases into the trunk and slid back into the driver's seat.


  "1st avenue between 8th and 9th street." I had practiced that line beforehand, not wanting to seem green and having the cabbie drive me through Brooklyn to take advantage of an unsuspecting out-of-towner.


  The cab driver barely nodded as he sped away from the curb. I watched the crowded sidewalks, feeling a thrill go through me. Everyone seemed to be walking with purpose, coffee cups in hand and an air of determination. I, Emma Mills, was now a New Yorker.


  My first experience as a New Yorker was trying not to throw up as the cabbie made abrupt stops and weaved his way in and out of traffic as if we were in a video game. I had to hold on to the door handle to prevent myself from being thrown against the plastic partition. By the time the cab stopped on my street, I was taking deep breaths and willing myself not to regurgitate the bagel I had eaten that morning.


  The cabbie dropped my bags on the sidewalk after I had paid him and took off. I looked up at my apartment building, feeling a bit of trepidation at the dilapidated sight before me. The building looked worn and outdated, obviously not having been well maintained. Claire had emailed me pictures of the inside of the apartment and it had looked cute and cozy. I hadn't seen the crumbling brick on the outside or the steps that were in desperate need of repair.


  I took a deep breath, reminding myself that the new Emma Mills took all these things in stride. With that thought, I pressed the buzzer to apartment 4C.


  "Hello?" said a female voice.


  "Claire? It's Emma. I made it!"


  "Great! I'll buzz you up! Do you need help with your bags?"


  I paused, looking down at my gigantic suitcases. I definitely needed help, but the last thing I wanted was to have my new roommate lug them upstairs.


  "No, I'm fine. See you in a sec!"


  The front door buzzed and I pushed it open, dragging my suitcases behind me. Looking at the stairs before me, I figured it would take more than a second to get upstairs. The apartment was a walk-up and I wasn't relishing having to drag the suitcases up three flights of stairs.


  By the time I made it to the fourth floor, sweat was dripping off me as if I had just run a marathon. Since it was a warm May afternoon, the corridors of the apartment building were hot and muggy.


  The door to 4C was ajar and a gorgeous girl with long blonde hair and stunning blue eyes was looking at me with her mouth open.


  "Oh my God! How did you lug those things up by yourself?! You should have told me you needed help!"


  She stepped out from the doorway and grabbed the handle of one of the suitcases. Her attempt to lift it was laughable. The cheap plastic sides of the suitcase strained up with her effort, but remained unmoved.


  "Pull," I wheezed as I tried to catch my breath, the exertion of dragging my luggage up the stairs taking its toll. I waved towards the bottom of the suitcase and was able to sputter out, "Wheels."


  Claire took my direction and started pulling the suitcase towards her and inside the apartment. After we managed to drag the suitcases inside, we both plopped down on the couch.


  "Well," I said after I caught my breath. "That was an inauspicious introduction. I guess I should say nice to meet you."


  Claire laughed as she sat up on the couch. "I'd give you a welcome hug, but I have to admit that I'd rather settle for a welcome handshake."


  I looked down at my sweat-drenched t-shirt and jeans that were sticking to my legs like wet cement. "I don't blame you, I'm a mess."


  Claire grinned as she swept her hand, indicating the apartment. "Welcome to your new home."


  Even though we had only talked on the phone, Claire and I had immediately hit it off. She was a year younger than I was and seemed as laid back as I was buttoned up. I decided that I would definitely let her rub off on me.


  I surveyed the apartment, pleased that it looked just like the pictures she had sent me. The living room was small but comfortably furnished with a few knickknacks and pictures. The kitchen was more of a wall with a counter and appliances lined up against it rather than a separate room. A small breakfast table separated the kitchen from the living room. I knew the bedrooms were small too, but my room came furnished so I had one less thing to worry about.


  The main feature that I had loved about the apartment was the small balcony off the living room. I stood up to look out the sliding glass doors. It looked out onto 1st Avenue and I could see people hanging out on their stoops.


  "I love it!" I said with enthusiasm as I turned my head to look at Claire. "I can't believe I'm finally here. I always dreamed of living in New York, but now it's actually a reality."


  "I'm happy you're here. The last roommate I had snored so loud that I could hear her through the bedroom wall. The only thing that saved me was stockpiling earplugs."


  Claire rose and stood next to me, peering out the sliding glass window as well. She was much taller than I was with a willowy figure. I figured she had to be about five nine even without any shoes since she was barefoot. With my dark brown hair that was escaping my messy ponytail and a figure that had hips showing my love of junk food, I felt squat and average next to her.


  But I wasn't here to compete for attention. The last thing I wanted to do after having just broken off my engagement was to start dating again. This time was for me, to establish myself as the person I had always imagined I could be. And I was grateful that I wasn't doing it alone. From our phone conversations, I already felt as though Claire was a friend.


  "Let me show you your bedroom."


  Claire opened one of three doors off the living room, ushering me inside. "I know it's small but mine’s the same size. I barely spend any time in mine anyway."


  "It's perfect," I said, looking around the room. And it was. Even though it was small and cramped, it was mine. I could do whatever I wanted to it without having to check with someone else to see if they were okay with it. I still thought of Sean every now and then, and a part of me missed him. He had been a part of my life for ten years and I still loved him and wanted the best for him. As dull as I had found Sean in our relationship, he had always been kind and considerate. He was a good person. I was the one that had changed the rules mid-game.


  After Claire showed me the bathroom and helped me lug my suitcases into my room, she plopped down on my bed. I was grateful that she seemed to consider me a new friend, instead of someone just sleeping in the next room. As excited as I was to start my new life, it made it a lot less scary to have a ready-made friend.


  "So, what do you want to do on your first official day as a New Yorker?"


  I practically jumped up and down in excitement. "I don't know. Maybe we can just walk around and explore the neighborhood. I can't even think about unpacking right now."


  "Sure. I'll show you around the 'hood, and then we can stop by Max's Tavern. It's a bar a couple of blocks away."


  I looked at myself in the mirror that was above the dresser in my bedroom and grimaced. "Let me try to make myself look like a human being first. My hair looks like I stuck my finger in an outlet."


  Claire laughed as she walked out of my room. "Sure, take your time."


  I opened one of my suitcases and fished out my toiletries as well as a fresh pair of jeans and a tank top. Claire was flipping through a magazine when I made my way into the bathroom. It was a relief to change into clothes that weren't sticking to me. It was even more of a relief to wash off the grime of traveling from my face and put on fresh make-up.


  "Tada," I announced as I stepped out of the bathroom. "This is as good as it's going to get today, but at least I don't feel gross anymore."


  "You look fine," Claire replied as she dropped the magazine and stood. She was wearing shorts that accentuated just how long her legs were and a cute little tee that looked like it was sized for a toddler. It was a good thing that Claire was such a nice girl. It could be easy to be jealous of someone so effortlessly gorgeous.


  Claire took me to all her local haunts and she seemed to know everyone on a first name basis. She had that easy charm that made everyone want to smile and talk to her. Claire was a good guide, explaining the different neighborhoods in New York and showing me where all the important places were, like the nearest grocery store and pharmacy. It was exciting just to walk around and soak up the atmosphere. And the East Village had plenty of atmosphere. It was a little grittier and a little dirtier than the New York I had seen through Carrie Bradshaw's eyes, but it didn't make me love it any less.


  We walked over to Union Square and wandered through the farmer's market, stopping to buy cups of cold apple cider to quench our thirst. We sat down on a bench to take a break and watch the people walking by.


  "So how do you like your new neighborhood so far?" Claire asked, leaning back on the bench.


  "I know I keep saying I love everything, but I do. I love it. It's so different from Maryland, or even D.C. It sounds clichéd, but it just seems so alive. I feel like I can be a different person here."


  Claire raised her eyebrows. "What's wrong with the person you are now?"


  I sighed as I thought it over. Claire's mother was friends with mine through some women's charity group back in Maryland, so I was sure Claire knew about the failed engagement. We both came from Merrittsville, a small town in Maryland, although we had never met growing up since Claire had gone to boarding school. In Merrittsville, my running off had apparently been breaking news.


  "Well, you know about Sean and me, right?" I continued when Claire nodded. "It's not that I didn't love him. I did love him. I mean, I still do. It just wasn't the right kind of love. It wasn't the kind of love that made me excited to see him, the kind that made me miss him when we were apart. We were together since we were fifteen years old, and not once did I get butterflies around him. I mean, I liked Sean and I was attracted to him. I used to think that was enough. Now I know it isn't."


  "Well..." Claire said, drawing out the word. "I can understand that. But what does that have to do with you being a different person?"


  "The person that was resigned to living a life with no passion was boring. She followed all the rules, did all the right things. She almost got married to someone just because everyone expected it, including herself."


  I turned to Claire. "I can't be that person anymore. I'm not sure who I'm going to be now, but I know I'm definitely not going to be her."


  Claire gave me a small smile. "There's nothing wrong with trying to change things you don't like about yourself, but I don't think you need to wipe the slate clean. I know we've only talked on the phone a few times and we just met today, but the Emma Mills I know seems pretty okay."


  I looked up at the trees overhead, the branches swaying with the slight breeze. I didn't want to be just pretty okay. I wanted to be someone that would make my mark in this world.


  I laughed as I turned back to Claire, shaking off my serious thoughts. "Enough with all this heavy talk. You'd think I was going through an identity crisis or something. Tell me about you. You're in a Broadway show now, right?"


  Claire gave a wry smile. "It's so off-Broadway that even saying it's off-off-Broadway would be a stretch. But it's a great role in a play about a woman who can't decide between two men in her life and how she figures out who to choose."


  "And you play the woman?"


  Claire nodded. "It's playing in a small theater not too far from our apartment. That's what I mean about it being so off-Broadway. You should come see it sometime. It runs every Friday and Saturday night."


  "I'd love to come see it! My first show in New York!"


  Claire laughed at my excited expression. "Don't get your hopes up. We don't come out singing and wearing cat masks."


  I scrunched up my nose in protest. "I've never even seen Cats."


  Claire took the last sip of her apple cider and crumpled up her cup. "What about you? When do you start your new job?"


  "Tomorrow, bright and early," I groaned. I had tried to come a few days earlier, but my mother had insisted that I stay in Maryland until the last possible second. She feared that I was going to be raped and killed in some alleyway of New York. When I explained to her that New York didn't have any alleys, she had changed the scenario to a gutter. As a result, I didn’t leave until Sunday morning and now I only had one glorious afternoon and evening until Monday.


  "Where's your office?"


  "It's on Lexington and 45th," I answered. "Is that easy to get to from our place?"


  "You're lucky. Since it's on the east side, you can just take the green line up."


  I bit my lip as I thought about the complicated subway map I had perused for hours before. "I've mapped my route out already. I have it memorized since I obsessed about it so much. I'm just paranoid that I'll take the wrong subway and end up in Queens or something."


  "Relax," Claire said laughing. "The subway system is super easy. I'll go over it with you later." She gave me a wink. "Queens isn't such a bad place to go anyways. It has some killer Indian food."


  "I love Indian food." I frowned as I thought about it. "Actually, I love all food. That's the problem."


  "I don't think you have anything to worry about," she replied, glancing at me. "Curvy is in." I couldn't help but feel a little embarrassed at her perusal. I would never boldly look someone over and comment on their figure.


  "Thanks, I guess."


  Claire laughed loudly. "It was supposed to be a compliment. You have a tiny waist and great curves. That's a good thing."


  I relaxed although I didn't agree. I would kill to be tall and thin like Claire. Oh well, I guess we couldn't all be ravishing beauties. I gave myself a mental shake at my thoughts. This wasn't the time to compare myself to others and find myself lacking. The new Emma Mills was confident and secure in herself, body image included.


  "Well, this curvy broad would love something harder than apple cider. Didn't you mention a bar near our apartment?"


  Claire jumped up, throwing her crumpled cup in a nearby trash can. "Max's Tavern. I go there most Sundays. It's a laid back bar and a great place to just hang out. Let's go."


  We walked back to our neighborhood at a leisurely pace, enjoying the last rays of the Sunday afternoon.


  "This is it," Claire said as we reached a bar with dark wood paneling on the front. Max's Tavern looked like it had been there since before prohibition, looking well worn, but still gleaming with obvious care. "This isn't a hipster bar, but that's why I like it."


  The bar was decently full when we stepped inside and Claire waved at the bartender, calling out a greeting. Of course she would know the bartender.


  "There they are," Claire said as she grabbed my arm, dragging me over to a table that was already occupied. There were two guys and one girl sitting there and they smiled when they caught sight of Claire. The girl was a replica of Claire, except she was the dark-haired version. With flowing dark brown hair and large hazel eyes, I was beginning to think that I was going to get a complex. I guess that's what happened when you hung out with actors.


  The guys were nothing to sneeze at either. One was blond and stocky, bulging with muscles that were clearly evident from his tight t-shirt. His nose looked as if it had been broken a few times, but instead of detracting from his appearance, it added to his rugged masculine good looks.


  The other guy sitting at the table was movie-star handsome. His dark brown hair was a little shaggy, but instead of making him look unkempt, it added to his appeal, making him seem boyishly charming. His nose looked as if it had never come close to being broken and his dimples were in clear view as he smiled at our approach. He wasn't muscle bound like his friend, but his lean frame was more appealing. More my type.


  I shook my head at the thought. I hadn't moved to New York to fall into another relationship. This was my time to figure out what I wanted to do with my life. Besides, who was I kidding? This man before me was way too beautiful for comfort. With Claire and the leggy brunette around, I was sure I wouldn't have to worry about him being overly interested in me.


  "Hi, guys," Claire said as she approached the table. "This is Emma. She's my new roommate, the one I told you about." She turned to me as she made introductions. "Emma, this is Jackson, Nathan and Mia."


  I smiled as everyone greeted me enthusiastically. Jackson, the Grecian god who apparently had manners as well, pulled over two chairs from another table for us.


  "Hi, Emma. How do you like New York so far?" Mia asked as we sat down. She was smiling widely and despite being drop-dead gorgeous, she seemed sincere and friendly. I had to stop equating beauty with cattiness. It was just as bad as someone judging me for not having legs that went on for miles.


  "I love it!" I couldn't seem to stop gushing about my new city. Maybe the pretty new sheen of it would wear off after awhile, but at the moment, I was still enjoying the novelty of it all. "Claire's been taking me around the neighborhood and showing me around. I can't believe I'm finally here."


  "You moved up from Maryland, right?" Jackson asked, looking genuinely inquisitive. I found it hard to look directly at him. It was like looking directly at the sun and I almost needed to squint my eyes against his good looks. I really needed to get a handle on myself.


  "Yup. I grew up there and was living near D.C. for a while. It's so different from New York."


  "What made you decide to move up here?" Mia asked, unknowingly bringing up an uncomfortable topic. The last thing I wanted to do was spill my messy history to strangers.


  "I just felt like a change of pace. I've lived in the Maryland and D.C. area my whole life, except for when I went to college in Chicago. I thought it was time for something different."


  The waitress came over to take our drink orders, interrupting the conversation.


  "Hi, Claire. What do you want?"


  "I'll take a Yuengling." Claire turned to me. "Maggie, this is my new roommate, Emma. She just got into town today."


  Maggie, who looked about our age, gave me a wide smile. "Welcome! Hopefully you'll become a regular here just like these guys. I can't seem to peel them out of those seats most Sundays."


  "Thanks, Maggie. I'm not sure if I can measure up when it comes to drinking. Two beers and I'm on the floor. And on that note, I'll take a Yuengling too."


  As Maggie walked away to get our beers, Nathan slammed his hand down on the table, startling me, but he just grinned at me. "Now that's what I like. A cheap date. How come every girl I meet can drink me under the table?" He patted his pocket. "It hurts me right here."


  Claire rolled her eyes. "And they said chivalry was dead."


  "It's not dead. It was just trampled on by unappreciative women." Nathan was attempting to sound lighthearted, but I could hear a trace of seriousness in his tone.


  Jackson leaned in, quirking his mouth. "Don't pay attention to Nathan. He got dumped recently and he's still processing through his 'women are evil' phase."


  "Sorry to hear that, Nathan," I said sympathetically, happy that I hadn't fueled the fire by revealing I had broken my engagement less than a month before the wedding.


  Nathan sighed dramatically, crossing his arms against his chest. "I should've seen it coming. When Sandy told me she wanted to take tennis lessons, I should've stopped it."


  "Nathan, how many times do I have to tell you?" Claire groaned. Maggie came back with the beers and she paused to take a long swig. "Sandy didn't cheat on you just because she hired a tennis instructor. She cheated on you because she's a skank."


  Nathan shook his head emphatically. "Nope. It was the tennis instructor. He was some European douchebag who charmed her with his accent. If it wasn't for him, we'd still be together." He turned abruptly to Jackson who had been listening to the conversation with a half-grin on his face. "If you start dating a girl, don't let her take tennis lessons, especially from a douchebag European instructor."


  I tried to suppress a laugh, but unfortunately, it caused me to snort loudly. Everyone at the table looked at me, Jackson with amused raised eyebrows and Nathan with a frown.


  I nodded vigorously, wanting to appease Nathan. "I agree. No European douchebag tennis teachers."


  Nathan nodded in satisfaction, while the rest of the table laughed.


  "Poor Nathan," Mia said sympathetically, patting him on the hand. "He can't pass a tennis court without getting all worked up."


  "It's been three months," Claire said, apparently not sharing the sympathy. "How long are you going to pine after her?"


  I saw Mia give Claire a warning look, to which Claire just shrugged. Claire didn't seem to have any patience for Nathan's moping about his ex-girlfriend, which was at odds with my earlier impression of her. She seemed so laid back that her lack of patience with Nathan was surprising.


  Nathan seemed to deflate at Claire's words, falling back against his chair with a defeated look. I felt bad for him, even though I had just met him. And a part of me felt a little guilty too. Although I had never cheated on Sean, I could see his crestfallen expression in Nathan's face.


  "It's okay, three months isn't that long," I offered, wanting to comfort him while trying to lighten the mood. "When my fifth grade boyfriend dumped me for Shelly Dupree because she had a swimming pool and her mom made amazing cookies, I was still poking pins into a doll with a picture of his face on it in sixth grade."


  Claire shot me a look that I didn't understand, making me feel uncomfortable. I didn't know the dynamics of this group yet and hadn't really thought about her reaction when trying to comfort Nathan. I hadn't meant to contradict her, but she had seemed a little harsh towards Nathan.


  "Remind me never to cross you," Jackson said, seemingly wanting to lighten the mood as well. "I'd hate to think of you having a doll that looks like me and doing some voodoo magic on it."


  "Don't worry," I laughed. "I only save that for serious transgressions. Don't ever jilt me for some floozy with a pool and chocolate chip cookies and we'll be fine."


  Jackson grinned at me widely, his dimples in full view, and I blinked at him, nonplussed. I hadn't meant to imply that there would ever be anything between us for there to be a possibility of being jilted, but Jackson just seemed amused by it.


  "Speaking of being jilted," Claire said, interrupting my thoughts. "Do you still talk to Sean?"


  I paled as Claire cocked her head, looking at me innocently. Her question had taken me aback, making me tense and confused. I didn't understand why Claire was bringing up Sean. It felt like an attack, like she was punishing me for disagreeing with her. This didn't seem like the girl that had been so likable on the phone and had shown me around today, treating me like a friend instead of just a roommate.


  "Uh, not really," I replied, my mouth dry. I saw Mia and Nathan look at me with interest while Jackson glanced at Claire with a frown.


  "Who's Sean?" Mia asked, seemingly oblivious to the growing tension.


  "He's my ex. We broke up recently, but he's back in Maryland."


  "Enough of all this depressing talk," Claire said smiling at me. I looked back at her confused. I could have sworn that she had meant her comment about Sean as a dig, but now she was looking at me guilelessly. "No more talk of exes. Let's talk about something more interesting. Mia, how did your audition for that commercial go?"


  Mia sighed. "Okay, I guess. It's just so tiring going to all these casting calls for jobs that I have absolutely no interest in. But I need to pay the bills somehow."


  "Mia is actually a trained ballerina, but she decided to throw out her pointe shoes for the life of an actress," Claire explained. I gave myself a mental shake. Claire seemed completely friendly and open now. I wondered if I had just misunderstood her earlier comments. I decided to forget about it. The last thing I wanted to do was alienate my roommate and one friend in New York.


  "A ballerina. That's impressive. I took ballet when I was a little kid, but I kept ripping off my tutu and running around instead of going into first position, so they asked my parents to withdraw me from class." I smiled ruefully. "I think that was a polite way of kicking me out of class."


  Mia laughed. "I got a little further than that, but I realized I didn't want the life of a ballerina. Plus I like to eat." She frowned before continuing, "Although the life of an aspiring actress isn't that much better. I spend most of my time working at the Mac counter in Bloomingdale's and going on casting calls. I haven't had much luck."


  I looked around the table. "Are all of you actors?"


  "Not me," Nathan answered. "I'm a painter. I'm having a showing at a small gallery next weekend. You should come."


  "Wow, a painter," I said, impressed. "Everyone here seems so creative. I would love to come to your showing." I turned to Jackson. "What about you? What do you do?"


  Jackson still looked a bit unsettled by the earlier conversation and Claire's gibe, but his face cleared at my question. "I'm one of the masses of struggling actors too, which means I spend my days working as a trainer at a gym while I wait for my big break."


  "Jackson is actually in the play that I was telling you about," Claire said. She smirked as she glanced at Jackson. "He's one of the two men vying for my hand in marriage."


  "I'm looking forward to seeing it," I said. "So, do you end up with the girl or not?"


  Jackson grinned, his green eyes sparkling. It was getting easier and easier to look at him for longer periods of time. His gorgeousness was taking a backseat to his open friendliness.


  "You'll have to find out for yourself. I can't give away the ending. It’ll ruin the show for you."


  "What about you?" Mia asked. "What do you do? Do you have a job here yet?"


  "Fortunately, I got a job before I moved up here. I'm an executive assistant at Mass Communications, a marketing firm. Unfortunately, it's not really want I want to be doing, but for now it's a paycheck, so I'm happy about that."


  "Emma was a marketing exec at an ad agency in D.C.," Claire said, surprising me with the pride in her voice. "I'm sure she'll move up in the ranks at her company in no time."


  "Thanks for the vote of confidence, but for now I'll be happy if I'm able to answer the phone and make copies without messing up."


  "I'm sure you'll be a master copier and phone answerer in no time," Jackson said with a wink.


  "Just what I always dreamed of being as a little girl," I replied with a wry grin.


  "So you and Claire grew up in the same town?" Mia asked.


  I took a sip of my beer and nodded. I really was a lightweight and had been nursing my drink, but I saw Nathan motion to Maggie for another round. I was going to have to be careful around this group. Drinking more than a couple of drinks always made me a little more animated than I wanted to be.


  "Our mothers are friends through a charity group in our town. It's a typical small town where everyone knows each other's business." I smiled ruefully. "It's fantastic."


  "I went to boarding school, so Emma and I never met before," Claire added.


  "It really was a lucky break that Claire was looking for a roommate at the same time I was looking to move here," I said. "Do you guys live around here?"


  "Nathan and I are roommates and we live over on 2nd Ave and 1st," Mia answered. I was surprised that they lived together, but I reminded myself this was New York, not Merrittsville where coed roommates would have raised eyebrows.


  "I live around here too," Jackson chimed in. "Over on 14th and 3rd Ave."


  Claire stretched, raising her arms above her head and arching her back. "I need a smoke. Anyone want to join me?"


  Nathan and Mia both chimed in with wanting to take a cigarette break. Nathan groaned about having to go outside to smoke, since it wasn't allowed inside bars in New York.


  "Do you smoke?" Mia asked as they got up.


  "No," I replied. "I tried it once in high school and threw up afterwards. That's about as illicit as my substance history goes."


  Nathan slapped Jackson on the back. "You finally have someone to keep you company while we blacken our lungs."


  Jackson grinned. "Finally, another non-smoker. I've spent half my life waiting for these guys while they smoke outside."


  As the smokers filed outside, I was increasingly nervous about being left alone with Jackson. I felt a little gauche in his presence. He looked to be about my age, but he seemed so much more self-possessed and confident. Never mind that he was too damn good-looking.


  "So, Emma Mills," Jackson said, leaning back in his chair. "Tell me about yourself."


  "Well, you already know I don't smoke, I suck at ballet and I practice voodoo on the side. What more could you possibly want to know about me?"


  Jackson laughed, the vibrations of his chuckles sending excited shivers down my spine. I could imagine that low laugh in a different setting. A dark seductive setting that included a bed.


  I cleared my throat, trying to chase those thoughts away.


  "How long have you been a trainer?" I asked, congratulating myself for my steady voice.


  Maggie came over with the fresh round and Jackson thanked her before answering.


  "Just a couple of years. I fell into it because I had a lot of free time since my acting jobs were so sporadic. I spent a lot of it working out at Peak Fitness, a gym around here. They were looking for more trainers and they approached me. I just had to take a few classes and pass an exam to be certified, and there you have it. I was a trainer."


  "Well, you do look like you're in a good shape," I said, giving his body an appreciative glance. I laughed a little self-consciously at my bold once-over. "Of course, that's purely from an objective viewpoint of someone who's assessing your trainer skills."


  "Of course," Jackson agreed with a smile. "You should stop by the gym sometime. I can give you some free trial sessions."


  I groaned. "Me and working out do not gel. I always wished I was one of those people who actually enjoyed working out, but sadly, exercising is akin to physical torture for me."


  Jackson grinned. "Maybe you just haven't had the right trainer. I can make exercising lots of fun." He glanced down at me, in much the same way I had given him the once-over. I flushed at his perusal. "Although I'd say there's not much to improve on."


  I burst out laughing. "You really are a good actor. I'm not sure whether to be flattered or suspicious. If this is your tactic for getting new clients, you must be an awfully popular trainer."


  "Come see for yourself. Peak Fitness is just over on 2nd Avenue between 12th and 13th Street. I work most weekday evenings except Friday, and some Saturday and Sunday afternoons."


  Jackson pulled his cell phone from his pocket. "Give me your number. I can text you my schedule."


  "Um, okay," I said, unsure whether Jackson was being friendly or if he was interested in me. Although I had told myself that I wasn't looking for a relationship right now, I wasn't dumb enough to pass on someone like Jackson. He was funny and gorgeous. You didn't meet funny and gorgeous guys who took an interest in you every day. Besides, who said it had to be something serious? I had just come out of a ten-year relationship. This could just be something fun.


  Besides, maybe he was just being friendly. I didn't want to embarrass myself by protesting when all he wanted to be was my friend. Or my new trainer.


  After Jackson programmed my number into his phone, he started reciting his. I quickly fumbled for my phone in my purse to enter his number.


  "R-e-y-n-a-r-d."


  "What?" I had no idea why Jackson was spelling.


  "My last name. To put in your phone."


  I laughed. "Are you always this forward with giving out your phone number?"


  Jackson grinned. "I'm always available for my clients. That's how dedicated I am to my job."


  Before I could answer, Claire, Nathan and Mia filed back in. I saw Claire give Jackson and I an assessing look, and I had to squelch the compulsion to quickly stuff my cell phone back into my purse. It hadn't seemed as though there was anything going on between Claire and Jackson, but I made a mental note to ask her about it later. The last thing I wanted to do was tread on her territory.


  Nathan took a long swig of the fresh beer Maggie had set down on the table while they were gone.


  "So what have you two been talking about?" Claire asked as she took a more delicate sip of her own beer.


  "Jackson was telling me about being a trainer," I replied. "Actually, he was trying to convince me to become one of his clients. He doesn't realize that my definition of working out is pressing the buttons on a TV remote."


  Mia laughed. "Jackson is in high demand as a trainer. You should see the gaggle of women that gawk at him while he's working out."


  "Now, Mia," Jackson lectured playfully. "You're going to give Emma the wrong idea. I'm a dedicated trainer that would never take advantage of potential clients."


  "Riiight," Mia said sarcastically. "And I actually think that fuchsia is a color that works on everyone. That's at least what I tell everyone when they come to my make-up counter."


  "Jackson is a really good trainer," Claire said. "If you're going to hire a trainer, he's a good choice. He's helped me a lot with strengthening and elongating my muscles."


  Maybe I had just imagined Claire's earlier look. She didn't seem perturbed at all by the thought of Jackson being my trainer.


  "Hold on," I said. "I'm not planning on getting a trainer. I'm not even planning on joining a gym. Not anytime soon, at least. I have to work on getting a paycheck before I start spending it, even if it's for an amazing trainer with clients chasing after him."


  Jackson gave me a dazzling smile. I started to question whether the second beer was a good idea. I felt a little woozy looking at Jackson's smile and I was sure the alcohol had something to do with it.


  "Remember, the first few sessions are free, and I can get you a free trial membership at the gym for a couple of weeks."


  "We'll see," I replied with a noncommittal smile. I checked my watch and frowned at the time. As much as I had enjoyed meeting Claire's friends, my first day of work was looming over me and I hadn't unpacked. The last thing I wanted was to be unprepared for tomorrow.


  "I should get going. I haven't unpacked and I want to obsess a little more about my first day of work tomorrow."


  "I'll go with you," Claire said. "I'm exhausted."


  I reached for my purse to get money for my beers when Jackson stopped me.


  "Don't worry about it," he said with an easy smile. "The least I can do is buy you a couple of beers as a welcome-to-town gesture."


  "Are you sure?" I asked hesitatingly. I wasn't sure how comfortable I felt with someone I had just met picking up my tab.


  "Of course," Jackson said. He glanced at Claire, quirking his mouth. "You too, of course."


  "Thanks, Jackson," Claire said breezily.


  "It was nice meeting you, Emma," Mia chirped. "I'm sure we'll be hanging out a lot, now that you're in town."


  "Thanks, it was nice meeting you all too," I replied with a smile. I felt lucky that not only did I have a friend in Claire, but it also seemed that she was willing to take me into her circle. I glanced at Jackson. "Thanks again for the beers."


  "No problem," he replied.


  "See ya, Ems," Nathan said with a smile. "Don't forget my art show next week."


  "I can't wait."


  It was already dark when Claire and I stepped outside, but it was still warm.


  "Thanks for introducing me to your friends," I said as we started walking the few blocks home.


  "Of course," Claire replied easily. "I know how hard it can be to move to a new town not knowing anyone. I was lucky because I met Jackson in an acting class the first month I moved here and he introduced me to Nathan and Mia. We've all been friends ever since."


  I took the opening, wanting to make sure that I wasn't stepping on any toes.


  "Is there anything between you and Jackson?" I asked, flushing a little at my question.


  Claire gave me a mischievous grin. "Why do you ask?"


  I flushed deeper and gave an awkward laugh. "Just wondering. He was probably just being friendly, but he seemed a little flirty and I wanted to make sure that I wasn't overstepping any boundaries."


  Claire laughed. "Don't worry. Jackson and I went out on a few dates when we first met, but that was three years ago. We found out that we were better off as friends."


  I felt relief at her answer. I hadn't realized how worried I had been that there was something between them.


  "So feel free to pursue away," Claire continued.


  "Oh, I'm not saying I want to pursue him," I said hastily. "I just wanted to make sure I wasn't stepping on any toes. It was just innocent flirting."


  "Okay," she replied in a tone that said she didn't believe me. "But if Jackson shows interest in you, I wouldn't dismiss it. He's a great catch."


  I nodded but didn't say anything else. I was too busy wondering if the new Emma Mills was going to have her first fling.


  Chapter Two


  


  Figuring out the subway system the next day was a lot easier than I had thought. As promised, Claire had spent some time going over the map with me when we got home from Max's Tavern and I was able to navigate it with much more confidence than I had anticipated.


  Nervous that I would be late on my first day, I left much earlier than necessary and arrived at work an hour early. Sitting in a Starbucks down the street and feeling jittery, I wished I hadn't left so early.


  I checked my watch and saw that I had ten more minutes left to wait so that I would arrive at work fifteen minutes early. I figured fifteen minutes said I was responsible but not overeager. My boss didn't need to know that I had been waiting at Starbucks for over half an hour.


  I took another sip of my coffee and checked my outfit to make sure that nothing was awry. I had dressed in what I thought looked professional, yet trendy. My slim black pants and black heels made my legs look longer than they were. I had paired it with a crisp white oxford shirt and a wide grey belt that I hoped accentuated my narrow waist. I had fought to smooth down my hair, since it wanted to go in all different directions due to the humidity.


  I drained the last of the coffee and checked my watch for the millionth time, relieved to see that it was time to go. I threw away my coffee cup and straightened my shirt, taking in a deep breath. I just hoped I liked my boss.


  After making the short walk to my building and checking in with security, I went up the elevator to the twelfth floor, where my boss' office was located. Mass Communications was a large marketing firm and occupied floors eight through fifteen in the building.


  The elevators opened with a ding and I excused myself, wending a path through the crowd in the elevator. There seemed to be a crowd everywhere I went in New York. From the subways to the streets to the elevators, it was going to take some time to get used to people being everywhere.


  "Excuse me," I said to the smiling receptionist. "I'm Emma Mills. Today is my first day as Janet Lerner's assistant."


  "Of course," she said. "Have a seat. I'll let Janet know that you're here."


  I took a seat in one of the plush chairs in the waiting area, picking up a magazine but flipping through it unseeingly. It was something to do, but I was far too nervous to actually read the pages.


  After about ten minutes, I saw a woman striding towards me. I had never met Janet Lerner in person because my interview had been over the phone, but I assumed it was her. I had been surprised when she hired me over the phone without meeting me in person, but she had told me that she could tell I was a good fit for the job. She had also been impressed with my resume, since I had managed a heavy client load at my last agency.


  I stood up to greet her and she shook my hand with a firm grip.


  "Emma!" she exclaimed. "It's so nice to finally meet you."


  "You too, Janet," I replied with a smile. Janet seemed as warm and friendly in person as she had on the phone. "I'm excited to get started."


  "Follow me," she said as she started walking down the hallway towards the offices. Mass Communications was a global marketing firm and it showed. The impeccably decorated offices spoke of its success. Janet strode down the hallway confidently. She was a director in the company even though she was only in her early thirties, which was impressive in such a prestigious firm. Janet was attractive in an efficient and practical way, her light brown hair cut fashionably to her chin and her clothes perfectly tailored. Her make-up was expertly applied to enhance her large blue eyes and high cheekbones.


  "It can be a bit of a maze around here but you'll get used to it," Janet continued as she made various turns in the hallway and I walked quickly to keep up with her. Everyone seemed to walk so fast in New York. It was another thing I would have to get used to.


  She finally stopped at a cluster of cubicles and pointed to one. "Here's your desk. Go ahead and get yourself settled. We'll sit down and go over your duties in a bit and I'll give you a tour of the office later."


  "Okay," I said, still a little dazed. "Is there anything you need me to do right now?"


  Janet laughed. "There's plenty, but I don't want to throw everything at you at once. I know the first day can be a little overwhelming. Just relax and settle into your cubicle for now."


  With that she was gone, going into her office right outside my cubicle but leaving the door open.


  I sat down at my desk, surveying my cubicle. It was bare except for a computer, phone and a few office supplies. I opened a bottom drawer and stuck my purse inside. I hadn't brought any personal things with me to the office. No pictures and no knickknacks. I wasn't a knickknack person and I didn't know whose picture I would set on my desk. I guess I could have brought a picture of my parents, but that seemed a little juvenile.


  Sean's framed picture that used to rest on my desk back at my old job in D.C. was no longer appropriate, but I still had it with me. I brought it from Maryland and buried it in one of my dresser drawers when I unpacked last night. Even though I was ready for my new life, I wanted to keep a part of my old life with me. For all the complaints I had about Sean and his dullness, he was part of my history and there had been some good times.


  Having nothing else to do, I turned on my computer and watched it boot up.


  "Hi," I heard a voice chirp. I turned around and saw a woman pop her head out from the cubicle next to me. "I'm Celeste."


  Celeste looked like she was in her late fifties with greying hair, but her brown eyes still looked bright and youthful.


  "Hi, Celeste," I replied with a smile. "I'm Emma, Janet Lerner's new assistant. Nice to meet you."


  Celeste rolled out of her cubicle in her chair, scooting closer to mine. "I work for Drew Stephens, right over there." She indicated the office next to Janet's with a nod of her head. "Welcome to Mass Comm."


  "Thanks." I appreciated the friendliness, but I wasn't sure I wanted Janet to catch me already chatting it up with other assistants. I wanted her to think I was competent and responsible, not an office gossip.


  I turned back to my computer, opening up my email. I saw that Janet had already cc'ed me on several emails, so I started scrolling through them.


  "Sorry," I said, pausing from reading and looking back at Celeste. "I just want to read through these emails. But thanks so much for the welcome."


  "No problem," Celeste said, not seeming to be offended as she slid her chair back into her cubicle. "We'll have time to chat later."


  The emails were pretty routine, updating the progress of some marketing campaigns for Janet's clients as well as information from Human Resources.


  My phone buzzed and I looked at it hesitatingly. I assumed it was Janet on the intercom, but I had no idea which button to push. I tentatively pushed a button next to a blinking light and I was relieved to hear Janet's voice.


  "Emma, why don't you come into my office so that we can start going over things."


  "Sure, I'll be right there."


  I grabbed a pad and pen I found in the drawer and walked into Janet's office. She was busy typing on her computer, but she looked up and smiled when she heard me enter. She waved me into a chair in front of her desk and folded her hands in front of her.


  "I know you were pretty surprised that I hired you sight unseen from our phone call. I go on gut instinct. That's been a large part of why I've been able to succeed in this company at a relatively young age. And I had a gut instinct that you're exactly the right person for this job. You'll be doing a lot of the normal assistant things, like drafting letters and setting up meetings, but I want to give you more responsibility than that. I was impressed with your background at your old agency, and I know that you've been able to handle clients on your own. Ideally, I would love for you to eventually handle some of my clients independently. I see this as a stepping stone for you, for bigger things in this company."


  I felt excitement stir at Janet's words. This was exactly what I had been hoping for. A foot in the door at a large marketing firm. I couldn't believe how lucky I was that I was working for someone who was willing to give me a chance.


  "I can't tell you how much I appreciate this opportunity," I said. "I can definitely handle the extra responsibility and look forward to helping you with your clients."


  Janet nodded and continued. "I'm happy to hear that. I also want to warn you that while I'm a fair boss, I expect a lot as well. I want you to consider this a career. This job has to be a priority for you. That's not to say I'm unreasonable. I realize that real life can intrude on the job and sometimes it's a juggling act. I just hope you know how to juggle well."


  I nodded eagerly. "I definitely consider this job as the start of my career at Mass Communications. And I assure you that I have my priorities in order."


  Janet seemed satisfied with my answer and she spent the next hour filling me in on her different clients and the various marketing strategies she was working on. I scribbled furiously on my notepad, not wanting to miss a word. While it was stressful to have Janet expect so much from me, it also felt exhilarating to have my destiny in my own hands. It was up to me whether or not I was going to succeed, and I definitely planned on being a success.


  The rest of the day was spent catching up on learning about Janet's clients as well as a lot of filing and copying. I didn't mind any of these tasks because I knew it would lead to bigger and better things. Lunch was spent in Janet's office where we ate sandwiches that we had delivered and poured through reports to see how various marketing campaigns were performing.


  By the time Janet told me she no longer needed me and that I was free to go home, I was exhausted. My head was filled with so much new information that I felt like facts and figures were going to start leaking out from my ears.


  I stuck my head in Janet's office before leaving.


  "Are you sure there's nothing else I can help you with?"


  Janet smiled and shook her head. "I'm fine. Take advantage of these days when you don't have to work late, because there'll be plenty of nights we'll be burning the midnight oil."


  "Okay, have a great night then."


  I gathered my things and walked down the hallway, nodding at people who were still at their desks. Janet had introduced me around the office and everyone had been friendly and helpful. I decided that my first day at work was a resounding success.


  By the time I got home I was hot from the subway and starving. Claire was lounging on the couch flipping through TV channels.


  "How was it?" she asked.


  "Good," I replied, sitting heavily on one of the breakfast table chairs. "But tiring. I feel like I've stuffed one week's worth of work into one day. But I really like everyone at work, especially my boss. How was your day?"


  Claire flicked off the television, shrugging. "Boring. I rarely have rehearsals anymore since the show's started running, and my agent has no leads on anything."


  Claire was fortunate that she didn't have to work a day job like so many struggling actors in New York. She came from an affluent family who supported her acting career so she could dedicate herself to finding acting jobs.


  "Well, I'm starving. Have you eaten?" I hadn't finished my sandwich during lunch since I had been so preoccupied with taking notes and my stomach was now grumbling in protest.


  Claire's face brightened. "No, and I'm famished. There's a great Thai place that delivers."


  "Sounds good to me. Just let me change."


  I left Claire rifling through restaurant menus that she had pulled out from a kitchen drawer and went to my bedroom, groaning in relief as I took off my high heels. Changing into shorts and a t-shirt, I grabbed my phone from my purse and sat on the bed. The day had been such a whirlwind that I hadn't had a chance to check my phone for messages.


  I saw that I had a voicemail from my mother but that's not what made my heart leap. I saw that I had a text message from Jackson and I eagerly opened it.


  My evening shifts this week are Mon thru Wed 4-9pm. So when are you coming?


  I felt a quiver of anticipation, but I knew I couldn't commit to anything at this point. With my new job, I didn't know if I would be working late.


  Sorry, not sure if I can make it with my new job. Maybe this weekend if you're working?


  After hitting send, I listened to my mother's message.


  Emma, honey. I was calling to see how your first day was. Was the subway okay? Did you get lost? Did any strangers try to talk to you? Call me back as soon as you can!


  I groaned after hearing my mother's voicemail and hit the button to call her back. I had the feeling that I was going to have to constantly reassure her until she got used to me living in New York. She couldn't seem to shake the notion that New York was a scary place where her daughter was in danger of being accosted at every corner.


  "Hi, Mom," I said when my mother answered after the first ring. "Your darling daughter is still alive."


  "Emma! I'm so happy to hear your voice! I was so worried. I thought you would call earlier. I left you that voicemail in the afternoon and it's already six o'clock."


  "Mom," I said with exasperation. "It was my first day at work. I couldn't tell my boss that I had to be excused because I had to go call my mother. It kind of hurts my credibility as a professional."


  "I'm sure she would have understood. Isn't she a mother?"


  I rolled my eyes. My mother seemed to think that every woman in her thirties should be married with children. "She doesn't have any children. And before you ask, no, she's not married."


  Janet had alluded to being married to her job earlier today and I hadn't seen any pictures of children in her office.


  "Oh no!" my mother said, sounding horrified. "That means she'll work you to death if she doesn't have anything else in her life except her job. Is she a workaholic? She must be a workaholic. Emma, don't become a workaholic!"


  I couldn't help laughing at my mother's frantic tone. I knew she meant well. My mother just wanted me to be happy and she was worried that I was running away from my problems by moving to New York. She didn't seem to understand that I wasn't running from something, I was running to something.


  "Mom, I promise I won't become a workaholic. My first day was actually really great. I really like my boss and she seems to be willing to give me a chance to prove myself."


  "I guess that's good," she replied, not sounding convinced. Her voice brightened as she changed the subject. "How's Claire? She sounds like a sweet girl from what her mother's told me. Do you like the apartment?"


  "Claire's really nice. I think she's kind of taken me under her wing, even though she's younger than me. Since she's already lived in New York for a while, she's showing me the ropes. And I love the apartment. It's exactly what I imagined it would be." I glanced at the alarm clock on my bedside table. "Mom, I should go now. Claire's waiting for me because we're going to order some food for dinner. I promise to call you later this week with an update."


  "Okay," my mother said, sounding reluctant to let me go. "But call me earlier if anything happens."


  "I promise I will."


  After hanging up with my mother, I got up to join Claire in the living room when I heard my phone beep, signaling that I had a text message. I excitedly opened Jackson's text message.


  Come to the gym Wed after work. I'll wait for you. Don't think you can weasel your way out of this! My reputation as a trainer is at stake.


  I grinned as I quickly texted back.


  Okay, Wed but I can't guarantee what time I'll be there. Are you always this pushy with your prospective clients?


  Jackson immediately texted back.


  Only when I see potential. And I see vast potential in you.


  I giggled to myself like a buffoon, feeling giddy by Jackson's text.


  My vast potential and I will see you Wednesday.


  I threw my phone on my bed after the sending the last text. It would be too tempting to take my phone with me and obsess about whether Jackson was going to text back.


  Claire jumped up from the couch when I entered the living room, shoving a paper menu at me.


  "I'm getting the Pad Thai. What do you want?"


  I looked over the menu, my stomach grumbling in anticipation. "I definitely want the Pad Khee Mao with beef. I'll call."


  I picked up the apartment phone and called the restaurant, placing the order. Claire stretched back onto the couch.


  "They said it would take thirty minutes," I said as I hung up the phone. "I need to stop thinking about food for thirty minutes or I'm going to keel over in hunger."


  Claire laughed. "Why don't you distract yourself by telling me about work today?"


  I joined her on the couch. "My boss seems to have a lot of confidence in me. She said that she's going to give me additional responsibilities besides just being an assistant. More like the work I used to do back in D.C. but on a much larger scale since Mass Communications is such a bigger company. I'm excited but nervous at the same time. I just hope I do well and don't mess anything up."


  "I'm sure you'll be awesome," Claire replied "Before you know it, you'll be running the company."


  I smiled wryly. "Sure. And then I'll change the name of the company to Mills Communications. We'll air tons of commercials and you'll be our spokesmodel."


  "Hey, I like that idea," Claire replied, waggling her eyebrows. "And then maybe you can bankroll a movie for me so I can be the star."


  "We can dream," I said ruefully. I paused before continuing. "I'm stopping by Peak Fitness on Wednesday after work. Jackson seems gung-ho about taking me on as a new client."


  Claire smirked. "Trust me, Jackson doesn't have any shortage of clients to train. I can tell that he's interested in you."


  I couldn't hide my excitement at Claire's words. "Really? I mean, I can't lie. It's hard to look at Jackson and not have only one thing on my mind. And that one thing involves getting naked and sweaty."


  Claire burst out laughing. "I'm beyond that point with him since I just see him as a friend, but I know what you mean." She then sobered, looking serious. "I meant it yesterday when I said Jackson was a great catch. Just...be careful. I love Jackson, but he can be a bit of a player. He doesn't mean to be, but it's hard when you have so many women chasing after you. Have fun but don't read too much into what he does. Women have a tendency to be swept off their feet by him, but then end up disappointed when he doesn't want anything more than a good time. I just don't want you to get hurt."


  I felt a little deflated by Claire's warning. It's not that I had expected Jackson to become the love of my life. It just stung a little to know that I was just one in a string of women. I decided to not let it bother me. If Claire was right, Jackson was offering exactly what I was looking for. A good time with nothing heavy involved. I neither wanted nor had the time for anything serious right now.


  "Thanks for the warning," I said. "Luckily, that's exactly what I want at this point in my life. Fun."


  Claire nodded in understanding. "I can imagine that the last thing you want to do is fall into another relationship. How are you holding up? I know you're the one that broke things off, but it still must be hard."


  I sighed, thinking it over. "It is hard. I don't regret calling off the wedding, and I don't regret moving here. But I can't lie and say that I don't feel sad every now and then. Sean and I were a part of each other's lives for so long. Sometimes I'll think of something, see something new, and remind myself to tell Sean about it later. Then I remember that there's no Sean to tell."


  Claire looked at me sympathetically. "That makes sense. Even if you don't want to spend the rest of your life with him, that doesn't mean you don't miss certain parts of him. Do you still keep in touch?"


  I shook my head. "No, it's too hard. Maybe somewhere down the road we can be friends. I'm not sure. I left it up to Sean, since I was the one that hurt him so much. After he realized that I wasn't going to change my mind, he told me that it was too painful to keep in contact."


  "The distance is probably a good thing. Merrittsville is such a small town that it's hard not to bump into each other."


  "Yeah, no kidding," I said drily. "If I wasn't bumping into Sean, I was bumping into his mother, who gave me death stares. I don't blame her after how I hurt Sean. It was just really hard for me since she was practically my second mother growing up. She was always so much calmer and levelheaded than my own mother, who can be a little flighty. It was nice to have Sean's mother to talk to, but obviously that bond was severed when our relationship ended."


  I took a deep breath, trying to clear the knot in my chest. It still hurt to think of losing Mary, Sean's mother. Even though I loved my mother, Mary Somers understood me in a way that my own mother never could. Mary and I were similar in a lot of ways. The biggest difference was that she had stayed on the path that had been mapped out for her, while I had veered away from mine. In the end, she had been rewarded by her husband divorcing her for a much younger woman and walking away from his family. Sean and his mother rarely heard from him.


  "What about you?" I asked, wanting to change the subject. "Are you dating anyone?"


  "I can't remember the last serious relationship I had. It was probably in college. I really just want to concentrate on my acting career. I'll worry about my love life once I'm rich and famous."


  The arrival of our Thai food interrupted us. We decided to eat it out on the balcony on a table that barely fit the small space. We poured two glasses of wine and enjoyed the cool evening air as we ate, the sounds of the city providing a soothing background.


  I raised my glass of wine. "To like-minded females concentrating on their careers and conquering the world."


  Claire laughed and clinked her glass with mine. "Watch out world, here we come."


  Chapter Three


  


  The next couple of days went by in a blur as I learned the ropes at my new job. Instead of becoming a nuisance, Celeste became an invaluable resource as she helped to guide me through many of my tasks as an assistant. I never saw her boss, the elusive Drew Stephens, and Celeste told me he traveled a lot and was rarely in the office.


  Janet stopped by my cubicle on her way out Wednesday afternoon.


  "I'm leaving for the day, Emma," she said, her suit jacket slung over her arm and briefcase in hand. "I have my meeting downtown and I decided not to come back after my business dinner. You can leave after you finish up those RFPs."


  "Okay, have a great rest of the day. See you tomorrow."


  I tried to suppress my excitement as Janet left the office. I had worked until eight-thirty the night before because Janet was finishing a performance report for a client and I had been helping her pull it together. While I was enjoying my work, I had been nervous that tonight would be another late night because Janet had mentioned earlier that she might be coming back to the office after her dinner. I had been afraid that she would ask me to wait for her return and tonight was the one night I didn't want to work late because I was stopping by Peak Fitness tonight.


  "A hot date?" Celeste asked as she wheeled her chair closer to my cubicle. Even though she was much older, Celeste often talked like she was still in her early twenties.


  I grimaced. "Is it that obvious?"


  Celeste grinned. "You looked like you were going to jump up and cheer when Janet said she was leaving."


  I frowned. "I hope it wasn't too obvious. The last thing I want is for Janet to think I'm not dedicated."


  "She knows, she knows," Celeste groaned. "It's only your third day and you already work harder than half the people here." Celeste smiled mischievously. "So, who is it?"


  Even though I had only known Celeste for a few days, I had instantly bonded with her. Not only was she helpful, but she was funny and quirky. Despite being my senior, I often felt like I was older than she was.


  "It's not really a date," I explained. "It's just this guy I met last weekend. He's a trainer at a gym and I'm stopping by for a free session."


  "Ooh, sweating, working out, getting close." Celeste waggled her eyebrows suggestively. "Now that's a great first date!"


  "It's not a date!" I exclaimed but I couldn't help laughing. "Now I need to finish these RFPs so I won't be late for my non-date."


  I spent the rest of the afternoon diligently working on the RFPs until I was finished and I was sure they were perfect. I checked my watch and was happy to see that it was only six o'clock. I would have plenty of time to go home first and change before heading over to the gym.


  "Have fun!" Celeste cackled as I waved goodbye. "Enough fun that it'll hurt to come into work tomorrow!"


  "Goodbye to you too, Celeste," I said with a grin.


  Claire wasn't home when I got to the apartment. We hadn't talked about Jackson again since Monday night, not that it was necessary. She had given me her approval as well as fair warning. I was lucky to have her as a friend.


  I sent a quick text to Jackson before changing, wanting to give him a heads up that I was definitely coming tonight.


  Be there in about half an hour if you're free.


  Before I could start changing, Jackson responded with a text back.


  The training session will be free, but I'm not free. I'm looking forward to discussing the terms of payment.


  I bit my lip, not knowing how to answer. I couldn't tell if Jackson was flirting or if he meant something else.


  I thought this was a no-strings attached training session.


  I'm talking about after the training session.


  What do you mean, after the training session?


  When I take you to dinner, of course.


  I wanted to jump up and down with giddiness, but forced myself to reply calmly.


  Who said I was going out to dinner with you? Are you trying to mix business with pleasure?


  I giggled to myself idiotically, unsure if my flirting sounded teasing or dumb. It had been a long time since I had flirted and I was more than a little rusty.


  Who said this was ever about business? Now get over here so I can talk to you in person instead of through a little screen.


  Coming.


  I quickly changed into workout clothes, grinning the whole time. I wanted to balance looking attractive in my workout gear without being too made up. There was nothing worse than a woman working out with heavy make-up and jewelry jangling with every movement while heavily doused in perfume. On the other hand, I didn't want to look too casual since dinner had been mentioned.


  I decided on a pair of black leggings and a blue v-neck workout top with a built-in sports bra that could be mistaken for a regular fitted shirt. I grabbed a short gauzy black skirt that I could slip on over my leggings for dinner and stuffed it into my bag, along with some make-up to freshen up with after the workout. I prayed that I wouldn't perspire too much during the training session. The last thing I wanted Jackson to see when he looked across the dinner table was a sweaty mess.


  The gym was only a few blocks away and as I pushed open the front door, I was suddenly nervous. The smell of the gym and the clinking of the machines reminded me that physical fitness was not my strong suit. I didn't want to make a fool of myself in front of Jackson.


  I approached the front desk where a perennially smiling woman stood behind it. She nodded her head as people filed in and handed her their membership card to scan, smiling so vacantly that she resembled an automaton.


  "Hi," I said with a slight smile of my own. "I'm supposed to have a training session with Jackson. Jackson Reynard."


  The woman blinked and her mouth shrank to a normal smile, a genuine one this time.


  "You must be Emma! I'll let Jackson know you're here."


  She picked up the phone and dialed a few numbers.


  "Jackson, Emma's here."


  The woman smiled as she put the phone receiver back into the cradle. "He'll be right out."


  "Great," I said, feeling a bit uncomfortable just standing there. I was surprised she knew me by name, but I assumed that part of her job was knowing all the members on a first name basis. Even prospective members. The woman was looking at me with way too much interest. It was friendly interest, but uncomfortable just the same.


  "I'm Allison," she announced, holding out her hand.


  "Nice to meet you, Allison," I replied, reaching out to shake her hand. Were people always this friendly at gyms? I wouldn't know since I rarely frequented one.


  "I heard you just moved into town."


  "Yes, I just moved here from Maryland." It was a bit discomfiting to realize that Jackson had apparently been talking about me to Allison.


  "They have great crabs in Maryland." Allison continued, nodding at me and smiling. I started feeling a little creeped out.


  "Er, yes. Maryland's known for their crabs." I prayed Jackson would appear soon and save me from this awkward conversation.


  As if on cue, Jackson walked out from a door behind the front counter, giving me a wide smile as he caught sight of me.


  "You made it." Jackson walked out from behind the counter and nodded to Allison as he grabbed my hand, drawing me down the hall closer to all those intimidating metal machines. "I was worried that you were going to change your mind."


  I eyed the workout machines with trepidation. "I still may. I wasn't kidding when I said I don't really work out."


  Jackson grinned, looking down at me. His green eyes were sparkling with amusement and a lock of brown hair fell onto his forehead, making him look rakish. He was much taller than I was and I had to tip my head back to make eye contact. Wearing athletic shorts and a t-shirt, he should have looked nondescript. Instead, with nothing to detract from his handsomeness, the blank canvas just made Jackson look all the more gorgeous. He was leanly muscled and I had to stop myself from reaching out and stroking his muscular arm and squealing like a preteen.


  "We'll take it slow and easy today. The more sessions you get under your belt, the more I'll challenge you."


  I let Jackson guide me over to a large mat in front of a mirror but protested at his words.


  "The more sessions I get under my belt? I'm not planning on having more sessions. I'm not even planning on joining this gym!"


  "That reminds me." Jackson slipped his hand into the pocket of his shorts, pulling out a membership card. He grabbed my bag and slipped it in, then placed my bag against the mirrored wall and out of the way.


  "Wait, what was that?" I exclaimed, moving to grab my bag. Jackson pulled me in the opposite direction and stood behind me, putting a hand on each of my arms and holding me in place. The warmth of his hands was distracting and I was keenly aware of the close proximity of his body behind mine, but I was undeterred.


  "Jackson, what did you just put in my bag?"


  Jackson looked at me in our mirrored reflection and shrugged. I felt dwarfed by his size, the top of my head just shy of reaching the top of his shoulders.


  "I pulled some strings and got you a year's membership to the gym."


  "Wait, what? What do you mean you pulled some strings?" I narrowed my eyes at Jackson's reflection. "Did you pay for my membership?"


  Jackson looked at me innocently. "That's not how it works. We don't pay people to come to the gym. Otherwise, we'd be out of business."


  "Jackson," I warned. As flattered as I was by the idea that Jackson would get me a free membership to the gym, it made me uncomfortable to think that he had paid for it. I had just met him. I wasn't looking for a sugar daddy.


  "I just have some pull around here. The owner was more than happy to give out a free membership when I told him I was thinking of increasing my hours." Jackson smiled at me winningly.


  "You must be in high demand if you're able to give out free memberships willy nilly by promising to work a few more hours." I was still suspicious, but decided not to push it. It seemed churlish to throw Jackson's generosity in his face.


  "Well, thanks for the free membership. Really." I then sighed. "Let the torture session begin."


  Jackson laughed at the dour expression on my face. "Don't worry. We'll take this nice and slow. First, we'll just do some stretches."


  Jackson guided my legs apart and I tried not to blush when his hands touched my thighs. He seemed determined to take a hands-on approach with the stretches, instead of just demonstrating them for me.


  "Now just lean down to your right side and let gravity do the stretching for you."


  He put one hand on my waist and put the other on my arm, gently guiding me down so that I was bending sideways to my right. It felt as though there was electricity running through his fingertips as he touched me, my body tightening with awareness.


  "Okay, now the other side."


  Jackson continued using his hands to show me how to stretch. It was one of the most excruciating fifteen minutes of my life. He seemed unaffected as his hands glided over me, pulling me into different positions. Some of them were so suggestive that I was starting to feel lightheaded.


  "Okay, last stretch."


  Jackson had me sit on the mat and spread my legs apart. He kneeled in between my legs, pushing them out with his hands to stretch my inner thigh muscles. I thought I was going to scream in pent up sexual frustration when I noticed that he was breathing heavily, each inhale and exhale sounding more and more strained. I glanced up at his face and saw that his eyes had darkened into a mossy green. Jackson gave me a half-grin as he released my legs.


  "Let's try some laps on the treadmill." His voice sounded husky and rough.


  I released the breath I hadn't realized I had been holding and nodded my head. "That's a good idea. And I know what to do on a treadmill," I said with a wry smile. "You don't need to show me with your hands how to run. I know how to put one leg in front of the other."


  Jackson burst out laughing. "Duly noted."


  He grabbed my bag and led me to a treadmill, punching the keypad to start the machine.


  "How old are you?"


  "Twenty-five." I watched Jackson input my age into the control panel of the treadmill.


  "How much do you weigh?"


  "Nuh uh," I said emphatically, shaking my head. "There is no way I'm telling you my weight."


  "Girls and their weight," Jackson said with a quizzical look. "I'll never understand it. It's just a number."


  "Yeah, a number that you're not privy to," I replied sardonically.


  "You win," Jackson relented with a cocked eyebrow. "Just input your weight and choose interval session for twenty minutes. We'll just have you walk today to loosen up your muscles. I'll be right back. I'm just going to drop your bag in my office for safekeeping."


  I nodded and waited for him to walk away before entering my weight. Men just didn't understand.


  I looked around as I walked. The gym was pretty full and I couldn't help but notice that almost all of the people were in fantastic shape. I didn't understand it. The few times I had stepped inside a gym, it was inevitable that everyone inside was already fit. Where did the regular people go, before they were able to wear spandex ensembles with pride? Did they keep them in some dark hidden room of the gym until they were presentable enough to be unleashed into the main facility?


  My thoughts were interrupted as I watched Jackson striding back towards me. I felt a delicious curl of anticipation tighten inside me. There was no mistaking it. Jackson was attracted to me. I was contemplating my first fling with relish when I saw a woman stop Jackson. She was talking animatedly and laughing. She was also drop dead gorgeous in skintight spandex and rock hard abs. I started thinking about my own soft middle and wanted to cringe, but I stopped myself before I let my thoughts get too wayward. I needed to stop comparing myself to other women. I may not be in the best shape, but I wasn't a sack of potatoes either. Men, including Jackson, would accept me as I was or I would find someone else who appreciated me.


  I patted myself on the back, but I couldn't help but feel a twinge of jealousy as the woman led Jackson over to a curling machine, putting her hand on his arm while they talked and laughed loudly. Jackson seemed engaged in the conversation, apparently explaining something on the machine and then making some adjustments to it.


  He looked over at me and I quickly glanced away, kicking myself for being caught gawking at him. I concentrated on walking on the treadmill until I felt his presence beside me, but I didn't turn towards him.


  "How are you doing?"


  "Good." I glanced at him through the corner of my eye. "I guess Claire was right. You're pretty high in demand."


  Jackson laughed. "That's one of my clients. One of my married clients."


  I shrugged as if I didn't have a care in the world. "Doesn't matter to me." But I realized it did matter. I rationalized that while I wanted a fling, I didn't want a fling with a man who was flinging every other woman.


  "If you say so," Jackson said casually. He watched me finish my twenty minutes on the treadmill without comment.


  "Is that it?" I asked hopefully as I stepped off the machine.


  "My training skills haven't even been on display yet," Jackson replied. "I'll just take you through a few muscle strengthening machines and then we can go to dinner."


  "Where are we going for dinner?" I asked, accepting the cup of water Jackson offered and draining it. I held my breath as Jackson took a towel and gently dabbed my face with it. I had hardly perspired during my walk, but I didn't protest. His gesture seemed intimate and seductive.


  "It's a surprise."


  "Okay," I said, willing to play along. "It just can't be anywhere too nice since I'm not really dressed for it."


  "You're dressed perfectly."


  Jackson showed me how to use a few machines and had me go through a few reps. The last one was a leg extension machine and as I struggled to pull up the weight, I realized how weak I was. Maybe it really was a good idea to start working out regularly, especially since I now had a gym membership.


  I strained to complete the last two reps, closing my eyes and unable to suppress a soft moan due to the exertion of trying to extend my legs with the weight.


  "Stop."


  I opened my eyes and breathed out, looking at Jackson. I was more than happy to stop, but Jackson was looking at me funny. "Are you okay?"


  Jackson grinned self-deprecatingly. "Not if I have to keep hearing you make those sounds. They sound way too close to other sounds I imagine you making."


  "Jackson!" I squealed, appalled at his comment, yet feeling pleasure by my ability to turn him on.


  Jackson winked at me. "It's definitely time for dinner."


  I got up from the machine and winced as my legs protested against the sudden movement. I really was out of shape. I reached down and massaged my thighs, trying to relieve some of the ache. "Let me just freshen up. Can I get my bag from your office?"


  Jackson didn't answer me as he watched me rub my thighs. I stopped mid-rub as I caught the look in his eyes. "Jackson?" My voice sounded way more breathy than I wanted it to.


  Jackson shook his head as if he was mentally clearing it and looked up at my face. "Sure, follow me."


  We walked to an area where there were a cluster of doors and Jackson opened one, waiting for me to step inside first and then closing the door behind him. I waited for him to get my bag, but he just stood there, watching me.


  I cleared my throat. "Are you trying to make me nervous?"


  Jackson shook his head. "Why? Am I making you nervous?"


  I laughed faintly. "A little."


  "Why's that?"


  "Because...because you're looking at me like you're going to swallow me whole."


  My breath caught as a dazzling wide smile stretched across Jackson's face.


  "You didn't tell me you could read minds."


  "Jackson-"


  Whatever I was going to say was cut off as Jackson pulled me towards him until my body was pressed against his. He leaned down, his lips hovering over mine.


  "Do you know how turned on I was watching you stretch, feeling your body straining beneath my hands?"


  I shook my head, my ability to speak having disappeared.


  "Do you know how beautiful you are?"


  Jackson didn't wait for an answer as his lips met mine, gently coaxing and grazing my mouth. I wrapped my arms around his neck, reaching up as I balanced myself on the tips of my toes to increase the pressure of the kiss. Jackson grunted in approval as he kissed me harder, his lips more demanding as he traced the seam of my closed lips with his tongue. My mouth opened automatically at his silent request and I felt myself drowning in desire as his tongue invaded my mouth, tangling with mine as the intensity of our kiss increased.


  Jackson reached up with one hand, grasping my ponytail and anchoring my head so that I was helpless against the onslaught of his mouth. Not that I wanted to protest. The thought of breaking contact didn't even cross my mind as I eagerly matched his passion.


  Jackson was the one who finally broke the kiss, his harsh breathing showing how much he had been affected by the kiss.


  "Jesus," he said with a hint of amusement in his voice. "You don't need any training lessons in kissing."


  I laughed as I leaned back so that I could look at him. "I think we should go to dinner before we scandalize the gym patrons."


  Jackson quirked his mouth. "The walls are so thin here, it's not exactly the best place for privacy."


  Jackson walked over to his desk and opened a drawer, pulling out my bag.


  "Bathroom's right down the hall. I'll wait for you in the lobby."


  I gave Jackson a quick smile. "Okay."


  "Don't take too long." Jackson gave me a slight tap on my bottom and I gave him a look of censure. I couldn't help laughing when he just shrugged his shoulders with a grin.


  I had slipped on my black skirt and was freshening up my makeup when Allison walked into the bathroom.


  "Hi!" she said cheerily when she saw me. "How was your training session?"


  "Good!" I said, flushing a little. "Great, actually. I'm looking forward to working out here."


  "I'm sure you are," she replied with a wink. "I knew something more than a training session was going on when Jackson had me clear his schedule for tonight."


  "He did?"


  "Yeah, he said he wasn't sure what time his new client was coming in so he wanted to make sure he was available. Of course, that's not normal protocol for a client so I was able to weasel out of Jackson that it was actually a date."


  I felt a flood of pleasure at her words. The fact that Jackson thought I was important enough to clear his schedule was flattering. Then I frowned as I thought it through.


  "I hope he doesn't get in trouble," I said, worried. "I'm sure it's not looked highly upon to clear your schedule for just one person. Especially for someone who's not even paying for a training session."


  "Oh, don't worry about it," Allison said airily as she leaned closer to the mirror to reapply lipstick. "Jackson is such a popular trainer that he brings hordes of clients in. The owner's just happy to have him on staff."


  "I guess that's okay then." I was relieved because I didn't want to cause Jackson any grief in his job. I knew that he was a struggling actor and this was probably his main source of income.


  "See you later," I said, packing up my things and heading out of the bathroom.


  "Have fun!" Allison said enthusiastically, not looking at me as she concentrated on applying mascara.


  I couldn't help feeling a tingle of excitement when I saw Jackson waiting for me in the lobby. He had changed into jeans and a blue button-down shirt that was untucked and cuffed at the sleeves. He looked casual and delicious, and it thrilled me to no end that this hunk of a man was waiting for me.


  Jackson grinned as he caught sight of me. He reached down and rubbed the fabric of my sheer skirt between his fingertips.


  "I like this."


  "Thanks."


  Jackson looked up and smiled. "My imagination is getting the better of me."


  I looked at him with mock sternness. "Dinner, remember?"


  "Oh, I remember," he replied, letting go of my skirt and grabbing my hand. "Let's go."
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