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      August 20th

      

      Lily Thomas sagged against the counter unsure her legs would hold her up any longer as she watched the last customer walk out of her ice cream store. This summer had been long, hard, and swamped. When does school start back up? Most of her patrons were kids. She didn't even realize there were so many of them in their small town. Maybe they trucked them in from other cities nearby.

      Her Aunt Martha plopped down on a chair and fanned herself with one of Ice Dreams’ flyers. “Is it closing time yet?”

      She groaned and shifted her gaze to the wall clock. “No, not for two and half hours.” Staying open late during the summer was excellent for business, but it killed her love life and her back. Big Belly Deli and Mangia Pizza, on either side of her, brought in tons of clients, and Lily liked having both stores pay her for leasing their shops since she owned the building.

      Aunt Jessica had fretted about Lily taking on such a huge debt, but so far, it was paying off. A few more summers like this one and Lily would have her loan cut in half. She'd even hired her best friend Amber to help with scooping ice cream and making ice cream cakes during the weekends part-time.

      The phone rang and Lily limped over to it, knuckling her back. “Ice Dreams, how may I help you?”

      Heavy breathing on the other end made the hairs on Lily’s arms stand on end.

      “Hello?”

      “Who is it?” Martha glared over her shoulder at the phone.

      It clicked and the line went dead. “Wrong number, I guess.” Lily hung up the phone and wiped down the counters, pushing aside the strange call from her mind.

      “How do you feel about Italian tonight?” Aunt Martha waggled her eyebrows.

      Lily laughed. “Sure. You cooking?”

      “No way. It'll be late.” She fanned herself faster. “Let's go to Mama Mia’s and split one of their lasagna skillets.”

      “Deal.”

      “I'll be back in a few minutes.” Aunt Martha rose. “Gonna order an ice tea from next door. Want one?”

      “Yes, thanks.” Lily nodded.

      After Martha left, two teens entered the shop and Lily forced her tiredness aside and smiled.

      “Hi, what can I get you both?”

      “I'll take a vanilla sugar cone, and he'll have the strawberry swirl,” the blonde girl said.

      “Sure.” Lily nodded and glanced toward the young man. “Want a cone like hers or—”

      “No, he'll take a cup.” The girl frowned.

      Odd that the girl would order for both of them. He seemed her age or possibly a few years older.

      “He's only a nog after all.”

      Lily dropped the ice cream scoop. Its metal clang rattled against the linoleum floor. What did this teen know about nogs? Non-gifted wasn’t that what her aunts had told her the word stood for? Or something like that…

      “Sorry, did I startle you?” The girl leaned on the counter. “You gonna serve us or just stand there?”

      “Right, your orders.” Lily grabbed the spare scoop and got their ice cream. “Here ya go.” She handed over the cup, which the guy took without comment or even looking up. His long hair draped over his eyes. Was he shy?

      “And your vanilla sugar cone.” When she gave the teen her ice cream, her finger brushed the customer's.

      A vision overwhelmed Lily and she was transported to a college campus. Several students wandered past her, not even glancing her way. Great, another freaking vision after I promised my aunts I would try not to have any until after the convention in October.

      The teen girl from the shop was there talking to a red haired girl, who looked around nervously. “We aren't supposed to do this. If the Masters found out, they'd block our magic forever.”

      The blonde snorted. “No, only until we're eighteen. Now help me find a cute one. I want him to be rich too so he can buy me stuff.”

      “What about him in the Porsche?” The red haired girl pointed to a guy getting out of the car.

      Lily rocked back on her heels. It was the same guy in the shop. Even though she wasn't entirely sure what the girls were up to, uneasiness coiled in her gut. Her magic had brought this vision to her for a purpose. Now she needed to fix things if she could.

      “Hey!” she yelled and the red haired paled and looked around, her hands twisting in her skirt.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked her friend.

      Red heard me? Lily waved her arms, between the two girls, but neither seemed to notice her.

      “You mean Destiny calling?” Blonde smirked. “Yeah, Mark is handsome and rich and about to be my permanent boyfriend.” She winked, and then wiggled her fingers at him. “Maregin Otarolv Simptare.”

      As if a puppet with its strings pulled taut, he jerked upright. Then marched forward on robotic legs. His expression vague like it was in the shop. Lily covered her mouth with her hand. The teen had used magic to control him. This was wrong. She had to stop it.

      “Don’t!” She charged toward Mark. “Wait.” Her body went right through him like she was a ghost. Damn, she’d never work her way around these visions.

      He stopped, looked around, and then shook his head. Lily turned back to the girls.

      “What the fuck just happened?” the blonde asked, seeing the dude hike off toward his friends.

      Her friend pressed her arms against her stomach. “I don’t know, Samantha, but I have this sense we’re not alone. Do you think it was the Masters?” Her voice was shaky.

      Before Lily could respond, she was thrown back into her own time. Her teeth rattled and pain throbbed against the back of her skull.

      “Got change for a twenty?” Mark asked.

      Lily blinked, the harsh fluorescent lights burning her eyes. “Wha—” She froze.

      On his shirt was Samantha’s image with a caption. Help Save Samantha. Donate to the organ transplant fund. He wasn’t wearing the shirt before.

      “It…it’s on t-the house,” Lily stammered.

      “Cool.” Mark wrapped his arm around a brunette…a completely different girl then had been in the shop a second ago.

      “Wait.” Lily rushed around the counter. “Um…can you tell me what happened to the girl? The one on your T-shirt?”

      “Huh?” He glanced down. “Oh yeah. I forgot it was a cute red-haired high schooler was handing them out. Pretty sad.”

      “Did she get hurt?” Lily bit her lip. Her aunts had warned her about magic abilities and using powers. At first, her power came in dreams. She saw her mom’s framed first payment from the Ice Cream shop shattered and covered in blood. Dreams trickled in. But then she started having visions with her eyes wide open. A few months ago, she had visions, or rather memories and she was able to interact with some. But she didn’t have any control over her powers. She’d gone almost three months without slipping into a vision. The last one she had was when she witnessed her ex-boyfriend’s girlfriend’s murder. She shivered at the thought. Michael, her ex-boyfriend, had called her asking for her help because he was arrested for his girlfriend’s death. Didn’t help that he was a werewolf and never told her until she confronted him after having a vision as him when he changed. Now, he was the only non-witch who knew her secret, and she knew his. It was kind of nice being able to talk to someone about how screwed up her life was getting that wasn’t her aunts.

      “Apparently, Samantha and the girl fought about something. She took off across campus and wham! Out of nowhere, a car hit her.”

      His girlfriend elbowed him in the ribs. “It was awful. She’s on life support and needs a liver and kidney transplant.”

      The ice cream shop spun around Lily and her legs buckled. Both the guy and his girlfriend grabbed her arms.

      “Maybe you’d better sit down,” the girl suggested.

      “Thank you.” She fell into one of the chairs. “Sorry, just tired. I’m fine now.”

      “Lily?” Aunt Martha pushed open the door with her hip as she carried in two iced teas. “What happened? What is it?”

      “I’m fine.” Lily waved her customers off, then turned to her aunt. “It happened again. I went into time…into a vision that I interacted with.”

      “We told you not to do that!” Her aunt scowled and handed her one of the drinks.

      “I know, but I didn’t do it on purpose.” She set the drink down, her stomach churning. “A witch was in here earlier. She mesmerized, or whatever you call it, and she was in control of that guy. I tried to stop it…and I guess I did.” She rested her head in her hands, her body shaking.

      “What happened?”

      “Because I changed the past, now she’s on life-support awaiting organ donors. All because of me.” Dread punched through her middle. Someone might lose their life all because of a power she couldn’t control. Guilt choked her at what she had done and how all of this was her fault for interfering.
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      Lily woke with sweat trickling down her back. The dream of suffocating felt so real that she panted and her heart raced. Her sheets were wrapped around her, making it hard to move. She shook her head and snaked out an arm to untangle herself.

      Sunlight poured into her bedroom window. She raked a hand through her hair. She had half a dozen ice cream cakes to make for parties and figure out how to stop having visions.

      The image of the teen on life support slammed into her and Lily doubled over, hugging herself. If she hadn't interfered, the girl would be fine. Sure the dude would be under the teen's spell, but no one would be on the verge of dying. She swallowed the lump in the back of her throat. Maybe her aunts would know someone who could heal the girl, but she didn’t know if there were witches who handled the misuse of magic or if that was only in movies? Lily didn’t know enough about being a witch, since she only discovered her heritage less than a year ago, and for the first time, she was after answers.

      Lily knew she was a witch that hadn't come into her power until adulthood and she’d failed to save her mom when her visions warned her. If she could change the past, could she change it and save her mom? An ache hit her chest, and she blinked back tears. God, she missed her mom so much. Half the time she expected her to pop into her room with a box of chocolates she'd bought and they’d watch TV so they could laugh until they couldn't breathe.

      Lily wiped away her tears. No, she'd better not mess with the past until she knew how her power worked and how to control it. So far, the only good her visions had brought were helping to catch her mom's killer and freeing Lily’s ex-boyfriend, Michael, from jail. Even before her experiencing the murder of Michael's girlfriend, Lily was certain he'd been innocent, even after finding out he was a werewolf. Now thanks to her, the real murderer, the brother, was behind bars.

      Lily showered, dressed, and raced downstairs to her shop with a piece of toast in her mouth. She flicked on the lights, causing the fluorescents to buzz at the same time her cell chimed.

      “Hello?” she answered and took a bite of her breakfast.

      “Hello, beautiful,” Her boyfriend, Jarred’s sexy voice hummed in her ear. “Wanna sneak away at lunchtime?”

      She bit her lip, so much to do and so little time. “How about dinner instead? I have so much to do today. My treat.”

      “Sure, but you gotta take breaks sometimes. Maybe if you hired more help. It's too much work for you... even with your two aunts and Amanda pitching in.”

      Of course, he was right. But adding another salary would mean delaying paying back her bank loan for this strip mall. “I know and I will. Next spring maybe. Just before the madness of summer.”

      He chuckled. “All right, I'll hold you to that.”

      Images of being in Jarred’s arms and kissing him made her swoon, and she gripped the door, unlocking it for a man with a trenchcoat and hat.

      “Welcome to Ice Dreams,” Lily said to the customer and turned the open sign on.

      Putting the phone back to her ear, she said, “Listen, I'll call ya later, okay?” She whisked to the ice cream displays to serve her customer.

      “I miss you already.” The huskiness returned to his voice. “See ya tonight.”

      The man in the coat and hat paced before the ice cream cases.

      “Let me know if you'd like a taster of any of the flavors.” Behind the counter, she smiled when he paused in front of her.

      He pointed to one of the canisters.

      “Butter pecan?” she asked. “That's been one of our most popular ones this month.”

      She scooped out a mouthful on the tiny yellow tester spoon and handed it to him.

      The man frowned, sniffing at the spoon, then chucked it in the trash beside the register. That was rude. Once again, he walked back and forth. His movements made Lily’s nerves jangle under her skin.

      “Want to try another sample? We've got Italian Tiramisu flavor that came in last week.”

      He grunted and nodded his head, shuffling over to that display case.

      Ignoring the goosebumps dancing along her spine, Lily got another tester spoon ready. He pointed to the cookies-n-cream. This time after she gave him the spoon, his tongue whisked out, faster than a snake’s and licked. He threw the spoon in the trash even though it was still full of ice cream. His piercing eyes and goatee caught her gaze from under his hat as he lifted his head. What did he want? Was he from another ice cream store coming to check out the competition?

      “Um... okay, just let me know if I can help you. We have a limit of three tastes per customer.”

      The door chimed and a grandmother with a toddler on her hip strolled inside.

      “Please tell me you've got rainbow sherbet.” She set the boy down. “The last place across town was out and Simon won't eat his food without a cone.”

      “Sure. Plain or sugar cone?”

      “Plain, please.” The woman smiled, her gaze drifting to the man in the raincoat staring at the far display of ice cream cake options. “I already spoil him too much. Wasn't this gentleman before us?”

      “Yes, but I don't think he's made up his mind yet.” Lily filled the cone and handed it to the grandmother. “Anything I can get you?”

      “Heavens, no.” She patted her stomach. “I wouldn't be able to stop.” After paying, the woman dropped coins in the tip jar and left the shop. The boy with pink, green, and orange covered face skipping along beside her.

      A fire truck whizzed past the shop and Lily rubbed her arms. She checked the temperature of the ice cream drums on display while watching the strange man mutter as he rubbed the back of his neck. If he didn’t order something soon, she was going to have to ask him to leave because he was giving her the creeps.

      Was he on medication? Maybe she needed to offer to contact someone for him.

      The man lifted his hat slightly and scratched his forehead, standing across from her.

      “Sir, have you made a decision or did you want to try one mor—”

      “I'm trying to decide which one of these you used to poison my daughter.”
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