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Hyper-competent Lily Xin juggles her school, her family, and her magic like a pro, selflessly giving her time and energy to others, just like a good witch should. When her bestie Lex gets into trouble, she rushes to save him. It works, until a wild night leads them hurtling straight toward One-Night-Standsville. Lily knows dating Lex would be a huge mistake. So why can’t she stop thinking about him naked?


Easy-going Lex Salem has always thought of Lily as the twin sister he never had, but one night of magically-charged passion makes him realize everything is different now. But he can’t stop time to figure out why Lily is so resistant. He’s too busy being stalked by an evil vampire with a grudge against his family.


Despite their “it’s complicated” relationship status, Lily and Lex team up to defeat the demonic forces trying to use Lex to fulfill an ancient prophecy. It will take all their smarts, magical talents, and bad puns to save the day. Oh, and they have to stop kissing each other. Like, seriously, the apocalypse is coming.
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Chapter 1

Alexander Salem wished he was hot. Or at least not freezing. Winter winds ripped down the streets of Chicago, chilling all life. Smart people were holed up in their apartments and houses, probably watching TV while under a big blanket.

Not Lex. He was going to hunt down a ghost.

The phone in his pocket buzzed. He grabbed it, seeing his brother’s name on the screen.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Are you there yet?” Malachy was Lex’s next oldest brother, and it was typical that Mal was calling to check up on him, as though Lex wasn’t able to handle a simple job on his own.

“On my way,” Lex said. “Couple blocks more. The train stop was not super close.”

“Why did you take the train?”

“Uh, environmental ethics, respect for the client’s budget, need to exercise…pick one.”

“Next time call a ride, bro,” Mal said with a sigh. “Anyway, Dom wanted me to remind you that the holy water is now in those blue vials, not the screw-top bottles we used to have. In case you need it in a hurry, just hurl it and the vial breaks.”

“Ok, but I don’t think it’s important tonight. The client described a poltergeist, and they don’t care about the holiness of water.” Poltergeists cared about nothing, in fact, other than chaos and destruction.

“They can be pretty nasty,” Mal said. “One of us should have come with you.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“What if Lily met up with you? She’s in town and she knows what’s up.”

Lily did indeed know what was up, in terms of understanding the role of the supernatural in the world. Lex met her in first grade, when he told her about the ghost he’d seen over summer vacation and she responded with total calm and some good advice about not annoying the spirit. Lily wasn’t a Salem, but growing up she got to know all the brothers. Later, she often pitched in to help with the family business of busting ghosts, slaying demons, and breaking curses.

“I’ll be fine,” Lex repeated. He didn’t want to drag Lily into a simple job. “I’ll probably see her tomorrow. She mentioned that she had some surprise.” She hadn’t elaborated, but Lex could tell she was off-the-charts excited about whatever it was. Which meant it was probably pretty nerdy. Pretty and nerdy were both great words to describe Lil.

“You sure you shouldn’t wait for her?” Mal prodded. “You two could take care of business and then go out and party. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“Get lucky with Lil?” he asked incredulously. “Are you nuts? I don’t think of her that way. She’s my best friend.”

“Who happens to be an extremely attractive woman.”

“Shut up.”

“Whoa, you’re about ready to punch me through the phone.”

“Because you’re insulting my friend!”

“I called her attractive. That’s not an insult.”

“But you meant sexy.” Pretty, Lex told himself. She was just extremely pretty. Nothing more.

“Yep,” Mal confirmed. “Don’t ever tell her I said that, by the way. It’d be gross.”

“Yeah, because she’s basically our sister. Never bring this up again, ok? I’ll let you guys know how the client meeting goes. If I get lucky,” he added sarcastically, “I’ll be able to exorcise the poltergeist tonight, and finish this job fast. If not, I can always extend the hotel reservation.”

“Good luck,” Mal told him. “Call if things go south.”

Lex signed off, then checked the map on his screen and took a left at the corner. The reason Lex was heading out to a client’s late on a Friday night was because ghosts, demons, and other supernasties did not keep normal working hours. Poltergeists in particular were inconsiderate, and tended to act up on weekends and during the middle of the night. It made a sort of sense. Poltergeists fed on the energy of hormonal, puberty-stricken teenagers, who also didn’t like normal working hours.

Lex had been a teenager not that long ago—ok, several years, but he definitely remembered the intensity of his emotions and the way every event was the End of the World. No wonder the metaphysical energy of a being like a poltergeist would be drawn to the chaotic swirl of a teenager’s psyche.

Granted, the client said she lived alone and didn’t have any kids. But it was an apartment building, and the previous tenants could have stirred up some supernatural energy and then skedaddled.

He pulled the hood of his jacket closer around his face, briefly regretting his lack of facial hair. It would come in handy for these brutal winters. Then again, Lex had never been able to grow a decent beard. He always just looked like he’d skipped shaving for a few days. He hoped the client had their heat on full blast. This would be a long night of painstaking investigation and ritual work, and then a longer, more depressing part where he had to go back to the hotel room alone and go to bed alone and get warm alone, and then wake up alone.

Not something he looked forward to.

Lately, Lex’s aloneness had been getting him down. He was the sort of person who looked on the bright side—when you hunted demons for a living, a certain amount of optimism was necessary. It wasn’t like he didn’t date, though he’d rarely dated anyone seriously, or for more than a few months. Living in the middle of nowhere in the Midwest for the past couple years didn’t help. And the way he often had to spend his time with clients instead of dates was also a big obstacle.

You’ll meet the right person eventually, he told himself.

Maybe even tonight.

After all, Dominic had met his girlfriend in the course of a job. And Mal’s new interest, Cara, had basically shown up at his doorstep after being chased there by a ghost. Talk about kismet.

But even if he did meet a woman he was interested in, would it matter? Lex didn’t have Dom’s brooding charisma, or Mal’s absurdly cut physique. He was ordinary, nothing special. Why would a woman notice him if he showed up at her door, even in the role of demon-hunting savior?

Lex reached the right apartment building and rang the buzzer.

A nervous voice zapped out from the speaker. “Who is it?”

“Lex Salem of Salem Associates—you asked for a consultation.” He kept it vague. Most folks didn’t want to broadcast the fact that they were dealing with the supernatural. It made things awkward with the neighbors.

“Oh, right. Come up.” The door buzzed open and Lex grabbed the handle, happy to get inside so he could thaw out. He found the stairs and climbed to the third floor.

At 3C, he knocked politely.

Then the door opened, and Lex almost had to pick his jaw up off the floor.

His client was beautiful.

She was a shade over five feet, with curves that demanded attention and long, wavy brown hair that fell around her heart-shaped face and down her back.

“You’re Alexander Salem?” she asked, viewing him cautiously. Her eyes were green, fringed with dark lashes.

“Call me Lex,” he said, smiling. It was easy to smile at that face.

“Hi, Lex,” she said, relaxing. “I’m Melissa, but you know that. I’m so on edge with all this haunting stuff that I just don’t know what’s going to happen next.”

“That’s what I’m here to fix. May I come in?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” She stood aside to let him enter the hallway. He had to brush by her to move in the narrow space, and he was acutely conscious of just how much area her chest took up, and how much he wanted to know how she looked without clothes on.

What the hell. He never got this obsessed with someone’s looks. And especially not a client.

In the living room, Lex was hit by the smell of some intensely floral candle, and then by a tingling sense of danger. There was definitely something malevolent in this home, something that set his nerves pinging, and told him to get the hell out, now.

He took a deep breath, steadying himself. “Wow. I’ve felt a lot of bad vibes, but this is special.”

“Yeah, right?” she agreed. She picked up a glass filled with some amber-colored liquid. “I’ve been going through a lot of scotch since I moved in here,” she said with a sad laugh. “At least the ghost hasn’t smashed up the bar.”

Lex watched as she downed the remainder of the drink and reached for a decanter to pour another. Her hand shook slightly—she must be more scared than she was letting on.

“Can I make you something?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder. “It must look really bad for me to be drinking alone.”

He shouldn’t be drinking on the job, but a sip or two wouldn’t kill him. And maybe it would set Melissa at ease.

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll have what you’re having.”

She smiled in relief, and poured a measure into a second glass waiting there.

“Bottoms up,” she said, offering him the drink.

Lex took a sip. He expected a burn down his throat, but this went down smooth. He didn’t know scotch, but he assumed this was the good stuff.

“Ok,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me a little more about what’s been happening here.”

Melissa gestured to the long, white leather sofa. “Have a seat and I’ll give you all the gory details.”

She perched on the coffee table, facing him. Lex leaned back on the couch as she recounted the story of the ghost’s activities that led her to find the Salems and ask for help. He wished he didn’t have to work at night. He was surprisingly tired, even though it wasn’t that late.

Melissa leaned forward as she spoke, her hands moving a lot. She talked animatedly about all the trouble the ghost was causing—broken dishes, strange sounds, loud banging in the middle of the night.

Loud banging in the middle of the night, Lex thought. Every guy’s dream.

Wow, he was not focusing on the right things now. Instead, he’d been staring at Melissa’s lush, full lips.

He tried to put his now-empty glass back onto the low table in front of him, and missed. The glass fell to the floor and broke.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, the word coming out fuzzy.

“No need to apologize,” she said. “What’s another broken glass?”

“I’m supposed to bust a ghost,” he said. “I should get to work.” But, strangely, he could barely move.

“All work and no play?” she asked with a little pout that made her mouth look ten times more interesting. “I’ll tell you a secret…work and play don’t have to be separate.”

Without missing a beat, she pulled off her shirt, revealing her upper body, which was as perfect as he’d thought it would be. She lifted her hands and started to play with her breasts, smiling seductively.

Lex’s brain finally got the message to his body that something was off about this. Way off. This was not a typical Friday night seduction, and she was not an innocent victim of a haunting.

This was a setup, and you were dumb enough to walk right into it.

His body was still reacting to her, but his brain was frantically trying to regain control of his limbs, to get him out of there.

“Don’t fight it, babe,” Melissa told him, watching him struggle to push himself off the couch. “You should just relax and enjoy it. This is going to be the best night of your life.”

“And the last night?”

She laughed. “Nah, my orders are to keep you alive. But they did say I can play with you till the handoff.”

Leaning over, she pushed him down into the cushions and then kissed him, hard. Open mouth, lots of tongue, no pretending to be shy. Lex’s blood surged at her touch, at the feeling of her mouth on his. Her tongue was actually sort of amazing, and he thought of many other ways she might use it on him. It was simultaneously hot and terrifying.

“You’re a succubus,” he mumbled. Not the fiercest or most powerful type of demon, but not to be messed with. Lex had never personally encountered one…until now. And he was regretting his ignorance.

Melissa chuckled. “You got it, babe. Some bounty hunters use force to get their marks. But I’m so much more pleasant to get captured by.”

The succubus left him on the couch, trying to get up, and reached for a phone.

“You calling…your client?” he asked, struggling to move his body and failing. Even talking was a chore.

“I’m calling for dinner,” she said with a wink. “Sex always makes me hungry, and we are going to need a lot of food by the time we’re done. I’m getting Chinese. You have a favorite?”

He couldn’t even respond by that point, his body beyond his control. She ordered, choosing for him, not caring at all that he didn’t like shrimp.

Should have waited for backup.

“Half hour? Marvelous,” she purred into the phone before hanging up.

Then the succubus leaned over him again, her long, wavy hair falling onto his face. It tickled, but he couldn’t even brush it away.

“What should we play?” she asked. “Dress up? I make a good cop. Or a naughty cop, depending on my mood.” She shoved Lex back on the couch, and his brain filled with a vision of the creature wearing nothing but an officer’s hat and twirling handcuffs on her long finger. He tried to blink the vision away, but Melissa had wormed her way into his head, and he couldn’t prevent himself from reacting to the idea of Officer Melissa taking control.

“Freeze,” she ordered him playfully, and Lex was horrified to discover he was frozen, completely unable to move, speak, or even blink. Why was this succubus so powerful?

“Hmm, maybe I’ll have to strip-search you.”

“No,” he managed to get out between clenched teeth.

“Oh, yes, Alexander Salem,” she said. “You’re so cute when you’re trying to resist me. But you’ll be cuter when you’re begging for me to give you some enhanced interrogation.”

She kissed him again, sending tingles throughout his whole nervous system. Then she used long, sharp nails to rip his shirt down the center and pull it off his body. She cooed with pleasure, and bent to lick him, her tongue hot on his skin.

He wanted to hate what she was doing, but he was too turned on.

He lost track of time. What seemed like only a minute later, there was a pounding on the door, then a muffled voice called out, “Delivery!”

The succubus rolled her eyes. “Excuse me, lover. Time to get that fuel.”

She strutted naked to the door of the apartment, and Lex had the fleeting thought that the delivery person was going to be really surprised. Or not. Under the haze of lust, Lex was certain the succubus was using illusion as her primary weapon—it was something that a lot of demons could do, but very few humans could manage. She looked like she did because she thought Lex wanted that. Same for her instantaneous costume change to naughty cop before. Probably, she was wearing ordinary clothes, and that’s what the delivery guy would see.

From the hallway, the succubus let out a scream, distracting Lex from his speculation. He tried again to move—what new and horrible thing was entering the apartment? Melissa’s client? Another demon?

Then Lex saw Melissa stumbling back into the living room, fending off an attack from the intruder.

It wasn’t another demon.

It was a slender figure with black hair in a long braid, which whipped around her as she kicked and punched her way into the apartment.

“Who the hell are you?” she shouted at the succubus, accenting each word with a wicked jab of her fists or feet.

Lex had seen those moves before, and he knew how much it hurt to be on the receiving end of them.

“Who are you?” the succubus shrieked back, out of its element and unhappy about it.

Lex already knew the answer. It was Lily.


Chapter 2

Lily grabbed one of the waxy folded boxes in the bag she’d commandeered from the real delivery guy, and hurled it at the other woman like a Molotov cocktail.

Except that when it hit, there were no flames…just a mass of orange-y, sticky lumps.

The succubus wiped the food off her face and chest. “You bitch, you hit me with my dinner!”

“Glad you’re finally paying attention.” Lily hefted another box, ready to throw it at the brunette. The woman looked human, but she wasn’t what she was pretending to be. Lily had known something was wrong when Lex didn’t respond to any of her texts over the past hour. If Lex was working, he’d have his phone handy, and he never would ignore a message from Lily or his brothers.

Lily got to the address within ten minutes, just as a delivery driver was walking up to the main door. Lily took one look, and said hello in Mandarin. Five minutes later, he’d bought her story of wanting to surprise her good pal Melissa with a little food delivery prank. She gave him a huge tip, which never hurt.

Trotting up to the third floor, Lily was still ready to play delivery girl and leave if she saw Lex was fine. But when the door opened, Lily went into fight mode. The succubus had been expecting a man, and it was sending out waves of sexual energy intended for a target who was into women. However, Lily was not picking up what the succubus was putting down.

In fact, she hated Melissa on sight. “What are you doing with my best friend?” Lily demanded, pushing her way into the living room.

Lily looked at the prone form of Lex lying on the couch. He was only partly dressed, and he was unnaturally still. Her heart went cold. Was he dead?

“Why isn’t he moving?” she demanded.

“I told him to freeze,” the succubus muttered, groping for a weapon with one hand.

“He’s good at following directions, but not that good. Release him from the spell.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll kick your ass and send you back to whatever hell you call home. Release him.”

“It doesn’t please me to do so.” The succubus picked up a heavy glass bottle. “And anyway, soon neither of you will be my problem.” The demon glanced at the clock on the wall.

Lily frowned. “You’re not actually interested in Lex. You just wanted a random man?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say I’m not interested in him,” the succubus said with a smirk. “But others are more interested, and they pay well.”

Keeping her movements hidden, Lily reached for the knife she kept fastened in a specially designed holster at her back. She could conceal the knife under a jacket, and yet have easy access to it if needed. “Who’s your client?”

“Why should I tell you?” Melissa asked with a toss of her shiny, bouncy hair.

“Because I’ve already asked nicely, and I’m short on patience.”

Lily rushed at the succubus, pushing her against the wall. The bottle of scotch slipped from Melissa’s grasp and smashed onto the floor, sending up a cloud of alcoholic aroma. Lily pressed the edge of her blade to the succubus’s neck. She kept this knife sharpened, and the object was heavily spelled and blessed from years of ritual use.

The succubus hissed in pain, although the blade hadn’t scratched her skin yet. “Don’t!” she begged, losing the confidence it had been projecting. Succubi were lovers, not fighters.

“Don’t what?” Lily asked. “Cut your demonic hide? Like I care about ruining your looks. Tell me who wants Lex.” She pressed the knife closer, muttering a favorite curse to bind evil. The succubus whimpered, and tried to twist away from the blade.

“Tell me,” Lily demanded, in no mood to be nice about this.

The knife tip broke the skin, causing a point of purplish blood to well up. The succubus cried out, “Stop, please, stop! He calls himself Morningside!”

Lily drew back, horrified. She’d had only one run-in with the vampire known as Morningside. The Salem family hoped he’d been destroyed during that encounter. Guess not.

“What does Morningside want with Lex?”

“I don’t know,” the succubus said. “I was just contracted to secure him. The only rule was that I can’t spill his blood.”

“When’s the handoff?”

Melissa’s eyes regained some slyness. “Whenever Morningside and his crew show up. I messaged them.”

“Stay where you are,” she warned the creature. “I’m taking Lex out of here.”

“I’ll never let him go!” Melissa went wild. She threw out a series of punches that had little control, but a lot of force. Lily only dodged them thanks to years of martial arts training.

Lily moved fast, her arm slicing downward diagonally, carrying the knife in the same motion. The blade connected with the succubus’s body, carving a long gash from the left shoulder to the right hip.

Melissa wailed in anguish, and at the same time, Lex started thrashing on the couch, as the demon’s control over him dissipated, her mental hold shattered by physical pain.

The panicked look in his eyes made Lily want to pulverize the succubus on general principle. No one should be allowed to mess with her friends like this.

He took a few deep, desperate breaths. “Lily!”

She got to the couch and reached for his arm, helping to haul him upward. “Hey, there,” she said casually. “Put some clothes on. We’re going.”

Lex reached for his hoodie, and put it on over his lack of shirt. How far had the succubus gotten with him? Lily wondered darkly.

Then he grabbed his jacket from where it hung on a hook in the hallway, and picked up his pack, which Lily knew was loaded with demon-hunting supplies.

The succubus remained in the corner, cowed but still snarling. “They’ll follow you! You think you can escape a vampire on the blood trail?”

“All I want is to get Lex out of here.” Lily held the knife up to make her point.

The succubus gave Lily a dirty smile. “Well, now you’ve got him. Have a fun night.”

Lily pushed Lex out the door and slammed it behind her. She traced three symbols on the door with the tip of her knife—all for sealing and binding.

Then she grabbed Lex’s hand. “Come on.”

“How’d you find me?” Lex asked. His eyes were weirdly dark, perhaps dilated from some drug.

“Mal texted earlier and told me where your job was and suggested that you might not mind a bit of backup. Luckily, my Friday evening was not booked.”

“I thought I was going to die.” He was staggering next to her.

“Well, cheer up, you still might,” Lily told him. “You’re in no condition to fight, and I can’t take on a vampire posse alone. We’ve got to get to a safe place.”

“Hotel,” Lex said faintly. “I’ve got a key…in…pocket.”

She nodded as they reached her car. A hotel room could be locked and warded like any other home. Lily would cast a basic warding spell, and then they could fort up until sunrise. It helped that vampires couldn’t enter a home uninvited—but the vampires might have familiars, like the succubus.

There was no sign of pursuit as they entered the hotel, but Lily still looked over her shoulder every ten seconds.

“Did you tell the succubus what hotel you were staying at?” she asked Lex when they got to his room.

He shook his head, and leaned against her as she worked the plastic card out of his pocket. He smelled surprisingly good for a guy who nearly got body-bagged by a demon earlier that night.

His arm was draped around her shoulder, and he tightened it as she wrestled the key card out and opened the door. He bent his head to lie against hers for a moment. “Hey, I don’t feel so well.”

“What?” Lily was so focused on not dropping Lex while she opened the heavy door that it took her a second to register what he’d said. “What’s going on?”

She hauled him into the room, then pushed him against the wall to prop him up while she put the Do Not Disturb sign on the door and then locked every lock available.

Again, she traced symbols of warding on the door, along with those to repel the undead. She wished she’d brought more than bare-bones supplies with her. Some heliotrope oil would be useful right now. She settled for a sprinkle of salt, carefully poured from a small bottle that she’d filled at the last full moon.

“Reflect the sun’s light, deflect all dead’s bite,” she muttered, willing herself to believe in the power of her ritual. Skepticism and magic didn’t mix well.

“Did you know you’re glowing?” he asked, reaching out to touch the air around Lily’s head, as if he could see something there that she couldn’t.

“Glowing? What, like I’m pregnant? ’Cause I am most definitely not,” she said. “Are you drunk? You always get silly when you’re drunk.”

“I barely had one drink,” he protested.

“The succubus gave you a drink?”

Lex’s eyes widened as he realized what Lily implied. “It wasn’t just a drink, was it? It was a potion. That explains…a lot.”

She gently walked him backward so he stumbled and fell onto the bed. She said, “Do me a favor. Stay there and don’t do anything stupid. I need to figure out how to deal with this.”

First a possible vampire assault, and now she also had to detox Lex. If the creature drugged Lex, then things could get really bad.

“It’s a very pretty pink glow, Lil. You’d like it if you could see it.” He frowned. “Why are you so worried?”

There were a lot of reasons to worry. Lily remembered how the succubus smiled when she hauled Lex out of there. Have a fun night, she’d said.

This was not going to be fun.


Chapter 3

Lily pulled out her laptop and sat down at the desk in the corner of the room.

Over on the bed, Lex started singing, which was a bad sign.

First, she texted Mal to say Lex was done with the job—which was technically true. Then she pulled up her personal files, where she kept all her research into supernatural phenomena. A hunt for succubus brought up only the obvious stuff about how succubi and incubi were demons who used sex to prey upon mortals. They often contracted their services out. They used an aphrodisiac to make their victims more receptive to the idea of sex with a total stranger, and then basically kidnapped them.

The idea made Lily physically ill, but it also sounded a bit similar to what happened to Lex. She started looking up details on exactly how the succubi made people unable to move. If it was a potion, she could try to find an antidote.

Lex had been lying on the bed, his arm flung over his face to block out the light. Just then, he stopped singing, grunted in pain, and swiftly sat up.

“Where are you going?” Lily asked, alarmed.

“Bathroom. Now.” Lex rushed over to it and slammed the door shut behind him. She wondered if he was going to be sick. Who knew what side effects a succubus’s assault could have?

Once he’d closed the door to the bathroom, though, she exhaled in relief. Ever since she’d seen Lex half-naked with a demon, Lily had been upset. And not just because the demon was assaulting her friend, though that was definitely cause for crankiness. No, it was also the way that Lex had been…well, aroused. He’d clearly been the object of the succubus’s attention for a while. His hair was messy, his shirt shredded. His mouth had been open, and his breathing rough and ragged in exactly the sort of way that made Lily blush to think about. She’d seen plenty of guys in that state, but never her best friend.

It was weird.

But also…interesting.

“Focus,” she told herself.

A little while later, Lex came out of the bathroom. His hoodie was gone, so he was once again naked from the waist up. He looked just as haggard as when he went in. He walked over to her. “Good news? Please?”

“I found something,” she told him. “Sounds like the drink she gave you was maybe just roofied to make sure you couldn’t run away too fast. That’s a typical succubus move—they don’t leave things to chance. However, the saliva of a succubus is what transmits the most intense qualities of an aphrodisiac. So if she kissed you, she also dosed you.”

“She kissed me. A lot.” His pupils were huge, dilated, making his eyes look nearly black. Without warning, Lex leaned over Lily, his face inches from her own. “I can show you what she did.”

Lily pushed him away. “No! I do not want to get infected with succubus spit! Who knows what it would do to me?”

“Get you horny?” he guessed, smiling lazily at her. For a guy who’d just been pushed away, he didn’t seem fazed. “You’ve been thinking about sex.”

“Excuse me, what?” Lex didn’t talk about that stuff to her. And why did he sound so confident about it?

“I’ve been thinking about it too,” he explained, as if this were a normal conversation. “Melissa got me thinking about it, but honestly, I’d rather think about you. You’re a million times better, especially with your…aura.” He gestured again to her head, but then his hands dropped lower.

“Hey, hey, hey,” she said, grabbing his arms when he got too close to her chest. “You’re talking crazy. Tell me what you need to feel better.”

“You know exactly what I need,” he said, his voice heated and his whole presence way more assertive than usual. “You always have the right answer, smartypants. Speaking of pants…” He started to take his off.

Lily had enough. She punched him in the jaw, hard.

Thanks to years of training, Lily knew how to hit. Lex stumbled backward, his body going limp. He wasn’t knocked out, but he was loopy.

She used the few moments she had to push Lex onto the bed and strip his belt off. She pulled his hands above his head and looped the belt around his wrists. She then fastened the end to the metal bed frame.

Just in time.

Lex blinked several times, and tugged ineffectually against the belt. “What’s happening?” he asked, his voice groggy.

“I tied you to the bed,” she told him.

“Really?”

“For my protection,” she clarified. “I can’t have you pawing at me while you’re acting so weird.”

“I didn’t paw you. Did I?”

“You sure tried. How do you feel?” Lily asked.

“Like I got hit in the head.”

“Aside from that?”

“Like I need to fuck,” he responded shortly. Lex lay back on the bed, and it was obvious that he was super uncomfortable. She didn’t want to think about her friend’s erection, but tonight, it was impossible to ignore.

Lex turned his face into a pillow, as if he could insulate himself from what was happening. “You know what? This is not fun at all.”

“I was just thinking that,” Lily admitted.

“I know.” He nodded. “I mean, I can usually guess what you’re thinking, but I know.” Then he squeezed his eyes shut. “Ugh. Are the lights in here really bright? Or is this what a migraine feels like?”

“I better read more about the side effects of a succubus attack,” Lily said.

A few more frantic moments of research gave her an unsatisfactory answer. The power of a succubus to affect their victims was quite limited. Lex should already be feeling back to normal. He definitely shouldn’t be having nausea, migraines, or a massive boner.

“You’re upset,” Lex said from where he lay on the bed.

“Upset? Upset is when the Spurs don’t make the playoffs. I’m panicking!”

“Please don’t. I can feel it over here and it’s freaking me out.”

“How can you feel me panicking?” Lily snapped. “Especially when you’re all X-rated over there?”

“Sorry you have to see me like this,” he said, his eyes closed. “I’m an idiot. I should have been more alert. I trusted her.”

“You’re not an idiot,” said Lily. “It’s not your fault that the client turned out to be a liar who wanted to kidnap you. A succubus bounty hunter! Now I’ve heard fucking everything.”

Lex groaned. “Please don’t say fucking.”

“Does that make it worse?”

“Everything makes it worse. I can’t tell you what I want to do right now.”

“Based on what you’ve said so far, I’ve got a pretty good idea,” she said. “Hey, what if I call an escort service?”

“Yeah! No, wait. That might be bad.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t know what I’d do!” he burst out, fear and anger in his voice.

Lily blinked at his raw vehemence, and walked over to him. “Wouldn’t you just have sex with whoever and it’d be over?”

“I don’t think so.” He flipped to lie on his other side. “I don’t need to just get off. That’s not enough. Already jerked off twice in the bathroom. TMI, sorry,” he added.

“That’s ok. I asked.”

“It didn’t help. Getting off just starts the cycle again. I need to fuck. Connect. Touch. Be touched. To not be touching someone, not feeling what I need to feel right now…I can’t stand it. It hurts.”

“There’s pain?”

He nodded miserably. “Actual pain. And it’s getting worse. Like a migraine, but everywhere. Like I’m lying inside some sex demon’s migraine. I’m so sorry, LiLi.”

The old nickname made her catch her breath. “It’s not your fault, Lex,” she said, reaching out to his hand, bound up above his head.

When she touched his skin, he gasped and his whole body convulsed. His skin was hot, practically feverish, but dry.

“Oh, wow,” he moaned.

“My holding your hand feels that good?”

He closed his eyes. “Yes. Don’t let go. Don’t leave me, Lily. I don’t know what’s happening inside my brain, but it’s bad.”

“I’m not leaving you.” And not just because there might be vampires lurking in the hotel hallway. “I will take care of you. Hey, I’ve held your head above a toilet while you were puking your guts out after drinking a bottle of vodka at prom.”

Lex shook his head. “Not the same at all.”

“Kinda the same. You got into something you shouldn’t, and I’m going to stick with you until it’s over.”

“Yeah, but when I got drunk, all I had to do was puke. Now I want to bone anyone I can grab. And I can feel everything.” He winced. “Someone on the floor below us is crying. Don’t ask how I know, but I do and it feels awful.”

It sounded like nonsense, but Lily believed him. She squeezed his hand again, and saw the relief cross his face. She wanted to help him, she wanted to make him feel better. It was one of the rules of witches: caring for others took precedence over one’s personal views. Or, as one of her mentors once put it: Someone’s got to do the dirty work, and witches ain’t afraid of dirt.

“You can feel other people’s thoughts tonight?” That was a side effect that none of the succubus entries mentioned.

“Not thoughts. Just…emotions. Like there’s a wave of sadness from over there, and anger from over there, and you’re wired like you’re going to explode because you’re so worried about me and you don’t know what to do and you’re scared and you think I’m joking about how I’d rather sleep with you, but you’re curious—”

“That’s enough!” she burst out. “I don’t know where you’re getting all this, but it’s not important!”

He closed his eyes again. “Got aspirin or something? I feel worse.”

“How? Your head? Or are you going to throw up again? I’d have to untie you to get you to the bathroom…”

“No, don’t untie me,” he said quickly. “You’d just have to punch me again because all I want to do is touch you…” He trailed off as his body almost convulsed. “Oh, god, I want to fuck. Or die. Either is fine.”

“You’re not dying tonight,” she said, reaching out to smooth his forehead. “But if it will help, we could do a little of…the other thing.”

His eyes flew open and an expression of intense interest was now all over him. “We can’t have sex. Not you and me.”

“We’re not going to,” Lily said. “For about one hundred reasons, but a couple that come to mind are that I’m in my fertility window, and neither of us have protection.”

“Window?”

“I have a period tracking app,” she explained. “So I know when it’s safe to have sex…or not.” Not that she had sex that often. Relationships fizzled out quickly for her.

“A freaking calendar app? That’s your anti-baby method?”

“I don’t like meds,” she said. “Most witches don’t. It messes up the body’s natural rhythm. The Pill can throw you out of sync with the moon, and for a witch that’s a pretty big side effect.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

“Why would you? It’s not like you ever tried to get in my pants—” His groan made her wince. “Oh, sorry. Maybe not the best time to mention pants.”

“No,” he agreed. “Lil, touch me. Anywhere you want, but please touch me.”

Kneeling beside him on the bed, she lowered her hands to his bare chest, his muscles contracting beneath her fingers. She slowly stroked down to his stomach. “That help?”

His sigh was so carnal she couldn’t even meet his eyes. Instead she focused on the medal he wore on a thin, black leather cord around his neck, long enough to slip under his shirts and conceal the silver oval-shaped token hanging from it. It looked like a saint’s medallion, because it was. But instead of being Lex’s patron saint Killian, it portrayed a figure dressed like a monk, with the head of a skull. The words Santa Muerte were inscribed around the edge.

It looked out of place, not a style someone would expect sweet, nerdy Lex to flaunt.

But then again, he didn’t flaunt it. He kept it close to his skin, a charm against death by keeping on the good side of one of Death’s right-hand peeps. The charm itself was blessed and magically charged, and older than Lex himself—it had been his father’s.

Even if Lily weren’t a witch, she’d probably be able to sense the power in that piece of metal. And to her, it didn’t look out of place at all. Lex had worn it on the day they met, and it was just part of him. Lex, with a book in one hand, and the avatar of Death around his neck. Typical.

“Think about Santa Muerte,” she advised. “Try to focus on that.”

“No,” he groaned. “It just makes me think I’m going to die.”

“You’re not.”

“This is not fun.” He strained, trying to free his hands. “I can’t touch you. I need to touch you. I want to die.”

“No you don’t.”

“Want your mouth,” he gasped. “Want to feel you sucking me off. No, I want to have you tied up. No, wait…” His eyes cleared for a second, and she saw the anguish in them. “I hate this, Lil. Please, please make it stop. It hurts.”

Then he squeezed his eyes shut and moaned, his body twisting as he tried to find some relief. He arched his back, making his state of arousal even more evident.

Lily sensed the pain behind his words, and she wanted to take that pain away.

His belt was already in use elsewhere, so she only had to unbutton his jeans and pull them down. Lex whimpered when she edged his jeans and boxers over his hips, exposing his erection. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m, uh, assessing the situation.” The situation was bigger than she anticipated. Lily never quite realized that there was this much of Lex. She stroked him with one finger, just to see how hard he was.

Lex’s reaction was pure pleasure, and she had to admit it was gratifying for her. Even if it was the magic doing it, it was amazing to feel someone react like this to her slightest touch.

“More,” Lex begged. “Please, Lil. More, more, more.”

Lily turned him so he lay on his stomach, and then straddled him.

He whimpered, but held still.

What should she do? What would feel good to an emotionally charged, sex-crazed guy? While she considered the problem, she carefully kissed her way down his spine, feeling him writhe beneath her.

Sex did sound good right now. She kept kissing him, making her way back up his spine. His hips were moving beneath her, rhythmic and insistent. When she reached the back of his neck, she bit down lightly. Lex stiffened, and let out a string of curses in three languages.

“Came again?” she asked after he calmed down.

“Yes. Sorry.” He sounded miserable and relieved at once.

“Don’t say sorry. Still want more?”

His breathing was heavy, but slower than it had been. “Not sure. Give me a minute.”

She gave him a minute, using the time to walk over to the hotel door and look out the peephole. Nothing. No vampires, no demons.

When she returned to the bed, Lex had flipped onto his back again, his arms stretched above his head, and he was still aroused.

“Yikes,” she murmured. “This is going to be harder…I mean more difficult than I thought.”

“Lily, help me,” he pleaded, his gaze making it clear what he wanted from her. She took a deep breath, and climbed back onto the bed.

“Take your shirt off,” he whispered. “I can’t touch you, but if I can see you…”

Lily pulled her shirt over her head. She figured that Lex had probably seen her naked at some point before anyway.

His eyes widened as he took her in. “You’re perfect,” he breathed. She saw his fingers twitch, desperate to be free.

It felt nice to be called perfect. Lily straddled him again, and rocked her hips over his, liking it far too much to explain it away as just something she was doing for him. Of course you’re getting hot, she told herself. It’s that time in your cycle. Hadn’t she said that to Lex? Well, just that she was fertile, not that she was also way more likely to be horny, on account of that was how fertile bodies worked to get fertilized.

“Oh, no,” she muttered. She suddenly wanted to have a very particular kind of sex with her best friend. Baby-making sex. “Not good.”

“What’s wrong?” Lex asked urgently. “I mean, aside from everything?”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You got your own problems.” To stop him from asking more, Lily bent and kissed his forehead.

He was feverish and shaking. She could feel him shuddering, as if he could no longer control his internal temperature.

“Lex,” she said, alarmed. “You’re sick. Your temperature is spiking.”

“I’m not sick, I’m poisoned,” he spat out, his words angry and desperate. “I thought this was helping and it was, but now I feel worse again. I’m going to die tonight, aren’t I?”

“You’re not going to die.” She refused to let that happen.

“I am. I can’t stand this. It’s burning me up from the inside. I can feel everything.” He moaned, in pain rather than pleasure. Lily wanted to bring his emotions back to the pleasure side.

“Let’s try something else.” Lily reached down and wrapped her hand around him.

“No, Lily, no. You shouldn’t do that.” Lex gave a strangled gasp when she moved her hand. “Oh, God. Don’t stop.”

“I’m going to go slow,” she said. Lex said getting off didn’t help. But maybe that was because he’d been so intent on getting to the finish line that he wasn’t letting his body deal with the sensations. “Focus on how you feel. Every little change in your body. Just notice it and don’t try to think about it.”

“Yes.” His eyes were closed, and his breathing was irregular, harsh. “Just keep touching me.”

She did. A slow, steady touch that was meant to draw out the process, so the succubus’s influence would be drained away. Or so Lily hoped.

Either that, or she just liked how much Lex needed her touch, how he responded to every stroke like it was the Second Coming. Or the third? Fourth? She was losing track.

Below her, Lex gave a little laugh, as if he’d heard the joke.

“Concentrate on breathing,” she told him. “You need to calm down, get back to yourself. Ok?”

“Lil,” he moaned. “That feels so good. You’re magic. I’m so sorry. Just don’t stop.”

“I’m not going to stop. We’re just going to take things really slowly until you feel better. I’m going to do this even after you fall asleep. Just like this.” She trailed her fingers over his skin, running them up and down his arms, over his chest, tracing the line of his shoulder to his neck.

His breathing steadied and slowed. “Don’t leave me alone.”

“I’m staying with you as long as you need me to.”

And she’d do whatever she had to to get him through the night. She didn’t let herself recognize that it wasn’t even work at this point. It was dirty, but it was pleasure.
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