
        
            
                
            
        

    
CONTENTS




Title

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Epilogue

"The War Room"

"Belt Notes"

About The Author


Witch Trial

By Glenn Bullion




Copyright © 2018 by Glenn Bullion




This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.  All rights reserved.  No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from Glenn Bullion.




Special Thanks:




Dominque Johnson

Fantasy Sci-Fi Mom

Jon Rivers

Kimberly Hennessy




















CHAPTER 1




Vanilla extract.  A slice of lemon.  Tapioca pudding.  Minced garlic.

The common household kitchen items were spread across a long folding table.  A pot of boiling water sat on an electric hot-plate to the side, its bubbling the only sound in the basement.  Each item was treated with the utmost care and respect, separated and organized, as if they were the components to a bomb.

From the eye of the young man staring at them, that was a real possibility.

Kevin Mishnar let out a deep sigh, one of many over the past twenty minutes.  He stood and paced.  This was the part of magic that he hated the most.

The waiting.

It took three weeks for the four items to come to him.  The lemon was first.  It popped into his head while at work, as he fixed a computer for the boss's daughter.   The pudding and garlic came when he was cooking dinner.  Only the vanilla extract had an amusing story behind it.  

It came to him while he was with his girlfriend, Leese, in the early hours of the morning.  They were together, doing what young couples did.  If Leese wasn't a wonderful girlfriend, Kevin's muttering of vanilla extract while she ground her hips into his might have been a mood killer.

But Leese knew Kevin was a witch, and about the strangeness that came with it.

Like sometimes obsessing over half completed potions.

He glared at the folding table.  Another three weeks had passed since the last ingredient came to him.  He didn't understand how magic worked, at least with new potions.  They just happened.  Sometimes a single potion came to him, or a flurry came at once.  Sometimes they were quick and easy, others took months.  Kevin kept a notepad to jot down every ingredient.  He wouldn't know what the potion did until it was completed.  Magic, if nothing else, was a tease.

He turned on some music and sat on the couch.  He tried to take his mind off magic.  Sometimes focusing on a potion helped it along.  But there were times distraction was the best thing.  There was no magic formula.

Kevin admired the basement he called home.  He still lived in the house his friend Victoria gifted him.  Legally, it belonged to Kristin, his sister.  But he was more than happy to claim the basement as his own.  A bed, couch, TV, computer, bathroom, he didn't need more than that.  

There were a few other witch's touches as well.

Kicking his feet up on the couch, he surfed through the channels.  The allure of seven o'clock television on a Friday night didn't exactly grab him, and he found himself staring at the table once again.  Frustrated, he stood up and turned off the hot-plate.  It was another trick he often went to.  Sometimes being near boiling water, a catalyst for many potions, would get the magical juices flowing.

But, for the moment, he was impotent.

"Some witch you are," he muttered.

He approached his witch's touch, the shelves that took up an entire wall of the basement.  They were lined with potions and ingredients.  Most came from the kitchen.  Kristin would never realize they were missing since he did all the cooking.  Others were more exotic.  Flowers from a tomb, preserved owl eyes, bones of a sparrow, bat wings.  Kevin didn't even want to think about what witches in the past used, all while hovering over a cauldron.

His gaze drifted back and forth between his vast array of ingredients and his work table.  He wondered if a guess was in order.  Some of his favorite potions came from simply guessing at an ingredient or two.  Maybe nothing would happen.  But that nothing could turn into inspiration for another ingredient, or even another potion.  Sometimes just the act of brewing a potion led to more.

Or something crazy could happen, but he tried not to think about that.

He went to his go-to ingredient.  Sugar.  He poured a pinch into his palm and went to work.  Turning the hot-plate back on, he mixed the ingredients.  Vanilla extract.  A slice of lemon.  Tapioca pudding.  Minced garlic.  A pinch of sugar.  All in boiling water.  The garlic threw a mouth-watering aroma through the basement, making him hungry.  His finger hovered over the bubbling mixture.  Every magical potion needed the touch of a witch.  With a quick stir, he would either have something new to write in his witch's journal, or a blistered finger.

"Let's see what we got."

He stirred the mixture quickly.  It didn't change color, nor did his finger burn.

"Hmm, wow.  I wonder—"

A loud popping sound interrupted, followed by a cloud of smoke attacking him.  He stepped back and waved frantically, trying to clear the air.  The smoke refused to give in.  A coughing fit seized him, and a moment later the basement was full of smoke.  He could see nothing.  He almost tripped over the couch trying to put distance between himself and the ruined potion.

The smoke alarm went off.

"Shit."

"Kevin!"  It was Kristin, shouting from upstairs.  Kevin heard the basement door open.  "What's going on?  Is there a fire?"

He peered through the smoke.  He felt no heat, saw no flames dancing from his work table.  No fire, it was just another potion gone bad.

"No, everything is cool.  It's just, uh…."

"Damnit, Kev," she said.  He heard her moving down the stairs.  "You've got to stop doing this.  Last month, you almost burned the house down."

"I did not."  He stumbled to the corner and felt for his reading glasses on the desk.  With another sigh, he slipped them on.  "It's just a little smoke.  Not that big a deal.  I've seen worse when you try to cook—"

His eyes went wide as he trailed off.  Wearing a simple pair of reading glasses allowed him to see through anything, and that included smoke.  Kristen was three feet away from the hot-plate, waving her hand in front of her.

"Watch out—!"

It was too late.  She wore a black dress, and slammed into the table with her leg.  The failed, boiling potion spilled all over the carpet, and her bare skin.  Kristin screamed as she fell to one knee.  Kevin heard the sick sound of her thigh and hand sizzling.

She called his name.  He sprang into action.  He jumped over the cord to the hot-plate and landed at Kristin's side.  She trembled as the pain locked every muscle.  He gripped her arm and urgently pulled Kristin to her feet.

"Ow!" she hissed, sucking in a breath of air.  "Shit!"

Kevin guided her up the stairs, keeping a hand on her back.  Kristin half walked, half stumbled.  The smoke filled the stairwell, making them cough.  She nearly fell forward once, but Kevin caught her.  He helped her out of the basement and into the hallway.  The kitchen was just ahead.  He set her at the dining table and opened the fridge.  Her burns were already starting to blister.

Kristin cried quietly behind him.

"Hold on," he said.  

He had fought vampires, werewolves, demons.  Retrieving a bottle of water should have been easy.  Hearing his sister fight pain made his hand shake.

"I am holding on," she said.  Her voice dripped with sarcasm.  "Just take your time."

He created the first potion he ever discovered, long before he knew he was a witch.  All he needed was water and the touch of a finger.  The bottle of water turned bright blue before losing its color.

Kristin took a deep drink.

Kevin watched her and waited for the magic to happen.  The blisters on her thigh slowly vanished.  She flexed her hand, but it was still a deep shade of red.

"Drink a little more."

"I am.  Just wait."

One more swallow.  Kristin rubbed her leg with her injured hand.  Her color returned to normal.  She turned her palm over and wiggled her fingers.

She stared at her brother.  They were adopted, not biologically related, but that didn't matter.  They loved and looked out for each other.  If it wasn't for Kristin, Kevin wouldn't be the person he was.  She worked hard to take care of them after their parents died.

But like any brother and sister, they fought.  He knew just from a look when she was angry with him.

As she sat in silence, Kristin gave him that look.

To add more fuel to her fire, the smoke alarms throughout the rest of the house went off as well.  Kevin winced as Kristin covered her ears.  Smoke made its way to the kitchen.  He ran to the cabinets and started gathering ingredients.  Flour, vinegar, sugar, an empty Cool-Whip bowl to contain the smoke.  A few drops of water from the sink.

He quickly mixed the potion in the bowl and gave it a stir.  Standing in the thick of the smoke, near the basement door, he held the bowl over his head.  The smoke pulled in on itself, growing smaller and smaller.  It flowed across the couch, the stairs, the carpet, making its way toward Kevin and the magical container.  It flowed up his body, and he had to cover his mouth to keep from gagging.  When the house was finally clear, he slapped the lid shut.

Everything was eerily quiet.  The alarms went dead.  The only sound was from Kevin's TV, still on in the basement.  Kristin kept giving that look.

As if the tension wasn't thick enough, Kristin jumped when Oscar leaped across the table.  She squealed and balled up her fists in shock.  Kevin's cat was always either at his side, or waiting in the shadows to frighten someone.  Being an all-black feline gave Oscar an advantage.

"Oscar!  Go away!" Kristin shouted.

Kevin regarded her for the first time since she came home from work.  Confusion set in as he looked her up and down.  The black dress she wore stopped just above the knee and showed off her slender shoulders.  Heels and makeup, which was ruined due to tears.  A light bulb went off in his head, not unlike when he discovered new magic.

"Ah," he said.  "You're going on that date with Todd."

"No.  I was going on that date with Todd."

"What?  Why are you canceling?"

"I don't know.  Maybe because I just got burned to a crisp."

Kevin felt awful.  He didn't want to be the cause of her not going out on a Friday night.  Kristin's social life was improving, but she needed to get out more often.

"But you're fine now."

Her voice softened a touch as she stood and looked herself over once again, feeling her leg and hand.

"Yeah, thanks."  Her hard edge returned.  "Look at me.  My dress is ruined.  And my makeup, I don't even want to know—"

He laughed, drawing a glare.

"You're right.  You don't want to know."

He took the bottle from her and set it on the table.

"Just change," he said.  "Fix your makeup and go out."

Finally, she managed a smile.

"I don't know.  I'm afraid you'll blow the house up."

"I won't."

"Let me guess.  Your latest potion isn't quite done."

"I'll figure it out."

"Well, stop."  She paused as she passed the basement doorway.  Her nose wrinkled as she sniffed.  "Is that garlic?"

He ushered her away, toward the stairs by the front door.

"Don't worry about it.  Get ready for your date."

"I already did.  Once."

"Get ready again.  You've got other dresses.  I'll clean up the basement.  Don't worry."

"Okay, okay.  I'm going."

Kristin was halfway upstairs when she stopped to turn around.  She gave him a long look.

"Kev," she said.  "You don't have to be a witch all the time.  It's okay to just be a stupid, regular guy."

He wasn't sure of her point, or what she was trying to say.  He was a regular guy.  He was an assistant IT specialist.  He didn't own a ghost business.  Or manage vampire affairs out of a mansion.  Or whatever it was Jack Kursed did.

He didn't know what to say, so just went with humor.

"Well, I've got the stupid part down.  Go get ready."

"I'll do that," she said, turning on the stairs.  Her voice went quiet as she disappeared to the second floor.  "And don't burn the house down!"

*****

Kevin eyed the carpet with disdain.  He'd already said his goodbyes with Kristin, wished her luck, and heard the front door open and close above him.  The carpet just behind the couch was sopping wet, and the scent of garlic, while wonderful, wasn't a good smell for a basement.  He put away all his ingredients.  Witchcraft was over for the night.

He still carried the container of magically trapped smoke.  He'd have to dispose of it later.  Setting it on a shelf, a smile crossed his face as he thought of potential uses.  It would be a fun prank to play in the bathroom at work.

He grabbed an enchanted sponge.  Wiping it a single time across the carpet, it absorbed all the moisture, leaving the fabric dry and fresh.  He used magic of a different sort for the scent of garlic.  A liberal spraying of Febreze.

Satisfied with the cleanup, he turned his attention to the rumbling in his stomach.  He wasn't sure what he enjoyed more.  Cooking up potions, or cooking up food.

It didn't take long to get the kitchen rolling.  Kevin was deep in his version of a Friday night out.  He liked going out, liked spending time with his friends and family.  But he equally enjoyed a night on the couch, with his spell-book in his lap and a black cat on the cushion next to him.

He made plenty of food, in case Kristin's date went badly.  Steak smothered in mushrooms, steamed green beans, and baked potatoes.  He sampled a mushroom while enjoying the scent of the steak.

"One day, Jack," he said.  "You'll cook like me."

He was shooing Oscar off the counter when his phone lit up.  After giving up his phone, and using magical stones to communicate, Kevin finally relented and joined the land of telecommunications once again.  Kevin and Leese both endured too many embarrassing incidents, with Leese even getting in trouble at work, because of their magical communication.  Voices booming mysteriously, or Leese hunched over a rock in a corner.  Kevin communicated with text, like every other person over eight years old.  They saved magic stones for emergencies.

Which, thankfully, there had been none.

He unlocked the phone to see it was a text message from Leese.  He smiled as he read the single sentence, what had turned into a private joke between them.

Can I come over and play?

There was no accompanying topless photo.  Although he had plenty, Kevin hung his head in disappointment.  He could always use more.

He went downstairs to his desk, where he stored countless pictures of places important to him.  Victoria's kitchen, an alley close to work, Alex's house, and Leese's bedroom.

Some magic was simple, like trapping smoke or cleaning a carpet.  Then there was magic that was life-changing.  Like granting a human immortality.  Or using a picture to travel across the world.

The process had almost become rote.  Kevin grabbed a photo of Leese's bedroom in her apartment, then headed to his shelves.  He plucked an already-prepared glass vial from a neatly labeled rack.  He drew two circles, or rather portals, using the potion.  One on the picture, and another on his basement wall.

Placing the photo inside the drawn portal completed the ritual.

The portal came into being, taking the picture with it.  He always kept multiple copies of every picture, for that reason.  On one side was Walton, Maryland, Kevin's hometown-tiny-corner-of-paradise.  On the other side was Baltimore, home to most of Kevin's friends.

Including his beautiful girlfriend.

Even after a hard day at the veterinarian's office, Leese was radiant.  Kevin realized he was biased, but she never had trouble turning heads.  She still wore her scrubs.  Her blond hair was short, just barely long enough to make a ponytail.  Her skin was flawless.  He always wondered what magic she possessed to have a tan throughout the year.

Her smile was genuine, but weary.  Fresh clothes and a purse were slung over her shoulder.  A pair of jeans and a blouse.  He couldn't help but notice the lacy underwear.

"Hi, sexy."

"Hey, yourself."

He stepped aside for her to cross the portal.  He took her hand so she wouldn't trip.  Leese was gorgeous, smart, sweet, and kind.  She was equally as clumsy.

Her nose wrinkled as Kevin closed the magical doorway behind her.

"What is that?"

He laughed.

"Garlic and Febreze."  The thought of garlic made him think of dinner, still on the stove.  "Shit."

He ran up the stairs.  Leese followed, smiling and laughing.  He turned the stove off and quickly shuffled food around.  Despite the hurried panic, nothing burned.

Leese dropped her clothes on the couch and joined Kevin in the kitchen, sitting at the table.

"Is Kristin out?"

"Yeah.  On a date."  He looked her up and down.  "Don't you have that dinner with Cindy's parents tonight?"

She rolled her eyes as she slouched in the chair.

"Don't remind me.  I love them, but I'm so tired.  I'm sleeping in until noon tomorrow.  You mind if I shower here?  Tracy beat me to the bathroom."

Kevin laughed.  Tracy was Leese's roommate, and loved her hot showers.

"Sure.  You want something to eat?  There's plenty here."

"No, but thanks.  I'll eat at the restaurant."  She had one foot on the basement stairs, and enough energy to blow a flirty kiss.  "Don't peek."

"I'll try not to."

He enjoyed dinner while listening to Leese shower in the basement.  She sang, badly, and it took effort not to choke on his steak with laughter.  The bathroom in the basement didn't have a door.  He completely lost it when he heard Leese shouting at Oscar.  The cat strolled into the bathroom and scared Leese when he jumped at the curtain.

"Kevin!" she shouted.  "Come and get your cat!"

He set his dirty dishes in the sink and peered into the basement.  He hoped Leese couldn't sense his smile.

"What?" he said.  "He thinks you're hot."

"You are supposed to be spying on me.  Not Oscar."

The slinky cat trotted up the stairs.  He stopped at Kevin's feet, just long enough for a quick mew and a scratch behind the ears.

"Good boy, Oscar."

*****

Kevin was on the couch watching television when the shower stopped.  Leese stepped out wearing only a towel.  He'd brought her clothes from upstairs, but she didn't bother reaching for them.  Instead, she joined him.  Stretching her lean legs out, she shifted a few times before getting comfortable.  He rested a hand on her side as she snuggled her head in his lap.

"Sorry if I'm getting you wet."

"You can get me wet whenever you want."

"What are you doing tonight?"

"Just what I'm doing now."

"You're not going to visit Tiffany?"

He laughed.  They both had grown close to Jack's adopted daughter, much to Jack's dismay.

"Not tonight.  Jack's been in a bad mood.  More than usual."

Leese winced at the thought.  Jack wasn't known for his pleasant demeanor.  For him to be in an active, noticeable bad mood spoke volumes.

"Is he still mad?" Leese asked.  "About Oscar?"

Kevin cringed as the memory came back.  Oscar was a well-behaved cat, but there were times he liked to run.  He ripped through Jack's home one evening during a visit, while he was cooking dinner.  He crashed into a lamp, sprinted over the breakfast bar, knocked plates of food to the floor.  Tiffany thought it was hilarious.  Jack didn't.

It was no more damage than Tiffany's young friends did when they had a sleepover.  But Jack always had more patience when it came to Tiffany.

"Uh, yeah, he's still mad.  He said I should start playing with kids my own age."

Leese chuckled so much her towel nearly came undone.  She turned on her knees and leaned on Kevin.  Her laughter was infectious, and he couldn't help but join in.

"Jack's such an asshole," she said.

"I can't argue that."

"But he is right.  You need to play with kids your own age."  She swung her leg over his and straddled him.  She nearly fell, but he grabbed her hips to steady her.  "I'm your age.  What do you want to play?"

He gently tugged at her towel and shifted under her.

"That depends.  How much time do you have before dinner?"

Leese smiled and leaned closer.  She wasted no time in pulling off his shirt.

Their lips had barely touched when the phone in Leese's purse rang.

They laughed together as she gently cupped his face.  He kissed her neck, drawing a squeal, before she bounded off the couch.

"I'd better see what's going on."

Kevin stood with her and reached for his shirt on the floor.  Leese was too quick, scooping it with one finger as she teased him.  She danced across the basement to her purse.  Hands on his hips, he admired the peek-a-boo her body was playing with the towel.

Leese checked the phone before answering.  Unlike vampires and werewolves, Kevin could only hear her side of the conversation.

"Hey, Cindy.  What's up?"  Kevin tried to snatch his shirt, only for Leese to hold it behind her.  "I'm over Kevin's.  You want to say hi?"

Before Cindy could object, Leese was already tapping at her phone.

"No.  Don't put it on…."  She sighed.  "Hi, Kevin."

He laughed.  Like Cindy, he didn't like group talk over a speaker-phone.  That was a big reason Leese always used it.

Kevin liked Cindy, Leese's sister-in-law.  She was probably smarter than any of them, a large part of why Alex's business was so successful.  Leese and Cindy were sisters long before Cindy's marriage to Alex made it official.

"Hi, Cindy.  How's it going?"

"Good, good."  The awkward conversation continued.  "What are you up to?"

"Well, right now I'm trying to get my shirt back from Leese."

"Oh, Jesus.  Sorry I asked.  Leese, are you there?  Are you even listening?"

Leese set the phone down to engage Kevin with both hands.  They continued to play like children.  She stuck her tongue out while pushing him away, moving his shirt about.

"Yeah, I'm listening."

"I've been texting you for twenty minutes."

"Sorry.  I just got out of the shower."

"Can you make it to dinner earlier?  Alex might have a job tonight, and my dad was hoping to make it an early night."

Leese adorably pouted, sticking out her lower lip with exaggeration.

"But I want to play with my boyfriend."

"Play with him tomorrow."

"Oh, alright."  She shifted to serious as she picked up the phone.  "How early is too early?"  She checked the time and ran through routes in her head.  "I can be there in twenty minutes."

"Perfect.  I'll see you soon."

Leese hung up and smiled apologetically.  She tucked her phone away as she moved to her clothes.  He wasn't happy their time was cut short, but enjoyed watching her drop her towel, slip into her lacy panties and a pair of jeans.

"Aww," he joked.  "I guess playtime is over."

She fastened her bra and approached to take his hand.

"I'll make it up to you.  Promise.  Hey," she said, struck by a thought.  "Do you want to come?"

He smirked at her phrasing.  Her cheeks turned red.

"I meant to dinner.  Food.  Eat.  Drink.  You know."

A touchy subject he'd been carefully avoiding.  Alex, Cindy, and Leese had known each other all their lives.  They were a tight group.  Even as close as Kevin liked to think Leese and he had become, there were still things only the Teagues did together.  Dinner with Cindy's parents was an example.  Cindy put those plans together, and she didn't invite him.  It would have been rude and awkward to invade the Teague family's space.

"No, thanks."  He gestured upstairs.  "I'm going to put food away for Kris, clean up the kitchen."

"Okay."  She leaned in for a quick kiss, but quick turned into a thirty-second embrace.  She pulled away just enough to give him that smile of hers.  "You know, an early night means I can come back over.  We can continue that game."

He slapped her butt.

"My joystick will be ready."  He winced and shook his head.  Smooth was never a word used to describe him.  "Holy shit, that sounded terrible."

Leese laughed, not deterred in the least.  She put on her blouse and straightened it.  

"Yes, it did.  Do I look okay?"

"Beautiful."

He'd told her that countless times, and Leese blushed every single time.  She approached the wall and gave it a tap.

"Could you hook me up?"

"Sure."  He retrieved the potion and went to his desk.  "Do you know where you're going?  Maybe I can get a picture from the web.  Save you a few minutes."

"That's okay.  I'd rather drive there.  Then I can leave whenever."

He plucked out another picture of Leese's bedroom.

"You got it."

A potion, two portals, and one picture later, Leese kissed Kevin goodbye and approached her bedroom.

She stopped at the mouth of the portal.

"Oh, I almost forgot," she said, turning to face him.  "We have to talk about something really quick.  Something serious."

He fought panic.  They didn't normally make small talk around a portal.  It would stay open for several minutes unless he closed it himself.  But Leese's roommate didn't know about magic, didn't know about the supernatural world, and she didn't need to.  They were always careful in how they went about getting Leese in and out of her apartment.  There was no need to change Tracy's life with a misplaced or mistimed portal.

"Okay," Kevin said, leaning toward her bedroom.  The door was open leading to the hall, and he could hear the shower still running.  "What's going on?"

"Listen, uh…."

Her struggle for words was surprising.  She always took the lead in their relationship, always made the first move.  If it wasn't for her approaching him at Alex and Cindy's wedding, they might never have talked.

"My mom's coming to town next week."

He'd heard a little about Leese's mother.  She was a lawyer, and a single mother.  Always busy, always away.

Kevin waited for the rest, but it didn't come.  He listened once again for Tracy, getting nervous.

"Okay, cool," he said.  "Uh, that's a good thing, right?  I know you haven't seen her in a while."

"Yeah.  So, do you want to meet her?"

He didn't hesitate.

"Sure."

"I was thinking…maybe we could do dinner or something like that."

"Great," he said, smiling as inspiration struck.  "I can cook for you guys."

"Really?"

"Yeah."  He took her hand.  "Are you alright?"

"Me?  Oh, I'm fine.  It's just…you know, the meeting-the-parents thing.  Some guys run away from that."

He laughed at the idea.  After everything they both had been through, dinner with Leese's mother didn't sound that dangerous.

"Just let me know when."

"Good.  Awesome."  She backed through the portal, nearly tripping.  Kevin caught her.  Her smile was bright, energetic, nervous.  "It'll be just us.  No Alex or Cindy."

"It'll be fun."  The shower stopped.  Kevin approached the portal and placed his palm near the edge.  "You'd better get going.  Before Tracy gets nosy."

She gestured for one more kiss, across the portal.

"If dinner gets done early, I'll send you a text."

"Tell everybody I said hi."

Kevin closed the portal with a drag of his hand.  He was alone once again, with only Oscar to keep him company.  Oscar settled on the back of the couch, curling into a ball.  Kevin stroked his fur as he joined him.  Goodbyes still felt strange when it came to portals, even after so many of them.  There was no driving away, no watching someone leave from a doorway with a wave.  There was only a bare wall.  The basement felt empty without Leese's warmth and energy.

He stored the leftovers for Kristin, although she didn't come home early.  He hoped her date was going well, and texted her for confirmation.  The simple reply brought a chuckle as he loaded the dishwasher.

Don't wait up.

He sprawled out on the couch and mindlessly watched television.  Oscar curled up at his feet.  The hours passed, and he slowly drifted to sleep.




















CHAPTER 2




"Kevin."

The voice was familiar.  Male.  It sounded close.  He cracked one eye open to see the television still on, although he'd muted it sometime in his journey of sleep.

"Kevin?  Are you there?"  The tone was urgent, worried.

"Huh?  What?"

He sat up to see Oscar still at the foot of the couch.  In his sleep-induced confusion, he wondered if Oscar had somehow found the ability to talk.  Maybe he sipped at one of his potions.  The clock on the nightstand informed him it was after two in the morning.

"Kevin.  Answer, damnit."

The voice finally came to him.  He hadn't heard it in a while.

Alex Teague.

Kevin rose to his feet and slowly put the pieces together.  He was still alone in the basement, although he could hear Kristin rustling about in the dining room above.  His gaze fell on the magical quartz stone on the nightstand next to his bed.  He'd gone back to using a ring instead of a necklace to house the simple charm.

He couldn't remember a time Alex had ever used the one he'd given him.  Alex never had emergencies, or at least one he couldn't handle.

Kevin held the stone to his mouth.

"Yeah.  Alex?"

His voice was as clear as if he were in the room.

"Shit, finally.  I thought I wasn't using this thing right."

Kevin smiled.  Alex, despite only being a few years older, was terrible with technology.  It didn't surprise Kevin that he'd wonder about using something magical.

"I hear you fine.  What's up?"

"Is Alicia at your place?  Is she there with you?"

His heart jumped a moment.

"No.  She was here earlier, but went back to go to dinner with you guys."

"She didn't show up."

He heard the words clearly, but still had to verify.

"What?"

"We figured she skipped out, to hang out with you.  It wouldn't be the first time.  I didn't sense she was in any danger, so I didn't think about it."

"Do you sense anything now?"

"No, but she's not answering her phone.  And if she's not with you, then where the hell is she?"

Kevin checked his own phone.  No missed calls or texts.  He tried calling her.  It rang until going to voicemail.

"She's not answering for me, either."

"I already said that," Alex said, frustrated.  "Can you open a portal?"

He retrieved one of many pictures of the kitchen wall Alex and he had agreed on.  Cindy was in the picture, smiling, posing with her hands where the portal should be.  Kevin created it quickly.

Alex stood on the other side.  Cindy was behind him, wearing pajamas.  She paced in their kitchen as she talked on the phone.  Her gestures were animated, stressed.  She managed a small wave to Kevin before staring at the floor once again.

The sight of Alex made Kevin uneasy.  He was already dressed like he was expecting something terrible.  He wore jeans and a thin tank-top.  His choice of shirt wasn't to show off how much time he spent working out.  He wore a tank-top when he expected to use his demonic powers.

Especially his wings.

Alex approached the portal.  He stopped as he neared the edge, turning in place.  He addressed someone only he could see.

"No, Nate.  But thanks, though.  You stay here, keep an eye on Cindy.  If Alicia turns up, just come and get me."

Alex took another step, only to be interrupted once more.  Cindy raced forward and grabbed him by the arm.  She gave him a quick kiss.

"Be careful," she said, then looked at Kevin.  "Both of you.  I'll keep calling around."

"Don't worry," Alex said.  "We'll find her."

He joined Kevin in his basement.  One swipe of a hand later, the portal was closed.  Oscar mewed and approached the guest for attention.

"You think something happened to her?" Kevin asked.

Alex sat on the couch, holding his head in his hands.

"I don't know.  Maybe."

"But you said you didn't sense anything?  At all?"

"I already said.  No."

Kevin didn't know how Alex's demonic powers worked.  He barely understood his own powers, much less abilities that belonged to the result of a cult ritual gone wrong.  He did know that somehow, Alex made a supernatural tie to the ones he cared about.  He could sense when they were in danger.

"Has that ever happened before?" he asked.  "Someone in trouble, but you not sensing it?"

Alex was growing irritated at the line of questioning.  He threw his hands in the air.

"Look, just call it brotherly intuition.  Okay?  Alicia's always either with you, with us, or at her apartment.  And we can't find her.  Will you help me out?"

Kevin took a breath, trying to prepare mentally and think clearly.

"Yeah.  Hold on one second."

He only needed two things.  One was the magical stone he always had with him.  The other was a map.  He grabbed an atlas from the collection of books on his desk.  Alex leaned back and waved his hand as Kevin blew the dust off the cover.  The book hadn't been used for some time.  He found a map of Maryland.

Kevin held the stone over the book and pointed his other hand at the wall.  Closing his eyes briefly, he thought of Leese.  Her blond hair, perfect skin, wonderful smile.

Nothing happened.

"Uh," Alex said.  "What are you doing?"

Kevin blinked in confusion.

"Leese has a stone.  She always has it.  She wears it around her neck.  I should be able to find her."

"Okay."  Alex leaned forward, studying the map.  "Maybe she's not in Maryland?"

Kevin didn't think that likely, but it was possible.

"Alright.  Well, let's see…."

He flipped through the atlas until he found what he was looking for.  A topographical map of the United States.  He went through the same motions.

Still nothing.

Alex rambled, grasping at different ideas.

"Could your stone be broken?  Or how about the maps?"  He eyed Kevin.  "Or maybe you?"

Kevin scowled as he glared at Alex.

"I'm not broken."  

He thought of others who had a stone, and the spell worked exactly as it should.  Magical dots appeared on the map, over various locations, along with an accompanying picture on the wall, as if his hand were a projector.

"See?  There's Zoey, Tiffany, Victoria in Oregon, doing whatever she's doing.  It works."

"So, then where's Alicia?"

He had no answer, and worry began to take over.  He quickly shoved it aside as another idea came to him.

There were other spells, some more expensive than others.  There was more than one magical way to skin a cat.

He closed the atlas and put it away.  His eyes drifted over the shelves as he recalled the recipe.  He'd forgotten one ingredient, and had to double-check what he'd written in his family's spell-book.

"Ah," he said.  "Parsley."

"What?" Alex said.

Kevin said nothing.  He prepared a pot of water for a boil and gathered ingredients in his arms.  Alex was quiet, watching him bounce through the basement.

"Can you grab that jar on the last rack there?" Kevin asked.  "With the orange top.  And please, don't drop it."

Alex gingerly retrieved the jar and held it as far away as he could.

"What is this?"

"This—" Kevin took the rare item.  "Is vampire ash.  From when they die."

"Shit.  Seriously?  That's a vampire's body?

"Yeah.  Not easy to get."

"You ain't kidding."

He finished the mixture and approached the box of broken phones and tablets he'd taken from work.  They were destined to be recycled, but Kevin could find other uses for them.

The last ingredient was without a doubt the most important.  He looked through his own phone for pictures of Leese.  They needed to be only of her.  The picture also had to mean something, have some emotion.  A selfie taken in two seconds while casually passing the bathroom mirror wouldn't do.

He landed on a photo that made him pause.  Leese posed on the couch in Kevin's basement.  She sat upside down, her legs strung over the back.  She gripped the bottom of her shirt to keep from flashing him.

He remembered that day.  He could barely keep the phone still from laughing so hard.

Kevin sent the picture to his printer.

"What are you doing?" Alex asked.

"Making a tracker."  He poured the heated potion on a baking sheet and added the broken phone and photo.  "This will find her.  Wherever she is."

Alex took in the unusual ingredients.

"How's it work?"

Kevin laughed shortly and said nothing.  Alex simply nodded, understanding the meaning.

The witch didn't know.

He placed his hand in the boiling mixture.  It sparkled, as if moonlight struck its surface.  He grabbed the phone and waited for it to turn on.

Nothing happened.

"I don't believe this," Kevin said.

"What's going on?"

"It's not working."

"Hmm.  Maybe you have to take the battery out and put it back in?"

"No," Kevin said, frustrated.  "It doesn't need a battery."

Alex sighed and took a step back.

"Okay, so, you're saying you can't find her?  At all?"

The tone was accusatory.  Kevin wanted to point out that Alex couldn't sense she was in danger, either.  But he held his tongue.

Something strange was going on.

"I guess not," he said quietly.

"Alright.  We'll have to just look for her.  Can you make a portal to her apartment?"

"Yeah."  He retrieved a photo of her bedroom from the desk.

Alex finally looked relieved.  "Perfect."

Kevin prepared.  He retrieved his coat hanging in the corner and quickly scanned the shelves.  He had no idea of what he'd need, but stocked up on magic that was always useful.  Invisibility potions, memory potions, his feather, reading glasses, a magic marker.  He lined the upper pockets, so he could reach the vials easily.

He felt Alex's eyes on him, sensed his impatience.  For a moment, jealousy needled at him.  Everyone always told Kevin how powerful a witch was, how powerful he was.  He knew this was true, but still, was limited by what he could carry.  Alex had no such problem.  He didn't need a heavy coat or glass vials.

"You're not ready?" Alex asked.

"Just give me a second."

"Why is your coat even empty?"

"I'm working on a new system."  He gestured to the custom-made coat, a gift from Victoria.  "I love this.  But it's big, clumsy.  If I load it up too much, it gets heavy.  And when those hunters attacked me at work—"

"A new system?" Alex said.  "Alicia is missing, and you're telling me you're not ready to go?"

Kevin cast him a glance.  It dawned on him that he never worked with Alex before, just the two of them.  Jack didn't even give him such a hard time.

He reconsidered that thought.  Jack was actually the worst.

Alex was worried about his sister.  Kevin was worried as well.  But he had the sense something else was driving Alex's attitude.

He tucked away his last potion.

"Okay, let's go."

He opened a portal to Leese's bedroom.

The entire apartment was dark, except for the light from Kevin's basement.  Alex took the lead, with Kevin a step behind.  Alex stepped over the threshold of the portal, his gaze darting about.  Kevin slid on his glasses, but they didn't allow him to see in the dark.  Walls, smoke, fog, none of these were a problem.  But the shadows were off-limits.

Except for Alex.  His eyes glowed a dull, dark red as he searched Leese's bedroom.  The darkness gripped the room completely as Kevin closed the portal behind them.

Alex flipped on the light.  The bedroom was just as Kevin saw earlier.  He didn't know what he was looking for, but there was nothing out of the ordinary.  Her bed was still a mess.  Her stuffed animals were still on the dresser against the wall.  Pictures of the entire group, both human and supernatural, littered the dresser mirror.  A special corner was dedicated to Kevin.

"Is Tracy asleep?" Alex asked.

Kevin peered through the walls.  Her bedroom was dark, but enough light came from the window that he could see a lump.  It moved slightly, and a bare leg stuck out from under the blankets.

"Yeah."

"Cool.  I haven't been in Alicia's room in a while.  Does everything look alright?"

He gave it another glance.  He wished he could say there was something out of place, a clue of any kind.  Only one thing stood out, but he wasn't sure it was important.

"Her purse isn't here.  So, that means she actually left."

Alex pointed at him.  "Good call.  Let's see if her car is outside."

They quietly walked down the hall, through the living room.  Alex didn't bother turning on the lights.  Clover, the gray tabby cat of the apartment, followed close behind.  Between the darkness and Clover circling Kevin's feet, he nearly tripped three times.

He decided to create his own light.  Reaching into his coat, he felt for a mothball, and gave it a toss.  It defied gravity, a foot from the ceiling, and threw a warm light across the living room.

Alex pulled back the curtain and pointed outside.

"Look.  Her car is still there.  She never left."

An idea struck.  Kevin was embarrassed he didn't think of it when they first arrived.  He checked his phone for the time, and did some quick math in his head.

"Shit," he said.  "We have to hurry."

"Why?  You got something?"

Kevin turned around.  That's when he saw the shadow moving on the living room wall, to his right.  It moved quickly, with purpose.  It took his brain a moment to tell the rest of his body that someone was behind them.

He didn't see the baseball bat reared back.  He only saw it mid-swing.  Somehow, he managed to turn enough to take the shot to his shoulder, and not his head.

He stumbled into Alex.  Clover took off across the apartment, disappearing into one of the bedrooms.  Kevin fell, and he reached for anything.  Grabbing Alex's arm, he pulled the half-demon down on top of him.  The two fell into a pile and collapsed in the corner.

The two powerful supernatural beings cowered and raised their hands in self-defense.

"Stop!" Alex called.  "Tracy—!"

Leese's one-hundred-twenty-pound roommate reared back to strike again.  She gripped the aluminum bat tightly.  Her form was perfect, like she'd attacked with a bat before.  She was dressed only in pink panties and a white tee shirt that stopped above her navel.

Tracy let out a guttural cry before swinging again.  Kevin braced himself, but didn't need to.  Alex's wing shot in front of him, shielding him from the blow.  He gripped the bat with the claw on his wing and pulled it from Tracy's grasp.

She backed up, screaming.  Kevin was on his feet first, his shoulder in agony.  He raced toward her, trying to grab her arms.

"Tracy!  It's Kevin!"  She fought for a moment.  "Calm down!  It's okay!"

She gripped his elbows and looked back and forth between Kevin and Alex.  After a few takes, her eyes narrowed in confusion and settled on Alex.  Kevin turned to see him standing, his wings out for all to see.

"Kevin?" Tracy said, her breathing turning more relaxed.  "Alex?  What the fuck are you doing here?"

"We're looking for Leese.  Have you seen her?"

"Well, Jesus!  How about a fucking phone call, instead of breaking into our apartment and scaring the shit out of me!"

More breathing, more calming.  She bent over and gripped her knees.  Kevin took the opportunity to grab the floating mothball behind him.

"She said she was eating dinner with you," she said, looking at Alex.  "And then, going back to Kevin's place to…you know."

"She never made it," Alex said.

"She didn't?  I saw her leave.  She didn't come back here or anything."

"Tracy, do you have a camcorder?"

Alex looked at Kevin curiously.

"A camcorder?"  She took another breath, trying to absorb the craziness around her.  "Uh, why?"

"Yeah," Alex said.  "Why?"

"I just…need it for something."

Alex held up his phone.

"Mine records video."  He looked it over.  "At least, Cindy told me it did."

"No," Kevin said, shaking his head.  "It can't be a phone.  It has to be a camcorder, used only for video."

Tracy laughed.  "Kevin, you're cute and all, but you're weird."  She turned and walked down the hall.  Kevin and Alex followed.  "I do have one, but it doesn't work.  It doesn't have a memory card."

"That doesn't matter."

She approached a box in her closet, but stopped short of dragging it out.

"Uh," she said.  "Mind if I put some sweatpants on first?"

The pair turned while Tracy dressed behind them.  Kevin rubbed his shoulder and flashed a look of discomfort to Alex.  Alex nodded and gestured to Kevin's arm.

"Looks like she got you good," Alex whispered.

"Yeah.  Shit, this hurts."  Kevin nodded toward Alex's wings.  "Are you going to put those away?"

Alex stole a glance behind him.

"I don't know.  You think it's safe?"

They turned when they heard a box sliding across the floor.  Tracy was on her hands and knees, rummaging through what looked like junk.  She tossed aside an old laptop, worn shoes, lingerie.  Clover joined them and stood on her two back legs, inspecting as well.  Tracy gently nudged her away.

"Ah, here it is."

She stood and held up the camcorder.  It hadn't seen use in quite a while.  With every modern smartphone able to record video, that didn't surprise Kevin.  He took it from her.  He flipped the viewfinder out and wiped away dust.  If it turned on, that's all he needed.

His tensions eased when the camcorder lit up.

"Awesome," Kevin said.  "Thanks a lot, Tracy."

Alex glanced at him, picking up on his change in tone.  Kevin held his gaze and offered the camcorder.

"Alex, could you hold this a second?"

He took it, still watching Kevin curiously.

"Hey," Tracy said, reaching out to touch Alex's wings.  "What's with the Halloween—?"

Kevin moved quickly.  He already had the cork pulled on his sleep potion.  Normally, he would simply toss the vial to the floor, but didn't want to leave a mess.  Alex would be fine.  His sleep magic only worked on humans, and neither of them qualified.

He wrapped an arm around Tracy's waist and held the open vial inches away from her nose.  Startled, she scowled and tried to back away.  But Kevin already felt her strength waning.  Her knees buckled, and Alex rushed forward to help catch her.  Kevin was already prepared.  He scooped Tracy into his arms.  She was completely asleep before her feet left the floor.

Alex finally willed his wings to fold into him.  Kevin winced at the sick sound.  Alex let out a tense breath, worried about Tracy hitting the floor.

"Shit," he said.  "Warn someone."

"Sorry."

"Is she alright?"

He gently lowered her back into bed.

"Yeah, she's fine.  She'll forget the last hour, won't even remember we were here."

Kevin reached for the waistband of her sweatpants.  Alex's eyes nearly shot from his head as he reached out to stop him.

"Hey!  What are you doing?"

"I said she'll forget the last hour," Kevin said.  "She didn't go to bed wearing sweatpants.  I don't want her waking up asking questions."

Alex nodded.  "Okay.  Good thinking."

Kevin slid off her sweatpants and set them in the clothes basket.  Alex pulled the blanket up to her chin.  Satisfied Tracy was okay, Alex handed the camcorder to Kevin.

"What's this for?"

Kevin said nothing, not wanting to waste time.  He walked to Leese's bedroom, the camcorder in one hand and three vials in another.  Alex looked over his shoulder as he followed.

Careful not to spill a drop, Kevin mixed one vial, then another.  He poured several drops of the new potion on his thumb and rubbed it on the viewfinder.

"Kevin?" Alex said.  "You want to throw me a bone, here?"

He sighed, unleashing his own frustration.  He didn't want to explain every magical act he performed.

"We can find Leese," he said.  "With this—"  He held up the camcorder.  "I can look back six hours ago.  See everything that happened.  But we need to hurry, or we'll lose track of where she was, and won't have a clue where to start."

"Okay, then," Alex said, taking a step back.  "Hurry."

Kevin waved the camcorder around.  Instead of a live view of an empty room in the middle of the night, he peered into the past.  Sunlight poured in through the window, although it was slowly beginning to set.  Clover was asleep on Leese's bed.  Pointing the camera out the door, steam moved through the hallway as Tracy enjoyed her shower.

Alex watched over his shoulder.

"Whoa," he said.  "This is some crazy shit."

Kevin nodded.  He had to agree.

"So, where's Alicia?"

As soon as Alex asked the question, there was a quick flash of light in the viewfinder.  Kevin aimed the camera at the wall.  Déjà vu settled in as he watched the portal open.  Clover jolted awake and sprinted away.  Leese stood on the other side, along with himself.  She stepped through the portal, but then stopped to talk.

Alex shook his head.

"Wow, this is even crazier.  We can't hear anything?"

"No.  Video only.  And don't ask me why."

Kevin watched from another angle as Leese's rare, but sexy shyness took over as they talked over the portal.  A few words, a few goodbye kisses.

Alex noticed the change in his sister, and nudged Kevin on the shoulder.

"What the hell are you two talking about?"

"She wants us to have dinner with your mom."

"Really?  Like the three of you?"

Kevin glanced at him with a small frown.  He didn't understand the stigma surrounding the Teague siblings' mother.

"Yeah.  What's the big deal?"

"Nothing.  It's just that she really likes you."

Their attention went back to the camera when the past version of Kevin closed the portal.  Leese was alone in her bedroom.  She checked her phone for messages before stopping in the hallway.  Tracy leaned out the bathroom, and the two stopped to talk for a moment.  Tracy retreated to her bedroom while Leese sat on the couch, poking at her phone.

"Can we skip by this?" Alex asked.

"Sure."

He sped up their viewing of the past.  Leese answered some texts and played a game before gathering her purse and saying goodbye to Tracy.  After a quick scratch for Clover, Leese left the apartment.

Kevin and Alex followed her.

They walked down the winding stairwell.  As they rounded the second-floor landing, Kevin glanced through the window to the parking lot.  Like Alex pointed out, Leese's car had never left, still sitting in the same spot.

Whatever happened to Leese was only a minute away.

She was standing at the car door, keys in hand, when they came out of nowhere.

Two men emerged from between two parked cars and grabbed her.  She struggled and fought, managing to catch one under the eye with her fingernails.  As that man backed up to feel his face, the second threw a cup of liquid at her.  It splashed on her face and chest, and she covered her eyes as she fell against her car.

Then she disappeared.

Kevin jumped and his hands trembled as Leese vanished.  He aimed the camera wildly, searching the parking lot.  The two men and Leese had all disappeared.

"What the hell?" Alex said.

Kevin tried to think, but his mind was numb.  He hoped to find answers, only to have more questions.  His brain had trouble putting those questions into words.

Alex shook his shoulder.

"Where is she?"

"I…don't know."

They were quiet a moment, each lost in their own thoughts.  Kevin studied the ground, looking for anything she might have dropped.  Her purse, phone, keys, anything.

There was nothing.

"Look around some more," Alex suggested.  "Do you see her?"

"I've been looking.  No."

"Can you rewind that thing?  Maybe we can see where those assholes came from."

Kevin paused.  That was a good idea.

But it had a condition.

"Yes."  He slid his finger across the viewfinder.  "But only by…two minutes."

"What?  Why?"

He scowled.  Time was short, and he wasn't sure he could explain it properly.

"Because that's what we skipped when she was on the couch.  I can look up to six hours ago.  That's it.  Not six hours and one minute."  He shook the camera.  "When we see them take Leese again, we won't be able to rewind."  He couldn't think of any other way to say it.  "The magical DVR will be full."

He aimed at the lot once again and looked for anything.  People waiting in a car, hiding in a corner, crouching in the shadows.  The parking lot was full, with plenty of places to hide.

"So, we have two minutes to find them?"

Kevin risked a look back at the apartment building.  Through the viewfinder, he could see Leese making her way down the stairs.  Again.

"Less."

"Then give me that."

Alex took the camcorder and stepped back.  His wings shot from his back, flexing and folding several times.  He jumped upward and flew.  Kevin glanced about nervously, looking for anyone that might be watching.  The hour was late, and they were alone.  Alex hovered in place twenty feet over the parking lot, his wings carrying his weight easily.  He peered through the camera.

The seconds passed.

Kevin felt useless.  He paced next to Leese's car, looking up at Alex.  He imagined that horrible scene playing in the viewfinder, Leese fighting two men.  

Then vanishing into thin air.

His mind raced for a backup plan, in case their peering into the past didn't work.  He ran through different potions and spells.  He realized they were already on the backup plan.  If his tracking spells didn't work, nor Alex's ability to sense, then they were in new territory.

The seconds stretched, and Kevin fought panic.  He looked up to see Alex still floating, still searching.

"Alex!" he called, trying to keep quiet.  "What—?"

Alex suddenly moved.  He dove toward the lot, his wings pulled in.  Kevin thought he might crash, but then he leveled out and extended his wings, flying six feet above the ground.

Still peering through the viewfinder, Alex flew away from the apartment building.

Kevin chased on foot.  He ran as fast as he could, the glass vials clanging and smacking into each other inside his coat.  The foot race didn't last long.  Alex dropped the camera as he pulled his wings in behind him and set his feet on the ground.  His run slowed until he dropped to one knee.  Kevin jumped over the broken camera and stopped by his side.  Alex could fly fast.

"What happened?" Kevin asked.  "What did you—?"

He stopped when he noticed Alex mumbling.  Alex stood up and reached for the phone on his belt.  He continued to mumble as he tried to eject the stylus from the phone, with no success.  Kevin listened, and realized Alex was repeating a series of letter and numbers.

A license plate.

Kevin grabbed the phone and quickly launched the note-taking app.  He scribbled the plate number, with Alex looking over his shoulder.  Alex finally let out a breath and sighed when Kevin was done.

"Thanks."  Alex slapped him on the shoulder.  "I couldn't remember that much longer."

"What did you see?"

"I couldn't tell where they came from.  But I saw them…disappear, or whatever, with Alicia.  And then ten seconds later a car sped out of the lot."  He pointed at the phone.  "That car.  They were really rolling.  I could barely get the plate."

Kevin stared at his messy handwriting.  Finally, they had something.  Their eyes met, and neither had to say anything.  They knew what the next step was.

Alex took his phone and made the call.  He turned on the speaker so Kevin could hear.  She answered on the fourth ring.

"Alex," Victoria said.  Kevin never could place the vampire's accent.  "Is this important?  I'm in the middle of—"  She paused.  "An interview."

"It's important.  I'm here with Kevin.  Alicia's missing.  Two men took her."

Kevin flinched when they heard a struggle.  Something breaking, glass shattering.  A cry of pain.  Alex glanced at Kevin, both at a loss for words.

Victoria spoke again.

"Give me twenty minutes.  To finish up here.  Then Kevin can draw me a portal."

Kevin wasn't sure about that idea.  Twenty minutes, plus time to find a working printer.  Patience was important, he knew, but he couldn't help but feel every minute counted.  They needed to find Leese.

He loved Victoria, would follow her anywhere, do anything for her.  But they needed information, not necessarily her presence.  At least not until they knew what they were dealing with.

Alex agreed.

"That's okay," he said.  "You keep…interviewing.  But can you call one of your people, run a license plate for us?"

"That's three, maybe four minutes."

"Perfect, thanks."

Those three or four minutes felt like an eternity as the witch and half-demon waited near a tree.  One car drove past, giving the pair a steady, accusing look.  Alex simply waved and flashed a fake smile.

"Who are they?" he asked.  "Witches?"

Kevin shrugged.  In the middle of the hurricane that was his thoughts, he asked that same question.

"I don't know."

"They threw something at Alicia.  Was it a potion?  One of those invisibility potions?"

He hated to repeat himself, but the answer didn't change.

"I don't know.  You drink an invisibility potion.  Not throw it."  He gestured around them.  "And why turn invisible?  You saw it.  There was no one out here."

"Shouldn't you know?"  Alex's almost-angry tone had returned.  "How can you not know a magic potion when you see one?"

Kevin glared at him.  He wouldn't have gone so far as to call Alex a friend.  They didn't hang out with each other and watch the Orioles together.  But he didn't think of him as an enemy.  They had Leese and Victoria in common, and had been through their share of scrapes with the supernatural.  He even attended Alex's wedding.

He wasn't sure where the attitude came from.

"How about we find Leese?" Kevin said.  "Then we'll answer questions later."

Alex calmed down, and regret flashed through his eyes.  He nodded, then gave Kevin a friendly slap on the arm.

"You're right.  Sorry.  I'm just worried about my sister."

"Me, too."

Alex's phone vibrated.  He scanned through the text message, reading the most important parts aloud.

"The car is registered to Dan Jansen.  Perfectly clean record, no arrests or anything.  He lives in an apartment on Baker Terrace."  He paused for a moment, looking up at Kevin.  "I know where that's at.  Not too far."

Kevin thought of the one problem using portals for travel eventually led to.

"We don't have a car."

Alex smiled.

"Do you have that feather that lets you float?"

He pulled it from his coat, careful in how he held it.  His feather let him do some incredibly acrobatic things.

"Yeah, right here."

Kevin sighed, as he realized what Alex had in mind.  His stomach was already turning.

"Shit."

Alex's wings emerged.  He grabbed the back of Kevin's coat.  

Kevin let out a subdued shout as Alex dragged him up into the sky.




















CHAPTER 3




Kevin was terrified of flying.  When his human parents died in a plane crash, he swore he'd never get near one.  They simply weren't natural.  A machine designed to take people where they weren't meant to be, all in the name of travel.  He could understand boats.  Measures could be taken in the event of a boat sinking.  But people didn't typically walk away from a plane crash.

He never dreamed he would fly, without a plane.

The night sky rushed by.  Scattered clouds and the moon.  The breeze played through his coat, giving him a chill.  He kept his eyes locked forward, afraid to look anywhere else.  Alex's wing would occasionally obscure his vision, but he didn't dare let his eyes stray.  He clutched his feather as tight as he could, his fingernails digging into his palm.  Not for any magical reason.  He simply didn't have anything else to squeeze.

Alex checked on him a single time during the flight.

"You okay?"

Kevin flashed a thumbs-up, which was a lie.

They finally settled on the roof of an apartment building.  Alex wasted no time in marching toward the locked door leading down.

"Apartment 4-C," he called out.

Kevin needed a second.  He followed as quickly as his nausea would allow.  Fumbling inside his coat, he grabbed a plain, ordinary vial of water.  By the time he touched it, he'd already vomited.

Alex vanished as he neared the door.  It was an odd sight; one Kevin wasn't sure he'd ever get used to.  Alex's ability to slip into the ghost and demon realms was as strange as magic.

Kevin had his own ways of getting through locked doors.

Gripping a random key in his pocket, he turned the knob.  The door opened with no resistance to reveal a darkened stairwell.  He slowly made his way down, using his mothballs for light.  After several minutes the magic would fade.  The mothballs would fall, leaving no evidence that a witch was ever nearby.

There was light at the bottom.  He carefully peered out to see he was on the top landing of the apartment building.  One door was slightly open, marked 4-C.  A flash of a bare arm moved in the living room, and he knew Alex was already inside.

Alex was shuffling through papers on the coffee table when Kevin pushed the door open.  Their eyes met, and Kevin saw the anger, the disappointment.

"She's not here," he said.  "No one's here."

Kevin sighed.  He'd hoped they were at the end of the night's journey.  They needed to find Leese, make sure she was okay.

"Okay.  Then what is here?"

Alex held up the stack of papers.

"Working on that now."  He gestured around them.  "This place is pretty bare.  Fridge is almost empty.  He hasn't checked his mail in a while."

"I'll check out the rest."

The apartment was small.  No pictures, no decorations.  Dan Jansen had apparently been living off take-out and the microwave.  He didn't have pots, pans, or glasses.  There were no pets, and he only owned two towels.

"How's the bathroom?" Alex called.

Kevin stepped into the hall and watched Alex as he tore apart the dining room.

"Nothing.  The guy doesn't even have a razor."

He approached the bedroom door, the last room in the apartment.

The door was locked.

"Hey, Alex.  Did you check the bedroom?"

"I poked my head in.  No one's in there."

"Then why is it locked?"

That caught Alex's attention.  He joined Kevin, frowning as he stared at the door.

"Like I said, I just stuck my head in.  I didn't see anything."

Kevin felt for the key in his pocket.  He unlocked the door and stepped inside, turning on the light.

Alex was right.  There was no one.  No Dan Jansen, no Leese Teague.

But that didn't mean the room was empty.

His jaw dropped as he turned and looked at the wall next to the door.

The wall was covered with photos.  One was an aerial shot of what looked like a remote farm, not a road in sight.  Another was of a barn with handwritten scrawl and an arrow pointing to the door.

One guard here.

There was a photo of a rundown house.  The windows were broken, the front door missing.  More handwritten notes.

Patrol here.

A shed.  What looked like an outhouse.  Photos of the neighboring woods.  Another aerial shot pulled it all together, with more notes detailing routes and guards.

"What the hell is this?" Alex asked.

Kevin pulled photos off the wall.

"This," he said.  "Is our way in.  This is where they've taken Leese."

Alex agreed, giving the witch a nod.

"And if she's not there, it's a lead."

Kevin handed the photos to Alex and pulled a potion from his coat.  Each one was a potential portal.  Part of him knew they were rushing, not thinking clearly.  They had no plan.  They were simply going where the current took them.

But Leese was in danger, even if Alex didn't sense it.  They had to hurry.

"What do you think?" Kevin asked.

Alex looked over the photos, knowing exactly what the witch meant.

"The outhouse?" he asked.  "All these patrols, I doubt they'd watch the outhouse."

Kevin shoved the remaining photos in his coat and drew the portals.  The photo of the outhouse was at an angle, so he drew the portal to match.

He stayed his hand an inch from the wall, glancing at Alex.

"Are you ready?"

Alex nodded.  Kevin pressed his hand to the wall.

The portal appeared.  It felt odd to stand in a warm apartment, and yet feel the cool breeze through the portal, through another part of the world.  It was difficult to see through the dark, but there was a tree-line in the distance, and an overgrown, grassy field.

Kevin stepped through the portal first.  He closed the portal behind them, and the stench from the outhouse struck his nose.  He quickly took in their surroundings.  The photos were accurate.  He saw the shed, barn, and decrepit house.  There were a few buildings not in the pictures, and a row of trucks parked next to the barn.  What looked like a flashlight moved about in the shed, and a lamp in the house.

The pair didn't even get a chance to speak.

"Hey!"

They turned to see a man approaching.  He shined a light in their eyes.  Kevin held a hand up, trying to see through the beam.  Alex wasn't bothered at all.

"Who are you?" he asked.  "What are you doing here?"

Kevin saw the man raise his other hand, pointing, and realized he had a gun trained on them.

"I'm not going to ask—"

Alex vanished, catching both the stranger and Kevin by surprise.  The man gasped, then opened fire.

Kevin already had his hand raised.  The magical stone he wore on his finger did its job, stopping each bullet.  They flattened against the invisible barrier shielding Kevin, turning into metal mushrooms before dropping at his feet.  The guard didn't bother reloading when the chamber clicked empty.  He simply reached for another gun.

Kevin reached for a potion in return.  It turned out he didn't need to.

Alex appeared from behind the guard.  He wrapped an arm around the man's neck and squeezed.  The guard fought, even pulling a knife from his belt.  Alex's wings emerged, and what little fight there was became unfair.  He smacked the knife away.  Within seconds, the man was unconscious.  Alex was not gentle in dropping him to the grass.

"You alright?" Alex asked as he approached.

Kevin shook his hand and nodded.  He was fine, apart from the sting that came from stopping bullets.

Sirens went off.  A row of lights turned on, one after another, alongside the house.  There were voices and people shouting.  The front door to the house opened, and four men stepped out.  One pointed in their direction.

"Shit," Alex muttered.  He gripped Kevin by the coat once again.  "Grab that feather."

He barely had time before Alex flew.

They soared up, away from the farm.  Alex glided over the trees, climbing higher and circling back.  Kevin looked down at the men as they searched everywhere.  They shined their lights, spoke over radios, yelled at each other.  The thought of finding Leese pushed back whatever nausea he felt.

Alex was careful in how he approached.  He stuck to the tree-line, just out of sight, while the men scrambled below.  Kevin held onto the feather just enough to float in place without Alex's help, and the pair hovered side by side over the trees.

Kevin reached for his glasses with his free hand as Alex's eyes turned red.

"Do you see anything?" he asked.

They weren't close to the farm, but Kevin peered as best he could.  Despite the new lighting, there were still plenty of dark pockets.  The house was barely lit inside, and the barn completely black.

"No.  Nothing."

"Me, neither."

Several men approached the trees below.  Alex grabbed Kevin and flew back, keeping away from their flashlights.

They were close.  The supernatural pair could hear the conversation.

"I'm telling you.  I saw two of them.  The witch has help."

"Another witch?"

"No.  I mean…I don't think so.  I know this will sound nuts.  But…I thought I saw wings."

Alex and Kevin looked at each other.

"Great.  Another freak we have to kill."

"How the hell are they even here?  Jansen just got here with the woman like ten minutes ago.  How did they almost beat him?"

"I don't know.  And it doesn't matter.  They didn't just disappear.  They're around here somewhere.  They'll come to us, and we have to be ready."

The group left the trees and headed for the house.  Kevin watched them walk away, his blood boiling.  He balled both fists, which caused the feather to make him rise.  He had to relax his grip to keep from floating away.

Alex shared a similar mood.

"Witch-hunters," he hissed.  "They went after Alicia, just to get at you."

Kevin noticed the tone, but let it go.  He slipped his glasses on again.  Most of the men were gathering in the house, in the living room.  The rest of the house was dark.  Others wandered about the upstairs with flashlights.  He realized they didn't have power, and were probably running a generator somewhere.

"We need to find Leese," he said.  "This place isn't that big.  She has to be here somewhere."

"We'll split up.  We can find her in no time.  They won't even see me coming."

Kevin laughed shortly, drawing another look from Alex.

"What's funny?"

"Splitting up.  That never works out in the monster movies."

"Well, this is a little different.  We are the monsters."

Alex had a point.  He gestured to the house.

"Can you handle this?"

It was Kevin's turn to flash a look.  He was long past cowering in a corner, worrying about what he was, and the people out to get him.

It didn't matter if they were human or not.  Humans, in fact, were nothing.

"I'll search the barn and shed," Kevin suggested.  "When I'm done, I'll join you in the house."

Alex nodded.  He pulled a magical stone from his pocket.

"Sounds good.  If I find her, I'll call."

"Same."

Alex flew away.  Kevin eased his hold on the feather, and slowly descended.  He gripped tree limbs and flung himself down to speed up the process.  Adjusting his coat, he sipped an invisibility potion as he approached the farm.

He tried to keep his emotions under control.  He wanted to throw every ounce of magic he had, blow through everything in his way, until he found Leese.  But that was dangerous, reckless.  They needed to be careful.

Hopefully, Alex would remember that.

Using his glasses, he peered into the barn as he drew closer.  There was still only darkness.  He wanted to walk past and head to the shed.  A barn didn't seem like the place they'd keep a kidnapped woman.  There was no movement he could see, no muffled cries for help.

There was no barn door, having fallen off years ago.  He took a step inside.  There was a musty scent, like an old basement.  He saw a rundown tractor, bales of hay, old stalls.

He'd pulled a handful of mothballs from his coat when the shot rang out.

The wooden doorway next to him shattered into splinters.  He dropped the mothballs, leaving a rainbow of colors in the dirt, as he held up his hand.  Another shot, which his stone blocked, but the force sent him to the ground.  His hand throbbed, and he wondered if it was broken.  The more powerful the weapon, the harder it was to hold his magical shield.

He crawled behind the dead tractor as another shot fired.  Confusion settled in as he cradled his hand.

Was his invisibility not working?

There was a quiet voice, from the loft above.

"I've got him.  In the barn."  A click of a radio, and the voice got louder.  "You witches.  You think you're the only ones who can learn."

Kevin moved under the tractor and looked up to the loft.  He could only make out a silhouette, but realized it was off somehow.  Something about the face.  Then it dawned on him.

The shooter was wearing night-vision goggles.

The simple tech peered through the dark, and his invisibility.  The naked eye couldn't see him, but assisted by technology, his potion accomplished nothing.

It was a good thing he had other magic.

"Where's Leese?" he called.

"How about a little trade?  We don't want your girlfriend.  We'd never hurt a human, if we don't have to.  You for her.  What do you think?"

He shook his head and said nothing.  There was no reasoning with the groups that decided to kill witches.  They didn't hunt out of hate or malice.  They simply felt witches were too powerful to leave alone, and the only solution was extermination.

Kevin aimed a flashlight at the loft.  It wasn't an ordinary beam of light.  He covered the lens partially with his index finger, giving it a magic touch.  The shooter howled in pain as he ripped his goggles off.  Kevin threw another potion, or more rather a bomb.  The small explosion rocked the loft, crumbling beneath the shooter's feet.  Kevin winced at the sound of bones breaking as the man crashed to the ground.

As he approached, the gunman reached for something, no doubt another weapon.  Kevin wasn't sure if it was a gun or knife, but it didn't matter.  He passed the tractor, and stuck another trinket, a magnet, to the side.  The backup gun the shooter unveiled, as well as a knife, flew across the barn.  They stuck to the magical magnet, leaving the shooter defenseless.

Kevin tried not to look at the broken bone sticking from the shooter's twisted leg.  He knew he wasn't intimidating.  Turning green and vomiting wouldn't convince anyone to give him information.

"Where's Leese?" he asked again.

The gunman said nothing.  He simply squealed in pain and tried to crawl away.  He didn't get very far.  Kevin tossed some mothballs about, to give light.

His patience was slipping.  He took a deep breath as he pulled several vials from his coat.

"Do you know what these are?"

"More of your bullshit."

He shook the vials in his left hand.

"This one will heal your leg.  And this will put you to sleep for an hour.  You'll be completely fine."

He held up his right hand.

"This here will steal twenty years of memories.  Everything you've done, become, your relationships, any family you have.  All gone.  Erased.  You won't be the same person."

His eyes went wide.

"You can do that?"

"I have done it."

The gunman scowled defiantly.

"And you wonder why we want to kill you.  That's just…cruel.  Killing me would be better."

Kevin had many restless nights over which direction to take his magic.  Jack always insisted that permanently ending a problem was the best choice.  Murder.

That wasn't who Kevin was.  His methods could be just as permanent.

"Well, unlike you, I don't kill.  Tell me where Leese is."  He shook the vial in his right hand again.  "Or I use this one."

There were shouts and noises outside.  He turned to see three men running across the field, toward the barn.  They were the reinforcements the gunman radioed for earlier.

"We're in here!" he shouted.  "Be careful!  I'm down!"

Kevin threw the potion in his right hand to the ground, near the gunman's feet.  He muttered something unintelligible before collapsing.

The men outside slowed their pace as they approached.  They held guns in one hand, flashlights in the other.

"Spread out!" one called.  "He can't take us if we're not together."

Kevin raised an eyebrow as he dipped into the shadows.  The witch-hunters really were learning.

That didn't mean they were right.

Using his glasses, he peered through the barn's walls.  They had slipped on their own night-vision goggles, and were slowly circling the place.  One slowly inched his way through the missing barn door.  Kevin felt inside his coat, running through his many options.  He threw one of his ice traps and caught the man in the shoulder.  That's all it took, as the vial shattered, and he was encased.  Quiet, effective magic.

The other two were still on the other side of the barn, stalking, looking for another way in.

A voice came from his ring.

"Kevin."

The men outside paused.  He hunched down, tried to cover his hand with his coat to muffle the conversation.

"Yeah."

"I found Alicia."

He clenched his eyes shut and breathed a sigh of relief.

"Is she okay?"

"I…don't know.  She's asleep, and I can't wake her up.  We're in one of the bedrooms upstairs.  I can't exactly walk through a wall with her, and bars are on the windows."

"I'm on my way."

Kevin took a second to steel himself, then locked his gaze on the house.  It seemed so far away.  He couldn't slip into another realm, like Alex.  His invisibility was suddenly crippled.

But nothing would stop him from getting to Leese.

He left the barn, remembering to take the magnet from the tractor.  He didn't run, didn't do anything that would draw immediate attention.  The windows and doors to the house were empty.  He tossed two magical trinkets, one at each corner of the barn.  His touch armed them, and he didn't bother waiting to see if his pursuers would spring the trap.

Kevin was halfway to the house when he heard them shout.

Keeping his gaze forward, he pointed his hand behind him, in case they managed to squeeze off a shot.  They had no such luck.  The ground shook, only for a moment, when they stepped near the marble stones boiled for two hours in baking soda and earthworms.  The eight-foot holes opened beneath their feet.  He heard them struggle and try to climb their way out.

The door to the house opened, like Kevin thought it would.  One man stepped onto the rickety porch, then another.  The third carried a shotgun.  Kevin didn't slow his stride.  The men, now numbering five, whispered amongst themselves.  They didn't shout at him, didn't issue any kind of warning.  Two of them opened fire.

He already had his hand raised.  His shield stopped the bullets, but he did fall to one knee.  Another man unloaded with a shotgun.  There were seven men on the porch now, with another walking down the steps.  He didn't know how many men were at the farm, but couldn't pass up the chance to take out that many.

He also wasn't sure how much more punishment his hand could take.

Kevin reached inside his coat for a mirror.  His eyes went wide.

He'd forgotten it.

In his rush in the basement, at hearing Leese was missing, he'd forgotten one of his most valuable tools.  Capable of trapping human souls, or burning vampires to a crisp.  He could do a lot with a mirror.

He'd left it on the shelf, near the rattlesnake tongues.

More scattered gunfire, and he thought he felt a finger break.  The lead man walking toward him carried a bat.

Kevin pulled out one of the scouting photos he'd taken from the apartment.  He scribbled as fast as he could, while still shielding bullets.  He needed a surface for the connecting portal.

The ground would have to do.

He drew a circle around him with the potion and pressed the picture to the soil.  It was an odd sensation to fall down a portal and land on his side, on the ground once again.  He closed the portal quickly, catching sight of a hand reaching toward him.  He was on the side of the house, underneath a window.  The porch was to his right.  The men weren't far away, on their hands and knees, feeling the ground.  Kevin let out a small smile at the confusion, but knew he had to hurry, with whatever he had in mind.  It wouldn't be long before they spread out to search.

He drew a portal, this time a standard one, on the house's exterior.  Past the portal was a dining room that hadn't seen use in years.  A lamp from the living room barely gave enough light to see.  He didn't even bother closing the magical doorway behind him as he marched through the house, trying to keep calm.  He stepped over a man lying prone in the hallway.  Alex must have passed through.

An oval-shaped decorative mirror hung over a small table near the living room.  The border was bent in spots, chipped in others, but the mirror itself was intact.  It wouldn't exactly fit in his coat, but he didn't need it to.  He pulled it from the wall and applied a potion as he headed for the front door.

They didn't even see him standing in the doorway.  Some still stared at the ground, while others screamed and shouted at one another.  Some took the time to reload their weapons.

"Hey, guys," he called.

Everyone turned.  Kevin had already touched the mirror and held it high.  It nearly slipped from his grasp, which would have been disastrous, but he clumsily held on.  There was the quick, familiar flash of light, followed by bodies all falling where they stood.

He set the mirror carefully on the porch.  If it didn't break, the men were nothing but hollow shells.  He watched as they panicked behind the reflective surface, trying to figure out where they were.

Kevin turned back inside and took a needed breath.  The stairs were before him, almost beckoning.  He took a single step before noticing the other bodies awkwardly lying on the stairs to go along with the one he stepped over before.

One was missing an arm, another a foot.  Another had an eyeball hanging from its socket.  He felt sweat beading on his forehead.  He had his way of handling issues, and Alex had his.  Alex's way sometimes involved demons.  The macabre sight made his stomach turn, but he pressed forward.

"Alex?" he said.  He tried not to shout, in case there were others lurking about.  He had a sleep potion already in his hand.  "Are you up here?"

The second floor was almost completely dark.  He nearly tripped on another body.  A bedroom door opened at the end of the hall.  Kevin cocked his hand back, but stopped when Alex stepped out.  His eyes glowed red.

"Hey.  How many are left?"

"I don't know.  I got a lot."

Alex sighed, then gestured behind him.

"Well, let's get Alicia and get out of here.  We'll deal with these assholes later."

Kevin stepped in a puddle of something as he turned into the bedroom.  He didn't want to guess what it was.

Leese was lying on a mattress on the floor.  The frame had fallen apart long ago, and the mattress wasn't too far behind.  There were no bruises, no injuries that he could see.  She looked almost peaceful.  Her legs were curled, her knees touching, her favorite sleeping position.

"Okay, okay," Kevin said, preparing.  He moved a few potions from his inner pockets to the outer.  A healing potion, his portal magic, a photo of his basement.  "We're here, Leese."

He dropped to his knees and held her with one arm.  The pop of the cork on the vial was louder than normal in the quiet house.  He moved the vial to her lips when there was a voice from the stairs.

"Hey!" someone called.  "Johnson!  Fields!  Is anyone up here?  What the fuck is going on?"

Alex shook his head.

"Just like a monster movie," he muttered, then nodded to his sister.  "Take care of her.  I'll be right back."

Alex vanished.

Kevin tried to ignore the sounds of the beating in the hallway.  He focused on Leese.  Slowly, he poured water into her mouth.  She couldn't swallow, but all it had to do was trickle down her throat.  He held her hand, wanting his touch to be the first thing she felt waking up.

"Come on, Leese," he whispered.  "It's time to come back."

He waited.  The beating continued in the hallway.  There was one last shout of pain, followed by a thud.  Kevin looked out the door to see the silhouette of a wing against the wall.  Ten seconds passed.  Fifteen.

Something was wrong.

Alex returned to the room.  He was fine except for a trickle of blood running from the corner of his mouth.  The result of a lucky punch.

"Is she okay?" he asked.

Kevin struggled to speak.

"I…don't know."  He gently poured more water into her mouth.  Nothing.  "It's…not working."

"Not working?" Alex said, just as surprised.  "Your magic isn't working?"

"Uh, is she…?"  He couldn't finish the question.

Thankfully, he didn't have to.  Alex understood.

"No," he said, shaking his head.  "She's alive.  Or I'd see her ghost."  He approached and lightly tapped her cheek.  "Alicia?  Can you hear me?"

It was a silly question.  But no sillier than Kevin felt as he held her, completely at a loss for what to do.

"Okay," Alex said, staring at Kevin.  "You have something else to try?  What do we do now?"

The words felt alien leaving his mouth.

"Maybe…we should take her to a hospital."




















CHAPTER 4




The room was quiet, except for the constant, steady beeping of the machine next to Leese's bed.  Kevin didn't know what time it was.  It took a few seconds to remember the day.  The only thing he knew for certain was that it was night.  The large window in her room told him that.

The lack of knowing applied to Leese as well.

The doctors at the hospital had whisked her away, leaving Alex and Kevin standing in the middle of the emergency room lobby.  Cindy had arrived not long after that, asking questions that neither supernatural being had answers to.  The hospital had asked equally as many questions.  They barely had the forethought to weave any kind of story together.  Lies mixed with truth.  Leese was supposed to meet her family for dinner, never showed, and Alex checked on her to find her unresponsive in her room.

They omitted the parts about witch-hunters, magic, and demons.

Finally, after what felt like hours had passed, they let them see her.  Kevin almost cried when he walked into the room.  Cindy did cry, and Alex held his wife as she buried her head in his chest.  

They had her hooked up to so many machines, each with a different purpose.  Her appearance was at odds with her condition.  Her skin was radiant, her cheeks flush.  He held one hand, while Cindy held the other.  She was so warm.  He expected her to wake at any moment.

Alex was a bundle of emotion.  He'd pace, stop, then poke at his phone.  He made calls from the hall.  Kevin didn't know who he talked to.  Some conversations were loud, others quiet.

"God, why aren't they telling us anything?" Cindy asked.  She glanced at both Alex and Kevin.  "Shouldn't they know something by now?  Should we go find a doctor?"

Alex had been sitting in the corner.  He crossed the room to stand near his wife.  He gently put a hand on her shoulder.  She reached up and took her hand in his.

"Kevin," Alex said.  "Could you try again?"

He was referring to his healing water, which he tried to give Leese several times.

Kevin felt useless, horrible.  Above everyone else, he was the one that should have had the solution.  He'd performed more healing magic than any other spell or potion in his life.  It never failed to work.  He'd reattached limbs and cured multiple sclerosis, as well as soothed the common headache.  He'd saved Oscar's life when he was a kitten.  He'd even given Leese a drink of water before to cure various ailments.

Why didn't it work now?

"I'm…not sure it will do anything," he said.

"You won't know unless you try, right?"

Kevin sighed as he grabbed a cup and went to the bathroom.  The water behaved like it always did.  After turned blue, then went back to a normal shade of clear.  He poured some in Leese's mouth, with water dribbling onto the bed.

Nothing.

"What's happening?" Alex asked.  "What did they do to her?"

Again, Kevin felt small.  More questions he didn't have the answer to.

"I don't know."

"They threw something at her.  Is that what this is all about?  What was that?"

"I don't know."

"Was it magic?  Those hunters…are they using magic now?  How can they even do that?"

"Alex, I don't know."

"What do you know?"

Kevin looked up to see that anger Alex had flashed throughout the ordeal.  Cindy was already on her feet, her hands on her husband's chest.  She gently pushed him back a step and cupped his face.

"Baby, relax," she said.  "You have to calm down."

Alex sighed as he glanced at the floor.

"Sorry," he said.  "I'm just…ignore me."

A doctor walked into the room, drawing a jump from Cindy.  He was quiet; they didn't even hear him.

"Hello.  I'm Dr. Hymers."

He looked down at a tablet, scrolling from page to page.  He barely even looked at Leese.  The uncomfortable silence stretched as they waited for the doctor to say something, anything, else.

"Hi," Cindy said.  "This is Alex, Leese's brother.  I'm Cindy.  This is Kevin."

"Is any other family coming?  Mother, father, husband?"

"We, uh, we haven't told Mom yet," Alex stuttered.

"This is the immediate family right here.  I'm her sister-in-law."  Cindy gestured to Kevin.  "They act like they're married, but they're just dating."

The joke was ill-timed, but Cindy was desperate for levity of any kind.  No one laughed, or even smiled.

"Could I talk to you outside for a moment?"

Kevin rose to his feet, but the look from the doctor said it all.  It wasn't a meeting for him.  Alex and Cindy gave him a reassuring look, then followed Dr. Hymers to the hallway.

He sat next to Leese once again and held her hand.  It was the first time they were alone since bringing her to the hospital.  They'd taken her clothes.  He had no idea where they were.  She was dressed in a hospital gown, that she would have absolutely hated, covered with a sheet.  He laughed shortly at the thought of Leese waking up and immediately cringing at what she wore.

That laugh turned into tears.

What if Leese didn't wake up?

He tried to close his eyes and focus.  There were times he could nudge magic into being.  Victoria's immunity to sunlight was a perfect example.  He thought about his vampire friend, kept her in the back of his mind.  The ingredients came slowly, but they did come.  Now, Victoria was the only vampire alive that could walk in the day.

There was a way to help Leese.  He simply had to find it.

His thoughts were a mess.  What had they done to her?  Why?  He tried to concentrate on magic, running through random potions in his head.  Thinking about magic sometimes spawned more magic.  He thought of Leese.  She was the most amazing woman he knew.  There was a strength to her Kevin wasn't sure she saw herself.  She was surrounded by the supernatural, and never batted an eye.  She told him the story of how she and a group of others fought off wild vampires during a baseball game by barricading themselves in a store.  Kevin wondered if she had more experience with the supernatural than he did.

Leese was important to him.  He'd had girlfriends before, women he cared about.  One even shared his secret.  But none of them were Leese.

"I'm so sorry," he whispered, squeezing her hand.  "We'll figure this thing out."

There was movement behind him.  He turned to see Alex and Cindy, walking into the room.  He started to ask for an update, but the look on Cindy's face froze him.  She glanced at Leese and broke down.  Alex had to hold her shoulders to keep her from collapsing.  Kevin shot to his feet, but didn't know what else to do.

Alex's face was pale, his eyes empty.  He stared at his sister.  His expression was unreadable.

"What's going on?" Kevin asked.

Neither said a word for almost a minute.  Cindy was the first to speak, after blowing her nose and wiping her eyes.

"They, uh, the doctors, they say her body is physically fine.  Her brain, they still have to run some tests—"

"They don't know what's wrong," Alex interjected.  "They don't want to say the word coma, but they don't have a clue.  How could they?  Whatever is going on, it's magical."

"Wait," Kevin said.  "We don't know that—"

"Can you do anything?  Or not?"

Kevin was taken aback.  He looked to Cindy for help, only to see the same expectant, hopeful eyes.

"You saw," he said.  "You both saw me try, so many times.  The healing…it's just not working."

"Is there someone you can call?  Some kind of witch professor or something?"

He let out a polite smile, only because he thought it was another attempt at a joke.

"Is something funny?" Alex asked.

"No, no.  Sorry.  There's no professor or anything."

Alex shook his head in disgust.

"Useless."

Kevin finally snapped.  Giving his best scowl, he turned away from Leese to give Alex his full attention.

"Hey.  What is your problem?"

Cindy looked up.  Alex gestured to Leese before Cindy could say anything.

"My problem?  Look at my sister.  What do you think my problem is?"

"No.  I've been letting it slide, but you've been giving me shit ever since you called me for help.  Why?"

"You seriously want to do this here?  With Alicia laying right there?"

"Stop.  Both of you," Cindy said, eyeing the two of them dangerously.  She took Alex's hand.  "Not here, baby."

Kevin clenched his eyes shut and tried to calm down.  But Cindy's words and tone only confirmed something was happening that he wasn't aware of.

"Sorry," he said, lowering his voice.  "But what is going on?"

Alex and Cindy stared at one another.  Seconds passed.  They were having a silent conversation, something Kevin had seen many times.  The pair had known each other since childhood.  Just a look was sometimes enough between the two of them.

"Come with me," Alex said, leaving the room.

Cindy followed him out, and they stopped a few rooms away, near a tiny kitchen.  Kevin joined the husband and wife.  He watched to see who would speak first.

"Before I even called you," Alex began.  "When I first thought something happened to Alicia, I knew it was you."

"Uh, what?" Kevin said, frowning.  "What are you talking about?"

"Kevin, it's always you.  The first night I met you, people had taken your own sister.  Then, Zoey almost got killed not long ago.  Again, because people were hunting you.  And now, Alicia."

He was stunned.  Cindy said nothing, and he took her silence as agreement with Alex.  They'd obviously talked about all of this before.  His mind fumbled for a defense of any kind.

"You can't blame Zoey on me," he said.  "She came to help me."

"Oh, so witch-hunters burned down your work, but we shouldn't count that?"

Kevin didn't appreciate the angry, sarcastic tone.

"You don't have to be a dick."

Alex held up his hands, and truly appeared apologetic.

"Hey, I'm not trying to throw blame around.  I'm just saying how I feel.  This isn't just the overprotective brother being crazy.  We all like you, Kevin.  And Alicia adores you.  I've never seen her happier.  At first, I was glad she finally found someone that treats her right, makes her smile.  But—"  There was sadness in his eyes.  "You're not good for her."  He gestured to her room.  "As you can see."

Guilt gnawed at Kevin.  He didn't want to believe he was at fault for Leese lying in a hospital bed.

"I don't get this," he said.  "One of Leese's best friends is a vampire.  You are…whatever it is you are.  She's grown up around weird shit all her life.  But all this is getting put on me?"

"People don't come after Victoria," Alex said.  "They don't come after me.  No one cares about us.  But people out there want to kill you, and they'll use anyone they can to do it.  Alicia got caught in the middle."

Kevin opened his mouth, but nothing came out.  He didn't know what to say.  He regarded Cindy, who stood with tears still running down her cheeks.

"What do you think?" he asked.

Cindy sniffled and squeezed Alex's hand.

"I think you're the best thing that's ever happened to Leese.  And, maybe…the worst."

He said nothing, chewing on their words.  The couple wasn't angry and lashing out.  Alex was clear, concise, his anger gone.  He'd obviously had his opinion on Kevin for some time.

A familiar voice spoke behind them.

"Hey!"

They turned to see the beautiful redhead waving from the end of the hall.  Victoria jogged toward them, a strange sight.  She could move at great speed, and watching her jog, to purposely move slow, was unnatural.  She hugged each of them, her own emotions seeping through as she held Cindy.

"Victoria," Kevin said.  "I didn't know you were flying home."

"Of course," she said.  "I got here as fast as I could."

"Why didn't you have Kevin make a portal?" Cindy asked.

"I wanted to make some calls on the way, get a hold of a few doctors."  She peered past them down the hall.  "They told me it's not like anything they've seen before."

Kevin pushed away a stab of anger.  It didn't surprise him that despite not being family, Victoria had her own way of getting answers.  It still stung, though, being the only one left in the dark.

"Yeah, she's…." Cindy trailed off, trying to fight more sobs.

"They used a potion or something," Alex said.

Kevin rolled his eyes.

"We don't know that.  You keep saying—"

"You can't cure her?" Victoria asked.

All eyes went to him again.  Frustration set in at having to constantly repeat bad news.

"No.  I don't know why.  I'm not sure what's going on.  Okay?"

She grabbed his shoulder.

"Just relax.  We'll solve this."  She looked at Alex.  "We'll tear apart that farmhouse where you found her.  Every inch.  Then—"

"Guys?"

The voice made Kevin's heart jump.  He turned, and didn't believe his eyes.  Leese stood in the doorway to her room, leaning against the frame.  She was tired, her eyes barely open, dazed and confused.

He didn't believe it was really her until her knees shook.  She ran the hospital gown through her fingers.

"What the fuck am I wearing?"

Leese slid downward.  The chaos started.  Cindy reached her first.  She held Leese's arm, preventing her from sprawling on the floor.  Alex was only a second behind.  He held his sister up, looking about wildly and screaming for help.  Victoria rushed to aid, and then the nurses and orderlies streamed from behind desks and other rooms.

The only person that didn't move was Kevin.

He wanted to, but his legs wouldn't work.  He wanted to run to Leese and hold her close, take her in his arms, assure her he'd always protect her.

The only problem was he didn't think that was true.

Alex and Cindy's words haunted him.  Part of him wanted to dismiss them.  They cared about Leese.  They were just watching out for her.  They'd probably question every guy that came into Leese's life.

But deep down, he knew they were right.  Leese would never be safe.  She'd never be able to live a normal life.  Not while he was around.  She'd always have to look over her shoulder, wonder when and where the next threat was coming from.

Leese finally saw him.  Her face brightened as she smiled.  She held out her hand, gesturing for him to come to her.  That was who she was.  She didn't blame him, didn't lash out with anger at being a pawn in a witch-hunter's plan.

Leese was the best part of his life.

He was going to miss her terribly.

*****

Michael Tavers watched the scene from the opposite end of the hall.  A nurse nearly knocked him over as she rounded the corner, trying to reach young Alicia Teague and family.  Michael blended in perfectly, mopping the floor to a pristine shine.  No one questioned the uniform he wore, or the supply cart he pushed.

What almost ended up a disaster, didn't turn out so bad after all.

He knew they'd find Alicia.  They were too talented, too powerful not to.  What he didn't expect was for them to literally find her in mere hours, not days.  They almost ruined everything.  Michael had no idea how the potion worked, or if it even worked at all.  He wanted to watch Alicia, see how her body reacted to the magic he exposed her to.

Then they showed up at the farm.  Even a day later, he still had no idea how.  The men he hired didn't have a chance.  Despite their training, weaponry, sheer numbers, they failed miserably.  Alex and Kevin ripped Alicia away from him.  They took her to a hospital for doctors to work their modern-day medicine.  All the research, experimenting, years of work, could have easily been for nothing.

But, somehow, everything worked out.

The magic potion was a success.  He knew simply by watching Alicia, seeing the helpless expressions on her loved ones' faces.  The circumstances were different.  They weren't at the farm, or her apartment, like he'd planned.  But he had to call it a success all the same.

The sea of medical staff continued to swarm her.  Kevin mysteriously kept his distance, but Alex and Cindy were at her side.  The exotic vampire was there as well.  Jealousy needled at him.  He wondered what his life would have been like if he'd been loved, if he hadn't been raised by strangers as his parents galloped across the world.  Would he be married?  Divorced?  A father of two or three?  Would he be part of a close group, like the amazing creatures in front of him?

Would he still be obsessed with the supernatural?

He shook his head of such sentimental, useless thoughts, and focused on the scene ahead.

Michael knew what the future held.  Possibly, the media would get involved.  They'd keep Alicia for examination, run tests, theorize, guess, before concluding.

Alicia was fine.  They wouldn't be able to find anything medically wrong with her.

Michael held in a smile.  The first step, despite some rough moments, was behind him.  The dream he had since he was a child would come true.

He had to plan better.  He'd studied everything about Alicia's circle of friends and family.  He knew which ones were human, which weren't.  Alicia was the key to getting what he wanted, and he was finally on the path.

The nurses helped her back to bed.  The hallway emptied.  As quickly as the chaos started, everything went quiet.  Two nurses chatted in the hall, a man with roses walked by.

Kevin stood alone.

Michael watched the witch.  He almost wanted to approach the young man and pat him on the back, offer a word of encouragement.  They were very much alike, both living existences that not many could identify with.  The biggest difference between them was that Kevin chose to put his faith in others.  He chose to care, to love.

Michael trusted no one.  He cared about no one.

Keeping his head low, he finished mopping the section of the floor he'd started.  He didn't get where he was by leaving a job half finished.  A nurse smiled at him as she passed by, even going as far as turning for a second look.  Whether she thought he was attractive, or thought him suspicious, he wasn't sure.  He decided he'd pushed his disguise far enough, and headed for the supply closet.

The maintenance employee, Julio, was still where Michael left him.  Unconscious and drooling, he lay at an awkward angle on the supply closet floor.  His arm was bent behind his back, his neck crooked.  If Michael didn't know better, he would have thought Julio was dead.  At first, he thought that was exactly what happened when he forced Julio to inhale the liquid in the jar.  Magic always amazed him.  Even after using so much, he still had doubts.  Maybe the next potion would fail.

But the magic always worked, and Julio merely fell asleep.  He wouldn't remember Michael, wouldn't remember what happened.  Michael wouldn't have to kill him.  At worst, Julio would lose his job, and not his life.

Michael pushed Julio aside with his foot and wedged the supply cart in as tightly as he could.  He grabbed a yellow Wet Floor sign and shut the closet door.  The door barely shut, with Julio's legs pressed against it.  Julio would have quite a few cramps when he woke up.

Looking up and down the hall, Michael dropped the sign in front of the door.  If it bought him ten minutes, he'd be fine.  By the time a curious nurse or janitor moved the sign and opened the door, he'd be long gone.

His thoughts went to the future once again.  It was time to get back to work.




















CHAPTER 5




Kevin stared deep into the trunk of the cheapest rental car he could afford.  It was already full, and he had two more bags to somehow shove inside.  He worked out the puzzle in his head.  If he took two of the smaller bags, moved them to the back seat, then he'd barely have enough room.  He grabbed a suitcase and tried to yank it, only to find it was stuck on another bag.  Tugging with all his might, the suitcase flew open.  Shirts and underwear scattered, as if they were trying to escape.  He let out a curse as he slammed the open suitcase to the ground.

Leaning against the car, he closed his eyes.  The early morning breeze blew through his hair.  He didn't bother kneeling to retrieve his clothes.  They would be fine just as they were.  He needed a second.  Just a second of stillness, of not having to do anything.  He needed to relax.  A ninety-minute drive was ahead of him, and he didn't want to start the trip frustrated and angry.

"Kevin?"

His shoulders slumped at the voice.  So much for his idea of avoiding frustration.

He turned to see Kristin standing on the porch.  She wore only undergarments and a robe, loosely tied at the waist.  The wind gave anyone watching a nice show as she walked down the sidewalk to approach.  Their house was further back from the road than the others, but Johnny, their neighbor from three houses down, slowed his walk to a crawl as he passed by.  He never missed a chance to stare longingly at his sister.

"Hey, Kris," Kevin greeted.  He bent down to pick up the empty suitcase.

"What's all this?"

He didn't look her in the eye as he gathered his clothes.

"I'm just taking a little vacation."

Kristin ran her hand over the various bags in the trunk.

"This looks like more than a vacation."  She regarded the car.  "When the hell did you get this?"

"It's a rental."

"Why did you rent a car?  You always use magic to go where you want."

"Shhh!  Damn, Kristin.  You want to be a little louder?"

She eyed him with amusement as she backed up a step and put her hands on her hips.

"Hey, everyone!" she shouted.  "My brother has magical powers!"

"Kristin!"  He rushed forward to cover her mouth.  She slapped his hand away.  For a moment, he thought one of their childhood battles was on the horizon.  "Would you shut up?"

"No one cares, Kevin," she said, gesturing to their silent neighborhood.

"Well, actually…."  Kevin smiled for the first time all morning.  "He might care."

He pointed out Johnny, still skulking on the sidewalk.  Along with his familiar admiration, there was confusion in his eyes as well.  He shook his head and forged ahead with his walk.

"He's just staring at my legs," Kristin said.  She again gestured to the trunk.  "Now, what's going on?"

"I already said.  I'm going—"

"Don't make me slap the shit out of you.  Tell me the truth."

Kevin sighed and sat on the edge of the trunk.  Kristin joined him, keeping her eyes on him.  They both tried to have an honest relationship.  They had no other family, and decided long ago they wouldn't lie to one another.  That rule was broken on occasion, such as the time Kristin lost her job.  He understood she was only looking out for him.

He was doing the same for her.  Partial truth would have to do.

"Leese and I broke up," he said.  "So, I'm just taking a little trip."

"What?  Holy shit.  When?"

"A few days ago."

She touched his shoulder, for herself as much as his comfort.

"Shit.  Are you okay?"

He shrugged.  The gesture was the first complete honesty from him.

"I will be."

"Damn.  I thought you guys were really good together.  What happened?"

"It just didn't work out."

Kristin was quiet, her jaw hanging open.  Kevin laughed at the sight.  She shook her head, putting her hands on her bare knees.

"I'm really reeling here," she said.  She glanced at the bags behind her.  "So, you're just going to leave?  When were you going to tell me?"

"I left a note on the dining room table."

"That's it?  Where are you going?  When will you be back?"

"Kris, stop," he said, rubbing his temples.  "You're not my mother."

Kristin leaned away, and he could see the remark hurt her.  The guilt was there immediately.  No, she wasn't his mother, but she'd taken care of him for years.  He was only a few months away from being old enough to legally drink.  They were still trying to adjust to the changing family dynamic.

"Sorry.  It's just…"  He searched for words.  "I'm a big boy now.  You don't have watch out for me all the time."

"Yeah, I do.  Every time I turn around, you're getting beat up by a vampire or werewolf or something."

They shared a laugh, and the tension was gone.  At least for the moment.

"Okay then, big boy," she said.  "You want to talk?  About Leese?"

He shook his head.

"No.  I really am just getting away.  I used up all the vacation I had left."

"You rent a cabin in the woods or something?"

"Not exactly."

She narrowed his gaze.

"You're not going to tell me, are you?  There's something else going on.  Are you…moving out?"

"Yeah, Kristin.  I'm moving out in a rental car, leaving everything behind in the basement."

She rubbed her own temples as she closed her eyes.

"God," she said.  "Why are you such an ass?"

"This is why I was trying to sneak out before you even woke up.  You just worry too much."

"Or maybe you don't worry enough.  You're freaking me out.  You don't have to run away just because you lost a girlfriend."

"I'm not running away—"

He cut himself short, not wanting to argue.  She watched him gather the rest of his clothes.  Without a word, he filled his suitcase once again and shoved it in the back seat.  He loved his sister, but there were times he wanted to strangle her.

There was the roar of an engine, an odd sound for the early hour in their neighborhood.  Kristin stood up, looking past the houses.  The sound grew louder as Kevin realized the car was turning onto their street.  It was barely visible as it moved in between the homes.  Kevin wasn't sure how he felt when he recognized it.  He glared at his sister as he slammed the car door shut.

"Did you call her?"

Kristin matched his glare.

"How could I?  I just woke up five minutes ago.  It's good, though.  If you won't talk to me, maybe she can talk some sense into you."

The Porsche made its way up the driveway.  Kevin slowly approached as it came to a stop.  Kristin continued to stand in her robe, not caring at all that the fourteen-year-old boy next door was gawking from his bedroom window.

The driver's side door opened, and one pale leg stepped out, followed by another.  Victoria emerged, and the wind picked up, almost like it was expecting her.  Her red hair billowed behind her, and Kevin thought any moment the photographers would show up for the photo shoot.  Victoria didn't bother hiding her elegance, not with those she was close with.  She moved with grace, wearing a blue skirt and short-sleeved blouse.  Kevin glanced at the neighbor boy to see his mouth hanging open, his eyes darting back and forth, not sure whether to stare at the blonde or the redhead.

Victoria smiled, revealing her bright, white teeth.  She held her arms out and embraced Kevin.  Despite the awkward conversation he knew was coming, he smiled as he hugged her back.  The first night they met, she broke his neck and buried him in the graveyard not even five minutes away.  Now, they thought of each other as family.

Kristin approached for her own hug.  Victoria easily lifted the only human present off the ground, spinning her in a circle.  Kristin's robe flew open like an umbrella.

"Victoria," Kristin greeted.  "God, it's been too long."

"Yeah.  I'm so sorry.  I've been busy lately."  Victoria sighed as she regarded their home, where she herself stayed for a while.  "Is it treating you okay?"

"Except for a leaky faucet in the upstairs bathroom, perfect."

"I'll call someone—"

"No, no," Kristin said.  "I'm not saying that to get your help.  I can fix a leak."

Victoria smiled and nodded.

"Just call if you need me."  She wrapped an arm around Kevin.  "Hey, do you mind if I talk to your little brother a minute?"

"Please, do."  She turned toward the house.  "See if you can figure out what's going on in that head of his."

"Oh, I'm not sure if all the magic in the world could help me there."

Kristen went into the house.  Victoria was quiet, leaning against the car, not saying a word until Kristin shut the door behind her.  Her smile faded when she looked at Kevin.

"Alex and I went back to the farm," she said.  "You guys did a good job of scaring the shit out of them.  They left everything there, not even taking their gear with them.  I think they've quit the witch-hunting business.  The few people left behind that could talk, Alex…relocated."

Kevin nodded.  He knew what that meant.

"So, that group won't come after you again."  She sighed and crossed her arms.  "We wanted you to come along, but for a witch that works with technology, you're suddenly hard to get a hold of."

"Yeah, I know.  I've been laying low.  Not really checking my phone."

Victoria laughed at what was an understatement.

"Let's see.  Zoey's been calling.  Leese, of course.  Tiffany almost shut down a cell tower.  Even Jack."

Kevin looked up, surprised.

"Really?  Jack's been trying to call?"

Her expression changed.

"Well, no.  But he said he's been thinking about it.  For him, we have to count that."

He smiled and shook his head.  Victoria nodded toward the rental car.

"Going to leave without saying goodbye?"

"I'll be back," he said, irritated.  Victoria sounded like a more subdued version of Kristin.  "I just need to get away."

She lifted her chin, regarding him.

"I thought we were past the whole no confidence thing."

He nearly snarled.  Whether it was her intention to make him angry or not, she was doing a good job.

"This has nothing to do with confidence," he said.  "I can break anyone that comes after me.  But…."

"What is it?" she asked, gently squeezing his hand.

"They're not just coming after me, Victoria.  They're going after Kristin, Leese.  Shit, a group even went after Tiffany!"

Victoria raised a finger.

"Don't take the blame for that.  That was Jack's mess, not yours."

"Yeah, but I was the one watching her.  Can you imagine what Jack would do to me if Tiffany was hurt?  He would kill me, Victoria.  He would say Screw the curse, and kill me.  I told him I'd come up with some ways to protect her, and I'm not doing a good job."

She was quiet a moment, thinking.

"Hmm.  Yeah, Jack would be mad.  But if you cut Tiffany out of your life, her new big brother, and made her cry.  What would Jack do then?"

He wanted to laugh, but it wouldn't come.

"No one's safe with me around.  Even other vampires tried to get at you.  Alex said some things—"

"Did he?"  Victoria was genuinely surprised for the first time in the conversation.  "What did he say?"

"It doesn't matter.  Did you talk to Leese?"

"I did, last night."

"What did she say?"

"She said you'd been acting distant for the past week, ever since she got out of the hospital.  Barely talking, barely visiting.  Then you broke up with her.  She didn't really go into too many details."

He hung his head.  It wasn't one of his prouder moments, but it needed to be done.

"I told her my ex Rachel was back in town.  That I still had some feelings for her."

"Ah.  So, you lied to her."

"Yup."

"You haven't thought any of this through, have you?"

"You're wrong.  That's all I've been doing.  Thinking.  I'm going to disappear for a while.  Tiffany, Zoey, Kristin, you…people won't come after you anymore because of me.  And Leese, she needs to find a human boyfriend."

"What if you're wrong?" Victoria asked.  "What if you are exactly what she needs?"

"So, you don't agree?  I'm doing the wrong thing here?"

She threw her hands up.

"Hey, don't ask me.  I don't know."

"Victoria, you're four hundred years old—"

"That doesn't mean I can tell you what to do.  Maybe you're right.  The hunters out there—and not just the witch-hunters—they're changing.  Werewolf-hunters are using bigger bullets, vampire-hunters are getting smarter.  Humans evolve, like everything else, and maybe our kind isn't meant to—"  She searched for the word.  "Cohabit with them much."

"Then, you think—"

"Or…maybe the reason our group is still alive is because we've found each other.  Humans included."

He held his head in his hands.

"You're not helping at all."

She hugged him.

"I know.  I'm sorry.  Maybe going away is a good thing.  You can relax, clear your head.  There's nothing wrong with a little vacation.  I take them all the time."

"Yeah," he said, smiling.  "Like to Oregon?"

"Let's just call that a working vacation."

He didn't push any further.  Victoria was always working on something, usually secretive.  She knew she could count on him, but she was more than capable of solving her own problems.

Kevin gestured toward the house.

"Would you keep an eye on her for me?  Kris gets a little crazy when I'm not around."

"I will.  Don't worry.  Where are you going, anyway?"

He waved his finger at her.

"I can have some secrets, too."

She rolled her eyes.

"Fine, fine.  If you want to unplug, that's fine, too.  I won't call or text.  But I will have your stone with me."

He tried to hide a frown at the thought of his stone.  The most unusual, and heartbreaking, moment of his breakup with Leese was when she handed over her magical rock, like it was a rejected engagement ring.  Her eyes welled up with tears, and it took everything he had not to cry with her.

He forced her from his thoughts.  It was painful to leave her, agonizing to cause her pain.  But the right thing to do was seldom easy.  Despite Victoria's version of advice, he felt he was doing the right thing.

"Well, I guess I'd better let you go."  She glanced toward the house.  "Kristin!  You can come out now."

Kristin opened the front door, letting Oscar run ahead of her.  She'd dressed, wearing sweatpants and a hooded jacket.  Kevin looked at his sister, confused about her reaction time.

"She's been waiting in the living room," Victoria explained.  "By the stairs."

He merely sighed as he scooped Oscar into his arms.  He wouldn't go anywhere without his cat.  Every witch needed a cat.

"So?" Kristin said.  "Did you talk to the little shit?"

"I did.  And he'll be fine."

Kristin threw her hands up, accepting defeat.

"Will you at least call when you get to wherever the hell you're going?"

"Yeah.  I promise.  And don't rent out the basement."

"That would be hard to do with all the garbage you have down there.  Give me a hug."

Kevin embraced Kristin, and that's when it truly struck home.  He was leaving.  He didn't know for how long.  There were still details he needed to work out.

But he knew, if he was around, his loved ones could be in danger at any time.

He hugged Victoria and set Oscar in the front seat.  Waving out the window, he managed to drive around the corner before the emotions took over.  The tears started, but not enough to keep him from driving.

His thoughts drifted to Leese, and how he broke her heart.  Hopefully, one day, after she'd moved on and met someone else, he could be honest with her.  He'd tell her he didn't mean to hurt her.  He only wanted to protect her.  Strangely, he could only do that from a distance.

Oscar mewed from the passenger's seat.  He jumped to the back and curled into a ball before falling asleep.

"You got the right idea," Kevin said, scratching Oscar's ears.  "I need a nap."

*****

The drive took an hour longer than he thought.  Some unexpected traffic, a stop for breakfast, along with a missed exit that required a U-turn.  Kevin left the confines of Maryland and dipped into Virginia.  Oscar slept nearly the entire trip.  Finally, he saw signs for the friendly, sleepy town of Sanders, and knew the drive was almost over.  The interstate turned into a highway, which turned into a one-lane street.  He waved at the few people on the sidewalk, going about their morning routines.  He passed the library where he learned some of his first real magic.  A few more turns, and the local shops turned into quaint houses.

She was sitting on the front porch waiting for him.  Kevin didn't know why that surprised him.  She smiled and stood as he parked the car.  She almost danced with excitement, and he thought she would run down the sidewalk to greet him.  Thankfully, she merely waved.

"Kevin!" she called.  "I was getting worried.  You get lost on the way?"

Kevin climbed out and stretched his legs.  Oscar had just enough energy to take in his surroundings before curling up and falling back asleep.

"Hi, Martha."




















CHAPTER 6




Kevin's mentor couldn't contain herself any longer, and met him halfway.  She hugged him tightly, nearly squeezing the life from him.  Kevin wasn't in the mood to laugh.  Dealing with more witch-hunters, the breakup with Leese, leaving home.  His smiles had been few over the past week.  But Martha's energy was contagious.  The silver-haired half witch laughed as she held him at arm's length and looked him up and down.

"Kevin," she said.  "How long has it been?"

"Too long," he admitted.  They kept in touch with email, but it had been some time since they'd seen each other face to face.  "I'm sorry I haven't come over more often."

She waved off his concern.

"Don't worry about it.  You're young, out there doing young things.  Besides, you couldn't keep up with me, anyway."

Kevin agreed with her on that point.

"Thanks for letting me stay.  I really appreciate it.  You're helping me out."

"If we don't look out for each other, who will?  It'll be nice to have some company.  Is everything okay?  You were really quiet on the phone."

"I'm okay."  She didn't look convinced.  "Seriously.  Just need to escape for a bit."

"You didn't get any ladies out there pregnant, did you?"

The question caught him by surprise, but he thought about who he was talking to.  Martha had the outward appearance of the stereotypical little old lady, but nothing could be further from the truth.  She was a wild one.  

"Uh, no.  No pregnant ladies."

"Speaking of ladies, where is yours?  Where's Rachel?  You didn't bring her with you?"

Kevin frowned.  It wasn't from the mention of an ex-girlfriend, but how out-of-date Martha was.  He had to make it a point to update her on his social life.

"We broke up.  Actually, since Rachel, I had another girlfriend, and we just broke up, too."

"Wow, Kevin.  You are quite the lady-killer."

"Yeah.  That's me."

A thought crossed his mind as he retrieved Oscar from the car.

"Martha," he said.  "Why would I bring a girlfriend to crash at your place?"

"I don't know," she said, shrugging.  "But I wouldn't say no to you.  In my mind, I had this crazy thought you got her pregnant and were running from your families.  I bought a set of earplugs in case you two wanted to…you know."

He shook his head, not sure if he was ready for what he was getting into.  Martha's eyes lit up at the sight of Kevin's cat.

"Aww!  Hi, Oscar!"

"You remembered."

"Of course!  He's adorable.  The witch's familiar."  She reached out to pet him while Kevin glanced around.  Why did everyone he know feel so comfortable speaking about what they were in public?

Oscar purred and snuggled in Kevin's arm as he gave him affection.  Leese always teased him about how he treated his cat, then would say and do the same things when he turned his back.

"Is he going to chase my cat through the house?  I remember when he was younger."

Kevin was at a loss for words.  He'd forgotten all about Martha's own familiar, Sebastian.

"No," he said slowly.  "Oscar wouldn't do that."

Martha wasn't convinced.

"Um hmm.  We'll see."  Her smile returned.  "Let's get inside.  We'll unload your stuff later.  No reason for the neighbors to gossip about how I'm seeing a younger man.  Did you eat breakfast yet?"

"I ate on the way over."

"Well, eat again.  I've got pancakes, eggs, bacon."

Kevin's stomach growled.  He could go for a second breakfast.

He leaned close to Oscar as he followed Martha to the door.

"Behave," he whispered.

Martha's living room was just as he remembered.  Small, clean, almost bare, as if she didn't use it.  She still didn't have a television.  There were pictures along the fireplace and walls.  He recognized his birth parents.  They posed playfully for the camera, with his father pretending to chase his mother in front of a swing.  There were also families and couples he didn't recognize.  Some photos were in black and white, others in color.  He wondered how many were witches.

Oscar stiffened in his arms, and Kevin froze in place.  He looked at the couch to see Sebastian, eyeing the newcomers carefully.  Slowly, he lowered his cat to the ground.  He wondered if his stay with Martha would be shorter than he thought.

The witches' familiars approached each other.  It had been a while.  Just because they'd got along before didn't mean it was a guarantee now.

"You want to bet?" Martha asked.  "Sebastian would win.  Hands down."

Kevin smiled as the felines touched noses.  They engaged in some strange dance where Oscar would back up a step.  They'd touch noses again, then Sebastian would be the one to back up.  Finally, Sebastian assumed his position on the couch once again, curling up to relax.  Kevin thought Oscar would explore the house, but was surprised to see his cat jump up and snuggle with Sebastian.  The two fell fast asleep.  Martha laughed, and Kevin managed a small smile, but felt guilty.  Did Oscar need a companion?  Was he lonely when Kevin wasn't home?

"Would you look at that?" Martha said.

The tension eased from Kevin's shoulders.  He tried to plan as much as he could, but if their cats didn't get along, and he had to leave, he didn't exactly have another place to stay lined up.

"Okay, breakfast," Martha announced.  "Leave most of the bacon for me."

The smell touched his nose when they stepped into the kitchen.  Kevin was proud of his cooking skills, but Martha might have had him beat.  He followed her lead as they moved through the kitchen, buffet style, dropping food on their plates.  Martha hummed a song to herself.

She grabbed his hand as he dipped a spoon into what he thought were scrambled eggs.

"No, dear," she said.  "You don't want to eat those."

"I don't?"

She shook her head.

"Not unless you want to hear everything around you for four houses."

"You make magic while making breakfast?"

"Of course.  Except when I'm doing something really intense.  I use the cauldron downstairs for that."

Kevin laughed as the pair sat at the table.  Martha poured them both a glass of orange juice, which he cautiously smelled.

"It's just orange juice."

"I know, I know."

He took a deep breath, enjoying his food.  His new reality was starting to settle in.  He took in the space around them, trying to imagine making potions at Martha's stove.

His group would move on without him.  He knew it happened all the time.  A couple got together, would integrate their friends, but eventually, that couple would break up, and the chemistry of the group would change.  Someone had to go.  He just didn't know how many times that scenario involved magic.

"I'm so excited," Martha said, taking a bite of bacon.  "We'll actually be able to talk shop.  Have you come up with any interesting magical recipes?"

Kevin tried not to smile.

"Oh, a few."

"Great.  You'll have to tell me all about them.  Witches don't spend much time together, but when we do, we can sometimes feed off each other.  Parts of spells will come within the group, and someone else will finish.  That's how your parents came up with magic so quickly, some of it very unique."

He raised an eyebrow as he looked up from his plate.

"I…never knew that."

"I'm sorry," she said, her tone full of regret.  "I've still got more to teach you.  But I know you've been busy.  With getting out of school, girls, whatever you young people do."  She smiled.  "I spend quite a bit of time at the store, but we'll be able to cook up some fun stuff together."

"Wait."  Kevin held up his hand.  "The store?"

Her eyes lit up.

"I never told you?  I bought a store!  Just a little corner convenience store.  Sammy makes the best Italian cold-cut you could ever ask for.  We do pretty well for ourselves, if I say so myself."

"So, then who runs the library?"

"I still do that, some days, when I'm needed.  Carol works on Mondays and Wednesdays.  And then there's that fellow, I can't remember his name.  Good looking, though."

"Wow," Kevin said.  "I am very out of touch."

"Yes, you are," Martha said, laughing.  "You have to stop chasing all those girls and check in every now and then.  I told your parents I'd look after you."

"Hey, I'm alive."  He took an exaggerated bite of a pancake.  "So, you've definitely done something right.  Despite everything, I'm here and okay."

She narrowed her gaze.

"Despite everything?" she repeated.  "And what exactly is everything?  What have you been up to?"

"You know, I've never seen the upstairs," he said, avoiding the question entirely.  "Is that where I'll be sleeping?"

Martha knowingly shook her head.  Kevin knew he'd be questioned again later, but she was willing to let it go for now.

"I don't have a guest room," she said.  "Not in this old house.  I'm afraid you'll be sleeping downstairs.  Is that okay?"

"Oh, more than okay.  There's where I sleep at my house.  Nothing wrong at all with a basement."

"Well, just wait until you see this one.  You want to get your things?"

Kevin pushed his plate away.  He was more than full.

"Sure."

The witches left the house and approached the rental car.  Kevin took in the neighborhood, knowing he was going to be seeing the families nearby for a while.  Martha waved at a mother playing with two children a few houses down.  A man delivering a package stopped to chat with a woman enjoying a morning run.  The people were warm, nice.  Maybe he'd make a new friend or two.

He just had to be careful with how close he got.  He always had to be careful.  What happened to Leese couldn't happen to anyone else.

A woman standing across the street caught his attention.  She spoke on a phone wildly, her hands waving about.  Pacing in a small area, a couple walking by had to step off the sidewalk to avoid her.  The boyfriend turned to get another look, drawing a glare from the girlfriend.  Kevin understood why he'd take the risk.  The animated woman was attractive.  Jeans that hugged her figure, a turquoise shirt that was a bit too short, showing off her navel.

It wasn't just her looks that struck him.

She was somehow familiar.

"Why don't you go over there and say hi," Martha said.  "Maybe get her number.  Or her Facebook name.  Or maybe her Tinder name?  How do you young people date now?"

"Well, if you're me, you get really lucky and meet the girl of your dreams at someone's wedding."

"Look, living in the past isn't helping.  Do you need me to be your wingman?"

He wrinkled his nose at her, trying not to laugh.  Hearing Martha use the phrase wingman was almost too much.

"She's a little too old for me."

Martha put her hands on her hips, a scowl on her face.

"Your definition of old will change sooner than you think."

"I don't mean you are old, even though you're older than her.  She's probably like thirty."

"And thirty is old?"

"No.  I mean…."  Kevin was aware of the size of the hole he was digging.  "I'm not just looking at her because she's hot."

"Is that so?" Martha asked sarcastically, grabbing one of his bags.

"Yeah.  I thought I might know her.  Does she live around here?"

It was Martha's turn to stare.  She squinted into the morning sun as she studied the young woman.  The woman noticed, and offered a confused smile and a wave as she continued to argue on the phone.  Kevin stuck his head into the trunk, pretending to search for more bags, to avoid the awkwardness.

"No," Martha said.  "I haven't seen her before.  Listen, if you want to bring a lady down to the basement—"

"Stop," Kevin said, clenching his eyes shut.  He couldn't help but laugh at Martha.  She wasn't afraid to say anything.  "Don't worry, there will be no ladies."

She nodded.

"Especially after you see what it's like down there.  Let's go."

Kevin followed Martha back to the house, to a door in the hallway near the kitchen.  He'd passed it so many times, and never realized it was there.  It blended in perfectly.  There was no knob.  There was only a metal latch she pulled out and looped a finger through.  A musty smell greeted them as she pulled it open.  They descended the stairs in near darkness until reaching the bottom.  She flipped a switch on the wall, throwing a soft glow across the basement.

He nearly dropped the bags he carried.  His stare could only go one place first.

There was a cauldron in the middle of the basement.

The metal pot was suspended a few inches from the ground by supporting legs.  It wasn't large, maybe two feet in diameter.  It hovered over a fire-pit, constructed in the concrete floor.  Protective brick circled the cauldron, with old charred wood in the fire-pit.

Then he noticed the shelves.  They put everything Kevin had to shame.

The shelves were old and several needed to be replaced.  One looked like it would tip over at any moment.  But they took up two of the outside walls, nearly wrapping around the entire basement.  He knew he was staring at years of work and effort, collecting and gathering.  Potions, raw ingredients, empty jars and vials.  One shelf contained nothing but old books.

"Holy shit," Kevin said.  "I thought you were joking when you said you had a cauldron."

"I don't use it much," Martha said, beaming.  "But it makes me feel…I don't know, more connected.  To being a witch.  Whenever I feel lonely, I'll cook up a recipe down here.  It reminds me of where we came from."

He ran a hand along the cool, rough surface.

"You feel lonely?"

For a moment, the energetic, eccentric old lady was gone.  Her eyes reflected a lifetime of experiences Kevin couldn't even imagine.  He'd battled a host of supernatural beings, fought alongside amazing people with incredible powers.

He wondered what Martha had done.

"Don't we all, sometimes?"  She gestured around her.  "What do you think?"

Kevin admired the basement, still trying to take it all in.

"It's awesome."

"Thank you.  Every witch needs a workshop."

Inspiration struck.  The rush of adrenaline was strong, like he'd discovered new magic.  He knew what he had to do, and a picture formed in his head.  A list followed a moment later, of items to gather, people to call.

"Anyway," Martha said, interrupting his thoughts.  She pointed to an old couch against the wall.  He didn't even see it until then.  "This is where you'll be sleeping."  Her tone took on embarrassment.  "I'll get you a pillow and blanket, of course.  Sorry.  It's been a long time since I've had company stay over."

Kevin wasn't deterred.  He regarded the magic around him, the atmosphere.  A small table for his laptop was all he'd need.  He gently sat in the middle of the couch, testing its softness.

"This is perfect."

Martha smiled and sat next to him.

"Is it that bad?"

He glanced at her, confused.

"Huh?"

"No one would want to sleep down here.  What are you running from?"

He took a deep breath.  His original plan was a lie mixed with truth.  He had the story already made up.  A breakup with his girlfriend, a fight with his sister.  A desire to get away from everything.  The story was simple enough, believable.

"Have you ever been married?" he asked.  "What about family?  People you cared about."

Her posture stiffened at the sudden questioning.

"Not really," she said.  "Believe it or not, I was probably closer to your parents than anyone else.  Some people around town I say hi to.  And I play bingo every Wednesday night.  But that's about it."

Kevin was surprised at how appealing that sounded.  A simple life.  Not being chased, using magic to survive.  No loved ones getting hurt.

Thoughts came of Leese.  He already missed her.

"Witch-hunters came after me," he said.

"Again?" Martha said, scowling.  "I still remember the last time they tore up my house."

"Yeah.  They've gone from tearing up houses to kidnapping my girlfriend.  Or…ex-girlfriend."

"Oh, God!"  She covered her mouth.  "Is she okay?"

"She's fine.  But…I can't let this keep happening.  So, I'm hiding out.  All my friends can move on, and I can slowly disappear."

Martha nodded.

"Our life can be lonely," she said.  "Not many can relate to us.  The regular people that know about us, hate us.  The vampires and werewolves out there, the same thing."

He saw an opportunity to get another perspective, different from Victoria and Kristin.

"Then you think I'm doing the right thing?"

She shrugged.

"It doesn't matter what I think.  What do you think?"

"I think I miss Leese," he said, sighing.  "And I also think she's better off without me."

"Maybe she is.  Don't worry, you'll meet someone else," she said, waving away his concern.  "And by the time you do, no one will be after you."

"You make it sound so easy."

"Life doesn't have to be hard."  She gave him a frown.  "Don't be so down in the dumps.  How old are you?  Nineteen?"

"I'll be twenty-one in a few months."

"Ah, then you can't get drunk yet.  But relax!  Life is good!  We're going to have fun, and cook food, and make magic, and pet cats.  What could be better than that?"

Her enthusiasm drew out a laugh.  His gaze fell on the cauldron.  He would have been lying if he said he didn't want to try it.

"Could I use that once or twice?"

"Of course.  You never know what the cauldron might inspire.  Who knows what project you'll get into?"

Kevin's eyes drifted across Martha's workshop.

"Actually, I have a pretty good idea."




















CHAPTER 7




Leese let out a sigh as the door to the vet's office closed behind her.  Another day of work had come and gone.  The sun was out, the breeze was refreshing.  It was a beautiful day, unseasonably warm for winter.  That was weather in Maryland.  Every day was a new adventure in picking out clothes.

The surprisingly pleasant weather did little for her mood.

Her scrubs still reeked of vomit from Mr. Noonan's dog.  Mrs. Balor brought in her cat, again, without a carrier.  Also once again, the cat leaped from her arms when a dog arrived with a broken leg.  It was like Leese was stuck in a time loop.  Luckily, no one was hurt during the fight, except for Leese.  A few more scratches on her arm to add to the collection.

She couldn't wait to get home and take a long, hot shower.

The only person in the parking lot was Ms. Diggs, who walked with her dog, Thunder.  Leese remembered Thunder was due for a checkup after being spayed.  She was grateful she was heading home.  Thunder was a sweet dog, but so very strong.

"Hi, Ms. Diggs," Leese said, flashing a smile.

Ms. Diggs struggled to say hello and hold Thunder back at the same time.  The small, middle-aged woman nearly fell when Thunder lunged forward.  Leese knelt and hugged Thunder as she nearly bowled her over.  The dog licked her across the face until Leese felt like she was drowning.

"Hi, Alicia," Ms. Diggs said.  "I'm sorry.  Thunder!  Behave."

Leese laughed to herself at the command.  Thunder did what Thunder wanted, and now, that was showering her favorite veterinary technician with love.  

"She's just fine," Leese said, rising to her feet.  She played with Thunder.  "Such a good little dog."

Ms. Diggs rolled her eyes.

"Good and little.  I don't think so."

Leese smiled and gave Thunder one more pat on the head before heading toward her car.  She heard Thunder drag her owner into the vet's office.

She had one hand on the car door handle when movement to the right caught her attention.

Turning her head, almost too fast, she watched as a man made his way down the sidewalk.  She wasn't sure what it was about him that set her on edge.  He wore a light coat, kept his head low, his hands in his pockets.  He glanced her way, and Leese stiffened.  She didn't move an inch as she stared.  Only her neck obeyed her, turning slightly to track his movements.  He looked at her a second, then a third time.  The hair on the back of her neck stood up.  Leese tried to form a plan of action.  She was alone, but there was an office full of people behind her.  She could run.  She could climb in her car and drive away, maybe even run him down if she had to.

The man kept on his path.  It was only when he glanced behind him to peek at Leese for the fourth time did she realize the truth.  The man was exactly what he seemed to be.  He was simply walking from one destination to another.  He had no interest in Leese, besides either staring at her disgusting scrubs or eyeing her figure.

Leese didn't realize she'd been holding her breath until she let it out.  Her hand trembled at her side.  Climbing into her car, she wrestled with emotions.  Relief, fear, anxiety.  A tear ran down her cheek, and that led to anger.  She slammed her fist on the dashboard.

She barely remembered the incident.  The two men approached and threw something on her.  She remembered the cold liquid, wet hair, parts of the struggle.  Kicking someone in the face.  The trunk of a car.

Then nothing, until she woke up in the hospital.

Amazingly, she'd been through worse in her life.  She'd nearly been date-raped.  Wild vampires almost killed her during an Orioles game.  Armed men assaulted Victoria's mansion trying to get to Cindy and her.

But the kidnapping she couldn't remember had affected her, more than she would have thought.  She woke up in the middle of the night, the sheets soaked with sweat.  She jumped when Dr. Lyons touched her shoulder.  She stared at people as they walked down the street.

Almost by reflex, she reached for her phone.  Whenever she needed to calm down after a rough day, she'd talk to Kevin.  Somehow, without even trying, he always managed to get a laugh out of her.  It was odd, as he wasn't that funny.

Her hand stayed, and her heart ached.  Beyond her kidnapping, that was something else she had to adjust to.

Kevin had broken up with her.  Leese was single.

Another flash of anger, and she reached for the radio.  She changed her mind, deciding against music.  She didn't want any distractions when she drove.

No one was going to kidnap her ever again.

The drive home was routine.  Leese navigated without thinking, winding through the streets, until she approached the entrance to her apartment complex.  She didn't turn right at the light, as she normally did.  Instead, she drove straight, adding another ten minutes to her drive.  Tracy wasn't home, and she didn't feel like spending the evening alone, moping.

She wanted to talk to Kevin, but that wasn't an option.

Luckily, Leese had a solid support system to fall back on.

She parked in her usual spot in front of her brother's house.  Her eyes darted back and forth as she approached the front door.  There was no one watching her, no one hiding in the bushes, as far as she could see.  She gripped the knob and turned it, but stopped shy of opening the door.  Peering behind her, she glanced to make sure Alex's truck was gone.  No one was happier than her when Alex and Cindy got married.  They were an interracial, inter-species couple that made it work.  But she longed for the days of visiting without having to be cautious.  The sight and sounds of her brother and sister-in-law on the couch, his wings wrapped around her, was something she would never forget.

"Hello?" she said, carefully cracking open the door.  Even though Alex wasn't home, there was nothing wrong playing it safe.  "No one's naked in here, right?"

She saw a flash of a black dress.  Leese opened the door to see Cindy pacing in the living room.  Papers and folders were spread across the couch.  A laptop sat on the coffee table, with another tablet propped up next to it.  Cindy still wore her business casual from the accounting firm.  Leese knew she turned heads when they went out, but was always jealous of Cindy.  Her sister-in-law looked amazing in anything.

Cindy waved her inside while holding a phone to her ear.  She bumped into the coffee table with her shin, nearly sending the tablet to the carpet.  Leese barely reacted in time, saving the piece of technology.  Usually, it was the other way around, Leese being the clumsy one.  Cindy continued to speak while rubbing her leg.

"Yes, I understand," Cindy said.  Leese recognized the business tone.  "But when we talked on Monday, you said Friday evening was fine.  I made appointments around that, and I'm not sure if Alex is available—"

She held the phone away from her as the voice on the other end grew louder.  Leese and Cindy locked eyes, and Leese gave her a sympathetic smile.  She dropped her purse on the back of a chair on her way to raiding the fridge.  Scanning the shelf reserved for her, she made a mental note to stock up soon.  She was down to her last chocolate pudding.

Cindy was still on the phone when Leese returned to the living room with a soda and snack.  She searched for a place to sit, without much luck.  Leaning against the wall, she watched as Cindy argued.  Her voice went from calm, to stern, to caring, all in the space of three minutes.

Leese didn't envy her position in the company of Demons LLC.

"I'll try," Cindy said, clenching her eyes shut.  Leese knew Cindy had given in.  "I can't promise anything, but I'll talk to Alex."

Cindy let out a breath and shoved a stack of papers aside to collapse on the couch.  Leese moved toward her and reached out to shift another pile.

"No!" Cindy said.  "Not those.  I'm not done yet."  She looked around her, finally settling on the pile to her left.  Moving the mess to the floor, she leaned back to let Leese pass.  "Sit here."

Leese climbed over her sister-in-law and settled in next to her.  She kicked her shoes and rested her feet on Cindy's lap, as a joke.  Cindy tried to work over the distraction, but decided it was time for a break.  She leaned back and cast Leese a look of distress.

"Tough day?" Leese asked.

"That was Mrs. Friedman," Cindy said.  "She's convinced there's a ghost in her house.  She wants Alex there as soon as possible.  But he's already booked all week."

"Oh, the woes of a struggling business."

"Yeah, struggling."  Cindy laughed at the word.  "Alex is talking about quitting his day job.  The only struggle going on is keeping up.  We're so busy.  And there's only one of him.  I haven't seen him in a week."

Leese dismissed her with a wave.

"You've seen Alex every day since you were five.  You can survive a few days."

"Yeah, well, I can't go too much longer without him stripping me down—"

"Cindy."  She clenched her eyes shut, trying to keep the image at bay.  "Stop."

"What?" Cindy teased.  "You don't want to hear about how your brother grabbed my leg and—"

"Cindy!"  Leese was irritated, but couldn't stop from laughing.  "Keep your sex life with Alex to yourself."  She was desperate to change the subject.  "Anyway, I thought you guys had help?  What about Nate and Kylie?"

Cindy gestured around the living room.

"Do you see them now?"

"Well, since they're ghosts, no."

"Exactly.  They might be here, they might not.  It's hard to manage a couple of spirits.  They're not really employees.  They've got their own lives to live, anyway."

Leese chuckled.

"Not to be mean, but actually, they kind of don't."

Cindy joined in with her own laugh, then rested her head on the back of the couch.  They were quiet a moment, before Cindy turned to face her.  Cindy gave Leese that look.  Leese visited often.  She'd been ridiculed throughout her life for being close to her brother and his best friend.  She'd spent just as much time at their house as her own apartment.  That closeness didn't fade away with the beginning of adulthood.  Ever since leaving the hospital, every few visits, Cindy would go into big sister mode.  Leese recognized the look very well.

Sometimes it was annoying.  Other times it was refreshing.  It was always unavoidable.

"How are you doing?" Cindy asked.

"A dog puked on me.  Besides that, I'm fine."

Cindy sat up, and Leese didn't see it coming.  Cindy hunched over and wrapped her arms around Leese's legs.  Leese's eyes shot open as Cindy pulled off her socks.

"Don't you dare!" Leese said.  "I'm not ten years old anymore."

Cindy lightly tickled her foot, sending shocks up her leg.  Leese laughed and tried to pull away, but Cindy didn't release the hold.  She gripped the arm of the couch and tried to pull her way to freedom, but Cindy dragged her back.

"You brought this on yourself."

Cindy continued the assault.  Leese laughed, trying to speak through gasps for air.

"Stop!  Only Kevin tickles me—"

They both went quiet as the tickling stopped.  Cindy looked at her with sorrow.  Leese grabbed a pillow and hugged it to her chest, but it didn't offer comfort.

"Still thinking about him?"

"Of course," Leese said, with more anger than she meant.  "People break up all the time.  I didn't think I was going to marry Kevin.  But I'm still pissed.  I'm still hurt."

Cindy nodded.

"I get it."

Leese finally let it all out.

"He waits until I get out of the hospital to tell me he still has a thing for his ex.  Who the hell does that?  When I was there, slumming in that room, he barely stopped by.  Didn't bring me flowers, or anything."

"He's an asshole.  And you're better off without him."

"Do you know what really pisses me off?"

"What's that?"

"He thinks I actually believe him.  He thinks I'm that stupid."

Cindy's brow furrowed as she looked at Leese, confused.  

"Uh, what?" she said.  "What do you mean?"

Leese leaned forward.

"He doesn't care about his ex.  He's not trying to get back together with her."

"Well, that's silly," Cindy said, laughing.  "That's a crazy thing to lie about."

"Not when you're a witch.  He thinks I don't know him.  He blames himself for what happened.  So, what did he do?  What was his answer?  He pushed me away."

Cindy was quiet, not knowing what to say.  They'd danced around the topic of Kevin since her recovery.  Leese kept her thoughts and feelings to herself.  Everyone took Kevin's story at his word, but she knew better.

"Leese," Cindy said gently.  "If that's what's going on, then isn't Kevin right?  Isn't it his fault?"

"What?"

"People are always after him.  I'm not saying he can help that.  But maybe he did a good thing?  Breaking up with you?  Now you can go out and find a normal boyfriend.  When you're ready.  No vampires, werewolves, witches, or whatever else is out there."

Leese gestured to the mass of papers around them.

"This is coming from the woman married to a guy with wings, that fixes haunted houses."

"I didn't say I was the best example."

They laughed before Cindy wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed.

"I don't know.  I guess it wasn't meant to work out."  Leese's chest hurt as she kept tears in check.  Cindy and Leese had cried on each other's shoulders many times over their lives.  Leese knew she couldn't hold it in forever, but didn't feel like bawling on the couch.  "If Kevin sees me as some sort of damsel, that he needs to protect and feel guilty over, then it was never going to work."

"I am going to miss one thing about him, though," Cindy said.

"What's that?"

"That awesome rock.  That was some neat shit.  And I already threw it away.  So did Alex."

Leese nodded.  Everyone close to her was cutting Kevin off.  She thought of Victoria.  Victoria hadn't shared her feelings.  Leese knew the wise vampire was probably playing it safe, staying out of their young romantic drama.

"Yeah.  I gave mine back."

A few tears escaped.  Cindy hugged her again, briefly, before pulling away with a scowl.

"You smell terrible."

Leese laughed and tugged at her scrubs.

"I told you.  Dog puke."

"Go take a shower.  You're not going to impress any human guys smelling like that."

Leese stood up and climbed over Cindy.  She pretended to trip, only to shove her scrubs into Cindy's nose.

"Ah, sorry.  I'm blond and clumsy."

"Damnit, you're nasty," Cindy said, shoving her away.  "Get off me."

Leese was nearly to the bathroom down the hall.  Cindy had turned her attention to her laptop, typing at a fast speed.  Leese had a hand on the shower faucet when she heard Cindy, frustrated.

"Shit."

Frowning, Leese returned to the living room.  Cindy held her head in her hands, hovering over the laptop.

"You okay?"

Cindy pointed at an online calendar.

"I have a walk-through scheduled tomorrow night.  I forgot all about it.  And I double-booked with a possible client interview."

A walk-through, for Demons LLC, was the first visit to a potentially haunted house.  They were so busy that Alex couldn't afford to drive to every house sight unseen.  Cindy often visited a home first, got to know the family, recorded statements, took pictures.

"Alex is busy?"

Cindy let out a sigh.

"Yeah, helping a possessed child in Pennsylvania."  She smacked a fist into her thigh.  "Shit."

Leese thought of her plans for tomorrow night, and immediately felt the heartache once again.  She didn't hesitate.

"Is it close?  Give me the address.  I'll do it."

Cindy eyed her with doubt.

"You?  Want to do a walk-through?"

"Yeah.  Why not?"

"Well, you've never done one."

"I went with you a few times."

"Yeah, but, it's not the same."

She put her hands on her hips.

"No offense, Cindy, but it didn't look that hard.  It's not like you were curing cancer."

"Oh, wow, you just have everything under control then.  But, are you sure?  I just kind of thought, you know, you would want to get away from supernatural stuff for a while."

Leese knew Cindy was really talking about Kevin.  But keeping busy could only help her.

"It's okay.  Tomorrow is actually perfect."  She lowered her head.  "Tomorrow night, we were supposed to go to dinner with Mom.  So, this is good.  It'll get my mind off things."

"Whoa, wait," Cindy said, turning on the couch to face her.  "Dinner?  You and Kevin?  With Mom?"

"Yeah.  But hey.  At least now I don't have to wear an uncomfortable dress."

"Oh, Leese."

There was so much compassion in Cindy's voice.  It took Leese by surprise.  She looked at Cindy with a curious frown as she rose to her feet.

"Uh, yeah?" she said.  "What's up?"

"You fell in love with him."

Leese scoffed at the thought.

"No, I didn't."

"Yes, you did."

"I didn't fall in love with anyone.  I just wanted him to meet Mom."

"Bullshit."

"I'm twenty-one, Cindy."

"So?  That means you can't fall in love?  Hell, I think maybe I loved Alex at eight.  Maybe nine."

"We all don't meet our soul-mates in grade school.  Sometimes, we don't get to meet them at all."  Leese was upset, frustrated.  Her attempt to get Kevin off her mind had only led to talking about him.  "We broke up.  We're both adults.  We'll both live, and move on.  He'll find a nice, witchy girlfriend out there somewhere.  Whatever it is he's looking for.  And I'll be fine."

The words were strong.  She almost believed them.  She did believe half of them, and the potential in the other half.

But her armor was cracking.  Her lip quivered, and she took a deep breath to reel in her feelings.

It didn't work.  Cindy was already moving.  She approached Leese and embraced her, dog vomit included, as the tears started.  The sisters said nothing.  There would be time for encouragement and sarcasm later.

Leese knew she'd be fine.  Those words weren't a lie.  But she also knew there'd be some waterworks and ice cream in the meantime.




















CHAPTER 8




Kevin took one last glance at his project as he approached the wall.  He'd only started a few days ago, but it was coming along nicely.  More than anything, it helped take his mind off Leese.  He missed her terribly, but between his project, touring the town of Sanders, cooking food and magic with Martha, he managed to not think about her every other moment.

Leese was probably already out and having fun.  He could see it in his mind.  Alex, Cindy, and Leese, all out enjoying Baltimore's nightlife.  Dancing and having fun.  Maybe even Zoey and Victoria joined them.  They didn't need a witch in the group, with a target on his back.

He surveyed his work.  The floor was finally clean.  He'd taken care of the cobwebs, which were more than he thought.  Maybe he'd give the ceiling a fresh coat of paint.  But that was later, perhaps on the weekend.  He hadn't told Martha about his project, and didn't plan to until much later.  He wanted her to be impressed.

Opening a portal, he stepped over the threshold, across the world, back into Martha's basement.  The air was chilly, bringing out goosebumps along his arms.  Kevin was mindful of the time.  It was nearly three in the morning, and he wanted to get a cold glass of water before settling in for the night.  He needed to be quiet rummaging through the kitchen, to not wake Martha.

He jumped with a gasp when he realized he wasn't alone.

Turning to his left, he noticed a shape on the couch.  It was Martha, sitting with her legs crossed.  He reached behind him and slid his hand across the portal, closing it.  The light disappeared along with his magic, but he could see she was reading a book.

His book.  His spell-book.

A flurry of emotions took hold.  Confusion, curiosity, even anger.  Why was she reading his book?  He was fully aware she had the book much longer than him, keeping it safe for him.  But he wasn't sure that gave her the right to just pick it up whenever she felt like it.

Another emotion poked at him as he took in her silhouette.  Fear.  She was eerily quiet as she turned a page carefully.

"Martha?" he said.  "Uh…what's up?"  He tried a joke, to ease the hairs standing on the back of his neck.  "Was my chili too spicy?  Can't sleep?"

"I'm so jealous," she said.  "I don't make portals very often.  They're not exactly subtle.  I can't close them.  It's very strange, the little differences between a half witch and a full-blooded one."

There was so much they hadn't talked about yet.  She didn't know of the fights with a half vampire, half witch.  She didn't know how he saved Tiffany from a group of werewolf hunters.  It wasn't something that came up while making simple potions over the stove.

But it was all in his book.

"Martha," he said.  "Are you okay?"

She set the book next to her and leaned forward, covering her face in frustration.

"I don't even know where to begin."

Kevin wanted to approach his friend, but kept his ground.  He'd never seen Martha anything but energetic and happy.

"You can travel the world?" she asked, pointing at the wall he just emerged from.  "By using a picture?"

"Yeah.  Believe me, it blew my mind at first, too."

"When were you going to tell me?"

"I wasn't."  He changed his approach when she frowned.  "Well, I was, but it was supposed to be a surprise.  I was going to take you to Paris.  I know you said you always wanted to see the Eiffel Tower."

"Amazing."  Martha shook her head.  "How are you coming up with this magic?  Recipes using phones and tablets?  Your parents always thought there was a magical cure for werewolves, and I never believed them.  But you finished the spell!"

He shrugged.  He'd only used the cure once, on an old teacher from high school.

"I don't know.  I'm not doing anything weird.  At least, I don't think so."

"I guess it makes sense.  We evolve, just like anything else.  The materials in our everyday lives change.  We've gone from bat claws and bird hearts to kitchen ingredients and technology.  From cauldrons—"  She gestured to her own.  "To stoves."

"I don't know what to say," Kevin said, finally approaching to sit on the couch.  "I just write down what shows up in my head.  Like you told me to."

"I saw something in your book about vampires.  What was that about?  I didn't get a chance to read it."

Kevin hesitated.  If the magic behind portals and werewolf cures was too much, he wasn't sure what her next reaction would be.

"Well…"  He cleared his throat.  "I have this vampire friend—"

She held up her hand.

"Wait.  A vampire?  You are friends with a vampire?"

"Yeah.  Her name's Victoria."

Martha let out a sound of disgust.  She stood up and headed for the stairs.  Kevin watched her leave, stunned, before jogging behind to follow.

"Martha?  What's going on?  What's the problem?"

"You're going to get yourself killed."

They walked into the kitchen.  Kevin stood near the table while Martha poured herself a glass of water.  Her hand trembled as she drank.

"Actually, I came here to not get myself killed.  What are you talking about?"

"Victoria's not your friend, Kevin."

"Uh, yeah, she is."

"No.  I've told you.  Our kind, we don't make friends like that.  Everything out there.  They all hate us."

"Well, we didn't start off great, I'll say that."  He decided to keep the details vague, leaving out the part where Victoria broke his neck and buried him.  "We fought a little.  But Victoria's one of my best friends."

She shook her head.

"She's only using you.  For your magic.  For what you can do for her.  Eventually, she will kill you."

Kevin regarded her, watching what almost looked like hate dancing in her eyes.  He'd never seen her like that before.

"Victoria will never hurt me."

"What magic have you done for her?"

He didn't want to say.  The conversation was only getting worse.

"She…uh…she can walk in the sun.  It's…just another potion that came to me.  And it's just a guess, maybe instinct, but I think even a half witch can…."

He trailed off as Martha sat at the table.  Her knees shook, and he thought he'd have to lunge forward to keep her from collapsing.  A tear ran down her cheek, and Kevin decided silence was the best course of action.

He wasn't sure what was going on, or where Martha was coming from.  The silence grew awkward, and Kevin wouldn't be the one to break it.  Instead, he grabbed a diet soda, the only kind Martha drank, from the refrigerator.

"Have you realized what you've done?" she asked, after several minutes.  "This vampire, Victoria, can walk in the day?  You do know you can never make anything like that again."

"Actually, there's a friend of mine.  Another vampire.  Her name's Zoey—"

"No.  You can't make that potion.  Ever.  Again.  And the werewolf cure.  You rip them out of your book, and throw them away."

For the first time since he'd known Martha, Kevin was angry.

"You want to tell me why?  You teach me all about magic, about being a witch, but you forgot to cover the rules."

"There aren't any rules, Kevin."

"Well, obviously there are."

"No.  It's just…"  She paused, gathering her thoughts.  "This is my fault, and I'm sorry.  I've never taught a full-blood before.  This is all so…insane."

She was quiet.  He wasn't sure if she expected him to contradict her, to prop her ego up, but he didn't have it in him.  Like Martha, he was frustrated and tired.

"Magic is supposed to be…smaller.  More personal.  You're trying to change the world."

"I am not," he said, getting defensive.

"What's going to happen when this Victoria woman tells every vampire she knows that she's friends with someone that can take away their greatest weakness?  There's a balance to the world, Kevin.  Vampires stay in the night.  Werewolves stay in the woods, away from silver.  You are breaking that balance."

"Okay, fine."  He was willing to say anything to make her relax.  "I won't brew that potion anymore."

"What if they make you?"

"Then they'll find out how strong I am."

Martha looked down her nose at him, staring at him sternly.  The glare immediately made him feel foolish for the macho remark.

"You're starting to believe what they tell you.  All your monster friends.  All the creatures that live in this world.  Werewolves, vampires, goblins, fairies, humans.  You think we're better than they are."

"No," he said, holding a hand up.  "I never said that."

She stood, never taking her eyes off him.  Gesturing to wait, she walked into the living room, turning on the lights as she went.  Kevin leaned forward to watch as she approached the desk in the corner.  She took a key from one drawer and physically unlocked another.  The sight was a strange one.  With a key in hand, a witch didn't need to unlock anything.

Martha pulled out a tablet.  She returned to the kitchen and sat next to him.

"Why did you unlock the drawer?" Kevin asked.

"There's a spell on it," she said, tapping at the tablet.  "A locking potion.  You really do need a key to open it."

Kevin made a mental note to ask for that recipe later.

Martha launched an application, which asked for a password.  She inputted a second password.  Then a third.  She held the tablet away from her, taking a photo of herself.

"Damn," Kevin said.  "Are you breaking into Area 51?"

She didn't laugh.

With a sigh, she set the tablet on the table and angled it so they both could see.  They were watching a video feed from a security camera.  There was no audio.  The room was small and bare.  A bed was against one wall, a sink against the other.  Mounted in the corner was a television.  Behind the television, Kevin could see iron bars.

He was staring at a prison cell.

"What is this?  What's going on?"

"This is…."

Martha trailed off, and Kevin glanced at her to see her staring intently at the screen.  He looked back to see movement on the cot.  A figure sat up.  From the shape and broad shoulders, he could tell it was a man.  Kevin couldn't make out many details, just a white set of pajamas and brown hair.

"Is this live, like right now?" he asked.  "What are we looking at here?"

"This is David Manchester."  Her voice trembled.  "He's a witch, just like us."

She went silent.  He knew there had to be more.  A witch in a jail cell simply didn't make sense.  He could think of ten ways to get out of a locked room.

"Why is he locked up?  Hell, how is he locked up?"

"Thirty years ago, David went into a hospital and spent the weekend there.  He went room to room and healed every single person he could.  It didn't matter what they had.  Cancer, broken bones, a few car accidents, a woman in a coma.  He's a good man, and he wanted to do good things."  She smiled sadly at Kevin.  "He wanted to change the world."

He rolled his eyes.

"And that's a terrible thing," he said sarcastically.  "To use our magic to help people."

"Kevin, think.  What do you think happened after that?"

"I don't know.  Maybe the media came?"

"Much worse than that.  The government showed up, swarming like bees.  They shut down the hospital, quarantined the patients and their families.  They even locked the doctors up for weeks.  I'm not sure if you've noticed, but the world doesn't really believe in miracles.  We're lucky the Internet didn't exist back then.  David could have exposed witches to the world in just two days."

Kevin felt a lump in his throat.  One of his acts before knowing he was a witch was helping Rachel's parents in a hospital.

"So, what happened to David?" Kevin asked.  "Did you all hold some kind of witch trial or something?"

He meant it as a sarcastic joke.  Martha, again, didn't laugh.

"The other witches got together.  They decided, for his sake and ours, to lock him away."

"You're his jailer?" he asked, pointing at the tablet.  "You keep an eye on him with that?"

"No, I don't.  I'm just a backup.  One of many.  I had nothing to do with the decision.  I stay out of witch politics."

He shook his head at the phrase.  It seemed everyone, from vampires to witches, had politics.

"How do you even lock a witch up, anyway?"

Martha's cheeks turned pale, and he regretted asking the question.  Her answer was to gesture to the tablet.  Kevin stared at David, who now performed jumping jacks.  Ten seconds passed, and nothing jumped out at him.

"What?" he said.  "What are you—?"

Kevin saw it.

David's arms didn't look right.  Kevin grabbed the tablet and drew it closer.  He pinched and zoomed for a close-up as David exercised.

His hands were missing.

It all became clear.  Kevin put the pieces together.  He slid the tablet across the table, not wanting to see another second of it.  His own skin turned cold, followed by slight nausea.

"Shit," was all he could say.

He didn't need an explanation, but Martha provided one regardless.

"Without these," she said, wiggling her fingers and waving her hands.  "We're not really witches anymore.  I told you before.  Every recipe needs a witch's touch."

His thoughts swirled in all directions.

"You…cut off his hands," he muttered.  "For helping people.  You took his powers and threw him in a cell."

"I didn't do anything.  But…yeah.  Vampires do it, too.  If one of their own goes crazy, they take care of it."  She touched his shoulder.  "Look, I'm sorry you had to see this, but I had to show you.  We're not like everyone thinks we are.  We're not all-powerful.  And we have to keep a low profile.  Really, you should be keeping a no profile.  You wonder why they keep chasing you.  It's because you use magic like you're on the stage, for all the world to see."

She wasn't entirely right, but he didn't feel like arguing.  His throat was dry, but he couldn't bring himself to reach for the soda in front of him.  He wasn't sure how they got there.  He was working on his project, privately, keeping a low profile.  Now, he was in the kitchen watching a witch in a cell.  

One of the reasons he left his home and friends behind was to clear his head.  It was a mess once again.

"So," Kevin said.  "There's a group of witches running around out there cutting hands off."

"You make it sound so barbaric.  We do have a society, Kevin, just like anyone else.  We talk about the world, about ideas, how to make things better for everyone.  We talk about how to protect ourselves from those who wish to hurt us."  She pointed at the tablet.  "And, sometimes, we have to protect everyone else from us.  David wasn't thinking, and he hurt more than he helped."

"You agreed with that?" he said, watching David as the television in the corner turned on.  With no hands, Kevin guessed it was voice-controlled.

She leaned back, staring at him.  He realized, at that moment, their relationship had changed.

"We gave him another chance, and he tried it again.  We kept an eye on him.  He was caught trying to sneak into a center for burn victims.  Again, he would have exposed all of us.  What would you have done?"

Kevin didn't have an answer, and he hated that.  A part of him understood the point Martha was making, but that didn't mean he liked it.  Jack always told him he was too soft.  He couldn't fully understand punishing someone for trying to do good.  Did he have it in him to cut off someone's hands?

Martha accepted his silence as an answer.

"I hope you never have to make a hard decision like that."

He was quiet a moment.

"Don't use magic too much," he said.  "Or lose my hands."

"Stop.  No one's taking your hands.  Just…small magic, Kevin.  Common sense.  Not what I read in your book.  I'm the one who sent you after your first werewolf.  And you took care of it, without showing up on the news or Internet."

"Yeah, by curing him!  I had help with that, too.  Victoria, my friend.  I guess I've been breaking the rules since day one."

She sighed and put a hand to her forehead in frustration.  They were going in circles.  Kevin got the message.  Be subtle.  It was a lesson Victoria had imparted as well.  Victoria, the woman who fought with her own kind to protect him.

No more selling potions at the mall.  No more curing werewolves, or helping vampires walk in the sun.

That shouldn't be too hard.

"Martha, I get it," he said, his tone easing somewhat.  "I won't do anything crazy.  I won't run into any hospitals throwing healing water everywhere.  But…I'm sorry.  Victoria is still my friend."

She managed a small smile.

"I'll take what I can get.  I'm just worried about you.  I worry about all of us."

Movement from the tablet caught his attention.  David was sitting on the cot once again.  Two women stood at his side.  They weren't dressed as security or prison guards.  A dress, a pair of jeans, colorful blouses.  One jotted notes on a pad while the other fed David from a tray of food.

"What's going on?"  He pulled the tablet closer.

"Breakfast, I guess," she said.  "And it looks like she's writing down a recipe."

"Magic?" he said.  "It still comes to him?"

She nodded.

"All de-powered witches are still in touch with magic."  She gestured to David.  "The act of getting it out, writing it down, helps keep us…even.  I know you've felt it.  As soon as something hits you, you have to get it out there, think about it.  So, they're helping him do that."

Kevin knew what she meant.  It was why he carried a notepad, and often blurted out strange things to Leese at the worst times.

"What happens if they weren't there?  If he had to keep it all bottled up?"

"He'd eventually lose his mind, go crazy."

He said nothing as he let that sink in.

"Do you see?" she asked gently.  "We're not as dangerous as the monsters out there think we are."

"Just to each other, it looks like.  Why don't you all just kill him?"

"Good witches don't do that.  We don't kill each other."

He wanted to bring up his parents, his birth parents, but decided against it.  He regarded Martha as she sat next to him.  Her expression told him she took no joy at David's fate.  Even now, as she watched the crippled witch, her eyes welled with tears.  It reminded him that she was still the caring woman he knew.  She was the same woman that trained his parents and mentored him.

But a part of him wondered what else she'd done in her life.

"A lot for one night, I know," Martha said.  "I just…I don't want you to be in the dark.  And this magic you're using…it's big."

"You don't think I know that?  I can't help what I come up with."

"I know, I know.  But you can just write it down, hide it somewhere, and never think about it again.  We don't need vampires and werewolves hunting us, not to kill us, but for magic."

Kevin nodded.  He took her words to heart, but wasn't worried.  If Martha knew his friends, she'd understand.  He trusted Victoria with his life.  Zoey didn't know any other vampires.  He only knew one werewolf, and she wanted nothing to do with a cure.

"I understand."

He stood up, casting one final glance at the tablet.  He wanted to crash in the basement and sleep for twelve hours.

"Kevin?"

He turned to face her.  She seemed more exhausted than him.

"Are we still cool?"

It was strange to hear her use the word cool.

"We're cool," he said.  "Just don't let me catch you snipping at my wrists with garden shears."

They both wanted to laugh, but weren't capable.  He politely waved as he headed for the stairs.

"Goodnight, Martha."

"Goodnight."




















CHAPTER 9




Leese muttered to herself as she climbed out of the car.

"So much for not wearing an uncomfortable dress."

She pulled the dress from her skin for what felt like the hundredth time as she stood at the gas station.  Part of her regretted agreeing to help Cindy out of her current jam.  It was another hectic day at the vet's office.  She had to hurry home to shower if she wanted to avoid being out all night.  She had the stylishly-ripped jeans in her hand, but decided if she was going to represent her family's company, she'd better avoid looking like she was on her way to the club.  Putting the jeans and tee shirt away, she pulled out an aqua-colored dress she hadn't worn since high school.  It still fit her nicely and was comfortable.

At least, comfortable at first.

The speedy shower was for nothing.  Rush-hour traffic took over when she hit the road.  She'd been driving nearly an hour when she stopped to get gas.  Her legs were sweaty, making the dress stick.  She stood near the pump and fanned out the bottom, creating a breeze.  Her display caught the attention of a group of high school football players a row over.  They leered and smiled, with two of them whispering to each other.  Leese tried to take comfort in the fact that despite her recent bad luck with romance, she could still turn the heads of immature teenage boys.  Cindy had been constantly trying to make weekend plans, to party through every street in Baltimore, but Leese wasn't ready.  The admiration of high schoolers would have to do for now.

She returned to the car after filling the tank and buying a bottle of water.  Closing her eyes, she allowed herself to relax for a moment.  She shifted in her seat and took a deep breath.  A flash of memory attacked, of the two men grabbing her.  She flinched, but didn't open her eyes.  She felt their hands on her skin, her wrists and ankles.  Her breath hitched as she remembered the struggle, of fighting with everything she had, but still being taken against her will.

A knock came at the window.  Leese's eyes shot open as she nearly lunged for her purse on the passenger seat.  She reached inside, feeling for the pepper-spray she now carried always.  A gentle voice made her pause.

"Miss?"

She looked back to see an elderly man, giving a polite wave as they made eye contact.  He smiled sheepishly as he gestured to the gas station around them.

"I don't want to be pushy, but are you done?  All the other pumps are filled up, and it looked like you were just sitting here."

A wave of emotions took hold as she tried to control her breathing.  She wanted to be mad at the impatient driver, but was just happy that's all he was.  Common sense and logic wrestled with her panic.  Alex and Victoria had dealt with the men that kidnapped her.  They weren't a threat.  Even if they were, it was doubtful they'd come at her in a crowded gas station.  Kevin was also out of her life.  There was no use going after her to get at him, when she didn't know where he was.

"Ma'am?" he said, concerned.  The phrase sounded odd considering their age difference.  "Are you okay?"

"Yeah, yeah," she said.  "Sorry.  I'm all done."

She pulled into one of the front spots, freeing the pump.  Sweat beaded on her forehead, despite the air conditioner running full blast.  She took a drink of water.  Her dress was damp, and a moment of vanity grabbed her, as she wondered how she'd look for the walk-through.

The phone rang inside her purse.  Leese didn't need to look at the caller ID to know who it was.  Only one person called her regularly.  Everyone else texted.

"Yeah," she greeted, dabbing at her skin.

"What are you doing?"

The sharpness of Alex's tone surprised her.  She froze in place as she checked her appearance in the mirror.  Covered in nervous sweat or not, she still looked presentable.

"Heading to the client's house."  She closed her eyes, thinking back to the notes she'd read at lunch.  "Sheila Boyd, and her son, Timmy.  I'm ten minutes out.  Don't worry, I won't be late."

"You shouldn't be doing that."

His words stung.  She didn't like to admit it, but she was still Alex's little sister.  His opinion of her meant a lot, more than she often let on.  She was legally old enough to drink, but only over-indulged once.  Even in her drunken state, she clearly remembered the look of disapproval on Alex's face as Cindy helped her out of the club.  She never drank that much again.

"Cindy said you needed help," she explained.  "I'm not going to embarrass you guys, or the company.  Don't worry.  I even wore a nice dress.  I can do this."

"That's not what I'm talking about."

"What do you mean?"

Alex was silent, and Leese finally realized what was going on.  She struggled to keep her emotions in check.  He didn't have to say a word.  Sibling communication.

"Oh," she said.  "It's because I'm so delicate, and so broken down from breaking up with Kevin.  If there really is a ghost, I might fall apart and cry in the corner."

"I didn't say that."

"Then what are you saying?"

More silence.  Leese let out a smile at having figured her brother out.  He wouldn't have chosen her words, but his thoughts must have been very close.

"I'm just looking out for you," he said, his tone softening.

Leese's tone hadn't wavered.

"I appreciate that.  Really.  I'm fine."

"Okay, you're fine.  Whatever.  But you've had enough supernatural shit in your life.  There's no reason to jump right from breaking up with your witch boyfriend into a haunted house."

She laughed.  The supernatural in her life included her brother.

"Alex, would you calm down?  I'm just doing a walk-through.  Nothing crazy.  An interview, some pictures, and I'm heading home."

"You should have talked to me about this first."

Leese had trouble understanding how what she thought was a favor was being turned against her.

"Please.  We know Cindy's the boss.  Alex, you could just say thank you.  And maybe show a little faith in me or something."

"I know you can handle a haunted house, Alicia."  He was the one person that didn't use her nickname.  "But you don't think I see what's going on?"

"Oh, God," she said, rolling her eyes.  The conversation was going downhill fast.  "Now, what?  What do you see, oh demon master?"

"You flinch whenever someone gets too close.  You're always looking around now, always on edge.  The other night, when we stopped by your apartment, you checked to make sure the door was locked four times.  You're not really fine."

 A tear trickled down her cheek.  He was right.  She hadn't been the same since the kidnapping, and wasn't sure if she'd ever be the same again.

"I…have nightmares about it," she admitted.  She hadn't told anyone until then.  "And I keep thinking that someone is watching me."

"I'll call Sheila," Alex said.  "We'll reschedule for another night."

Leese laughed.  He was being ridiculous.

"Alex, stop.  Okay, so, what happened has me messed up a little.  Some people might think that's normal.  But I'm not going to get better hiding in my bedroom.  Sheila said she gets woken up by strange noises several times a week.  And Timmy even more.  They need help, right?"

He paused, and Leese knew he was relenting.

"Yeah.  They need help."

"Then let me go and help.  We can think of it as therapy.  Besides, I'm doing it whether you like it or not.  I'd just rather have you be cool with it."

Alex was quiet.  To prove her point, Leese checked her appearance in the mirror one last time and pulled out of the gas station.  She set the phone on the passenger's seat, waiting for her brother to speak.

"I'm cool," he finally said.

"Don't get crazy," she said, smiling.  "You've never been cool."

"Yeah, yeah.  Look, this is a one-time thing.  Cindy's talking about hiring some people."

Leese raised her eyebrows.  She knew Demons LLC had Alex thinking about a career change, but didn't know they planned on expanding.

"Wow.  That busy?"

"You wouldn't believe it.  Okay, I have to go."

"Is everything okay?"

He sighed deeply.

"We'll see.  I'm at a psychiatric hospital.  One of the patients says they're possessed, and stabbed two doctors."

"Holy shit."

"There's probably nothing holy about it."

Leese's tone changed.  Alex could take care of himself, knew things about the supernatural no one else did.  But that would never stop her concern.

"You be careful."

"You, too.  Call me if you need anything."

Leese hung up and turned onto Sheila Boyd's street.  Her heart skipped a beat as she realized her long drive was ending.  She would make Alex and Cindy proud.

Sheila's house looked the same as the rest on the block.  A cute Cape Cod with a neatly trimmed lawn, a white fence, a mailbox in the shape of a shoe at the end of the sidewalk.  Leese had seen several haunted houses, and it always amazed her how they didn't look haunted.  There were no broken windows, no creepy curtains billowing in the wind, no sense of foreboding.  One front yard away an elderly man watered his grass.  Across the street, a young woman in shorts and a sports bra stretched out, preparing for a run.  It was typical suburbia.  She found it hard to believe the house next to her had a ghost or two roaming around.

But Leese knew it was all too possible.

She took a deep breath and gathered her belongings.  Her purse and phone, along with a notepad and pen.  She checked her phone to make sure it had plenty of free space for pictures and video.  Taking one last drink of water, she left the car and headed toward Sheila's front door.

Leese felt eyes on her.

She tried to shake the feeling of paranoia.  She told herself she wasn't being followed, wasn't being chased.

Still, the paranoia didn't go away.

Glancing upwards, she saw perhaps the source of her anxiety.  A young boy watched her from a bedroom window.  She smiled and waved, not only for politeness, but to test his reaction.  The boy let out a small smile and waved in return.  He disappeared from the window, the curtain moving back into place.  She had a good feeling he wasn't a ghost.

Adjusting her dress, she gave the door a gentle rap.

It was when Sheila Boyd answered the door did Leese finally understand what she'd gotten herself into.  Her breath hitched in her throat.  Leese's thoughts had settled on how the experience was going to help her.  She'd keep busy, get her mind off the ex-boyfriend she missed so much.  She'd get out of the house, away from the apartment and the area that gave her repeated nightmares of being kidnapped.  She'd help Alex and Cindy, the two people closest to her.

Somewhere in all those thoughts, she'd forgotten that in some way, she would be changing a family's life.

Seeing Sheila reminded her instantly.

The single mother looked terrible.  Her eyes were bloodshot, with large, dark circles under them.  Sheila had the look of someone who hadn't slept in days.  She tried to smile, but her lip only managed a slight twitch.  Her application listed her as a secretary, and she still wore her office clothes.  A gray skirt with a white blouse, professionally dressed.  Leese suddenly felt under-dressed, despite her own efforts, and she wasn't even being haunted.

Her lips were moving.  It took a moment for Leese to realize Sheila was talking.

"What?" Leese said, immediately feeling awkward and foolish.  "Uh, excuse me?"

"Are you Alicia?" Sheila repeated.

"Uh, yes.  Yes, I am."  She straightened her posture and tried to lift her chin high.  Sheila was on a step, and was already slightly taller.  Leese had to look up to meet her gaze.  She tried to exude just a sliver of confidence, and held out her hand.  "Alicia Teague.  But, please, call me Leese."

Sheila gingerly shook her hand.  She stepped aside for Leese to enter.

"Cindy told me she wouldn't be able to make it."

"Yeah," Leese said, taking in the living room.  "But don't worry, I won't take up much of your time at all."

"It's okay.  We're just getting ready to eat dinner.  Would you like a hot dog?"

Leese's stomach grumbled so loudly she was afraid Sheila would hear.  Her cheeks turned a shade of red, but if Sheila heard her stomach's answer to an invitation for dinner, she didn't let on.  As hungry as she was, she didn't think it would be very professional to chow down during the walk-through.

"No, thank you."

She admired the house as Sheila led her to the dining room.  Nothing stood out as unordinary.  The living room was simple, clean.  A couch and love-seat, coffee table, a PlayStation under the flat-screen TV.  There were pictures of Sheila and her son Timmy, the same boy Leese had seen from outside.  Some pictures included an unknown man.  He played catch with Timmy, hugged Sheila around the waist.  Leese guessed it was Timmy's father.  Were they divorced?  Was Sheila a widow?  Leese didn't know.

Sheila stopped at the bottom of the stairwell and peered upstairs.

"Timmy!" she called.  "Dinner's ready!"

Leese smiled as she heard excited footsteps above them.  She remembered that exact feeling when she was younger.  Mom was seldom home, so Alex did most of the cooking, with an occasional assist from Cindy.  He'd make the announcement that dinner was done, and she'd fall over herself trying to get downstairs.

It was a shame he didn't cook very well.

She missed Kevin's cooking.

Leese was organizing her notes and preparing her phone when Timmy bounced into the dining room.  He couldn't have been more than eight years old.  A bundle of energy, he sprinted to grab a plate from the counter.

"Hey!" Sheila said.  "No running in the house."

"Sorry, Mom."

Leese smiled at the scene.  It was good to see that despite having their lives turned upside-down, there could still be normalcy.

"This is Leese.  She's going to help us with our…problem."

Timmy turned as he loaded fries onto his plate.

"You're going to make the voices stop?"

She stiffened.  She'd read through the notes several times, and didn't see mention of any voices.

"I'm going to try."  She remembered one of the first important rules Cindy told her.  Never make any promises.

The family ate while Leese jotted a few notes.  The location, time, and date.  It felt strange to work with a tray of hot dogs and fries between them.  She tried to put the food out of her mind.  She wasn't sure if the Boyds eating was relaxing or made her tenser.

"I have to ask, how does all this work?" Sheila asked.  "I mean…what exactly are we doing?  Cindy and I spoke, but I admit, I didn't really catch everything.  Like, are you psychic?"

Leese laughed.

"Not at all.  I'm here just to learn more about you, the house, what you're experiencing.  If we think we've got a real case, my brother will be the one to go from there."

She regretted her choice of words immediately.  They didn't escape Sheila's ears.  Her hand froze as she lifted a drink to her lips.

"Real case?"

Leese shifted in her seat.  She'd been in the Boyd home for only several minutes, and was already putting her foot in her mouth.

"Sometimes, what people think are ghosts, are perfectly explainable.  Noisy vents, leaky pipes, a squirrel in the attic."

"We're not lying."

Sheila was agitated.  Leese wasn't sure what to say to ease the tension.

"I don't think you are.  We just have to check first.  That's all.  We always look for a more worldly explanation before we dive over to the other side."

Leese went quiet, holding her tongue.  She thought she recovered nicely, trying to think back to when Cindy conducted an interview.  It wasn't always easy to find the right balance of compassion with harsh truth.

"I'm sorry," Sheila said.  "I'm just a little on edge.  We both are.  Our Pastor stopped by a week ago.  He walked through the house.  Sat at this table, like you're doing right now.  Then he told me that maybe all this was happening because we hadn't put enough faith in the Lord.  That we weren't going to church enough."

"Oh, wow," Leese said, shaking her head.  "I'm not sure what to say to that."

"There was nothing to say, except 'Thank you for your time'.  Then that night all the faucets in the house turned on by themselves."

Leese took notes.  Alex would want to know everything.

"Speaking of walking through the house," Leese said, gesturing around them.  "Is it okay if I do that?  Then we'll take some statements.  I'll take some photos, that kind of thing."

Timmy jumped from the table, shoving the last of a hot dog in his mouth.  He was barely understandable as he spoke.

"Mom!  Can I show Leese around?"

Sheila eyed Leese and gave a slight shrug.

"Are you alright with that?" she asked.  "I'm not really sure what your routine is."

Leese refrained from saying she had no routine.  If she somehow came across as a seasoned professional, she wouldn't shatter the illusion.

She let out a smile.

"It's fine.  I could use a guide."  She nodded at Timmy.  "Are you ready?"

"Yeah!  I'll show you the upstairs first."

He gripped her hand and yanked her away.  Leese nearly lost her balance, and Sheila giggled behind them.  Leese cast one final glance to Sheila, feeling a stab of sadness at the sight.  Despite the laugh, the warm exterior, Leese could also see the desperation.  Sheila needed a break, and if a short tour through the house provided one, Leese was happy to help.

She slowed their pace as they made their way up the stairs.

"Whoa.  Hold on one second," she said.  She started the recorder on her phone and held it up.  She also stole a peek at her paperwork, at notes she'd taken.  Questions to ask, things to look for.

Timmy led her down a hallway.  They passed a bedroom and bathroom, as well as several family pictures on the walls.  She was nervous, as the process didn't feel right to her.  She doubted Alex and Cindy let children drag them around, with barely a chance to study or take a photo.  He turned into a room and let go of her hand.

"This is my room."  He made an exaggerated leap on his bed.  His brow furrowed as he stared at her, deep in thought.  He was an adorable boy, had many of his mother's features.  "I think this is where it all started."

Leese's eyes lit up.  Finally, they were getting somewhere.  She aimed her phone at Timmy's room, making sure to record everything.  His room was very neat for a young boy.  She remembered Alex's room growing up, and it looked nothing like Timmy's.  A clean desk in the corner, TV on a small dresser.  No posters were on the walls, which she thought was strange.  Did children not hang posters anymore?

"Okay," Leese said, trying to sound official.  She narrated the date and time.  "I'm in the bedroom of Timmy Boyd."

Timmy smiled and waved.  So much for professionalism.  Leese laughed and waved in return.

"How old are you, Timmy?"

"Nine.  But I'll be ten next month."

"And…you think your house is haunted?"

It was an obvious question, but she wanted to capture it on video.

"Yes."

"What's the first thing that happened you thought wasn't normal?"

He thought for a moment.

"The voices, I guess."

Leese waved her phone about the room, recording every corner.  She sat next to Timmy on the bed and pointed her phone at him.  He shied away from the sudden attention, looking at the carpet.

"Tell me about the voices.  When did this happen?"

"A few months ago.  I was sleeping, and some whispering woke me up.  I told Mom, but she said I just had a bad dream.  But I woke up the next day and the closet door was open.  I never keep it open."

Leese thought of how creepy her own closet was.

"I don't blame you.  What else has happened?"

He shrugged as he continued to gaze at the carpet.

"I don't know.  So much stuff.  One time, I went to the kitchen to get breakfast before school, and the refrigerator was open.  There was food everywhere.  Mom thought I did it at first, but the same thing happened to her when I wasn't here.  Last week—"  He made eye contact for a moment.  "I got pushed down the stairs."

Leese's hand trembled as she held the phone.

"What?"

"I think that's when Mom finally had enough.  I heard her crying downstairs.  She didn't know I was listening.  And then she called you guys.  So, this is like, your job?  You get rid of ghosts?"

Leese didn't answer.  Her jaw simply hung open.  She thought she'd prepared.  She'd seen ghosts before, had been in her share of haunted houses.  But the thought of Timmy being hurt was almost too much.

She wasn't as prepared as she thought.

Timmy was speaking, but she didn't hear.  Leese blinked and moved hair away from her eyes.

"I'm sorry," she said.  "What did you say?"

"Do you want to see the rest of the house?"

"Uh, yeah.  Sure."

Timmy pulled her hand once again.  His enthusiasm when not on camera was impressive.  He tried to take her into another bedroom, but Leese held steady when she noticed a picture on the wall in the hallway.  Timmy and Sheila posed in their front yard, standing with the same man from the pictures downstairs.  Leese aimed her phone at the framed photo while pulling Timmy back toward her.

"Timmy," she said.  "Who's that?"

His expression soured when he followed Leese's pointing finger.

"That's my Dad."

Leese thought back to the paperwork.  Everything had been filled out by Sheila.  She was the only client.  There was no mention of a husband or father.

"Do you mind if I ask where he is?"

"Timmy."

They both turned at the new voice.  Sheila stood at the foot of the stairs.  Leese thought her question was reasonable, but the look on Sheila's face set her on edge.

"Could you go downstairs and load the dishwasher for me?"

His enthusiasm didn't wane.

"Sure."  He looked up at Leese.  "When I'm done, I'll show you the rest of the house.  Then maybe we can play a game or something."

Leese nodded.

"That sounds like fun."

Timmy raced down the stairs.  Sheila offered a small smile as she approached.  Her gaze drifted to the photo on the wall.

"Brian's been gone about two years now," she said.  "I've kept the pictures up.  I just don't want Timmy forgetting his father."

"I'm so sorry.  How did he die?"

Sheila laughed sarcastically.

"No, I don't mean dead gone.  I mean gone gone.  He left us.  I picked Timmy up from school one day, came home, and he'd already left.  He took his clothes, the car, everything he owned."

"Are you serious?"  Leese shook her head.  "Who the hell does something like that?  He just left his family?"

"Well, we were…having some trouble."

Leese said nothing, waiting for her to finish.

"He…caught me in bed with another man."

Leese stiffened.  She'd learned much more than she needed.  Her trip was slowly turning into more than a walk-through for a potentially haunted house.

The air conditioner turned on.  Leese jumped at the sudden noise.  The vent near the door to Timmy's room blasted cold air.  It let out a high-pitched squeal, almost like a whistle.  She recorded the vent for a moment, then turned to face Sheila.

"No," Sheila said quickly.  "I know what you're thinking.  All the shit we've seen and heard, it's not an air vent."

"What experiences have you—?"

A loud crash from downstairs interrupted the question.  Both women jumped and spun toward the stairs.  Sheila was already moving.  She'd made it to the stairs before Leese's own legs obeyed her once again.

"Mom!" Timmy shouted.

The panic in his voice urged Leese forward.  She caught up to Sheila as she raced to the living room.  She held her phone up, but had no idea of what she was recording.  Timmy stood in the doorway between the dining room and kitchen, staring at something out of her eyesight.  She stopped just behind Sheila, looking over her shoulder.

The cabinet next to the refrigerator was open.  Several plates and glasses lay broken on the floor, next to the open dishwasher.  Sheila hugged her son around the shoulders, as if to protect him.  Timmy wiggled out of her grip and turned to face them.

"I swear, I didn't do that!" Timmy said.  "I was loading the dishwasher, and I saw the cabinet open.  The plates almost hit me in the head!"

"I know, sweetie," Sheila said.  Her hand wavered as she reached to wipe away tears.  "I believe you."  She glanced at Leese as she waved her phone around the kitchen.  "Think that was an air vent?"

Leese said nothing.  She looked at Timmy, at the fear in his eyes.  She knew the boy didn't throw the dishes on the floor himself.  But the truth was she didn't capture the incident on video.

She stepped forward and knelt beside the mess.  Her voice shook as she spoke.  She didn't want to narrate, but knew it was important to document everything regarding a case.

"We've, uh, got what appears to be an incident.  Some dishes seem to have been broken in the kitchen."

Sheila didn't like her choice of words.

"Appears to be?" she repeated.  "Seems to have?"

"I know," Leese said, turning around.  "I know that sounds terrible, but I have to—"

Timmy's eye went wide.

"Look out!"

Leese spun in place.  She didn't see the second cabinet open on its own.  The glass flung from the shelf, smacking her in the shoulder.  It fell to the floor, but didn't break.  She felt a hand on her wrist as another glass leaped at her.  Timmy pulled her to the side just as it flung past her head.  It shattered against the wall.

The rest of the cabinets opened.

Leese didn't stay to see what would happen next.

She shoved Timmy in front of her.  Sheila grabbed her son as they ran from the kitchen.  Leese was a step behind.  The noise was deafening as every cabinet emptied.  They rounded the corner and leaned against the wall in the dining room.  A plate barely missed Leese on the way out.  Timmy covered his ears.  Leese blindly held her phone around the corner, hoping to get something recorded.  The sounds of destruction weren't long, maybe five seconds.

The silence that followed was nearly as terrifying.

Leese locked eyes with Sheila.  Timmy didn't move, continuing to cover his ears.  Sheila took a breath and took a step forward, but Leese stopped her.  Leese steeled herself and made the turn back into the kitchen.  She knew what she'd see.

She still gasped.

The kitchen was a mess.  The floor was covered in broken porcelain and glass.  The cabinet doors were still open.  Only a handful of plates and cups remained.  Leese waited for something else to happen, anything at all, but the seconds stretched.  She felt a hand on her.  She looked down to see Timmy staring at her in terror.  But there was a glimmer of hope as well.

"Can you help us?"

Her heart was pounding.

"I think so."




















CHAPTER 10




Leese had just finished her second hot dog as she called Alex for the third time.  Her professionalism had slowly disappeared.  She was no longer the young woman pretending to work for Demons LLC.  She was now the young woman eating the Boyds' leftovers, trying to figure out what to do next.

The phone went to voicemail again.

"Damnit, Alex," she whispered.  "Pick up the phone."

She left another short message, and followed it up with a simple text.

Call me now.

Sheila and Timmy were sitting on the front steps behind her.  The scene almost felt normal.  Timmy held a cup of water, one of the few to survive the kitchen disaster.  Sheila remained silent, her knees bouncing nervously.  Her neighbor gave a friendly wave while enjoying an eyeful of Leese.  A FedEx truck delivered a package across the street.  The sun had nearly set, bathing the street in dusk.  It was hard to believe that something rooted in the supernatural was happening behind them.

"No answer?" Sheila asked.

She shook her head while playing her recorded video once again.

"Not yet."

The angle was terrible, but she did capture the incident in the kitchen.  There were no apparitions, no ghostly orbs of light.  She watched the video several times, hoping to see something that would help.  An average viewer on YouTube would claim the video was fake.

"That's the worst it's ever been," Sheila said.  "Things have moved around, sure.  But that?  That was just…too much."

"Are we going to have to move?" Timmy asked.

Leese looked up from her phone.  She was surprised to see he wasn't asking his mother, but her.  Sheila didn't answer.  Instead, she stared at Leese, the same question in her eyes.  Leese didn't want to lie.  She had no idea what was going to happen.  But she didn't want them to lose hope.

"My brother…he's very good at this," she said carefully.  "He deals with this kind of thing all the time."

"That's hard to believe," Sheila said.

Leese tried to take the comment in stride.  She sat next to Timmy on the steps.  Sheila was frustrated, and Leese understood why.  No one was in a hurry to go back into the house.

She nudged Timmy on the shoulder.

"Thank you for saving me back there," she said.  "I'd have gotten hurt pretty bad if it weren't for you."

Timmy turned red and stared at the ground.  Sheila took the moment to squeeze her son.

"My boy.  A little hero."

"Mom."  Timmy shifted uncomfortably.  "Stop."

"I'm serious."  Sheila glanced at Leese.  "He's handling all this better than I am."

"I wish Dad was here."

Sheila frowned.  Leese watched the remaining color drain from her cheeks.  Her eyes filled with sadness and regret.

"Me, too, honey."

Leese's phone rang.  She couldn't answer it fast enough, nearly dropping it as she slid her finger across the screen.  She didn't bother checking the caller ID.  If it wasn't the one person she was waiting for, she would hang up.

"Alex?"

His familiar voice made her close her eyes in relief.

"Yeah.  Is everything okay?"

"Uh, not really.  It's pretty safe to say we've got a haunted house over here."

"What happened?"

She relayed the events of the walk-through, all the way down to the destroyed kitchen.  Alex asked her to slow down every so often.  Not only was he taking notes, but Leese spoke too fast.

"Okay," he finally said.  "Is anyone hurt?"

"No.  But everyone's pretty shaken up."  She lowered her voice.  "Me, too."

Alex's voice drifted away for a moment as he talked to someone.  She couldn't hear the conversation.

"Come on home," he said, returning to the phone.  "Your part's done.  I can get out there tomorrow night.  Let me talk to Sheila for a second."

Leese didn't hand the phone over.  She frowned in confusion before giving Sheila as bright a smile as she could muster.  Leese took several steps away for a private conversation, keeping her back to the house.

"Tomorrow night?" she said.  "What are they supposed to do?  Get a hotel or something?"

"Uh, I don't know," he said, sounding sheepish.  "They don't have family nearby?"

"They need help, Alex."

"I know that.  And I will help.  But…."

He didn't finish.  Leese waited, only to hear more silence.

"But what?" she urged.

"I'm tired," he said.  "I just spent two hours rounding up every demon lurking in this hospital.  Plus, three possessions.  This place is a major gateway.  I had some visions I'm still reeling from.  It's already night, and it's a two-hour drive.  Cindy keeps telling me I'm pushing too hard, and she might be right."

Leese turned and looked at Timmy.  Sheila distracted herself by poking at her phone, but Timmy merely stared at her, his eyes eager.

"Okay," she said.  "I'll stay here tonight, call out sick tomorrow.  We'll try to ride this out, and if we can't, we'll get a hotel."

"Alicia, you can't."

"I can't what?"

"You can't just stay there with them.  That's not your job."

"What I can't do is just say 'Yup, your house is haunted.  Bye, now,' and leave.  I wouldn't be able to live with myself if I did that."

Alex sighed.

"Yeah, I know you."

More silence.  Leese wasn't trying to manipulate him, but she knew her brother.  Alex was trying to embrace more of the business side of Demons LLC.  But his final goal was to help people.  There were still times he didn't collect a fee from a client.

He didn't need to say a word.  She knew what was coming next.  Sibling communication.

"I'm almost done here," he said.  "Just paperwork.  I'll get there as soon as I can."

"Thank you," Leese said.  She finally gave Timmy a true smile and a thumbs-up.  "You're the best brother."

"Yeah, yeah.  See you soon."

Leese hung up and took a deep breath as she approached Sheila and Timmy.

"He's on his way.  It'll be a few hours."

A tear ran down Sheila's cheek as she smiled.  Relief washed over her face.

"I hope he can help."

"Mom," Timmy said.  "What do we do for a few hours?  I don't want to go back inside."

Leese and Sheila traded glances.  Leese pulled out her phone.

"Is there a place to get some ice cream around here?"

*****

It was nearly ten o'clock when the familiar beat-up truck slowed in front of Sheila's home.  Leese and Timmy were playing a game on her phone.  Sheila slowly nursed a bottle of water she'd bought at the ice cream shop.  No one went back inside the house, except to use the bathroom.  During those trips, they all went together, with the remaining two waiting outside the door.  Despite Alex's impending arrival, Sheila was planning for the worst case.  She browsed for nearby hotels on her phone, and called in sick from her job.

Leese frowned at the sight of the truck.  She needed to talk to him about presentation.  Maybe a company van was in order, with a nice logo.

She stood up to meet him, and she paused as he climbed out of the truck and offered a small, weary smile.  Guilt washed over her at the sight of him.

Alex looked terrible.

His eyes were dark and bloodshot.  He didn't spend much time in the sun, like her.  His complexion was always fair.  But he was much paler than usual.  There was a tear in the sleeve of his shirt.  His gait was slow, deliberate.  She could almost see the tension and soreness in his muscles.

"Jesus," she said as she approached.  "You look awful."

"Thanks," he said sarcastically, looking her up and down.  "You look nice.  I thought you were kidding when you said you wore a dress."

"I didn't want to look all sloppy."

"Trust me.  People that have ghosts running around, they don't care what you dress like."

"Lucky for you," she said, running a finger along the tear in his shirt.  "What happened?"

"One of the possessed patients.  Took a swing at me."

"Alex, I'm sorry," she said.  "You could have come tomorrow.  Really.  We would have been okay in a hotel."

He waved away her concern.

"It's nothing a little fire bath won't fix."  He peered over her shoulder and waved.  "Sheila.  Timmy.  Hi."

It was their turn to stand and approach.  Sheila was on the verge of breaking down.  Her lower lip quivered as her eyes watered.  But she held it together enough to take both Alex's hands in hers.

"Thank you so much for coming.  It…it was really bad tonight.  I don't think it's safe to stay here anymore."

Timmy stood at Leese's side, catching her by surprise.  Alex gave both Sheila and Timmy his attention.

"I'm going to do everything I can to make this better."

That was it.  That was Alex.  Simple and direct, yet strong.  He was still getting accustomed to the people side of Demons LLC.  Cindy oversaw that area, meeting and interviewing clients.  Alex spent most of his time talking to ghosts.  But he did ooze confidence, and he should have.  There was no one else like him.

"So…." Sheila said.  "I never really got an answer when I met Cindy.  What are you going to do?  Are you psychic?"

He smiled.

"Something like that."  He glanced at Leese.  "Are you up for coming with me?  You could record for me.  Cindy will beat me if I don't get more video."

Sheila laughed, a sign she was at ease with Alex.  Timmy reached for Leese's hand.

"Could she stay out here?  With us?" he asked.

Alex leaned back, surprised, and flashed a look to Leese.  She shrugged and squeezed Timmy's hand.

"I'll stay out here," she said.  "My protector has to keep me safe."

He nodded and flashed a departing smile.  Opening the front door, he paused to peer inside the living room.  As close as they were, there were parts of her brother Leese would never understand.  Was he seeing a presence in the home?  Did he sense something?

He said nothing before stepping inside and closing the door behind him.

There were no screams, no sounds of more rooms destroying themselves.  There was only silence.  The only sound that kept them company was the buzzing of the street light at the corner.

"Well," Sheila said.  "What do we do now?"

"We just wait," Leese said.

"Will he need our help?  Will he be okay in there?"

Leese thought of everything her group had dealt with.  Haunted prisons, wild vampires, demons and ghosts.

"I think he'll be okay."

Thirty minutes passed.  They caught a few glimpses of Alex as he moved through the house.  His expression was that of confusion.  Through the windows, Leese watched as he stopped and stared at nothing for minutes at a time.  Then he would move into another room and repeat the process.

Timmy was nearly asleep, his head on Leese's shoulder, when Alex finally left the house.  Sheila jumped to her feet.  Her anxiety only worsened as time dragged on.

Leese didn't like the look in Alex's eyes.  His gaze fell on Sheila.

"Did you…fix it?" she asked.  "Is everything okay now?"

He put a hand on her shoulder.

"I know this is tough.  But I need some more time.  Maybe an hour?  And I'll be honest, I need to be alone with the house.  Are you okay with that?"

Any other time, Leese might have laughed at the idea of needing alone time with a house.  There was no humor in his tone, only sadness.  He'd seen something.  Something he didn't want Sheila to see.

Sheila sighed.  She wasn't happy.  It was late, she was tired, and she was afraid for her family.  She tried to give Timmy a reassuring smile.

"Can you save our home?" she asked.

"I think so.  But just…not yet.  Do you have somewhere you could go a while?"

Another sigh.  Her shoulders and posture sank.  Leese's heart went out to her.  Sheila just wanted the ordeal to be over with, to have a normal life again.  Cindy always tried to not give clients false hope.  But there was a reason Demons LLC was growing so quickly.  Alex's reputation was a good one.  But it wasn't always a quick process.  He wasn't repairing appliances, but interfacing with the ghost world.  Sometimes, the ghost world didn't cooperate.

"Yeah," Sheila said.  "We have some…family, on the other side of town."

"What is it?" Leese asked, gesturing to the house.  "Demons?"

Alex shot her a glare.  Sheila's eyes lit up as Timmy pressed closer to Leese.

"Demons?" Sheila said.  "There are demons in our house?"

"No," Alex said.  He gently turned her away and led her down the sidewalk.  Leese followed his lead, walking with Timmy.  "No demons.  It's just a spirit that's coming and going.  I can't quite make contact.  You have my number, right?"

Sheila nodded.

"You said an hour?"

"One hour," he said, smiling.  "Then I'll have some answers for you."

Sheila and Timmy climbed into their car.  Leese gave Timmy a reassuring smile.  Alex leaned into Sheila's window to calm her and tell her everything would be okay.  Leese admired his tact.  Sheila actually smiled once or twice before driving away.

Alex took a breath as he watched the car disappear down the street.  He turned and stared at the house a moment, then eyed Leese.

"Alicia," he said.  "Be careful just tossing around the D-word."

"Sorry."

He started toward the house.  She stayed by his side.

"It's okay.  You did great here."

"I did?"

"Yeah."  He gestured behind him.  "I think Timmy's in love."

Leese rolled her eyes.

"Shut up."

"You kept them relaxed, distracted.  And it's good I came tonight.  We can't let this go on much longer."

"Let what go on?"

He didn't say.  She followed him back into the house.  She hesitated for a moment, thinking back to the kitchen.  There was no hesitation with Alex, though, and his confidence urged her forward.  He crossed the living room, heading to the kitchen.  Leese stood in the doorway.  That was as far as she'd go.  Alex picked up a loose plastic cup from the floor and held it under the sink faucet.  The refrigerator was the next stop.  He grabbed a handful of ice from the freezer to finish off the cold refreshment.

Leese watched in fascination as he took a deep drink.  The sight was an odd one.  Her supernaturally-gifted brother, relaxing in the middle of a haunted house.

"Alex?" she said.  "What's going on here?"

He held up a finger, then left the kitchen.  He picked up a photo from the corner table in the living room.

"Who is this?" he asked.

She took the photo.

"This is Sheila's husband.  Timmy's dad.  She cheated on him, and he left."

Alex laughed shortly, but it wasn't a happy one.

"Uh, no.  He didn't leave.  He was murdered."

Leese felt like the wind had been knocked out of her.  Upon hearing the words, it all made sense.  Who else would haunt the home?

Still, she was confused.

"You told Sheila you couldn't make contact."

He sat on the couch, exhausted.

"I lied.  I had to.  As soon as I saw him, and then the picture, I knew something weird is going on.  And I can't figure it out with his family watching me work."

"You saw him?"  She glanced around, immediately feeling foolish.  She'd never be able to see what Alex did.  "He's here?"

"Oh, he's here, all right.  He keeps fading in and out.  I don't think—"

Alex went silent.  He turned and peered behind him, at the front door.  There was no noise, no movement.  Leese watched her brother carefully.  His eyes darted about, watching something unfold in front of him.

"What is it?" she asked.

"Here we go again."  He turned to face her and held out his hand.  "Do you want to see this?"

Leese hesitated.  She wasn't sure.  She had no idea that before the end of a supposedly standard walk-through, she'd end up seeing a ghost.

But she wanted to help, both Alex and the Boyds, however she could.

She took his hand.

An ear-piercing shout made her jump.

"You piece of shit!  I'll fucking kill you!"

Her entire body tensed as she squeezed.  Alex winced and wiggled his fingers.

"You want to ease up on the vice?"

"Sorry."

"It's okay.  Maybe I should have waited for this part to pass."

Leese blinked as she saw a man rolling on the carpet.  He fought and struggled with someone.  His face wasn't visible, only his clothes.  A pair of jeans, a tan shirt with a streak of blood.

He rolled through the legs of the coffee table.

She'd seen ghosts many times.  But she would never completely get used to peering into their world, looking at something she wasn't meant to see.

As the man continued to wrestle, she realized no one else was there.  The ghost was alone.

Leese leaned forward to look closer.  Alex held her back.

"No," he said.  "Don't get too close."

"What's going on?" she asked.

The man stood up, and pushed away his invisible attacker.  There was a cut under this right eye, and blood dripped from his face.  It disappeared before hitting the floor.  More punches were thrown.  The man's face rocked back and forth, as if being struck.  Now that he was standing, Leese had a clear view of his face.

It was Sheila's husband.  She didn't even know his name.

Alex's voice was strained.

"He's caught in a loop.  He's reliving his own death."

She stared at her brother.

"What?!"

He said nothing, simply gestured to keep watching.  The ghost continued to engage in a stand-up fight.  The jarring, odd sight might have been funny under other circumstances.  She remembered having to perform plays in high school, sometimes act across an imaginary partner.  But there was nothing amusing watching the man get beat.  More cuts opened.  His nose broke and blood splattered.  The fight again went to the floor.

The fight changed.  He stopped throwing punches, stopped resisting.  He protected himself as best he could, covering his face and drawing his knees to his chest.  But the attack didn't stop.  He struggled to breathe.

A vase fell over somewhere upstairs.  Leese jumped when the thought of another ghost crossed her mind.

Alex didn't budge.

"It's his energy, bleeding over into our world," he said.  "He's haunting this place, and doesn't even know it."

The man bent halfway at the waist, as if someone lifted him by the collar.  His body dragged across the carpet.  His eyes were shut, his arms and legs still.

"Oh, God," Leese said.  "Is he…?"

She couldn't finish the sentence.

His body slid across the carpet, through the living room, into the kitchen.  He moved through the broken plates and glasses on the floor.

Suddenly, his eyes opened.

He reached behind him, tried to grab his attacker.  Another fight ensued.

It was a short one.

His right cheek caved in.  Leese realized he'd been struck with something.  His jaw shifted.

Leese pulled her hand away.  She clenched her eyes shut and turned her back.  Alex continued to stare.  A few cabinets opened and slammed shut, but not with the same ferocity as before.

"What…happens next?" she asked.

"Nothing.  He just disappears."  He pointed to the living room.  "In a while, it'll happen all over again."

"Shit."

Leese left the kitchen, with Alex behind.  She sat on the couch and held her head in her hands.  Her eyes drifted to the empty carpet in front of her, wondering if Sheila's husband was there again.  How many times, just beyond Sheila and Timmy, did he die over and over again?

"What do we do?" Leese asked.  "Do we call the police?"

"And tell them what?"

She didn't have an answer, at least not yet.  She let the question drop, planning to get back to it later.

"We have to tell Sheila."

He shook his head.

"How do we know she's not the one who killed him?"

She laughed at the idea.

"You really think that was her we saw there?  Going UFC-mode on her husband?  Dragging him across the house?"

Alex said nothing.  He simply hung his head, in silent agreement with his sister.

"Okay," he said.  "Give me ten minutes.  We'll call her, bring her back here.  We'll—"  He stopped as his head tilted toward the middle of the living room.  Wincing in frustration, he closed his eyes and turned around.  "Oh, God."

"What?" Leese said, then realized what was happening.  She stood up and moved away, knowing the ghostly reenactment was happening one more time.  "Do you see him?"

"Yeah."

"We can't leave him like this.  Can you help him?"

Alex was already moving forward.  Leese admired her brother.  He was tired and sore, in desperate need of rest.  But he would always do the right thing.  He was always willing to help the living or dead.

"I think so."

He held out his hand.  Leese stopped him.

"Wait," she said.  "I want to see this."

He nodded and took her hand.  The man again appeared in front of Leese.  He was on his feet, wrestling with his unseen attacker.

"Okay, I don't know how he'll act.  Just watch out."

Alex reached out and grabbed his shoulder.  His eyes went wide as he focused on Alex.  Peering at the living room, a look of panic flashed across his face.

"What?  Where am I?  Who the hell are you?"

"Relax," Alex said.  "You were—"

The man swung a fist.  Leese was surprised when the punch caught Alex on the nose.  The ghostly blow didn't move through Alex, but rocked him backward.  He bumped into Leese, breaking contact with the spirit world for a moment.  Leese could see nothing.  Alex released her hand and stepped forward.  She grabbed the back of his collar, letting a finger rest on his neck.  She could see ghosts once again.

Alex held the man by the shoulders.  The three of them dropped to one knee.  Leese wanted to say something, anything, to help.  But she knew she was way out of her element.

"It's okay.  We're at your house.  Look around.  Remember this place?  This is your home."

The ghost breathed deeply as he took in his surroundings.

"My name's Alex."  He nodded toward Leese.  "This here is my sister, Alicia.  Do you remember your name?"

"Of course, I remember my name.  I'm Brian.  What are you doing in my house?"

"You were just fighting with somebody.  Right here.  Do you remember?"

Emotions danced in his eyes.  Confusion.  Frustration.  For a moment, recognition, as if a light bulb turned on.  Then, it was gone.

"No," Brian said.  "I was just talking to my son.  In his room.  I don't think he heard me.  But I don't remember…"  His brow furrowed.  "How did I get here?"

"Sit down with me."  Alex gestured to the couch.  "We have to talk."

Alex backed away from Brian.  Leese kept her hand on Alex's arm as they moved to the couch.  She was surprised when Brian sat without incident, although he didn't leave a dent in the cushion.  Some ghosts didn't get the hang of physical objects, falling through everything.

"Try hard.  What is the last thing you remember?"

Brian took a moment.

"I was getting my stuff together.  I was leaving.  Why?  Why was I leaving?"  A tear ran down his face.  "Sheila…she was cheating on me.  I was going to a hotel."

Leese's heart broke for him.  It must have been terrible to live through the first time.  Now, here he was, living through it once again, in death.

"Someone attacked you," Alex told him.  "Think back.  Try to remember."

He was silent for half a minute.

"I remember…just punches.  And I think some yelling."

"Do you see who it was?"

"No.  Is Sheila here?  I want to talk to her."

"She's out right now," Leese said.  "But she'll be back soon."

Brian studied the living room.  Something wasn't quite right for him.  He stood up and crossed the floor, staring at various pictures on the walls.

"When did Sheila put these up?"

Alex and Leese glanced at each other.  He had more experience talking with ghosts, but she could see her brother was just as uncomfortable as she was.

Brian whirled in place, facing them.  His lip quivered, and his eyes spoke of grief and disbelief.

"I'm…dead, aren't I?"

"Yes," Alex said.  His tone was even and steady, but Leese knew he was also hurting inside.  "Your family thinks you ran away."

"Ran away?  They think I deserted them?"

Alex said nothing, letting the silence speak for him.  Brian held his head in frustration and paced a moment.

"What happened?" he said.  His voice shook with anger.  "Who killed me?"

"I don't know.  I'm a…we'll just say a psychic, hired by your family to figure out if their house is haunted.  It turns out it is.  By you."

"How…long have I been dead?"

Alex didn't know.  He gave Leese a glance and a shrug.

"Two years," she said.  "Sheila said you disappeared two years ago."

Brian's jaw dropped.

"Two years?  Years?"

"Yeah."

His knees trembled.  He reached out to steady himself using the corner table, but his hand slid through.  Losing his balance, he fell to one knee.  Leese didn't understand completely.  Ghosts had a sense of balance?  Was it all in his head?  She didn't ask questions.  She jumped to her feet and went to help him, dragging Alex by the hand.  Brian was already on his feet and shooing her away as she approached.

"I'm fine," he said.  "Actually, could you give me a few minutes?  Please?"

"Sure," Alex said, tugging on his sister.  "I can see you, so just come get us.  We'll be outside."

"Thank you."

Leese's thoughts were a jumbled mess as they stepped out of the house and stood in the front yard.  The sun had long set on an exhausting day.  She came to the Boyds full of hope, like she could help them, even if it was in the smallest of ways.  Ultimately, they'd accomplished what they wanted.  They had answers for Sheila and Timmy.

That didn't make her feel any better.

"What now?" Leese asked.  "How the hell do we tell Sheila that not only was her husband murdered, but he's been the one scaring the hell out of them?"

Alex sighed.

"I don't know.  But that's my job.  I'll take care of it.  You can head home, if you want."

Leese answered with a glare and her hands on her hips.  Alex said nothing else.  He had his response.

He peered into various windows.  The living room, and the upstairs hallway.  Leese followed his gaze.

"Do you see him?"

"Yeah.  He's touring the house."

"I wish we could help him."

"We did.  He can move on now.  His family can move on."

"I know.  I mean I wish we could find out who killed him."

He hung his head.

"I don't know.  After Kylie and Zoey, I'm not sure about the whole detective thing."  He gestured to the house.  "Hell, isn't this enough?  He doesn't even remember—"

He trailed off and stood up straight as he stared over Leese's shoulder.  She followed his gaze, saw nothing, and knew what was happening.

"He's here?"

"How are you doing?" Alex asked.

Leese didn't hear the response.  She joined her brother and grabbed his hand.  Brian appeared, his mouth moving.

"—a favor?"

"What's that?"

"I keep seeing this house in my head.  I have no idea why.  But I know where it is.  Can you take me there?"

"You don't want to see your family first?"

"I want to see them, but something is eating at me.  I need to figure this out."

Alex glanced at Leese and shrugged.

"Sure, that's fine with me."  He turned toward his truck.  "It might be a little tight.  Leese, can we take your car?"

Leese blinked as the attention shifted to her.  Both Alex and Brian stared at her.

"Uh, yeah.  Uh…who's sitting in the back?"




















CHAPTER 11




It was an awkward drive across town.  Alex sat in the passenger's seat, Brian in the back.  Leese and Alex held hands across the console, so she could follow Brian's directions.  Brian was quiet, only speaking when he had to.  Luckily, he had no issues getting in the car, even though Alex had to open the door for him.  She remembered the nightmare Alex had teaching Kylie to walk through solid objects.

"So, this house," Alex asked.  "Do you know who lives there?"

"No.  I just keep seeing it."

"Are we getting close?"

"I think so.  It's not too far."

Leese flexed her fingers, her palm sweaty in her brother's grip.

"I think I've held your hand enough for one day."

"Well, then let go."

"Then I won't be able to hear Brian."

"You don't have to.  I'll pass along the directions."

"Yeah, I don't think so.  I've seen you try that before.  Remember when Cindy tried to make that special dinner?  And you were passing along the recipe from a dead chef?"

"Oh, shut up."

Brian laughed.  Leese glanced in the rear-view mirror and smiled.  It was the first laugh they'd heard from him.

"I have…had a brother.  We used to fight all the time."  He peered at the floor.  "But I'd give anything to talk to him again."

"We can do that," Alex offered.  "It's getting late, and I do have to sleep sometime.  But I promise, I can help you talk to anyone you need."

"I appreciate it.  Thank you, so much."  Leese felt a wave of cold flush through her shoulder.  Her eyes widened as she stiffened.  She realized Brian had leaned forward and tried to lay a hand on her.  "You, too, Alicia.  Thank you."

"You're welcome.  And call me Leese."

She glanced at her brother, thinking about the life he led.  She wondered how many times those cold chills people felt throughout the day was just one world brushing up against another.

Leese frowned as Brian guided her down a dirt road.  The houses were spread further apart, with nothing but fences and grassy fields separating them.

"Uh," Leese said.  "Brian, are you sure we're going the right way?"

"Yeah.  It's about another half mile, on the right."

She exchanged a glance with Alex.  He didn't look concerned or worried, only curious.  Leese tried to fight off feelings of dread.

Just as he said, they approached a lone house.  They saw the fence first, old and beat-up, made of wood.  The lights were on in the living room.  Two cars were parked in a gravel driveway.  Leese slowed down, waiting for a word from Brian.

He was completely quiet.  She turned her head to look at him.  He stared at the house, his mouth hanging open.  His brow was furrowed, deep in thought, as he struggled to remember.

"Brian?" Leese said.  "Is this the place?"

He still didn't answer.  Alex turned in his seat as well.

"Hey," he said gently.  "Are you alright?"

"This…."  Brian's lip quivered.  "This is…."  His gaze went to the parked cars.  "That's…."

He disappeared.  Leese jumped in surprise, pulling her hand from Alex's.  Alex lurched forward as the car came to a stop.  She took a few deep breaths before touching his arm.  Brian was still gone.  She searched in all directions, the fields next to her, the road ahead.  She saw nothing.

"Where did he go?"

"I have no idea."

"Could he have gone back home?"

Alex shrugged, visibly frustrated.  He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

"He could have.  I don't know."  He studied the house.  "This place must have triggered something."

"What do we do now?"

He sighed.

"Nothing, really.  We can't just go up and knock on a stranger's door, tell whoever lives there a ghost—"  Alex trailed off as he noticed the look on Leese's face.

She stared at the living room window.  The curtains were open, and a familiar feminine figure passed by.  Leese thought her mind was playing tricks.  She continued to stare, waiting for the figure to pass again.  Her eyes narrowed in confusion when the woman stopped at the window and peered out.  Behind her was little Timmy Boyd, drinking from a cup.

Leese and Alex looked at each other.  Neither said a word.  They left the car at the same time.  She didn't even bother to move it from the middle of the road.  The metal gate let out a loud screech as she pushed it open, cutting into the silence around them.

Alex tried to take the lead as they approached the front door, but Leese stopped him.

"Let me," she said.  "I've been talking with them all night."

He nodded and stepped back.  Leese pushed back the anxiety that came with knocking on someone's door in the dead of night.  She gave the door three hard raps.  Through the living room window, she could see people moving about.

A woman answered.  She wasn't much younger than Sheila.  Wearing sweatpants and a tee shirt, she stifled a yawn as she swung the door open.  Her expression was a mix of surprise and annoyance.  She gave Leese an icy stare, looking her up and down, before shifting her gaze to Alex.

"Yeah?" was all she said.

"Hi," Leese said.  "I know it's late, but—"

"Leese?  Is that you?"

She peered around the woman to see Sheila.  Timmy then joined his mom, a smile spreading across his face.

"Hey, Sheila.  Timmy."

"It's okay, Kris.  I know them."  Sheila joined Kris at the front door.  "What are you doing here?"

Alex stepped forward.

"Hi.  Do you mind if we talk to you for a few minutes?"

"Sure," Sheila said.  "Come on in."

Kris rolled her eyes, but held the door open and stepped aside.

"Come on in.  Why not?"  Her tone was almost mocking.  "Let's have a midnight party."

Leese took in the living room.  The rest of the house was dark.  A television was on, but there was no sound.  A man sat on a couch against the far wall.  He rose to his feet when Kris shut the door.

Leese was amazed at how fast the atmosphere turned hostile.

"How did you get here?" Sheila asked.  "Did you follow us?"

Timmy had made his way next to Leese and stood close.  Instead of speaking to Alex, he preferred to talk with her.  

"Did your brother talk to any ghosts?"

Kris reached for a glass of water on the coffee table.

"Ghosts?" she glanced at Sheila.  "Oh, God.  Did you finally lose your mind?"

"Sheila," the man said.  "Do you want to tell us what's going on?  You show up at our door without a call, at one o'clock in the morning—"

"I know," Sheila said, clenching her eyes shut.  "I know, Dan.  I'm sorry.  I just didn't have anywhere else to turn."

"Well," Kris said.  "Whose fault is that?"

Sheila flashed a look of hurt at Kris.

"Kris—"

"No, I don't want to hear it."  The room went silent as she took a deep breath.  "I'm going to bed.  Just when I think everything is getting back to normal—"  The look she gave Sheila was full of hate.  "You show up."

Kris left the living room.  Her footsteps went around the corner, up a set of stairs.  Leese looked to Alex for guidance, but he said nothing.  She took a step forward and cleared her throat.

"Uh, we had a breakthrough at your house."

Dan held up a hand and stepped forward, shaking his head in disbelief.

"Hold on, just one second."  He looked back and forth between the Teagues.  "Who exactly are you two?"

"We're paranormal investigators," Leese said, deciding to leave their day jobs out of it.  "Sheila hired—"

"The house is haunted," Sheila interrupted.  "Our house…almost tore itself apart tonight, Dan.  It was bad."

Dan searched the faces of everyone in the room, but still wasn't convinced.  A small smile broke out.

"This is a joke, right?"

"I wish it was."

He laughed.

"Sheila, look.  I said I'd try to help you, if I could.  But this is a little too much.  If you need a place to stay, I can give you money for a hotel.  But I'm afraid you'll have to leave."

Leese turned to her brother, to see his reaction.  There was none.  He continued to stare off into space, at a corner of the room.  She finally realized why he was so quiet.

He was listening, but not to them.

Finally, he said something.

"Are you sure?"

She reached out and grabbed his wrist.  A new voice cut in, like tuning into a station on a radio.

"—found out three days ago.  Or, I guess, two years and three days ago.  They've been seeing each other for months."

Brian stood in the middle of the living room, between Sheila and Dan.  His eyes were dark, his expression grim as he relived a memory, a fresh wound, that finally came back to him.

"It's so fucking cliché, it's hard to believe," he said.  "Timmy was at school.  I came home early from work and found them together.  Betrayed by my wife and my own brother."

Alex's eyes lit up.

"Your brother?" he said.  "Dan is your brother?"

Sheila stiffened.  Dan took a step back, glancing at everyone with accusing eyes.

"What is this?" he said.  "Sheila, what is this bullshit?"

"We fought about it for a while, a week or so," Brian went on.  "I was packing for a hotel, to clear my head."  He approached Timmy and smiled.  Running a hand through his hair, he frowned and withdrew as his fingers dipped into Timmy's scalp.  "Two years.  Shit.  It's amazing how fast they grow in two years."

"Brian, try to focus," Alex said.  "What happened next?"

"Brian?" Dan said.  "What are you doing?  Who are you talking to?  You want me to think you're talking to my brother?  Or my brother's ghost, or whatever?  Brian left.  He left, like a coward, leaving his family behind.  Now, please, I want all of you to leave.  Now."

Brian turned toward his brother.

"I left?  No, you came over that day."

"What?" Alex asked, staring at Dan.  "That beating we saw?  That was him?"

Dan reached for a phone on the coffee table.

"I'm calling the police.  I've had enough of this."

Everyone jumped when the phone flew across the room, crashing into the wall.  Leese squeezed Alex's wrist tighter.  Did Brian do that on purpose?  Or was it like the haunting at his former home, where things happened just from him being there?

Sheila grabbed Timmy's hand and pulled him away from the Teagues.  Dan and she talked over one another.  Sheila was asking Alex a question, but Leese couldn't make out what it was.  Dan's tone was mixed with panic and anger as he demanded to know what was going on.  Timmy didn't make a sound, but tears streamed down his face as he covered his ears with his palms.

Even Brian was animated.  He cursed at his wife, foul language she couldn't hear, before dropping to his knees and trying to grab his son's hand.

Alex had enough.

"Everyone, shut up!"

The room went silent.  Even Leese was shocked at the outburst.

"You went over to the house that day," he told Dan.  "You got in a fight."

"No," he said, shaking his head.  "That's not true—"

"I saw it with my own eyes."

Sheila glanced at Alex and Leese.

"How?"

"They fought in the living room," Leese offered.  "I saw it, too.  Whoever it was, beat up Brian pretty bad.  Then dragged him into the kitchen."

Leese would never have the powers of observation that Jack Kursed possessed, or even Victoria.  But the look that flashed across Dan's face spoke volumes.  Her words struck a nerve.  His eyes went wide, his lip twitched.

"W-What?" he said.

"Did you kill your brother?" Alex asked.

Sheila could barely speak.  Her knees shook.

"Kill?  Dead?  Brian…."

All eyes went to Dan.  He shook his head furiously, refusing to look at anyone directly.

"No!"  He took a step back.

"Dan," Sheila said.  Her tone was soft, but dangerous.  "Did you hurt my husband?"  She squeezed her son.  "Timmy's father?"

Finally, he glared at her.  He matched her look of contempt with one of his own.

"Oh, now you're the concerned, caring wife?  You didn't act that way when we—"

"Dan!" she shouted, looking down at Timmy.  "You did it, didn't you?"

"No, I said!  I went over there, yeah.  We got in a fight.  I…dragged him to the kitchen.  But only because I was going to put ice on his damn head.  Then I heard the front door, and I panicked.  I ran out the back.  I figured he woke up and just left."

"I wouldn't do that," Brian said.  "I wouldn't leave."  He lowered his head.  "At least…not like that."

"Do you remember any of that?" Alex asked.

"No.  Sorry, I just don't."

"Are you…talking to him?" Sheila asked.  "Brian is here, right now?"

Alex either ignored her or didn't hear her.

"Do you believe him?" he asked.

"I-I don't know.  I want to.  He's my brother."  His face twisted in rage, and the coffee table jumped an inch.  "But he was fucking my wife!"

"Okay, maybe you're right," Alex said, addressing Dan.  "We'll just leave.  Sheila's our client, not you.  We'll talk about this at her house."

Another voice joined the conversation.

"Nobody's leaving."

Everyone turned at once to see Kris.  She stood at the edge of the living room, holding a gun in both hands.  Her eyes were red from crying, her cheeks flush.

"Honey?" Dan said.  "What are you doing?"

The look she shot him was full of anger, hate.  Sheila glanced back and forth between the married couple, and her face lit up when realization took hold.

"You."  She took a step forward, leaving Timmy behind.  "You."

Kris pulled the trigger.  Leese jumped in place at the sudden noise.  Sheila stumbled backward, almost in slow motion, as her knees buckled.  Timmy tried to hug his mother around her waist.

"Mom!"

Leese started moving before she even knew what she was doing.  She dropped to Sheila's side as she fell to the floor.  Timmy cried, calling for his mother, over and over.  The red pool grew under her shirt, near the shoulder.  Her face turned pale.

Leese once assisted with surgery for a Collie with a gunshot wound over a year ago.  Her hands trembled the entire time.  She somehow got through it, but hoped she'd never have to go through anything like that again.  Mrs. Bates, the owner of the Collie, often brought her by to visit.

Sheila wasn't a Collie, and they were far from the calm confines of the vet's office.

She ripped at the sleeve of Sheila's blouse, tearing it along the seam.  The blood wouldn't stop.  Leese pressed both palms directly on the wound and pushed downward.  Sheila screamed and grabbed Leese's shoulder with her free hand.  Leese didn't ease up, continuing to apply pressure.

"Back up," Kris commanded, waving the gun around.  "Don't get near her."

Dan was already behind the coffee table.  Alex took two steps back, keeping his hands in the air.  Leese was surprised that he complied.  Then they locked eyes, and their powers of sibling communication took over.  His gaze drifted to Sheila and Timmy.  Alex had amazing powers, but he wasn't immortal.  Neither was anyone else in the room.  He could vanish right in front of Kris, walk through walls, summon demons, but that could possibly push an already agitated armed woman over the edge.

She wished Kevin was there.

"Stay close to me," Leese told Timmy.  She wasn't sure if he heard.  His focus was on his mother.

Kris looked down at Sheila.  Leese was afraid she was going to order her away, too.  But Kris's eyes never left Sheila's.

"You had everything.  A perfect family, a perfect life.  But that wasn't enough."

Sheila spoke through gritted teeth.

"You…killed my husband."

"Well, you fucked mine.  In my house.  In my bed.  Many times."

"Kris?" Dan said, genuinely confused.  "What is going on?  What did you do?"

"I'm the one that went over after you both fought."  She nudged Sheila's shoulder with her bare foot, drawing a short howl of pain.  "I wanted to kill you, but you weren't there.  I talked with Brian a while, helped him clean up.  I told him that we should have an affair, to get back at the pieces of shit we married.  He thought I was joking.  But—"  Her lip quivered, and Leese grew even more nervous watching her hold the gun.  "He said no.  Why did he have to say no?  My own husband rejected me.  Then Brian."

"So," Alex said.  "You told him you'd help pack the rest of his things.  You both were in the backyard.  When he leaned into the trunk, you shot him, and shoved him inside."

Everyone glanced at each other, then stared at Alex.  He only looked at his sister, a sadness in his eyes.

"Brian remembers," he told her.  "He remembers that much now."  He looked back to Kris and extended his hand.  "Do you want to talk to him?  He's right here, in the room."

Timmy perked up.

"Dad?  Can you hear me?"

"Back up!" Kris shouted, her aim wavering.  "Everyone shut up!"

"K-Kris," Leese said.  Her own voice sounded strange to her.  Her throat was dry, in desperate need of water.  She was aware of the blood on her hands, of Sheila's pulse beneath her fingers.  "Look at Timmy.  Look at how scared he is."

For the first time, Kris almost seemed remorseful.  She made eye contact with the young boy only for a moment before looking away.

Leese pressed on.  "He didn't have anything to do with any of this.  Are you really going to do…something terrible to his mother?"

"I'm sorry," Kris said, her gaze darting to the floor.  "Timmy, I really am.  But your mother, she's a horrible person.  If it wouldn't have looked suspicious after Brian—"

"Kris," Leese said.  "Stop.  He doesn't need to hear that.  No one else has to get hurt.  Please, stop and think.  Are you going to kill us all?  Put us wherever you put Brian?"

Alex spoke, his voice out of place, as he spoke to someone only he could hear.

"This probably isn't a good time to ask."  He paused a moment.  "I tried.  You saw me try."

"Stop!" Kris said.  "Just stop it!  Stop acting like you're talking to Brian, you lunatic!"

Maybe one day, if they made it through the night, Leese would laugh at the thought of Kris calling Alex crazy.

He ignored her.

"It's the anger.  That's how you moved the phone and the coffee table.  It's just like at your house.  You can affect the physical world, but it's not easy to control…."  He trailed off again.  "No.  Don't even think about it."

"What?" Kris said.  "What's he saying?"

"He wants to…possess you."  Alex shook his head.  "Brian, no.  That's more of a demon thing.  Ghosts can do it, but it's not pretty.  You'd be sharing thoughts, feelings.  You might not come out the same.  Look, can you stay quiet for a second?  So we can talk this out?  Brian!  No!"

Alex lashed out at something to his left, pushing with his hands before dropping back into a defensive stance.  All eyes went to the space in front of him, including Kris's.  Panicking, she backed up a step, closer to Leese, as she waved the gun at thin air.

Leese reacted, almost without thinking.  It was one step to reach Kris.  Leese raced forward and grabbed her wrist, pointing her arm straight up.  Her body stiffened when the gun went off.  Everything was a blur, but she managed to catch a glimpse of Kris's wild, crazy eyes.  Kris pushed at Leese's throat with her free hand before throwing a punch that caught her in the nose.  Leese's eyes teared up, and fear set in as she felt her grip on Kris's wrist loosen.  But then more hands entered the fray.  Dan retrieved the gun and tossed it aside.  He restrained Kris, dragging her to the floor and pinning her hands down.  Alex helped steady Leese and pulled her back.  Kris bucked her hips and fought wildly.  Leese's thoughts immediately went back to Sheila.

"We have to call an ambulance," she said.

Alex was ahead of her.  He calmly handed a phone to Timmy while tending to his mother.  Timmy called 911 while Alex leaned his weight on Sheila's shoulder.

Kris screamed at the top of her lungs.

"He's possessing me!  He's trying to take my soul!"

Leese looked at her brother, studied his face.  His attention was elsewhere, looking at a spot next to him.

"That was pretty good," he said, but not to her.

"Alex?" Leese said.  "Are you talking to Brian?  What was that about?"

"Yeah, he's here.  But, no, he's not trying to possess her.  Had her convinced, though."

"Brian," Sheila said, her eyes closed.  "Can I talk to him?"

He looked up at Leese, hesitant.  "Let's take care of you, first."

*****

Leese leaned back against the trunk of her car.  Police cars and two ambulances were spread about Dan and Kris's property.  The few neighbors nearby stood on their lawns, gossiping and pointing.  Officers and paramedics were everywhere.  The flashing lights were beginning to give her a headache.  Her nose throbbed from Kris's punch, and her throat hurt.  Her dress was ruined, covered in blood.  Sheila and Timmy had a long road of recovery ahead of them, many uncomfortable conversations.  Whatever facade Dan and Kris had built for themselves over the past few years was over.  None of their lives would ever be the same.

Alex had been moving about the scene for the past half hour.  He talked to various policemen, and Sheila and Timmy.  His eyes were heavy as he shook an officer's hand and headed toward Leese.  She slid over, to give him room on the trunk.  He leaned next to her and crossed his arms.  The siblings were quiet for several minutes, each lost in their own thoughts.

"Do all your cases end like this?" Leese joked.

He managed a small smile.

"Nah.  Sometimes they end up with me pulling demons out of a hospital."

Guilt washed over Leese as she regarded her brother.  He was exhausted.  She'd nearly forgotten that Sheila wasn't his first job of the evening.

"I'm so sorry, Alex," she said, motioning around her.  "I didn't know this would happen.  I'm sorry I pushed you to come here."

"You didn't push.  I came here because I wanted to.  But, uh, yeah, the first chance I get, I'm going to enjoy a nice, long coma."

They shared a subdued laugh.  Leese noticed Sheila being loaded into the back of an ambulance.  Timmy climbed in after her.  With her good arm, Sheila waved to both.  Timmy, tears running down his face, waved as well.  The doors closed, and Leese wished she had a chance to say goodbye.  But farewells were the last thing on everyone's mind.

"Are they okay?" Leese asked.  "I saw you talking to them."

He shrugged.

"It wasn't the warmest of talks.  Brian was there.  He actually just left with them in the ambulance.  It's very weird, being the middleman for a ghost and his family, when the family was in the middle of falling apart when he died.  He almost didn't talk to Sheila at all, only Timmy."

Leese shook her head, trying to wrap her head around everything.

"It's still so fresh to him.  To him, she cheated on him last week."

"Yeah.  He's starting to see more in his head, a lot of water.  Kris probably dumped his car in a lake.  Hopefully, the cops can get that out of her."

"Shit.  Will this ever end?"

"For us, right now.  They'll bug us with some questions, but we can go."

"Are you calling out tomorrow?"

"Eh, no, I don't want to be that asshole," Alex said.  "Putting in two weeks' notice, then calling out."

It took a moment to get his meaning.

"You quit the warehouse?"

"Yeah."  It was his turn to motion around them.  "This is my job now."

Leese knew this moment was coming eventually.  Alex and Cindy had worked so hard to put together Demons LLC, build it from the ground up.  It was Alex's dream to be his own boss, use his powers to help others, all while earning money.  But the happiness she thought she'd feel for her brother when the moment finally arrived eluded her.  She watched the police continue to survey the scene.

"That's…a good thing, right?"

He laughed.

"Yeah, I think so.  Tonight was bad, I know.  But it's usually a lot quieter.  And don't worry.  I'll make sure you get paid."

She blinked.  The idea of money never came up.

"I just want to help," she said.  "You don't have to worry about that."

"No way.  We'll call you a consultant.  And you at least earned a new dress," he said, regarding her clothes.  "You did awesome."

"I was scared shitless out of my mind.  Almost as much as…."

She didn't continue, not wanting to relive the kidnapping.  Alex nodded and put a hand on her shoulder.

"You ready to head home?" he asked.  "I'll follow you.  We'll stop and grab something to eat on the way."

"That sounds good.  You're buying."

"Damn right.  I'll expense it.  We, uh, might have to lie to Cindy a little.  I want to keep the part out where you rushed a woman with a loaded gun."

Leese pushed herself away from the car.  Her legs felt like jelly.  Unlike her brother, she probably would call out from work.

"Yeah.  I won't tell if you don't."




















CHAPTER 12




Michael Tavers adjusted his suit as he parked outside the office building.  He'd spent the entire afternoon in meetings in downtown Baltimore.  He hated meetings, but understood they were a necessary evil.  He hated Baltimore, although unsure how necessary the dirty city was.  Relief washed over him as he stepped into the familiar lobby.  Tonya, the latest in a long line of revolving receptionists, tapped at her keyboard.  Her eyes lit up with panic as he approached, her cheeks turning red.  He was curious enough to wonder what was on her computer monitor, but not so much that he bothered to check.

"Mr. Tavers," she said, stuttering.  "I didn't think you were in today?"

"And why is that?"

She worked at the computer a moment, pulling up a calendar.  Michael could tell he intimidated the young woman, which wasn't his goal.

"Your schedule has you booked through the rest of the day."

"Just got out of the last meeting twenty minutes ago."  He added a smile, to put her at ease.  "City traffic is terrible."

"I…have you here for a meeting with Marschcom Chemical in an hour."

"Shit," he muttered, glaring at the floor.

Marschcom Chemical.  He'd completely forgotten.  Small business, two hundred employees.  They were having trouble making ends meet, in prime position to buy.  Whether he would save the company, invest and rebuild, or liquefy and sell off the pieces, he wasn't sure yet.

"I have a lot on my mind lately," he said, not that he needed to explain himself to the receptionist.

"I'm sure."

He said nothing else.  Turning his back to Tonya, he crossed the floor and headed for the elevator.  Tonya called after him, but he wasn't listening.  He waited patiently for the elevator, and several of his employees left when it opened.  Some smiles faded, the conversation went quiet.  There were a few polite nods as Michael stepped inside.  No one expected him, and that fact annoyed him, only because it was his fault.  He didn't normally forget things, especially where money was concerned.

He stopped at the fifth floor and walked through the maze of cubicles and desks.  Typical office chatter filled his ears.  Keyboards tapping, printers working, phones ringing.  The sounds of work, of money being made.  He stopped in his corner office to grab the Marschcom file, still sitting on his desk.  As he passed back through the office, he saw Jamie, his personal assistant, with her legs crossed, spinning in her chair.  She wore a Bluetooth headset, on an animated phone call.  He had to stop a moment to watch her.  He'd always liked Jamie.  Her enthusiasm was catching, always an asset.  The last two assistants had inspired nothing but jealousy and contempt in the office.  Jamie was friends with everyone, and employees had no problem with her as the gateway to him.

Jamie spotted him and smiled.  Michael returned the gesture, shaking his head in amusement.  He continued through the office, but heard Jamie end her call, followed by the sound of high-heels on carpet catching up to him.

"Sir," she said, walking next to him.  "I didn't know you'd be in today."

"Yeah," he said, trying to hide irritation.  "I forgot Marschcom."

"You…forgot?"

He stopped and turned to face her, watching her carefully.  Surprise, a hint of amusement, a twitch of a smile.  Jamie had more leeway than most, including the luxury of the occasional joke at his expense.

"Yeah.  Forgot."  He resumed his pace.  "It does happen."

"Not to you, it doesn't."

"Call them.  Make up something.  I'm not going back out today."

She pulled out her phone to take notes.

"Sure."  She tapped for a moment.  "Your next open day is this coming Monday."

"Fine."

"For the rest of the week, you've got…the benefit downtown, the fundraiser, and the Governor's party."

He raised an eyebrow as they approached the elevator.

"The Governor's party?"

"My word, not his.  The ball, affair, event, whatever you want to call it.  I call it a party."

Michael sighed at the thought.

"I'll need a clean suit.  And…a date."

"The same service as last time?"

"Yeah.  They were fine."

Jamie followed him into the elevator, her eyes on her phone the entire time.  It always amazed Michael how people had learned to navigate a phone and the real world at the same time.

"Sir, I could go with you, if you want."

He regarded her quietly, watching the lines in her face.  The silence finally pulled her attention away from the technology, and their eyes met.

"No!  Not like that!" she said.  "It's my job.  I should be there, to help you.  With contacts, information, that sort of thing.  Not like a date.  I mean, I know I don't look like those women from the service, but—"

"Jamie," Michael said, hiding a smile.  "That's a great idea.  Make the arrangements."

"Yes, sir."

The elevator stopped at the top floor, the sixth floor, but Michael halted the doors before they could open.  He leaned against the wall for a moment, staring at the floor.  There certainly were people waiting to use the elevator, but Michael didn't care.  They had a stairwell in the building, and half his employees could use a few extra steps.

"Is there anything else?" Jamie asked.

"Tonya, downstairs.  How is she working out?"

Jamie had to think a moment to remember who she was.

"The front desk?  Just fine, from what I hear.  The occasional misplaced call, but the phone system is new.  We're all doing that.  Do we need to make a change?"

"No, no.  It's just…she seems so scared of me."

"Most of us here are.  Except me."

"Really?"

"Well, yeah.  You're the big boss, power suits, always so serious."

Memories flooded back that Michael wasn't expecting.  An empty house.  His parents gone for months.  Alone in the corner of the playground.

Then the horrifying memories that only returned to him the past few years.  The priests, the hospitals, the white rooms.  Screaming, shouting, violence.

He felt a hand on his arm.  A voice.  His senses returned.  He wasn't in a nightmare.  He was working, at the business he built.

"Sir?  Michael," Jamie said.  "Are you okay?"

"Oh, yes.  Yes, I'm fine.  Just some vertigo.  I'm alright."

"Maybe you should lie down."

"I think I will.  Oh, Jamie, send the staff home a little early tonight.  No overtime.  I want the place to myself."

"Certainly."

The elevator doors opened.  Michael had one foot out when Jamie spoke again.

"Is there anything else I can do for you?"

A simple question, one Jamie had asked countless times.  But there was something different in her tone.  He turned to face her.

She stood with a slight smile, her hand on her hip.  She waited patiently for a response, her eyes almost playful.  Michael thought he knew people, despite his upbringing, but he'd made mistakes before.  Those mistakes had led to lawsuits and out-of-court settlements.  He risked a quick glance, his gaze drifting across her figure.  That only brightened her smile.  It had been a long time since he'd been with a woman.  Even longer with one that wanted to be with him, and didn't charge by the hour.  A sudden sadness overwhelmed him, a realization of how lonely his life was.

Jamie was so beautiful.

"Uh, n-no.  No, thank you," Michael said.

Jamie shifted back to business.

"Okay."  She waved her phone.  "I'll take care of everything.  Don't worry."  One last flirty smile.  "You know where I am if you need me."

"And I'll be here," he said, gesturing behind him.  "Home, sweet home."

She leaned over, probably more than necessary, to hit the appropriate button.

"You have a nice night, sir."

The doors closed, and Michael continued to stare ahead a moment.  His mind drifted to an alternate universe.  One that, at that very moment, he was leading Jamie by the hand into his loft.  Removing her clothes, easing her into bed.

He forced those thoughts aside.

Michael turned and stepped deeper into the sixth floor of his office building.  The sixth floor was all his, converted into a living space.  It was better than any home he'd ever lived in.  The ridiculous, empty, cold mansions he was forced to call home in his youth paled in comparison to what he'd built.  His loft was the perfect blend of home and work.  Another office in the corner, with a TV on the wall.  A bedroom not far away, a bathroom and living room.  A wonderful library.  He knew his employees thought him strange, literally living in the office.  He thought they were equally strange, spending sometimes over half their day at work, only to go where they called home for a few hours, and then return.  Who was truly strange?

He worked for a while, returning phone calls, while enjoying his view of Philadelphia.  The sun started to set, and he could see employees leaving, heading to their cars in the parking lot.  He spent the evening enjoying one of his simple hobbies, touring his kingdom.  Walking around the darkened offices, he studied his employees' workspaces, the things they left behind.  Pictures of family and friends, of useless things on their desks that reflected their personality.  He stopped by Jamie's desk.  It was immaculate and clean, with only a picture of her dog near the monitor.

A light turned on across the floor, followed by a vacuum cleaner.  It was Walt, who cleaned up several times a week.  Michael had forgotten to have Jamie cancel his service for the night.

His chest tightened as yet another forgotten chore struck him.  For someone who had a reputation for details, he was forgetting much lately.

Being so close to his dream, he supposed he should go easier on himself.

Michael ran through the office, passing a confused Walt in the process.  He marched through his living room, into the library.  Pulling back the appropriate books, he pushed the button concealed behind them.  The door that was disguised as a bookshelf popped open.

"It's okay," he said, keeping his voice even.  "I didn't forget you."  Which was a lie.

There was quiet sobbing in the corner.  That pathetic noise used to pull at his emotions, but he'd grown used to it.  He shut the door behind him, stepping into his true library.  Ancient books on the supernatural adorned the shelves.  An old witch's cauldron sat on the floor.  The TV mounted in the corner was still on.  He passed the cauldron and approached the refrigerator.  He pulled out a bottle of water and a pre-wrapped ham and cheese sandwich.  A deep sigh escaped, knowing feeding time was never fun.

In a room full of priceless artifacts and books, he turned to face his real treasure.

He didn't know how old she was.  The human traffickers that sold her guessed she was in her thirties.  The look in her eyes hinted at how much abuse she'd suffered.  Michael didn't know where she was from.  India, or maybe Pakistan.  She would need a bath soon, another thing he dreaded.  She bit him the last time, deep enough to need stitches.  Michael knew he wasn't a knight in shining armor, but after years, maybe even decades of abuse, he would have thought she'd put together his intention wasn't to hurt her.

She had a much greater purpose than slavery to fulfill.

"Okay," he said.  She didn't have a name, and he'd never given her one.  The last thing he needed himself was to get attached.  "It's time for dinner."

It was the first time he'd seen her since the morning.  She huddled in the corner of the custom-built cage.  Michael shook his head in dismay when he saw the sweatpants and shirt he'd given her were ripped to pieces on the floor.  He used to think her destruction of clothes was an act of defiance, but now he wondered if she truly hated the feel of fabric against her skin.  She was almost an animal at times.  How badly was her mind damaged?  Apparently, her history as property was very long.

His eyes traveled along her figure, but without lust.  He almost winced.

"You have to eat more," he said.  "Do you understand?"

She said nothing.  She simply stood and walked to the edge of the cage.  Her gait was slow and seductive.  She tried to pop her hips, what little she had of them.  Michael frowned in frustration.  Terrible survival instincts were kicking in, instincts that told her sex and submission were the keys to getting what she wanted.  Michael didn't know if she didn't understand English, or if she could communicate at all.  She'd never said a word, in any language.

"Listen, don't do that.  I'm not one of those other people.  I don't like it when…."  He stopped.  It was no use.  He held up the sandwich.  "This is for you—"

She snapped, like a dog, at his hand, which had drifted a little close to the bars.  Michael jumped back a step.

"No!  I told you not to do that!"  He grabbed the leather gag from the side table, where he kept the various sets of locks and keys he needed.  He hated using something that was no doubt instrumental in her abuse, but it was effective to prevent biting.  "You don't want to wear this again.  Right?"

She laughed, almost a pleasant sound.  Holding her hand out, she waited patiently for the sandwich.  There was intelligence there.  Michael handed it over.  She turned and walked away, giving him a full view of her naked body.  Despite him never giving her a razor, her hair didn't grow.  Her body was perfectly smooth, except for the dark hair that flowed just past her shoulders.

Michael wondered what magic went into that.

She pulled the crust off her sandwich and dropped it in the trashcan next to the toilet.  She hated the crust.  Michael shook his head as he watched her, thinking back to the day he bought her.  Four hours of bidding, and six million dollars.

It was all a drop in the bucket, very much worth it.

Her owners didn't know what they had.  But Michael did.

She pointed at the bottle of water he still held.  He passed it to her.  She unscrewed the top and threw it across the room.  Michael knew what was coming next, and his prize didn't disappoint.

She stuck her pinky finger inside the bottle, laughing as the water turned blue.  Michael laughed with her.

The shared moment of levity didn't last.  A frown crossed his face as he regarded the books in the library.

He was going to need more magic soon.

There was still so much work to be done.  A few of the books he'd collected over his lifetime were spell-books, full of the written word of the witch.  Their language was a strange one, and translation was slow.  He'd need more ingredients.  Some simple, some exotic.

He'd need the magic touch of a witch, which she never gave without a struggle.

He regarded the chair in the center of the room.  Full of straps and restraints, Michael hated using it.  It reclined to force the subject prone, and again, he imagined she'd been in such a thing before.  It set his prize on edge, and she fought with everything she had whenever he pulled her from the cage.  She never willingly touched the ingredients he mixed, never willingly created magic.  The chair was a necessity.

She smacked the cage behind him.  Startled, Michael whirled around.  She'd watched him, followed his eyes, and adopted a defensive stance for the fight she thought was coming.

"No," he said, shaking his head.  "No magic today."

Her posture relaxed somewhat.  He approached the cage and rested his arms on the bars, always a risky move.

"If you would just behave, I'd let you out of here," he said, knowing she couldn't understand him.  Or could she?  "Believe me, I was in a cage once.  Just a little different."

She gingerly approached, keeping her head low.  Reaching out carefully, she held his hand.  Michael didn't pull away.  She took his finger in her mouth, never breaking eye contact.  She sucked gently, making her meaning quite clear.

Michael wanted to back up, but his legs were frozen.  His thoughts went to terrible places.  She was his.  He needed her for her magic, but would it be so bad?  Just once?  She was willing.

He leaned in for a kiss.  Her lips were so soft and gentle.  He reached through the bars to hold her, feel her.

His senses returned in a flash.  Clenching his eyes shut, he pulled back quickly.

"I'm sorry," he said, not looking at her.  He could sense her gaze on him.  "That was…sorry.  Look, I've found someone stronger than you.  He is the person we're after."  He took a deep breath and again studied his collection of supernatural lore and trinkets.  "We just need to prepare."




















CHAPTER 13




Kevin was moving about the kitchen when Martha staggered her way to the dining room table.  She had showered and dressed, but the morning routine did little to wake her.  Kevin laughed as he worked.  He flipped the eggs, stirred the hash browns, turned the bacon.  Toast popped from the toaster.  The grease from the pan sizzled and smacked him under the eye.  A small price to pay for a delicious breakfast.

"Morning," Kevin said.

Martha yawned and blinked.  Kevin gestured to the pot of coffee brewing.  She prepared a cup and collapsed in her seat.  He laughed.  In the six weeks Kevin had been staying with Martha, he'd learned she wasn't much of a morning person.  She spent most evenings at her convenience store, working late hours.  Occasionally, she would visit the library.  Martha was a busy woman, not usually home.

Kevin used that time to work on his own projects.

"That smells wonderful," she finally said.  She eyed him carefully as he prepared two plates.  "Who taught you to cook?"

"No one, really.  My sister worked her ass off while we were in school.  Someone had to take care of the apartment."

"Kristin.  I miss her."

He paused for a moment as he took a seat.

"Yeah.  Me, too."

They chatted while they ate.  Martha was in the middle of her toast when she sat upright and tapped the table.

"I forgot to tell you," she said.  "I finished that spell you were working on."

"What spell?"

She counted on her fingers as she rattled off the list.  "Vanilla extract.  Pudding.  Lemon.  Minced garlic."

"Tapioca pudding," he corrected.  "How did you know about that?"

She was already halfway to the stove.  She shoved aside the dirty pans and pulled out a small pot.

"I read it in your book."  She stopped and stood upright, turning around slowly.  "I'm sorry about that," she said.  "That's your book.  But…there's just so many memories in there.  I wanted to see your parents' words again."

"It's okay," he said.  "Just, you know, let me know next time."

She nodded before turning back to the stove with enthusiasm.  Kevin smiled as he finished his bacon and joined her.  Martha rummaged through her cabinets.

"Two things are missing.  Water, of course.  And…."  She opened a drawer next to the sink.  "Chalk!"

She held up the white chalk proudly.  Kevin ran through the list in his head, completing the recipe.  He frowned when nothing came to him.  Whenever he finished a new recipe, the spell's results came to him as well.  His mind was blank.

"What's it do?  And why don't I know?"

"Let's find out," she said, turning on the stove.  "Shared magic needs to be discovered together.  We won't know what it is until we try."

He laughed as Martha gleefully mixed everything in the pot.

"You already know, don't you?"

"I tried it last night after I got home.  When you were…wherever it is you were."

If she was fishing for a glimpse into his nightlife, he didn't know.

"You know me," he joked.  "Party all night long."

She held her finger over the boiling mixture, but stopped short of touching.  Leaning back, she gestured to the pot.

"Do you want to do the honors?"

He shoved his finger into the pot, touching the bottom.  He felt no pain.  The mixture turned pink, but only for a moment, before resuming the look of Tapioca and chalk.

"Okay," he said.  "What now?"

"Watch."

She grabbed the pot by the handle and left the kitchen.  Confused, Kevin kept a few steps behind.  They walked into the living room, where Martha sized up the space between the two windows.

She reared the pot back, and emptied its content onto the wall.

He gasped at the sight.  After working on the new potion for months, throwing it around was the last thing he expected.

His gasp turned to full-blown panic as the wall vanished.  They had a clear view of the neighboring house and part of the street.  It resembled a witch's portal, except for the messy outline.

"Uh," he said.  "So much for witch's being subtle."

"It's not a portal," she explained.  She approached and knocked on the wall, which was still there, only transparent.  "Think of it like a two-way mirror.  No one can see in here."

Kevin frowned, thinking about the potion.  He didn't want to say he was unimpressed.  All magic was impressive.  But he failed to see the use of such a spell.

"Our glasses do the same thing."

"Yeah.  For the wearer.  This goes past that."

"It could be fun in the locker room."  Martha rolled her eyes.  Kevin dabbed a drop of the potion on his finger and ran it along the wall.  Wherever he traced disappeared.  "But I don't know about practical."

"Not all magic is practical.  I'd say not even all of it is useful.  But we just added to our kind.  We did something no one else can do.  This will go in your spell-book, and one day your children will read it."

Hearing the word children prompted thoughts of a relationship, and made him think of Leese.  He thought about her every day.  Sometimes, only once or twice.  Then, there were days he couldn't get his mind off her, no matter how busy he kept.

"Martha, can I ask you….?"

He went silent when he noticed her expression.  She stared beyond her transparent living room, to the street.  Kevin frowned as he took a spot next to her, trying to follow her eyes.  A car slowed as it passed the neighbor's house.  He only caught a glimpse of the driver, an older, silver-haired woman.  The car began to slow.  Kevin peered through the window to see it parking in front of Martha's house.

"You should have told me someone was coming over," he said.  "I would have made more food."

He meant it as a joke, but Martha didn't respond.  Not a laugh, giggle, or even a twitch of her lip.  Her eyes darted about the living room, almost like a wild animal.  He couldn't tell whether she was angry, nervous, irritated.  Maybe even afraid?

"Damnit," she muttered.

"What's going on?"  He shook her shoulder when she didn't respond.  "Martha?"

She finally came to her senses and grabbed Kevin's shoulders.

"Listen to me.  You're not a witch.  Understand?  You know of us, because you dated one."

"So.  Basically, I'm Leese."

"Listen."  Her tone set Kevin on edge.  "This is serious.  Talk as little as possible.  Okay?  Just be polite, but quiet."

"Why?  What's—?"

Martha silenced him with a finger as she hurried across the room.  She peered through the window to see the woman that had her so nervous was still standing by the car, making a call on her phone.

Turning to her right, she opened the bottom of her cabinet and pulled out a wooden handle.  On the end was a towel, wrapped around itself several times.  Kevin caught a glimpse of black rubber, and realized what it was.

He tried to stifle both a laugh and confusion as she handed him the object.  It was a plunger.

"Take this."

"Uh, Martha."  A thousand jokes went through his head, but she didn't look to be in the mood to hear a single one.  "Why are you giving me a plunger?"

She pointed over his shoulder.

"Set it on the back deck.  On the railing, next to the red flower pot.  Do it now."

He didn't bother asking any questions.  With a defeated scoff, he turned and walked through the kitchen.  He was could almost sense Martha's impatience behind him, so he hurried.  There was no one outside, for which Kevin was thankful.  He could do without the odd glance or shake of the head as he unwrapped the plunger and set it on the railing.  He didn't know what to do with the towel.  Hanging it over the railing would have to do.

"Hey, Martha," he said, rejoining her in the living room.  "I set up your plunger.  My chores for the day—"

He went quiet when a knock came at the door.  Martha took a deep breath and crossed the living room.  Kevin said nothing.

He noticed the living room wall had returned.

Her tone wasn't what he thought it would be when she answered the door.  Fake surprise, mixed with a touch of sweetness.

"Aggie?  What are you doing in town?"

"Hi, Martha.  How are you?"  Aggie's voice was even, but not unfriendly.  "I'm sorry.  I don't mean to drop by without calling."

Martha waved away the concern.

"No worry at all.  Come on in."

Aggie accepted the invitation with a small smile.  Martha shut the door behind them.  Her eyes immediately went to Kevin, and he froze.  Aggie was probably close to sixty.  Her eyes were a deep blue, and seemed to stare a hole through him.  She had a slender frame, a rigid posture.  She wore a long dress with a white blouse.  Her hair was pulled into a tight bun, giving the illusion of a large forehead.  Kevin could easily see her as the headmistress of a boarding school.

"Hello," she said.

He returned the smile and waved.

"How's it going?"

Aggie was quiet.  She looked Kevin up and down, making him uncomfortable.  She studied the living room and took in Martha's decorating.

"Are you…." Aggie chose her words carefully.  "Related to Martha, young man?"

Martha stepped forward quickly before he could speak.

"Ah, I'm sorry.  Manners.  They go with old age.  Aggie, this is Kevin.  Kevin Mishnar.  Kevin, this is Agatha Spender.  An old friend of mine."

He had to wonder about her use of the word friend.

"Kevin's not a witch," Martha went on.  Her face turned red behind Aggie's shoulder.  He could see she hadn't thought everything through, whatever lies she was trying to spin.  "It's a funny story, actually."

"I met Martha through my ex-girlfriend," Kevin said.  "She is the witch."  He forced a laugh.  "In more ways than one."  Martha relaxed, almost flashing a smile.  Aggie didn't react at all.  "Anyway, we had a fight, a pretty bad breakup.  Martha's been letting me crash here while I get myself together."

Aggie arched an eyebrow.

"Don't you have a family of your own?"

There was an edge to the question that Kevin didn't appreciate.

"I do," he said simply.  "But, like I said, I wanted to get away for a while."

She disregarded Kevin and turned to Martha, offering her a sad smile.

"More and more humans are finding out about us.  These times, they're terrible.  The Internet, Twitter, Facebook.  Information is everywhere."

"Don't forget Instagram," Kevin said.  "That's a big one, too."

He made the comment to poke at Aggie, needle her.  To his surprise, she rolled her eyes and smiled at him.  She almost seemed to lighten up.

"Yeah, Instagram.  My granddaughter spends more time on that than in school."  She tilted her head back slightly, lifting her nose up.  "What smells delicious?"

"Ah, Kevin cooked breakfast," Martha said.  "The little human can really cook."

"I think some scrambled eggs are left, and some bacon."  Kevin gestured to the kitchen.  "Are you hungry?"

"Actually, I am."

"Well, let's not stand here like statues."  Martha moved away, gesturing for everyone to follow.  "Come.  Sit, sit."

The two women sat at the table while Kevin worked at the coffee maker.  Besides being courteous with the gesture, he simply didn't want to sit with them.  Martha and Aggie seemed friendly enough with one another.  They made small talk, reminisced about past times.  Names were brought up.  Kevin didn't know any of them, but a few were familiar, written down as history in his spell-book in his parents' writing.

If they were such friends, why the secrecy?  Why was there a plunger on the back deck?

Kevin prepared two cups of coffee and set them on the table.  Aggie didn't thank him, but smiled, which he supposed would have to do.  He slowly began washing the dishes.

"Wow, how long has it been?" Martha asked.  "Seven years?"

"Nine.  When I brought Nancy's coven through town."

"Ah, yes.  I remember.  You know, I still think Malcolm was interested in you."

Aggie scoffed and waved her hand.

"I don't have time for schoolyard romance."

"Who said anything about schoolyards?  You both have bedrooms."

The two women laughed.  Kevin cringed at the thought, turning to watch them.  Martha looked at him, and Aggie spun in her chair to follow suit.  They laughed at the look on his face.  He laughed with them, and for one brief moment, the underlying tension was completely gone.

"Witches do have sex, young man," Aggie said.

"And old people," Martha added.

Kevin continued with the dishes.

"So, what brings you here?" Martha asked.

"I'm just passing through.  I'm on my way to Vermont."

"That's quite a drive."

"You know I hate flying."

Kevin nearly commented, but held his tongue.  He was terrified of planes, ever since his adopted parents died in a plane crash.  Aggie and he had something in common.

"What's in Vermont?"

Aggie sighed.

"Werewolves."

"Oh, God.  What are they doing this time?  Killing people?"

"Actually, killing each other.  They're having some kind of pack war.  I'd normally stay out of it, let them kill each other.  But they're not keeping it to the woods.  There's video on the Internet now, along with a few human deaths.  I'm going to head up there and put muzzles on them."

The witches laughed.

"Do you need some help?" Martha asked.

Aggie leaned away in surprise as she sipped coffee and took a bite of bacon.

"I thought you were retired?"

"I am.  Very retired.  But if you need help—"

"That's quite alright.  I'm expecting help when I arrive.  But thank you."  Aggie turned in her chair to address Kevin.  "Doesn't all this talk fascinate you, young man?"

"I'm trying not to listen," Kevin lied.  "Especially when you're dropping details of your sex lives.  And I've had enough of witches after my ex-girlfriend."

"Martha used to be quite formidable, one of our best.  Some of the magic she could weave back in the day—"

"Used to be," Martha echoed.  "Back in the day.  I'm still something, when you get me in the right mood."

"Your boyfriend used to say very similar—"

"Ladies," Kevin said, frowning.

Martha smiled.

"I think we're embarrassing Kevin."

"Prudish boy," Aggie said, finishing her scrambled eggs.  "But he's right, I've certainly said enough.  And I should be going."

Martha walked Aggie to the door, both women still all smiles.  Kevin kept his distance, standing in the dining room doorway.  Martha and Aggie embraced as they said their goodbyes.

"It was great to see you again," Martha said.  "Don't wait so long next time."

"Let me know when you have some time.  I'll fly you out to Tennessee.  You can stay for a weekend."

"Time."  Martha rolled her eyes.  "I definitely need to find some."

Another hug, and Aggie left.  Martha watched her leave through the living room window.  Kevin said nothing.  He studied Martha, her posture, body language.  The joy she had during Aggie's visit was gone.  The pensive, nervous expression had returned.

"Well," Kevin finally said.  "That was fun."

She didn't laugh.

Instead, she marched through the kitchen.  He followed her to the back door, when she stepped out onto the deck.  She came back a moment later, holding the plunger he'd set on the railing, along with the towel over her shoulder.

He wasn't sure where to begin.

"Uh, I thought you two were friends?"

"We are.  We've known each other almost forty years."

"Then why are you so jumpy?"

"Because sometimes friends fight."

"Ah.  So, you were going to beat her over the head with a plunger?"

Finally, a short laugh.  Martha started to explain, but decided it would be better to demonstrate instead.  She approached the refrigerator and set the plunger on the counter.  Kevin frowned.  He hoped she hadn't used the thing recently.  Regardless, he made a mental note not to prepare food on that particular counter.

She poured a glass of water and made a show of stirring it with her finger.

It didn't turn blue.

"A magic-free zone," Martha explained.  "No healing water, portals, nothing at all."  She pointed to the living room.  "That's why the wall came back quicker than if we let the magic run its course."

"That plunger," he said.  "Cancels magic?"

"No," she said, shaking her head.  "But four of them do.  I've got three others spread through the house.  You make a grid with them, and in that area, is magic-free.  It's a two-part spell."  She held up the towel.  "This was soaked in a magic dampener.  You took it off, and the zone turned on.  You putting the plunger outside gave us a nice field of protection."

"I need to learn that," he said, more to himself than Martha.  "So, why were you expecting a fight?"

"I wasn't expecting anything."  Martha sat and nursed her coffee.  "But…always better to be prepared."

Kevin didn't say anything.  He simply pulled up a seat across from her and rested his chin on his hands, staring at her intently.  Martha laughed at his exaggerated puppy-dog eyes, and she got the hint.  Kevin wasn't going to stop pestering her until she told him something.

"We do have an order," she said.  "Just like werewolves, vampires.  We're not as politically driven as vampires, but we have different covens, or whatever you want to call it.  Aggie is one of the elders, highly respected."

"And you've gotten on her bad side before?"

"Yes," Martha said, with a nod.  "I have."

"Why did you want me to lie about being a witch?"

"We're not supposed to gather, for one thing.  Not for any great length of time.  If witches gather, then witch-hunters gather.  We try to stay apart as much as possible.  There are exceptions, of course, like going to beat up some werewolves in Vermont."

Kevin smiled, and she returned the gesture.  Then she stared at the table, her eyes turning dark.

"And…I'm not supposed to teach anymore.  Many new witches were brought to me, but not now.  They wouldn't be happy if they knew I'd been teaching you."

"What?  Would they cut off your hands?"

She glanced up and glared dangerously.  They hadn't talked about witches mutilating one another after that night, and Martha never brought it up.  It was an unspoken subject that was off-limits.

"Okay, why not?" he said, going in a different direction.  "Why can't you teach?"

She shifted in her seat, uncomfortable.

"I made a few mistakes at the end of my teaching days.  Let's just let it go at that."

His brow furrowed as the worst possible thoughts crept into his mind.

"Oh, God, you didn't have sex with a kid or something, did you?"

"What?  No!  How can you think of something like that?"

"Hey, I'm sorry!  But you see it on the damn news every day.  Some teacher in school, and one of the students—"

"No, Kevin.  And I'm insulted you could even think of that."

"Okay, okay.  I get it.  Calm down."

"Besides.  With the men I was with, I wouldn't even dream—"

"Okay!  Enough!"  He covered his ears.  "I'll add it to my book.  Don't piss off any elders."

"Hey," she said, irritated.  "We're not like you think…."  She gave up, waving her hands in the air.  "Yeah, fine.  Stay on the elders' good side."

"So, an elder," Kevin said.  He thought this was as good a time as any for more knowledge.  Especially concerning one specific subject.  "Do they have more magic than the rest of us?  Better magic?"

"No, not at all.  They're no different than the rest of us."  She smiled at him.  "You are the one that's different, being a full-blood."

"But Aggie there, she's older, right?  She's had longer to come up with magic?"

"I suppose that's true.  I'm sure her spell-book has quite a thick spine, just like mine."

"You think she could reverse certain magic?"

Martha set down her cup.

"This is about your friend, isn't it?"

Like with Martha and Aggie, Kevin had to question the use of the word friend.

"He's been alive for almost two centuries.  He just wants to age again, grow older with his daughter."

"What that witch did to that poor man, it's unspeakable.  Some magic sounds wonderful on paper, but not so much in use.  That magic, I'm glad not many others know it.  Honestly, your parents should never have written it down.  It should be forbidden."  She cast him a sideways glance, a half-smile on her face.  "Just like gifting a vampire with daylight."

"Yeah, yeah," he said, rolling his eyes.

"I don't know every witch in the world, but I contacted who I could.  No one knows of a cure for immortality, I'm afraid."

"Do you know any other full-blooded witches?  Jack said the cure has to come from someone like me."

"And how does he know this?"

"Well, uh, he…he's beaten up a lot of witches."

The reaction wasn't what he expected.

"I almost don't blame him.  I'm sorry, Kevin, if that's true, I can't help you.  It'll have to come from you."

"Great.  Thanks."

Martha stood up and stretched her arms.

"Well, I've got a busy day, and Aggie has already made me late.  I have to go to the library, and tonight I'll be at the store."

"You know, I could probably set it up where you could do all your paperwork from home."

"Thank you.  That might be a good idea.  But I actually have to work the register.  Do you remember Meghan?"

Kevin did.  He met her once, on one of his stops at Martha's convenience store.  He'd absorbed quite a bit of Sanders since staying with Martha.  Her store was very successful, and he guessed one of the reasons was due to Meghan.  Sweet and beautiful, shoppers always made sure to stop at the counter a few extra minutes when she was working.

"Yeah, I remember her."

"Her son is in a school play, so she has to leave early.  Darlene is sick, so I'll be filling in."

"Got it.  No dinner for you tonight."

"Like hell.  You'd better cook something and put it in the fridge."

"Will do," he said, laughing.

Martha waved farewell as she left the house.  The store was close enough that she never bothered to drive.  Kevin shook his head as he thought about the morning.  Meeting a witch elder was definitely unusual.  He wasn't sure if he liked Aggie or not.

He wondered what Martha wasn't telling him.




















CHAPTER 14




Every burner on the stove was on.  Three of them had various foods.  Ground beef, vegetables, macaroni and cheese.  The fourth was reserved for magic.  Kevin brewed potion after potion, capturing each in glass vials.  He placed them carefully in the rack on the table, making sure to be quick.  Dinner didn't need to suffer because of magic.  He stirred the vegetables and went back to brewing another potion.  Martha was nearly out of cinnamon, a key ingredient for invisibility.  He'd have to chip in more money to replenish her spice cabinet.

Dinner cooled as he turned on her old radio in the corner.  Music, magic, and food.  The night couldn't get any more boring.  Sitting at the table, he closed his eyes to enjoy the moment.  Boring was exactly what he needed.

But he missed Leese.

He wondered what she was doing.  Did she miss him?  How was work going?  Were nights out with the group the same without him?  Had she met anyone new?

His thoughts were shaken when a black cat jumped on the table and nearly knocked over the vial rack.

"Oscar!" he said.  "Be careful."

Oscar spun several times.  Before curling into a ball, he shot Kevin a penetrating, green-eyed glare.  He collapsed away from Kevin, giving him his back to pet.  Kevin understood the meaning clearly.

"Yeah, I miss her, too."  He searched the kitchen.  "Where's Sebastian?  Did you beat his ass?"

Upon hearing his name, Sebastian strolled past and aimed for the water bowl.  He paid Kevin no mind.  Sebastian liked Kevin, but he made it clear he knew who his master was.

Kevin was in the middle of changing the pot for more magic when the phone rang.  He whirled in place, having never heard it ring before.  Martha was relatively up to date with technology, but still had a land-line phone on the wall.  He felt silly for a moment as he struggled with what to do.  Should he answer it?  Would an ancient answering machine somewhere else in the house take over?

Maybe it was Leese, trying to get a hold of him?

He tentatively approached and picked up the receiver.

"Hello?  This is Martha's house."

"I'd hope so.  You haven't taken it over yet."

He laughed.

"Hey, Martha."

"You know, I had to look up my own number.  I haven't had to call it in years."

"Are you at the store?"

"No.  That's why I'm calling.  What are you doing right now?"

"Making dinner."  He glanced at the vial rack, and his eyes went large.  He'd been making potions at such a pace, he didn't notice how many he'd finished.  A few more, and he'd fill up a one-hundred vial rack.  "And a couple of potions."

"So, no plans?  No hot dates or anything?"

That made him think of Leese.  A lovely image of her sprang to mind, and he shoved it away quickly, before he became a bundle of nerves.

"I'm still on break from dating."

"Good.  Because I need someone to work the store tonight."

Kevin laughed, but it was short-lived when Martha didn't join in.

"You're serious?"

"Yeah.  Meghan's still there, but she'll be late to her boy's play if you don't hurry."

"You said you were working tonight."

"Something came up.  Come on, Kevin.  Help me here."

"But I don't know what I'm doing!  I've never worked at a store before."

"It's a cash register."  Her amused tone wasn't lost on him.  "You used to work at the mall, right?"

"Well, yeah.  But it's different."

"It's not that different.  Meghan can give you a quick walk-through before she leaves.  She's waiting for me to call her back.  What do you want me to tell her?"

He sighed and held the receiver against his forehead.  Frustration poked at him.  He tried to focus on the positive.  Martha was letting him stay with her rent-free.  Meghan truly was a nice woman, and it would be a pleasure to help her.  Working at the store for a few hours would keep his mind off Leese.  It was also simple compared to other favors asked of him.  If only Victoria's requests were that simple.

He could also stock up on ingredients.

"Tell her I'll be there in five minutes."

"Thank you.  You're really pulling me out of a jam."

"No problem.  I'll put dinner in the fridge."

Kevin hung up and immediately got to work.  He put fresh food down for the cats, cleaned up the kitchen.  Moving slowly and cautiously, he carried the rack of various magical potions to the basement and gingerly set them on a shelf.  His coat hung on the arm of the couch.  He gave it a smile, realizing it'd been a while since he'd actually went out, except for a simple trip or two.

His coat was special.  A gift from Victoria, he'd soaked it in various magic.  It was fireproof, would mend from simple tears, had multiple pockets and compartments.  It had served him well.

But it was bulky, heavy.  Movement wasn't always easy, and despite his best efforts, organization of vials and ingredients were difficult.

He patted it gently, almost feeling like a farewell.  He slung a simple backpack, a work-in-progress, over his shoulder.

One quick goodbye and ear-scratch for Oscar and Sebastian, and Kevin was walking down the street.

The trek to the store was fast.  He nodded and greeted several people on the way.  The town of Sanders was small, and he'd gotten to know quite a few people.  Renee and Douglas always jogged together, and gave him a friendly wave as they moved across the road.  Mrs. Simone was walking her poodle.

Meghan was already packing up as Kevin stepped into the store.  She'd spotted him in the parking lot and decided to get a head start.  There were no customers, which Kevin was thankful for.  Meghan lit up the store with a smile as he awkwardly stood at the counter.

"Martha roped you in?" she asked.

"Yeah."

"I figured it was only a matter of time.  What are you standing over there for?  Come back over here."

He lifted the hinged counter and leaned against the wall.  Setting his backpack on the floor, he watched Meghan continue to gather her belongings.

"Thank you so much, Kevin," she said.  "If you didn't show up, I don't know what I'd do.  I can't just leave the store, but I've missed enough of Tommy's stuff."

"No problem at all."  He looked at the space around him.  A cash register he wasn't familiar with.  An old dot matrix printer, which he didn't know still existed.  Mysterious black and white monitors.  There would indeed be problems.  "I can handle this."

"Thank you so much," she gave him a quick hug, catching him by surprise.  Meghan began pointing at various objects and talking.  It took a few seconds for Kevin to realize she was training him.  "The security cameras are there, there, and there.  The monitors are here.  Pretty much everything is covered, but you should watch out for the back right corner.  Not that many people try to steal, but it happens.  Don't forget to take the trash out before you lock up.  Did Martha give you a key?"

"Uh, no."

"Really?  Hmm, I guess she'll stop by before the night's over."

He felt more and more like he was falling into a trap he couldn't climb out of.  He didn't even know where Martha was.

"Yeah, one can hope."

"Don't forget to count out the drawer.  The safe's in the back, near Martha's office."

He was at least familiar with the safe.  He'd seen it before.  But counting out a drawer was another mystery.

"Got it."

Meghan was still talking as she headed for the door.  Kevin laughed and shook his head, giving her a wave.  He heard nothing she said.  He watched her slide into her car and drive away.

The store was eerily quiet.  All he could do was hope for not too many customers and not to make himself look like an idiot.

After more than an hour, his hopes were coming true.  It was a slow night.  He had the store all to himself.  The biggest challenge was battling boredom.  He decided to do a little light shopping himself, and browsed the aisles to pick out things he needed.  There was still a lot of magic to brew, much work to be done.  He spent some nights in Martha's basement making potions, the ones that didn't need heat.  Mix, touch, and pour into a vial.  Sometimes, he thought the routine would overwhelm him.

He hoped all the work was worth it.

It wasn't until almost nine o'clock when the first customer walked in.  The bell jingled, and Kevin tried to peer over the shelves to get a glimpse.  He caught a head of light red hair, more like strawberry blonde, just above the cans of dog food.  Kevin put back the bag of sugar and walked quickly to the front.

"I'm here," he announced.  "Don't want you to think the store is empty.  How are—?"

He froze when he saw her.  The woman was picking through the shelves for a bottle of water.  An overwhelming sense of familiarity struck again.  It was the same woman he saw when he first arrived at Martha's house.  She was dressed very casual, in a pair of gray sweatpants and a white tee shirt.  Her shape was fit and trim, a runner's body.  As beautiful as she was, it wasn't her looks that tied his tongue and locked his gaze.

Kevin knew he'd met her somewhere before.

"I'm fine, thanks," she said, guessing the rest of his question.  "Do you have any ice?  I don't see it up here."

"Yeah," he said, nodding.  "In the back."

He watched her as she retrieved a bag and approached the counter.  Her inventory was simple.  A bottle of water, a bag of ice, and a candy bar.

"Do I know you?"

She paused a moment before setting down the rest of her items.  A sly smile crossed her face.

"Not the best line.  And I might be a little old for you.  But I'm flattered."

"Line?"  He shook his head.  "No.  No, no.  I'm not hitting on you."

"That's what they say when the line fails."

"I'm not, I swear.  I just thought…."  He decided there was no point.  "Let's just get you going, here."

He grabbed the scanner and waved it over the bar-code.  Nothing happened.  Staring at the register, nothing jumped out that seemed useful.  He scanned once again.  No price came up on the register, there was no noise.  He wasn't even sure what was supposed to happen.  Despite the circumstances, he tried not to smile.  All the powerful magic in the world couldn't help him figure out a cash register.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

He repeated the question with a sarcastic laugh.

"What's wrong.  What's wrong is I got talked into helping someone, and I couldn't be more lost."

She laughed.

"I can relate to that."  She moved around the counter.  "Let's see what we can do."

Kevin's jaw dropped as she joined him behind the register.  He glanced at the monitors, to see if one was pointed at him.  He didn't read the company handbook, but was sure it was against the rules for customers to make themselves at home behind the counter.

"Oh, wow," she said, eyeing the cash register.  "This is an old system.  Haven't seen one of these in a long time.  Hit that button there to get the scanner working."

He followed her instructions.  She reached for the scanner and rung up her own items.

"Okay.  This button here marks the end of sale."

The register popped open.  Kevin had a terrible thought of her grabbing the money and running, but she didn't.  She pulled a ten-dollar bill from her sock, counted out her change, and shut the register.

"See?  Not that hard."

"Wow.  Thanks."

"Sure."

She circled the counter and retrieved her items.  Flashing a smile, she moved to the door.

"Oh, hey."  She turned.  "Do I know you?"

Kevin laughed at the joke, and the stranger left without another word.  She didn't get in a car, but walked down the street.  She drew second glances from all sides as she disappeared into the distance.

If only all the customers were that pleasant.

Not long after, two men stopped in, and Kevin was almost sure he'd have to call the police.  They were loud and obnoxious, playing catch with a roll of toilet paper across the aisles.  Twenty minutes passed without them buying anything, and Kevin wondered what their goal was, besides killing time.  He watched the monitors closely, but they made no move to steal anything.

It was only when they harassed an elderly customer did he lose his patience.

A woman with a cane was buying medicine when the two men approached her from behind.  One placed his head on her shoulder, nearly making her fall.

"Hey there, Grandma.  You looking for a date?"

"Are you kidding me?  She needs a pacemaker, not a date."

One of them bumped into her as she reached into her purse.  It was only a quick grab from Kevin across the counter that kept her from tumbling.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

The woman managed a nod, but held onto the counter with both hands.  Kevin's anger boiled over as he looked up.  He was still sometimes hesitant in dealing with the supernatural world, but he never shied away from confronting humans when needed.

"Why don't you two get the fuck out of here?"

The smiles turned into snarls.

"Or what?  We kind of like it here."

Kevin reached behind him and plucked a vial from one of the pockets of his backpack.  By the time he turned around, the men were already nearly to the door.  They thought he had a gun.  While the potion he picked was non-lethal, two hours of intense hallucinations caused by their deepest fears could certainly rival a flesh wound.  They were halfway across the parking lot when he opened the door and cocked his arm.  Rational thought took over, and he thought it best not to chuck magic at two morons for all to see.

He turned to check on the elderly woman.

"Are you okay?"

She nodded with a deep breath and shook her head sadly.

"The world's just not a safe place anymore."

"Was it ever safe?"

She gestured to the door.

"Danny and Matt.  You'll never find one without the other."

"You know those two dickheads?"

"My granddaughter used to date one of the dickheads."

Kevin laughed and looked her over.  She didn't seem hurt, only frustrated.

"You want me to walk you to your car?"

"No, thank you.  Forget what Danny said.  I really don't need a date."

He walked her to her car anyway.




















CHAPTER 15




Kevin groaned in frustration as he called Martha for the fourth time, only to listen to her voicemail.  It was ten minutes after eleven.  He'd flipped the sign on the door to announce they were closed.  He also locked the door from the inside.

That was all.

He had no idea what to do.  He didn't have a key to truly lock up.  Unlocking anything was easy for a witch, but he still needed a key if he wanted to lock the door from the outside.  There was an alarm panel near Martha's desk in the back, which he didn't know how to activate.  All he could do was call Martha, and she wasn't answering the phone.

He did find a sheet of emergency contact numbers under the counter.  He didn't know how long it'd been since it was updated.  Martha's name and number were on top.  Meghan was listed, but her number had been changed.  Another number was from an employee Kevin recognized as being fired over a year ago.  Apparently, he was stealing from the register.

Pacing back and forth, he tried to think of options.  He could lock the store from the inside, then simply create a portal leading to the back alley.  But the alarm wouldn't be set.  There was also the matter of the drawer.  Was he supposed to leave all the money inside?

He called for a fifth time, and nearly slammed the store phone down when she didn't answer.  Her voicemail greeted him once again.

"Martha, it's Kevin."  It was a challenge to watch his tone.  "I'm still here at the store.  I'd like to get out of here sometime tonight, so please, call me back.  Tell me what to do, what the alarm code is, whatever you want me to do.  Thanks."

Sighing, he made a round through the store and gathered the trash.  He dragged the three bags behind him into the back, past Martha's office, to the rear door.  His nose wrinkled as the scent struck him.  The back alley behind the store didn't smell good.  The scent of garbage was strong, making him hold his breath a moment.  Holding the door open with one hand, he tossed one bag into the garbage bin, not wanting to get any closer than necessary.  He grabbed the second bag and prepared for the light throw.

From around the back side of the door, someone grabbed his arm.

The breath rushed out of him in shock as he was thrown off balance.  He dropped the bag, stumbling.  Just when he thought he'd regained his footing, someone shoved him from behind.  He tumbled against the garbage bin.  He got his hands up, but still took a nasty hit to his head.  Turning onto his back, his vision cleared up just enough to see the shoe bury in his stomach.

"Get the door!"

"It's shut, man!  It's locked."

"I told you to grab it."

"No.  You told me you'd get it, while I beat the shit out of this asshole."

"That's not what I said!"

Kevin wiped his eyes and peered up.  Danny and Matt argued near the back door.  Matt yanked on the handle a few times, then screamed in frustration and kicked the wall.

"I told you we should have hit it when we were in there!"

They turned their attention to Kevin.  Danny's brow furrowed in anger.  He lashed out with another kick, this one catching Kevin in the chest.  They hoisted him to his feet and slammed him against the wall.

"Unlock the door."

A trickle of blood ran down Kevin's cheek.  His chest hurt, and it was difficult to breathe.  Despite everything, he laughed.  The entirety of his bad night revolved around a door and a lock.

"I don't have a key."

"Bullshit.  Don't fuck with me."

"I'm serious.  No key.  Anyway, look at the door.  There's no keyhole.  There's no way to get in from out here.  You two aren't very smart, are you?"

The insult made him feel like Jack Kursed, but only for a moment.  Unlike Jack, Kevin felt pain.  Another punch to the stomach, and another to the face.  They threw him to the ground again.  Matt pulled a knife from his waistband, and for the first time, Kevin was afraid.  Pushing around old women was one thing, but were they capable of stabbing someone?  Murdering someone?

He left his backpack in the store.  His confidence returned when he felt the stone on his finger.  His eyes fell on the trash next to him.  Some magical quartz and random garbage were more than enough to deal with two humans.

"You're going to let us in through the front.  Or I'll cut you open."

Kevin clutched his stone and prepared for a fight.  It turned out he didn't need to.

The growl froze everyone in the alley, including Kevin.  It came from the shadows behind Danny and Matt, low and deep.  The two thugs turned.  Kevin pulled himself to one knee, but the pain in his chest wouldn't let him stand any further.  The growl stretched an uncomfortably long time.  Any thoughts that it was a stray dog were already gone.

"What is that?" Matt asked.

"Go over there and find out."

"Fuck you."

Danny grabbed a rock from the ground and tossed it into the darkness.

"Get out of here!"

The growl shifted, the cadence changed.  It was unlike anything Kevin had ever heard before.  He finally realized what it was.

The animal was laughing.

Slowly, the creature emerged from the shadows.  Massive, powerful legs.  Dark fur.  Saliva dripped from a pair of deadly fangs.  Terrible memories rushed back.  Kevin hadn't seen one since first learning he was a witch.

The werewolf searched the faces of Danny and Matt.  That simple gesture brought a sense of dread.  There was intelligence behind its eyes.  He knew how dangerous werewolves were when they didn't know they could think.  One that could plot and plan was terrifying.

"What the fuck—?"

That was all Matt could say before the beast was on top of him.  It closed the distance and ripped a claw across his chest before he could say four words.  Matt stumbled against the wall.  He tried to fight back with his knife, but the wolf caught his wrist in its jaws and clamped down.  Matt shouted as muscle and tendon were shredded.

Danny jumped on its back, but that helped very little.  The wolf shook violently, throwing the small man through the air.  Danny and Matt stumbled as they scurried away, not looking behind them.  The wolf didn't chase.

It turned its attention to Kevin.

He stood defensively, his hand still on his stone.  The other hand clutched at his throbbing ribs.  Without more magic, he was defenseless, but didn't worry.  The werewolf wasn't there to hurt him, or it would have already ripped his throat out.

"Thank you," he said.  "Do I…know you?"

The werewolf let out a tiny yelp and fell on its side.  Kevin thought it was hurt for a moment, until it began to change.  He winced as he heard bones breaking.  Fur shriveled into skin, and the tone turned lighter.  He recognized a pair of female legs, and it finally clicked.  Embarrassment settled in from not recognizing her earlier.  He'd only met her once, and she'd worn a blanket with her face covered in blood.  But he heard enough about her that he felt like he knew her well.

The woman rested on one knee, keeping her head low.  She was adjusting to her new shape and catching her breath.

"Marie."

Marie Johnson lifted her chin and smiled.  Standing upright, she stretched her arms, and more bones cracked and popped.  She was completely naked, her figure exposed for all the world to see.  Kevin's cheeks turned red as he caught an inadvertent eyeful.  He dropped his gaze to the ground, only keeping her bare feet in view.

"Do I know you," she repeated.  "That's the second time you asked that tonight."

"I'm not flirting with you.  I swear."

"I know.  I just wanted to give you a hard time."

"I'm sorry I didn't recognize you before."

"It's okay.  I just have one of those faces that blend in."

That was definitely not true.

"Anyway," she went on.  "The first time we met, I probably didn't leave the best impression."

"Oh, you definitely left an impression."

He thought back to that first meeting.  Wolf-hunters had kidnapped Tiffany to get to Jack, who'd been working with Marie.  Kevin helped where he could, and got a glimpse of the destruction Jack and Marie could cause together.  Blood and gore on the walls.  Mangled body parts strewn about the floor.

Jack was an efficient, brutal killer.  Apparently, not only did he have a soft spot for Marie, but she could keep up with him.

That was a scary thought.

"I can say the same thing about you," Marie said.  "I had no ideas witches were real."

He was tired of staring at the ground.

"Uh, where are your clothes?"

Marie laughed.

"Outside my hotel.  I always leave them in the bushes before I go on a run.  I thought I'd check on you.  It's a good thing I did.  Why?"  He caught a glimpse of a breast and a smile as she bent over to look up into his eyes.  "I'm making you nervous?"

He looked away, trying to find words.

"No.  It's just…let's at least go inside."

All it took was a touch from a random key in his pocket to open the back door.  He politely held the door for Marie, who flashed him a look of confusion as she walked past.

"I heard you say you didn't have a key."

"Well, I wasn't really lying.  I don't.  But that doesn't matter."

Kevin tried to follow, then the pain attacked him.  He clutched his side and leaned against a nearby hand-truck.  Marie stopped when she noticed he wasn't behind her.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

She approached him, getting much closer than was comfortable.  Almost shoving her nose into his hair, she sniffed him several times, quick and short.  Her nose traveled along his torso down to his waist.  Kevin didn't even realize he was backing up until he hit the wall.

"I only smell the cut on your head.  No internal bleeding.  You want me to take you to a hospital?"

"With no clothes on?" he said, smiling.  "No, I just need some water."

Moving past Marie, Kevin grabbed a bottle from the back of one of the shelves.  A simple touch, and a few deep swallows.  The chilled coldness was delightful.  His energy returned, his head wound healed.  The ache in his ribs vanished.  He stood up, stretching like Marie had done earlier.  He used the bathroom sink to wash the blood from his hair.

He noticed the look on her face.  With a smile, he held up the bottle.

"Just more witch stuff."

"Uh, Jack left a lot of stuff out."

They shared a short laugh.  Kevin went to move past her, toward Martha's office.  Maybe she kept a spare shirt or jacket around.

"Let's get you some clothes," he said.  "What are you doing here, anyway—?"

Marie grabbed his arm and pulled him down.  He nearly collapsed from her strength.  She clamped a hand over his mouth and cocked her head.

"Shhhh," she said.

He remained quiet as she released her hold.  Listening intently, the only thing he heard was the quiet hum of the refrigerated shelves.

"What?" he whispered softly.

"Someone's here.  They're coming in through the front door."

"Those two assholes?"

"No.  Just one."  Her nose wrinkled.  "She doesn't smell very good."

"She?"

"Yeah.  A woman."

"Hell, it's probably just—"

"Hey, Kevin!" Martha called out.  "Are you in here?"

He stood and pushed the door open to the front.  Martha was near the counter, looking through the security monitors.  She looked up and smiled when she noticed him.

"I'm so sorry I'm late."

His irritation at her returned.

"Where were you?"

"I had a small emergency come up."

That was it.  She wasn't going to share any more details.  Kevin wasn't sure if he was okay with that or not.

"You kind of threw me to the wolves, here.  I didn't even know how to use the register."

"I know."  Her tone was apologetic.  "Believe me, if I could, I would have—"

She fell silent and her eyes grew large.  She stared at something past his shoulder.  He turned, and to his surprise, stood Marie, still very much naked.  She didn't blush, didn't try to cover up.  Kevin wondered how old she was, and at what age did a supernatural creature's modesty vanish?

"Hi," she said.  "I'm Marie."

Kevin was acutely aware of how the scene looked.  He closed his eyes in frustration, wondering what to say.  The truth was almost too much to believe.

"Well," Martha said.  She wasn't angry at all, only amused.  She put her hands on her hips and smiled.  "Exactly what did I interrupt here?"

"It's not what it looks like."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes," Marie said.  "Kevin's cute, but he's not that cute.  The only thing you interrupted was him getting beaten.  It's a good thing I showed up when I did."

"Hey, come on," Kevin said.  "I was not getting beaten."

"It sure looked that way to me."

"Wait," Martha said, holding up her hand.  "There was a fight?"

Marie spoke for him.

"Yeah.  He was taking out the trash, and two guys jumped him.  I gave him a hand."

"And then you decided to get naked?" she said, laughing.  "I'm sorry, but that's—"

Her thoughts drifted off.  Her eyes went from Marie to Kevin, back and forth.  A look of panic crossed her face.

"Martha, are you okay—?"

He didn't even see where she had the flashlight.  She aimed it at both Kevin and Marie, the tip of her finger barely covering the lens.  The magical blinding light struck home, forcing his eyes shut.  He bent over and held out a hand.  Marie winced in pain behind him and cursed.

A hand grabbed his wrist.

"Kevin!" Martha shouted.  "Come on!"

She dragged him to the front door.  He nearly stumbled over his own feet.

"What?!  What's going on?"

"She's a werewolf!"

"Martha!"  She refused to listen.  The bell rang as she opened the door.  He forcefully pulled his hand away.  "Martha!  I know!"

Finally, she stopped.  His vision was still blurry.  He could make out Martha's hazy outline, and a warped view of the storefront.  There was the sound of cans hitting the floor behind him.  Marie had stumbled into a shelf.

"What do you mean, you know?" Martha asked.

Kevin rolled his eyes.

"I know Marie is a werewolf.  She knows I'm a witch.  We know each other."

Martha looked up at the ceiling and scoffed.  She was in a state of shock and disgust.

"You're friends with a vampire," she said.  "And now a werewolf.  Kevin, how many times do I have to say it?  We're on our own.  Everyone else, they want to kill us."  She stood protectively next to Kevin and looked Marie up and down.  "Are you here for Aggie?"

Marie squinted to see.

"Who the hell is Aggie?"

"Where's the rest of your group?"

"My group?"

"Your pack.  Where's the rest?"

"I don't have a pack.  I like to keep to myself.  And…Martha, is it?  I'd be very careful about asking too many questions about a pack."  She smiled, but it came off more like a snarl.  "It's a touchy subject."

Martha wasn't fazed by the threat.

"My friend is on the way to battle with some werewolves.  And then you show up.  I don't think it's a coincidence."

Marie rolled her eyes.

"I've been here for weeks," she said, pointing at Kevin.  "Keeping an eye on him."

"What?" Kevin said, frowning.  "Why?"

"Can we talk somewhere else?" she said, putting a hand on her bare hip.  "Maybe somewhere I can get some clothes?"

He glanced at Martha.

"Can we go back to your house?"

She wasn't happy, but relented and shrugged.

"Yeah, sure.  But I didn't drive here.  Walking home might not be a good idea."

Kevin reached for his backpack.

"That's okay."

He dug out one of many pictures of Martha's basement he kept with him.  Using the wall next to the counter, he drew the two connecting portals.  Marie leaned over Kevin's shoulder, peering into the shimmering gateway.

"Shit," she said.  "This is just like what you did at Sandy Cliffs."

"It's a little different."  Kevin waved his hand through the portal to demonstrate.  "You can step through this."

"Are you kidding me?  Where is this?"

"Martha's house, just down the street."

"Holy shit."

Kevin merely smiled, then looked at Martha.

"The elderly first?"

"I've got your elderly," she said.  "You go on ahead.  I still have to lock up here."  She glared at Marie.  "Be respectful of my home.  And if you try anything with Kevin—"

"Martha, stop, please," Kevin said.

"Okay, okay.  But watch her," Martha warned.  "Werewolves have the tendency to be aggressive."

"Yeah, you know us werewolves," Marie said.  "We're all the same."

Kevin ushered Marie forward, to avoid more tension.  He stepped through the portal first, wanting to ease her mind.  She followed, and he closed the portal behind them.  He kept an eye on her as he moved to the couch.  She took in her new surroundings, frowning at the cobwebs in the corners.  She sniffed carefully.  Traveling through a portal was normal for Kevin, but he remembered his first few times, the feeling of disorientation.  The sudden change in scenery, the temperature, even the air.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

"Yeah, just…checking things out.  I smell Martha everywhere."  Her nose wrinkled.  "She doesn't smell very good."  Her eyes fell on the blanket next to him.  "Ah, but that will do."

Kevin stiffened as Marie leaned in next to him.  Body parts drew closer than he was comfortable with.  She wrapped the blanket around herself and resumed her study of Martha's basement.

Her nose twitched.  She pulled the blanket to her nose.

"I forgot you had a cat."

Oscar must have known someone was talking about him.  He, as well as Sebastian, stood at the bottom of the steps.  Marie looked eyes with the pair, and Oscar let out a hiss before they sprinted back upstairs.

"Yeah.  His name's—"

She shook her head.

"Just keep it away from me."

She continued to smell the blanket.  She noticed his open suitcase on the floor in the corner, next to a basket of dirty clothes.  Kevin watched in disbelief as she not only smelled through his suitcase, but the basket as well.  Dropping to one knee, she went through item after item.  Socks, shirts, jeans, and even underwear.

"Uh, Marie?" he said.  "What are you doing?"

"Getting to know you.  Jack didn't really tell me too much."

"Jack?  What does Jack have to do with anything?"

"He's the one who sent me.  I've been here ever since you first got here.  I think we saw each other when you first pulled up."

Kevin shook his head, still confused.

"But…why?  What's going on?"

Marie didn't stop rummaging through his clothes as she spoke.

"Jack called me up, said you needed someone to look after you.  We worked out a little business arrangement."  She turned and smiled devilishly.  "And maybe a little more."

He tried to block out images of the cursed human and werewolf having sex.

"Ah, Jack," he said.  "And he always says he doesn't care."

"He doesn't."

"Uh, what?"

She sniffed a sock.

"I remember, because it made me laugh.  He said 'I don't give a shit about that broom-stroking cat licker.  But he'll hurt himself and cry if you don't babysit him.'  And he calls you Glinda.  Did you know that?"

"Yes, I know," he said, rolling his eyes.  "How did you even know I was here?  I didn't tell Jack.  I didn't tell anyone."

It was Marie's turn for an eye roll.

"You've known Jack longer than me.  Do you really think you can hide from him?"

"No.  I guess not."

"Anyway," she said.  "I've just been here watching you.  But I don't know why.  Don't be offended, but I thought witches would be much more exciting.  I've been so bored these past few weeks."

"Believe me, boring is good."

"True.  It can be."  Still holding the blanket around her, she stood up and leaned against the wall.  "So, what's her name?"

"Who?"

"The lady you broke up with."

Kevin lowered his eyes and sighed.

"Did Jack tell you about that, too?"

"No, but it's all over your clothes."

He was speechless for a moment as he studied a random shirt.

"Seriously?"

"Yeah.  There's your scent, and that cat of yours.  But there's someone else, a female, that slowly fades away."

"Her name was Leese."

"Leese?"

"Short for Alicia."

"I like that name.  Pretty."  She cinched the blanket tighter.  "Do you think Martha would mind if I borrowed some of her clothes?"

"Probably," he said, smiling.  "But let's borrow them anyway."

He led her upstairs, through the first floor.  Marie stayed a step behind, watching everything.  Her nose worked overtime as they made their way through the house.  They were halfway up the stairs when the front door opened.  Martha stepped into the living room and shut the door behind her.

"Hey," she said.  "Are you both behaving?"

"No," Marie teased.  "And we filmed it.  Would you like to see?"

The elder witch huffed.

"You're worse than a vampire."

"Do you mind if Marie borrows some of your clothes?"

She waved them away.

"Sure, sure.  Does anyone want something to drink?"

"Water would be great, please," Marie said.

"Is a glass okay?  I don't have any bowls right now."

Marie smiled, but there was a hint of danger in it.  Kevin frowned at Martha as he shot her a questioning look.  He'd never seen her so hostile before.

"Ah, dog jokes.  Original.  But no, a glass will be fine."

Martha disappeared into the kitchen.  Kevin watched her go before resuming his march up the stairs.  He turned the light on in Martha's room, gesturing toward the dresser.  Marie let the blanket fall to the floor as she opened drawer after drawer.  He turned in place to avoid seeing more of the nude werewolf.

"I thought I might be older than Martha," she said, holding up a dress.  "But now, I'm not sure.  I think this here is older than me."

Kevin let out a quick laugh, then peered out the hall to make sure Martha wasn't listening.  He didn't want her more irritated than she already was.

"Do you see anything in there?"

Marie sighed.

"I think so.  These sweats here I think will fit.  Is Martha some kind of werewolf-hater?"

He turned to face her, caught an eyeful of fleshy curves, and snapped his head back quickly.

"I really don't know.  I'm still learning the rules, but she tells me everything out there hates witches, and we're not supposed to trust anyone.  I wish I would have known this before I became friends with every supernatural monster out there."

He heard clothes being slipped on.

"So, why did you and Leese break up?"

He turned again at the sudden question.  Marie wore gray sweatpants and a white tee shirt that stopped two inches above her navel.  He frowned, not at the sight of Marie, but at the thought of Martha owning such a shirt.

"That's…Martha's?"

"The shirt isn't.  This belongs to a man.  Maybe someone she had over one night—"

"No.  No, no," he said, covering his ears.  "I don't need to hear that."

Marie smiled.

"Anyway.  Leese?"

He wasn't sure he wanted to answer.  He knew Marie, but not well enough for those types of questions.  Sitting on the edge of the bed, he struggled for words.

"People tried to kill me, and it's not the first time.  Now, they're going after my sister, Leese, people close to me."  He glanced at Marie, and felt a sudden kinship.  They were both unusual creatures, even with their own kind.  A full-blooded witch, a werewolf without a pack.

She sat next to him on the bed.

"So, you're hiding?  Away from everyone?"

"Yeah.  I didn't want to leave Leese, my home.  But I had to."

"Hmmm."

Kevin waited for more, and was irritated when it didn't come.

"And?" he said.  "What would you do if you were me?"

"There's no shame in hiding.  I do it myself.  But when the hunters come, I kill them."

He shook his head.

"You sound like Jack."

"No.  He would kill them, their families, burn their houses down, eat their food."

They shared a laugh at Jack's expense.

"I don't think I'm a killer," he said.

"You don't smell like one."

"Can we do it?  Can we have normal relationships?  You've had boyfriends other than Jack, right?"

"Jack's not my man.  We're business partners.  And yes, we can have relationships.  What did Leese say when you talked to her about all this?"

He shifted uncomfortably.

"Well, I didn't…I sort of lied."

Marie laughed and stood up, shaking her head.

"What?" Kevin said.

"You've got bigger problems than hunters," she said.  "Let's go downstairs.  Martha's getting impatient, with all her sighing and tapping her fingers on the table."

*****

Marie wasn't wrong.  Martha glared at Kevin and the werewolf as they stepped into the kitchen.  She sat at the table, mindlessly swiping through her Kindle.  The meal Kevin cooked earlier was on the stove, having been reheated in the microwave.

She laughed at the sight of Marie.

"You look like a teenager," she said.

"I feel like one.  Can I sleep over?"

Martha snickered in response.  Marie sat in front of her water as Kevin made his way to the stove.  She picked up the glass and sniffed it carefully.

"It's just water," Martha said.  "There's nothing else in there."

Marie took a drink.  Kevin watched them both as he prepared a plate.  The tension was thick, awkward.  He could feel the dislike coming from Martha, but Marie didn't seem to care.

"Are you hungry?" he said.  "There's plenty here."

"No, thank you," Marie said.  "I ate earlier."

Martha still barely looked above her Kindle.

"Probably a squirrel."

Before Kevin could chastise, Marie was already speaking.

"A rabbit, actually.  Your little town has some amazing woods.  A great place to run."

"A great place to hide, too.  Maybe even an entire pack of werewolves."

"Martha," Kevin said.  "She already told you.  What is wrong?  Why—?"

"It's okay, Kevin."  She took another drink of water and leaned across the table.  Martha finally looked her in the eye.  "Werewolves killed my family almost eighty years ago.  They made me into one of them.  Now, I don't hate them.  I've come to like what I am.  But, I don't need a pack.  I protect my own self.  I don't need anyone else.  So, whatever you think I am…I'm not."

Martha was quiet a moment.  Kevin took a bite of mac and beef as he watched carefully.  He tried to push the worry away as they stared at one another.  Would they actually fight?  The thought hadn't occurred to him until that moment.  Martha, as sweet as she was, was very defensive of witches.  He couldn't begin to imagine the struggles she had during her life.

Marie, he'd already seen the aftermath of what she could do.

Martha blinked and leaned away.

"When people find out about witches, about what we can do, they hunt us.  Even vampires, and—"  She gestured to Marie.  "Werewolves.  I've seen parties call a truce to kill us.  So, if I seem distrusting, believe me, I have my reasons."

"Well, all I can say is…I don't give a shit.  I watched Kevin there turn a guy into a frog.  And guess what?  I still don't want to kill him."

Martha's eyes went wide as she looked at him.

"You…did what?"

Kevin normally would have cowered under Martha's stare, but not that time.  His face twisted in anger at the memory.

"Some people went after a friend of mine, a nine-year-old girl."

"That doesn't mean you have to—"

"Yes, it does."

Martha sighed, and gave Kevin her best we'll talk about this later look.  She turned her attention back to Marie.

"Kevin obviously trusts you.  I'm still trying to teach him, but he knows good people.  So…I'm sorry for my attitude earlier."

Marie nodded.

"Apology accepted."

Martha stood up from the table.

"Well, this old woman's heart has had enough excitement for one night.  I'm going to bed.  Marie, you're welcome to stay.  And Kevin is a single man now, but I don't want any rebounds happening in my house."

She nearly laughed in the middle of a drink.

"I'll…try to contain my excitement around Kevin."

"Good.  Goodnight, you two."

Martha left and headed up the stairs.  Marie watched her walk away, shaking her head.

"First, Jack.  And now, her.  You definitely have an unusual group."




















CHAPTER 16




Leese left the vet's office and slid behind the wheel of her car.  She didn't leave the parking lot right away.  Grabbing her phone from her purse, she launched Pandora and closed her eyes as music filled the car.  The phone wasn't connected to her car's speakers.  Something had happened to the Bluetooth connection, which she didn't know how to fix.  Kevin had set it up for her.

A knock came at the window.

Her body immediately stiffened.  Her thoughts drifted to the doors, and she remembered they were locked.  She reached for her purse, feeling for the pepper-spray inside.  Only then did she feel safe enough to glance to her left.

It was Mrs. Bailey, standing there with a smile.  She waved and gestured to the office behind her.

"Hi, Alicia," she said.  "Is Dr. Keeth still in?"

Everyone knew Mrs. Bailey had butterflies for Dr. Keeth.  But the blossoming romance didn't soothe Leese's nerves.  She wanted to shout at the woman for scaring her, tell her to go look inside for herself.  She held in her frustration, masking it with her own smile.

"Yeah, he is."

"Thank you, dear."

Leese watched her walk away as she wrestled with her own emotions.  She was mad at herself for being so jumpy.  Not everyone that tapped at her window was trying to kidnap her.  Watching her nearly dance across the parking lot toward her sweet veterinarian made her think of Kevin, whom she still was not yet over.

Pushing her mood aside, she pulled onto the street.  One job was over for the day, with another on the horizon.

She parked behind Alex's truck outside their home.  Gathering her purse and spare shoes, she made a mental checklist of her evening.  Take a shower, gather any last-minute notes from Cindy.  She always kept a collection of clothes at her family's house.  Hopefully, Cindy had washed her favorite jeans, like she'd asked.  She'd eat dinner after the meeting with Demons LLC's latest prospective client.  Maybe she'd grab a snack and coffee at Starbuck's, where they'd planned to meet.

She opened the front door to see an empty living room.  In what was becoming a standard sight, papers, folders, and two empty soda cans were scattered across the coffee table.  An empty bag of chips sat in the middle.  She kicked her shoes off and set them in the corner.

"Hey, guys," she called.  "It's me."

No response.  Her first guess steered to where it always did concerning Alex and Cindy.

"You guys aren't banging, are you?  If you are, keep the bedroom door closed, please.  I'm going to take a shower."

As she walked down the hall toward the bathroom, she finally heard them.  Their bedroom door was closed, although there were no sexual noises.  Leese was disturbed that she knew what their sex life sounded like.  There was hushed whispering, an occasional raised voice.  She neared the bathroom, and leaned toward the bedroom, ever so slightly.  She wasn't above eavesdropping.

The door opened, drawing a jump from Leese.  Cindy wore a charcoal skirt and white top, her work clothes.  Alex stood behind her near the dresser, a stern look on his face.  He poked at his phone with frustration.  Whether his anger was at Cindy or his lack of knowledge with technology, Leese didn't know.

"Hey," Leese said.  "Is everything okay?"

"Yeah, yeah."  Cindy rolled her eyes and shook her head.  "It's just Alex.  You know, being stupid."

"I've known him longer than you.  Believe me, I know."

"Hey," Alex said.  "I'm right here.  I can hear you."

Cindy let out a small smile.  Leese gestured to the bathroom next to her.

"Shower time.  Then I'll head out."

"Okay.  You want something to eat before you go?"

"No, thanks.  I'll grab something after."

Leese stripped her scrubs off and climbed into the hot shower.  The spare bedroom they used for the odd guest had basically become her room.  She was still trying to talk Cindy into adding a second bathroom to the guest room, but she wasn't budging.

After her shower, Leese crossed the hall wearing only a towel around her and one covering her hair.  She caught a glimpse of Alex and Cindy before disappearing into her room.  Alex stood against the kitchen wall, arms crossed, while Cindy sat on the couch glaring at him.

They were still fighting.

She giggled quietly to herself as she dressed.  She could only imagine what Alex had done this time.

They talked in the same urgent, hushed tones.  Leese heard them through the wall.  Her curiosity got the better of her.  She slipped into her favorite pair of jeans and a turquoise blouse.  Nothing too fancy, nothing too sloppy.  She remembered the last time she dressed up for a client.  One day, she hoped to wear a Demons LLC shirt, but that was another idea she had yet to sell to Cindy.

She stepped into a pair of sandals and walked directly into their fight.

"Hey, guys."  She opened the refrigerator and searched for a bottle of water.  "Alex, what did you do?  Whatever it is, just say you're sorry, and move on."

Silence, which Leese didn't expect.  No jokes, no laughter, nothing.  She turned and regarded the two of them.  Whatever was going on was very serious.  Did Alex cheat on Cindy?  She dismissed the idea as quickly as it came.  They were both stupidly, obnoxiously in love with each other.  Her brother wasn't capable of such a thing, and neither was Cindy.

"Guys?"

They both looked at her, and suddenly she had a clue.  Knowing them both her entire life gave her certain insights to their moods and body language.

"This is about me?"

They turned their attention to each other, and she could see their debate in their eyes.  Which would one talk?

It turned out to be Alex.

"I don't like you going out to meet a client."

Leese was stunned at the admission.

"Well, uh, I've done it before."

"Yeah, but no one's requested you before."

"Hey, I told you this would happen.  After you hired me and put my picture on the website.  People would want to meet me."  She playfully flipped her hair and thrust her hip out.  "Who wouldn't?"

"Maybe we should just turn this one down."

She shook her head before casting a look to Cindy.

"And how do you feel?"

Cindy sighed and leaned forward on the couch.

"You're part of the company now.  You're an adult.  You're already helping us grow the business.  If someone wants to talk to me or you first before meeting Alex, I think that's great.  It takes pressure off him."  She gestured to her husband angrily.  "He's just mad that not everything is funneling through him anymore."

"No," he said, shaking his finger.  "That's not it at all."

"Well, then you're afraid someone will come after Leese again."

Leese stiffened, and the room went quiet.  Cindy wasn't unkind, but direct and stern.  Leese looked to Alex for his reaction, who floundered for ten seconds.

"I—that's…yeah.  That's part of it."

Leese was angry at Alex's overprotection.  She was flattered at Alex's overprotection.  He was her big brother.  He was always there for her.  But there were times, even with his demonic powers, that she'd be on her own.  It was not his place to hold her hand throughout life.  Sometimes, he drove her absolutely crazy.

"Alex," she said carefully.  "I'm okay."

"Yeah, but—"

"The client is the one that said they wanted to meet in public.  I picked Starbuck's.  We're going to meet, drink a cup of coffee.  I'm going to get a feel for this guy, and he'll do the same for me.  We'll talk about you, what you can do for him.  This isn't the first time I've done this.  You can't put me on the payroll, then tell me who I can and can't meet with."

Alex leaned away, taken aback.

"Actually, that's exactly what a boss does."

"Alex, stop," Cindy said, rolling her eyes.  "You're right, whatever.  But your reasons—"

"Yeah, yeah.  I know," Alex said.  "My reasons."

He paced a moment, while Leese and Cindy watched.  She already knew what he'd say, but she waited patiently.

"Take your phone with you."

"I always do.  I'm not like you."

"Remember to record everything."

"I always do.  Again, I'm—"

"Alicia."

She froze, deciding not to press her luck.

"Your purse," he went on.  "Do you have your—?"

"I have my pepper-spray.  Shit, Alex, no one is out to get me."  She tried to convince herself as much as him.  "It's not like I'm dating a witch anymore, anyway."

Another awkward moment.  Alex's face turned white.  Cindy shifted on the couch, crossing her legs, before looking up at Alex.  Leese felt her stomach drop, as her powers of sibling communication kicked in.

She wasn't going to enjoy the next few minutes.

"Oh, Jesus Christ," she said.  "What now?"

"Kevin…."

Alex paused.  Leese put a hand on her hip, waiting impatiently.  She'd be late if he didn't untie his tongue.

"What about him?"

"I—"

"We," Cindy interrupted.  "I'm a part of this, too."

"We…had a fight with Kevin.  Right before you woke up at the hospital."

Leese felt her muscles tightening.

"About what?"

"About you.  About you getting taken right outside your apartment."

"And what exactly did you say?"

"God, Alicia, I don't know.  I don't remember every word."

"Why don't you try to remember a few?"

Cindy finally spoke up.

"We told him how we felt, Leese.  We told him we liked him, and he's great.  But that he isn't good for you.  And I don't mean just a 'oh, she's skipping work' thing.  I mean a 'she's in danger' thing."  She gestured to Alex.  "He's had a guilty conscience ever since, like he broke you two up or something."

Leese felt like she'd be sick.  She quietly crossed the room and sat on the chair across from Cindy.  Alex remained still, standing next to the couch.  Finally, things made a little more sense.  Kevin was distant after she went home from the hospital.  His lie was obvious, about not wanting to be with her anymore, that he had an old flame he wanted to pursue.  Leese knew why he broke up, pulled away.  She could see the guilt over her kidnapping in his eyes.

She didn't know his guilt had help.

"Wow," she said.  "I guess you two are the only supernatural couple allowed?"

Alex rolled his eyes.

"Come on, Alicia.  Don't get crazy.  I should have told you about the fight, but it doesn't mean we're wrong.  We're only trying to look after you."

Leese knew that was true.  But that didn't help the hurt in her heart.  She was happiest with Kevin, and Alex had done what he could to take that away.

She shook her head, not believing what she was hearing.

"We don't even know what the right word is for you, Alex.  You can talk to ghosts.  Control demons.  They fucking call you Master."  He winced at the word.  "And you're worried about my safety with Kevin?"

"Seriously?" Alex said, his tone matching his sister's.  "People don't chase me.  I chase them.  People don't go beating down my door, trying to kidnap my family."

She pointed at them.

"I've been around for every shitty person you both have dated.  Every.  Single.  One.  Not one time did I ever tell you 'you shouldn't be with them'.  You know why?  Because they were your choice.  And here you are, trying to screw around with mine."  She glared at Alex.  "Remember Michelle?  She dumped you right in the middle of that dance in ninth grade.  I knew she was bad news.  But I didn't go trying to get in the middle."

"You are one hundred percent right," he said.  "But, you know what?  If people were out to kill Michelle, I wouldn't have minded if you pulled me to the side for a little pep talk."

Leese wiped away a tear.  She didn't even know it was there until it was halfway down her cheek.

"You guys can just explain away everything."

"Because we're right," Cindy said.  "You know who else agreed with us?  Kevin.  Like I said, he's a good guy.  He made the choice to leave you, to keep you safe."

"Well, it wasn't an informed choice.  We didn't sit down and talk about it.  I didn't know you two were guilting him."

"No one guilted anyone," Cindy said.

Leese stared at her family.  She loved them, and knew they loved her.

But she was tired of the debate, of who was right and wrong.  It didn't matter who was right and wrong.

"We're going to fix this," she said.  "We're going to call Kevin.  You'll apologize for butting into our love life.  I'll apologize for letting him get away.  After I smack the shit out of him for being stupid in the first place."

She expected resistance, anger, another repeat of their argued points.  Alex looked at the carpet sadly.

"We've been trying," he said.  "No one knows where he went.  And we don't have his magic stones anymore."

"You've called Victoria?  Zoey?"

"Yeah.  He didn't tell them.  He really didn't want anyone finding him."

"How about Jack?"

Alex shrugged sheepishly.

"Well, yeah, I called Jack."

"And?"

"I talked to four personal assistants.  They bounced me back and forth for about forty-five minutes, kept putting me on hold.  I finally got him, and asked if he's seen Kevin.  He laughed, then hung up on me."

"That asshole."

"Yeah."

The clock on the end table next to Cindy caught her eye.  She was already late for her meeting.

"I have to go."  She rose to her feet.  For a moment, she thought her knees would give out.  She wasn't sure how she felt.  "We'll talk about this later.  When Victoria gets back, we'll borrow her stone."

She gathered her things and left the house.  Focusing on her footsteps, she approached the car, almost mechanically.  Her mind was swimming.  She was upset and angry at everything and everyone.  Alex, Cindy, Kevin, herself.

The tears flowed, and she didn't know why.  Grabbing an old napkin from the glove compartment, she dried her eyes, not bothering to drive away.  She sat behind the wheel, staring at the Honda parked behind her.

Leese's family had always been there for her, but she never felt more alone than that moment.

Five minutes passed before she realized she didn't check the back seat.  She didn't verify the presence of her pepper-spray, nor give a suspicious glance to the man jogging across the street.  A sarcastic laugh escaped.  Was she getting better?  Or just too distracted with other problems?

Someone knocked on the window.  She jumped and let out a tiny yelp.  So much for getting better.  Cindy was at the car door, offering a sympathetic smile.  Leese wiped away the remaining tears before rolling down the window.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

"Yeah, I'm fine," Leese said, not sure if she was lying.  "It's just…I really want to kick both of you in the face right now."

Cindy laughed and reached for her shoulder.

"I'm sorry that things happened the way they did.  We just love you."

"I know.  And I appreciate that.  But…if Alex was in danger, would you leave him?"

She didn't hesitate with a smile.

"Not at all."  Her smile faded as she took a more serious look.  "But…is that how you feel about Kevin?  Do you love him?"

"Oh hell, I don't know.  Maybe we shouldn't even be together.  I don't know anything.  But things shouldn't have ended like they did."

Cindy nodded understanding.

"Are you sure you want to go out?  I can meet the client, if you want."

"No, it's okay.  This helps me get back at Alex.  Him having to pay me.  And I know you both are busy."

"Well, you call if you need us.  Even if we need a kick in the face."

Leese laughed shortly.  They shared an awkward hug through the open window.  She waved as she drove away, both frustrated and relieved at leaving.

*****

Starbuck's parking lot was mostly empty.  A few couples and one group of college kids sat outside, laughing and sipping drinks.  Leese didn't leave the car right away.  She needed a few minutes to compose herself, something she was very good at.  There were days at work that were nothing but emotional roller-coasters.  She'd have to help put a beloved pet down one moment, while playfully take the temperature of another the next.  Hiding in the bathroom, shedding a few tears, then smiling at the next family that walked in, it was all old habit.

Grabbing her purse and phone, she crossed the lot.  She remembered to turn the phone to silent, and prepare the recording app.  The college group turned quiet as she passed.  Leese traded a few smiles with them, realizing they were looking her over.  Despite being the same age, it struck home how different she was from her peers.  They were worried about grades, making it to class on time, the next party.  Leese worried about ghosts, demons, and vampires.

She scanned the tables as she opened the doors.  The client spotted her first.  He waved at her from a booth near the back.  Leese shifted her purse on her shoulder and walked through the maze of chairs, keeping an eye on him as she went.

The man wore a shirt and tie, with a jacket hung over the back of his chair.  A briefcase sat at his feet, with a laptop open on the table.  He ended a phone call as she approached and offered a smile.  He was older, maybe close to fifty.  A look of polish, sophistication.  He didn't have the look of a man haunted by ghosts.

He rose to his feet as she drew near.

"Alicia?"

She nodded, trying to exude confidence.  The man made her feel small.

"That's me."

"I'm Michael Tavers."  He extended his hand.  "Thank you for meeting with me."

"Thank you."  Michael checked his phone before sitting.  She realized he was glancing at the time.  "I'm sorry I'm late."

He wasn't concerned.

"It's nothing.  I just have another meeting in a half hour, but this is important enough to run over, if we have to.  Do you want anything to drink?"

"No, thank you.  Do you mind if I record this?  It's a lot easier than taking notes."

He smiled and turned his laptop toward her to show off recording software.

"I'm doing the same thing."

Leese laughed as she turned on the app.  She was ready to lead the conversation.  Talk about Demons LLC.  Make Michael feel comfortable.

But he spoke first.

"I know this is probably weird, from how you usually do business," he said.  "I've gone through your website up and down.  I guess everyone wants to talk to Alex right away."

She thought a moment, then nodded in agreement.

"Yeah, that's true.  But usually someone on staff will meet with a client first."

"To weed out the bullshit artists?"

"That's definitely a big part of it," she said, laughing.

"Well, that's partly why I asked to meet with you, first.  I spend a lot of time in meetings, dealing with other companies.  I think that a business is only as good as the employees that do the work, not the bosses that give orders all day.  So, I like to meet the parts that make up the company.  I'll learn a lot about Alex just from talking to you."

"He's my brother.  I guess I have to say he's a great boss and all that."  She hid a smile.  As mad as she was at Alex, she had to be professional, make her employer look good.  "Alex is a pain in the ass sometimes, but he's very good at what he does."

Michael nodded and tapped away at his laptop.  He turned the display toward her to reveal the Demons LLC website.  A lump formed in her throat as she looked at the staff page.  Kevin had designed the site, and she thought of him every time she glanced at it.  He was even listed as staff at one time, as their webmaster.  Now, it was only Alex, Cindy, and herself.

"And what does Alex do, really?"  He skimmed the page.  "It says he has extensive experience with ghosts.  Is he psychic?"

Leese hesitated before answering.  It was a fair question, without an easy answer.

"There's more to it than that, but let's just say yes."

He tapped the screen.

"And his work with demons?  Does he have a religious background?  He's worked with the church?"

She smiled, but said nothing.  Questions were expected, but something just felt off.

"First, let me ask, Mr. Tavers—"

"Call me Michael."

"What can we do for you?  The form you filled out on our site listed a problem at a property you own."

"I lied.  I wanted to talk about this in person."  He grabbed his briefcase and set it on the table.  "I have some experience with the supernatural, myself.  I'm a collector, you see.  And I was hoping Alex could take a look at something for me."

He pulled out an old spiral notebook, the kind kids used in school.  Carefully, he slid it across the table.  It was an odd sight next to his modern laptop.

"This is old.  Please, be gentle."

The first page was nothing but a child's scribble.  A stick-figure dog and cat, with a house in the background.  The next page was more of the same.  A child playing alone, a few trees, another house.  Leese couldn't help but feel sad while flipping to the third page.  Yet one more house, although this one much larger.  The child played alone under a tree, a frown where the mouth should be.  The fourth page showed a couple driving away in a car, waving at what Leese assumed was the same child.  There were exaggerated blue tears dripping from his face.

"I don't understand," she said, turning another page.  "I don't see—"

Her hand stayed.

The lonely peek into the child's youth stopped.  Instead, there were strange symbols that took up nearly the entire page.  She recognized them immediately.

The witch's language.

The last symbol, or word, was only half drawn, as if the writer was interrupted.  Some of the words were darker than others.  Written by a shaking hand?  Or simply the age of the notebook?  She didn't know.

"What is this?" she asked.

"I'm told this was written by a child possessed by a demon.  I'd like to know what this says."

"You were told?" she asked.  "Where did you get this?"

"Believe it or not, there are auctions you can go to get some…very strange things."  He gestured to the book.  "This cost me more than I'd like to admit."

"Why do you want to know?"

He hesitated a moment before smiling mysteriously.

"Curiosity."

The ambiance between the two shifted.  Leese couldn't explain it.  What was a business meeting suddenly didn't feel that way.  Her guard went up, and she said nothing, wanting to choose her words very carefully.

Something wasn't right.

"You…want my brother to translate?"

"I've been to psychics, demonologists, historians.  No one can tell me what that says.  I'll pay your company good money if you think he has any answers."

Leese was very sure Alex wouldn't.  He couldn't read a witch's written word.

Even if she were still with Kevin, she wouldn't have felt comfortable taking the job.

"I'll definitely ask him," she said.  "Is there anything else you wanted to talk about before I head out?"

"Did you at least want to show him?" he asked, gesturing to the book.

"Oh, yeah.  Sorry.  I don't want to take your book, until Alex asks.  But can I take a photo of a few symbols?"

He leaned back.

"Of course."

Leese prepared her phone.  She tried to keep her hands from shaking.  Was it Michael that made her nervous?  The book?

A few awkward smiles were exchanged before Michael stood and extended his hand.

"Thank you for coming," he said, all business.  "I know this is unusual."  He waved his hand to include Starbuck's.  "Plus, I hate the coffee here."

"Believe me, unusual is okay with us.  It was very nice meeting you."

One more smile before walking away.  Leese kept her pace even and steady.  It took all her self-control not to run away.  Only when she stepped outside into the evening breeze did she begin to feel safe.  That feeling of safety quickly slid away as she crossed the lot.  There were so many cars, so many places to hide.  That night rushed back to her once again.  She felt for her pepper-spray.

Not sure of where she was going, she sped onto the street.

*****

Michael Tavers watched Alicia as she retreated.  She was a lovely, intriguing young woman.  Fiercely loyal, driven, energetic.  She waded knee-deep into a world not many knew existed, and seemed to be comfortable there.  Michael knew of others that simply caught a glimpse of a ghost.  They'd lost their minds, had to be locked away for the rest of their lives.

He truly hoped she'd survive the chaos that was coming.

The book he'd brought caught his eye.  His eyes stung a moment as he ran a finger along a yellow page.  Alicia didn't bother flipping through the rest of the book, not after seeing the symbols.  She didn't see the other drawings by the child long gone.  Winged creatures in a red sky, dead bodies on a grassy field, a bubbling cauldron.

The demons surrounding a little boy.

"Don't worry," he whispered quietly.  "Soon."

He flipped back to the page of symbols.  Alicia's mood changed immediately when she saw them.  He imagined she didn't talk about the witch much in public, despite her employment.  People had an easier time believing in ghosts and demons than magic.

His phone rang, and he almost forgot about the entire reason he was there.  That was Alicia's fault.  As nice as her company was, she was only a small piece of the puzzle.

"Yes?"

"What the fuck is this?"  The voice was curt, angry.  Michael wasn't sure, in their brief interactions, that he'd ever heard another tone.  "You never gave the signal."

"I changed my mind."

"You…what?  You stupid son of a bitch.  I hope you don't think you're getting a refund."

Michael leaned down and peeked out the window next to the booth.  He wondered where the contract killer he'd hired was perched.  There were so many rooftops, but he didn't know the trade.  Maybe he was simply parked in a car along the curb.

"No, no.  The money is yours.  Nice doing business with you."

A sarcastic huff, and the line went dead.

He took a breath as he set his phone down and closed his laptop.  It was an expensive test, but necessary.

The magic potion was still working.  How long would it last?  Maybe it would last forever.

He'd have to do more research, translate more language.  But he could use this.

Thinking of magic steered his thoughts to his guest, locked away behind a bookcase.  Guilt attacked him as he gathered his tech and coat.  He took extra care with his book.  He needed to get back to her, feed her.

They both had more work to do.

*****

Leese kept her eyes closed as she leaned back in her seat, letting the music wash over her.  She wasn't exactly sure where she was, some alley not far from her apartment.  Every few minutes, she'd glance at the picture of Michael's book, think of Kevin, then put her phone away.  Even being removed from Michael and their meeting at Starbuck's, she couldn't place why she was so unnerved.  Michael seemed harmless, was obviously wealthy and successful.  He was polite and professional.

But she hoped to never see him again.

She made sure she was calm before calling Alex.

"Hello?"

"Hey, it's me.  I'm done with that meeting."

"How did it go?  Did you record everything?"

She sighed and retrieved her tablet from the passenger's seat.  Whether they took the case or not, they still had to upload all information to their online database.  That included notes, recordings, pictures taken.  In a short time, Alex's work had amassed quite a sizable knowledge base.  According to Cindy, some universities were even asking to use it.

It was another creation of Kevin's.

"I'm working on it right now.  There's nothing really haunted going on.  Just a rich guy that wants you to translate something that was written during a demon possession."

"What?"

She laughed.

"Yeah, that's what I said."  She studied the picture again.  "It looks like witch words to me, though.  Can demons even write?"

"I've never seen one with a pen, that's for sure.  Anyway, I can at least look at it.  Bill a few quick hours."

"Why bother?  It's not like we have a witch in our back pocket that can read it for us, anyway."

Alex was silent.  Leese didn't mean the comment to start a fight, or cause tension.  She was simply stating the obvious.

"Still," he said carefully.  "Let me know when you're done.  I'll check it out."

"Alex," she said.  "Look, we…shouldn't take this one."

Leese was glad he couldn't see her cheeks turning red.  Sister or not, she wasn't in any position to tell her brother what to do.  Demons LLC was his business.  He chose the clients, with organizational help from Cindy.  She was a nobody who interviewed people and took notes.  That was all.  Even her use of the word we was a far stretch.

"Why not?"

"I just…."  Words refused to come as the awkwardness stretched.  "It just doesn't feel right.  And I know that sounds stupid."

"No, it doesn't," he said.  "But what do you mean?"

"He said he's just curious.  About demons.  There's no way.  No one is just curious about demons.  He didn't want to tell me.  And when you want to hire someone about the kind of stuff you do, there's no way you keep secrets.  I don't trust the guy."

She waited for the inevitable response.  Another lecture about boss and employee.  A reminder that the best cases to take were the ones that only needed time and research, and not a field trip.

"Okay," he said.

Leese blinked.

"Really?"

"Yeah.  It sounds like he's got the wrong guy, anyway.  You didn't tell him witches were real, did you?"

"Of course not."

"Cool.  Just log the stuff for history.  I'll send him an email."

She didn't think it would be that easy.

"I will.  And thanks, Alex."

"For what?"

"For listening to me."

He was quiet a moment.

"I'm sorry about earlier.  About Kevin."

"It's not your fault.  Well, some of it is.  But he should have talked to me.  You just figure out where he is, and you and I will be friends again."

Alex laughed at the joke.

"I'll do my best."




















CHAPTER 17




Kevin let out a deep yawn as he turned off the hot water.  The morning shower had done little to wake him after running across Sanders the night before.  He'd spent nearly every night of the past week with Marie, and she was difficult to keep up with.  She stayed over Martha's occasionally, much to her annoyance.  Martha still kept a cautious eye on the werewolf, but the ice had thawed somewhat.  She even laughed occasionally.

Oscar and Sebastian still kept their distance.

He thought he heard voices downstairs as he brushed his teeth.  There was no TV, so Martha was talking to someone.  He listened intently as he dressed.  A few laughs, some raised, excited tones.

Stepping into the hallway, he approached the small chair and desk against the wall.  His old coat, his witch's cloak, hung on the back of the chair.  His backpack was on the seat.  He reached to his latest experiment and wrapped it around his waist.

The voices grew louder as he walked downstairs.  The front door was open, letting in the morning light.  Shadows moved about in the kitchen, and he could smell and hear the sizzle of bacon.

"—always wanted to meet Barbara Stanwyck."

"Such a wonderful woman.  In the movies, I thought she was taller."

"Yeah.  When I was a little girl—"

The conversation stopped when Kevin arrived.  He narrowed his eyes in confusion as Martha and Marie chatted.  Marie was flipping bacon while Martha whisked pancake batter in a mixing cup.  The last thing he expected to see was the two women laughing and talking.

"It's about time you got up," Martha said.

"Does he always sleep this late?" Marie asked, nudging Martha.

"Not usually."  She arched an eyebrow.  "What did you two do last night?"

"Oh, would you stop?  I told you, I'm older than you.  And I like older men."

"You're in luck, then.  Nothing in this town but old men."  Martha smiled at Kevin.  "You want some breakfast?  Could you make some of those eggs of yours?  Then—"

Martha stopped.  Silence fell across the kitchen, except for sizzling bacon.  Her gaze was fixed on Kevin's stomach.

"What?" Kevin said, then realized what was happening.

Marie turned from the stove, confused.

"Huh?  What's going on?"

She fell silent as well.

"Kevin," Martha said, her tone gravely serious.  "What are you wearing?"

"Oh, come on," he said.  "I'm just trying something—"

"That's a fanny pack," Marie said, pointing.

A look of horror crossed her face.  Kevin shook his head, annoyed at first.  But Martha took on her own mortified look, and he couldn't stop the smile.

"Why are you wearing that?" Martha said.

"I'm trying to come up with something to hold my magic.  Something besides a big backpack or coat."

The two women laughed.  There was nothing like time and poking fun at someone to bring people together.

"And that is what you came up with?"

"You'd be surprised," he said.  "It actually just holds portals.  Portals to—"

"Oh, Kevin, dear," Martha said.  "You look—"

He held up a finger, quieting her.

"I couldn't fit my makeup in that thing," Marie said.

"Well, look," Martha said.  "You don't need your magical fanny pack—"  Marie burst out laughing at the phrase.  "In the kitchen.  So, you tackle those eggs.  We'll have a good breakfast."

Kevin did his part, making a mass of scrambled eggs with cheese.  Martha and Marie continued to get chummy, talking about old movies and their youth.  It was a relief to not be surrounded by tension.  His stomach grumbled from hunger, and they started setting up the table just in time.  He tore into the food topped on his plate.

"Hey, Kevin," Marie said.  "Guess who's coming out with us tonight?"

He held off answering by taking a drink of orange juice.  He was hoping to talk Marie into staying in a night, maybe watch a movie.  But she was already making plans.  

"Who?"

Marie pointed.

"Martha."

Martha shook her head while waving her hand.

"No.  I don't think so."

Marie wouldn't let up.

"Why not?  I bet you know all the fun spots."

Kevin held in a laugh.  He thought they'd already found every fun spot in Sanders.  Marie liked to visit bars, but not only to be social.  She was always taking notes, studying to make her own bar better.

"Fun spots," Martha said, smiling.  "When you get to be my age, the fun spot is closest to the nearest toilet."

"Martha, I am your age."

"Well, not all of us have the fountain of youth in our blood."

"Don't be a bore."  She touched Kevin's arm.  "There's this club I saw when we were driving last night.  I want to check it out."

"Why don't we stay in?  Just one night?  We'll order a pizza, watch a movie."

"Ah," Marie laughed.  "I'm wearing you out."

"No, that's not…."  He hesitated.  "Yeah.  You're killing me."

"Okay.  Then how about—?"

A knock came at the open front door.  Kevin turned and looked to see an older woman he didn't recognize standing on the front porch.  Martha peered around Kevin to look for herself, a puzzled frown on her face.  Movement from the corner of his eye caught his attention.  It was Marie, with her nose turned up slightly, sniffing the air.

"Smells like burning trash," she said.  "And sour milk."

Martha nodded, not at all surprised by the comment.

"It's because she's a witch.  We all have a certain scent.  Werewolves can pick up on it.  And with enough time, so can vampires."

"Really?" Marie gestured to Kevin.  "Why doesn't he smell bad?"

"He's different.  He's a full-blood.  A different scent."

"Want me to go answer it?" Kevin said, standing up.

Martha snatched his wrist and held him steady.  He looked down to see her features turn pale.  Panic filled her eyes.

"No," she said.  "I'll get it."

Kevin and Marie locked eyes, both noticing Martha's reaction.

"Am I human again?" he asked, trying to joke.

The humor fell flat.

"Yeah.  Do not say you're a witch.  Okay?  We do the same thing as last time.  Your ex is a witch."

"Sure."

"Hey," Marie said.  "What's going—?"

"And you," Martha said.  "You can be honest."

Marie flashed a look that suggested she wouldn't do anything else.

"Well, that's good to know."

Kevin sat back down next to Marie as Martha left the kitchen.  Just like the last visit from Aggie, her demeanor changed as she approached the door.  He couldn't tell what was fake or genuine anymore.

"Caroline?" she said.  "Is that you?"

Caroline greeted Martha with a bright smile.

"Hi, Martha."

The two hugged.  Kevin watched the scene carefully, while Marie turned her attention back to breakfast.  The two witches were all smiles as Martha led Caroline into the house.

"What are you doing here?" Martha asked.  "Wow, I'm getting all kinds of company lately."

"Everyone's missed you."

Caroline noticed Kevin and Marie.  He smiled and waved politely, but otherwise said nothing.  Marie didn't bother with a gesture at all.  She devoured another piece of bacon.

"Caroline, these are my friends.  Kevin and Marie."  She hugged Caroline by the shoulders.  "This is Caroline, an old friend."

Kevin studied her.  Caroline didn't seem anything like Martha's other friend, Aggie.  Caroline had bright, playful eyes, and a warm smile.  She eyed Kevin and Marie carefully, then leaned across the table to shake their hands.  Her grip was soft and gentle.

"Nice to meet you."

The familiar sound of light, quick steps filled the living room.  Sebastian ran down the stairs, with Oscar not far behind.  The two cats stopped at the doorway to the kitchen.  Their hesitation would have been adorable any other time.  They wanted to approach Caroline, but instead stared menacingly at Marie.  Marie kept her stare locked on the felines.

Caroline glanced back and forth, putting the pieces together quickly.

"Is she—?"

"Yes," Martha said.  "My friend Marie here is a werewolf."

"I don't bite," Marie said, with a sly smile.  "At least not while wearing clothes."

Caroline let out an easygoing laugh.  She was completely comfortable with Marie.  She turned her attention to Kevin.

"And this young man?"

"I'm human," he said, calling up the story he cooked up for Aggie.  "My girlfriend…ex-girlfriend is a witch.  I met Martha through her."

"Oooh," Caroline said, covering her mouth playfully.  "Were you teaching again?"

"Of course not."  Martha sat at the table, and motioned for Caroline to do the same.  "You know I'm forbidden from teaching."

Kevin eyed Martha curiously.  Forbidden.  Such a strong world.

"Still," Caroline said.  "That hasn't stopped you from getting in trouble before."

"Those days are behind me."

"I'm sure they are."

Martha let out a quiet laugh as she resumed breakfast.  She offered a plate to Caroline, who declined.

"So," she said.  "What are you doing in town?"

"Aggie called me."  Caroline glanced at Marie.  "Is it…okay to say?"

"Sure.  You can talk freely here."

"Aggie needs help.  She's up north dealing with…."  Another uncomfortable look for Marie.  "A werewolf problem."

"She told me.  She stopped by over a week ago.  That's still going on?"

"Yeah.  She's almost called the entire coven."

"Oh, wow.  I thought she would have handled that by now."

"Well, you know.  Some things take longer to deal with than others."

Kevin watched Martha and Caroline carefully, trying to be discrete.  He glanced at them over a forkful of pancakes.  Something was happening between them.

"That much trouble?" Martha asked.

Caroline nodded.

"It's bad.  But you know Aggie.  Those beasts won't even be able to howl, when she's done with them."  She looked at Marie.  "Sorry."

"It's okay.  Whoever they are, they're not friends of mine."

"I'm staying at the hotel over on Tenth Avenue.  You remember?"

"I do," she said, smiling.  "You had your wedding reception there."

Caroline rooted through her purse and pulled out a pen and sheet of paper.

"I'll be in town another day before I start driving again.  Here's my room number.  You should stop by tonight.  We'll have dinner, go see all our old haunts."

"That would be great."

Caroline regarded both Kevin and Marie.

"It was nice meeting you both."  Her eyes fell on Kevin.  "Be careful around this one," she said, nodding toward Martha.  "She gets in a lot of trouble."

"Oh, stop," Martha said, laughing.  "Compared to you, I'm an angel."

The two friends walked to the door, laughing and talking.  Kevin tried to get Marie's attention, but she was more interested in breakfast.  Since she wouldn't join in his eavesdropping, he kept an eye on them.  A few hugs, some more talking.  Nothing seemed out of the ordinary at all.  Just two friends, catching up on old times.

Kevin couldn't shake the bad feeling he had.

Martha strolled back into the kitchen.  Without a word, she grabbed her glass and went to the fridge.  She poured more orange juice.  

"Is everything okay?" Kevin asked.

"Yeah," she said, shrugging.  "Why wouldn't it be?"

"It sounds like those werewolves are tearing shit up."

Martha laughed.

"Aggie must have lost her touch.  She wouldn't have needed the entire coven twenty years ago."  She shook her head with a smile.  "Ah, I've missed Caroline.  She used to live here in town, a long time ago.  But then the decision was made for us to spread out.  We actually argued on who would stay."

"She seems friendlier than Aggie."

"Aggie has a lot going on.  Many covens look up to her.  I wouldn't want the pressure she's under."

"Do you miss being part of the group?  Or the coven?"

Her smile faded.  A look of deep sadness flashed through her eyes.

"Sometimes.  Being a witch…."  She glanced at Marie.  "Heck, even being a werewolf, I'm sure, it can be isolating.  Being with other witches, creating magic, there's nothing like it."

"Maybe one day I'll have a coven."

More sadness.

"Maybe."

She finished her orange juice and reached for her coat on the back of the chair.

"Where are you going?"

"I have some errands I have to run.  And if Caroline and I are having dinner, I'll have to buy some wine.  Witches and wine.  Stay away from that combo.  I'll see you both later."

Martha left.  After the front door closed, Kevin stared at Marie over the table.

"What?" she said.

"Did any of that seem weird to you?"

"Besides that witches love killing werewolves, not really."

"A lot of witches seem to come through here, even though we're not supposed to gather."

"Martha's very important."  She gestured to the pictures all around them.  "She knows a lot of people."

"Since when did you two become buddies?"

She smiled.

"After I dropped you off last night, we talked for a while.  Then we watched some old movies.  Believe it or not, we have a lot in common.  I can relate to being cautious around humans.  I've had my own share of hunters coming for my head.  I guess it'll be just me and you tonight.  Unless she wants to bring Caroline with us."

"Marie, I don't know," Kevin said.  "That couch looks very comfy."

"You're supposed to be young.  Parties, drugs, alcohol, dancing, sex.  These things haven't changed since I was your age."

"I'd rather make potions," he said, smiling.  "I still have more…."

His trail of thought wandered off as something caught his eye through the kitchen window.  A man and woman were carrying a couch through the back door of the house behind Martha's.  They set it near the gate next to their garbage bins.  The couple shared a few laughs.  The man stretched across the cushions, apparently one final time, while the woman shook her head at him.

"What's going on?" Marie asked.

"Come with me a sec."

He led Marie outside, across the yard.  His pace quickened when the couple turned to leave.  They were nearly back inside when Kevin drew close enough to shout for them.

"Hi!  Are you throwing this couch out?"

The couple turned and approached.  The man wore a look of fake sadness, while the woman playfully pushed him by the shoulder.

"Yeah.  It's not the easiest thing I've done.  I'm Jay.  This is my wife, Dani."

Kevin introduced himself and Marie.  Marie kept quiet and waved politely.  Her nose twitched as she took in their scents.  He'd gotten used to her habits over the past week, gestures that a normal human would overlook.

"What's wrong with it?" he asked.

"Nothing, really.  Just a little old and beat up.  Dani replaced the couch upstairs, so the old one went to the man cave."  He ran a hand along the arm of the couch.  "So, old Betty here has to hit the curb."

"Betty," Dani said.  "You named the couch?  When the hell did you do that?"

"You don't worry about it."

Dani laughed.  Kevin smiled at the easygoing couple.  She looked at him with such warmth, love.  He leaned in for a kiss, then twisted her and gently tossed her on Betty the couch.

The scene reminded him of Leese.

"Do you guys mind if I take this?  If you're throwing it out?"

"Knock yourself out," Jay said.  The couple waved as they headed inside.  "I hope she treats you well."

Kevin stood at one end and gave it a test lift.  It wasn't too heavy, and Martha's house was only right across the alley.

"Would you give me a hand?" he asked.

Marie didn't move.  Her only gesture was to put her hands on her hips.

"You want me to help you move a couch?"

"Please?"

A slow smile touched her lips.

"Sure," she said.  "But you have to help me."

"With what?"

"We have to go out tonight."

He sighed as he leaned against the couch.

"Marie—"

"Not for long.  One of the bar's we stopped in last night, I heard one of the owners talking.  They're hurting, will probably be closing up soon.  I want to go check it out."

"You want to buy the place?"

"Maybe," she said, shrugging.  "Or maybe I'll just buy their inventory, equipment.  I don't know yet.  But come with me.  We'll check things out, then stay in for the night."

Kevin realized at that moment, after a week of spending time together, that they were actually friends.  Marie was no longer his guardian, or babysitter, as Jack would say.

"Okay."

"Alright."  Marie was obviously pleased.  "Let's go."

She squatted and lifted her end of the couch easily.  Kevin barely kept up as they crossed the alley.

"Are you strong all the time?" he asked.

"You mean even when I'm not a werewolf?"

Wincing, he searched nearby to make sure no one heard.  They were alone.

"Yeah."

"I am," she said, nodding.  "When I change, everything goes up.  Strength, speed, senses."

"Are you stronger than a vampire?"

She laughed.

"I have no idea.  I never fought one."

Martha's home had a door leading directly to the basement, making the move much easier.  They set the sofa on the cold concrete.  Marie lounged on the couch and kicked her legs up while Kevin retrieved his fanny pack from the kitchen.  He rifled through potions as he walked down the stairs.  He needed to work on organizing his magic.  Doubt crept in.  His coat had its issues when it came to being a witch's weapon.

Was a fanny pack much better?

"So," Marie said.  "When are you going to apologize to your girlfriend and put all this behind you?"

The question surprised him enough to freeze in place on the stairs.  He gave Marie his attention, who looked up with a hint of a smile.

"I don't know."

She leaned forward.

"Okay, then when are you heading home?  You know you can't stay here forever."

"You don't have to stay," he said, taking a guess at the reasoning behind the questions.  "I'm okay.  Just tell Jack I'm fine."

"I'm not in a hurry to leave.  But this place—"  She cringed as she looked around the basement.  "It's not a great guest house."

Kevin slid a finger along the cauldron.

"I like it."

"What are you going to do with Betty here?  There's already a couch."

He pulled out a picture along with a portal portion.

"It's not for here."

Marie's eyes lit up as she stood up.

"Ah, that magic doorway thing again?  I'm an old woman, I've seen a lot.  And seeing that still amazes me."

He created the portal.  His fingers and gestures were fast from so much practice.  The picture vanished as the portal spread across the basement wall.

But he had many more.

Marie poked her head through slowly and let out a few careful sniffs.

"What is this place?"

He smiled.




















CHAPTER 18




Martha's palms were cold and clammy, even with the heat in her car on full blast.  She opened the window and turned down the temperature, trying to find that perfect balance.  The cool breeze played through her hair.  Her hand trembled as she reached for the turn signal.  Sweat beaded on her forehead.  Her heart pounded in her chest as a wave of nausea attacked her.

She wanted to believe her sudden sickness was normal.  A sign of poor health, of aging.  A witch's ability to heal went very far, but it couldn't cure everything.

But Martha was in perfect health, and she knew why she felt ill.

The moment she'd somehow avoided for decades was finally here.  She knew it would come eventually.  For some reason, she always envisioned it would be raining, or possibly snowing.  The weather would be off in some way.  It was cold, but besides that, the skies were clear.  Bright and sunny, not a cloud in sight.

She parked outside the hotel.  The lot was mostly empty, but she chose the furthest spot she could find.   She dreaded the walk, but didn't dare make it any shorter.  Fear, apprehension, they were both there.  But so was hope.  People changed in twenty years.

Martha checked her purse one last time before turning off the engine.

The walk to the hotel lobby felt like it took an hour.  It hadn't changed much since she'd last been inside.  A new paint job, and the front desk had been reworked a bit to accommodate modern computers and phones.  But everything else was the same.  There was still a sitting area near the door, with a coffee pot and TV off to the side.  A man in a business suit drank a cup while poking at a tablet.

She approached the front desk and forced her biggest smile.

"Hi.  I'm looking for—"

Then she heard her laugh.

Martha turned toward the cafeteria, off to the right.  The doorway obscured her a bit, but Martha recognized the gray hair, pulled into a tight bun.  Someone crossed the doorway carrying a plate of complimentary waffles.

"Never mind," she said.  "I think I hear them now."

Adjusting her purse on her shoulder, she approached the cafeteria.  She wanted to run.  It took more effort than she would have thought to put one foot in front of the other.  But she somehow managed, and stood at the doorway.

The hotel cafeteria wasn't large.  It housed maybe twenty tables.  Breakfast was spread out over several counters near the windows, buffet style.  A couple sat at one table, with a tiny baby sleeping in a carrier at their feet.  A cook passed through, dropping off more waffles.

The coven sat at the corner table, furthest from the doorway.  Martha let out a slight smile as they adhered to the rules, even at breakfast.  Always be where you can see everyone.

A flurry of emotions overwhelmed her as she looked over the familiar faces.  Aggie, Caroline, Elizabeth, Darlene, and Ina.  The only one missing was Edwin, their only male member.  They'd all been through so much together.   They'd fought with every creature imaginable, and each other.  They'd created guidelines to help witches survive, helped several of them readjust to life after discovering their magical abilities.

The coven had done so much good.  Martha always wanted to believe the good outweighed the bad.

But she wasn't sure.

Ina noticed Martha first.  She was raising a cup to her lips, and froze.  The years had been kind to Ina.  Her red hair still hadn't grayed, and her pale skin was smooth and wrinkle-free.  Martha used to joke with Ina about creating a beauty potion.

The rest of the coven followed her stare and turned in their seats.

Martha noticed the wide range of emotions.  She went through them as well.  Shock, relief, sadness, regret.  Grabbing a chair from a nearby table, she settled in between Caroline and Elizabeth, across from Aggie.  She took note of their stones, all in plain view.  They were either around the neck, or on a finger.  Only Caroline kept hers around her wrist, in the form of a bracelet.

"Hello, everyone," Martha said.  "It's good to see you."

She didn't know whether she was lying or not.  No one said a word, or moved a muscle.  Only Aggie sipped her tea.

"Where's Eddie?" she asked, smiling at memories of him.  "I thought he'd have scarfed all the pancakes and sausage by now."

"Edwin died four years ago," Elizabeth said.  "Heart attack."

"Oh, God."

Martha felt her chest tighten.  All the decisions she'd made, all the mistakes, forced their way to the front of her mind.  She couldn't even say goodbye to an old friend, go to his funeral.

Aggie glanced around the table, eyeing the rest of the coven.  Martha knew exactly what she was doing.  She was searching for whoever clued Martha in.  Martha didn't dare react, didn't indicate Caroline in the slightest.

"So," Martha said.  "Still on the way to hunt some werewolves?"

It was an attempt at a joke.  No one laughed.  Aggie set her cup down and leaned forward on her elbows.

"I asked you, directly, if they had a child.  You looked me straight in the eye, and lied.  And you hid him, kept him from us.  Do you realize how much that hurts me?"

Aggie was all business.  No stories about werewolves, or excuses as to why the coven gathered.  Even as the butterflies danced in her stomach, she summoned strength.

"Let's not argue about whom hurt whom the most," she said, glaring at each of them.  "We've all done our share of hurting and arguing."  She looked at the table and let out a sigh.  "How did you find him?"

Aggie gestured to Elizabeth.

"I found out two years ago," she said.  "I saw on the news that two people were miraculously healed in a hospital."

Martha nearly reacted to the memory, but kept her composure.  There was no need to give them more information.

"I bribed some security guards, pieced together what I could from the cameras," Elizabeth continued.  "I was just getting ready to reach out to him, when I saw you already had."

"Which," Aggie interjected, her tone dripping with condescension.  "You're forbidden to do."

"It wasn't hard to figure the rest out," Elizabeth said.  "I saw he was adopted, how old he was.  Hell, Martha, he even looks like his father."

The table went silent.  There was a time Martha would be a part of any decision the coven made.  That time was long gone, and now she awaited one of their decisions.

"What do we do now?" Martha asked.  "Or, what do you do now?"

Aggie sighed.

"Ladies, could the two of us have a moment alone?"

The coven slowly stood up and left the cafeteria.  She locked eyes with each of them, trying to convey with a look how sorry, and disappointed, she was.

Martha and Aggie were alone.   Aggie stood up and went to pour herself another cup of tea, as if she didn't have a care in the world.  She even poured a cup for Martha.

"Some sugar, with a drop of honey," she said as she sat once again.  "Just how you like it."

"Are you sure there isn't anything else in there?"

"Of course not."

Martha gently pushed the tea toward the center of the table.

"Don't take offense, but I think I'll pass."

"I do take offense.  I'm saying I didn't put anything in your tea.  There's only one of us sitting here with a history of lying."

"And there's only one with a history of murder."

Martha expected Aggie to lash out, get angry.  She was surprised when she didn't.  All Aggie did was sip her tea and stare at the table.  She wiped at an eye.  Was she crying?

"How did we get here?" she asked.  "We used to be one of the closest covens.  Everyone looked up to us."

"I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to cause any of this.  But what you did, it was wrong."

"It was necessary.  You know that."

"No, I don't know that."

"I can't believe we're still arguing about this.  Twenty years later."

"There never was an argument.  You decided I was in the wrong, and forced me from the coven."

"Everyone agreed with me.  We voted."

"Absolutely meaningless—"

"Stop!"

Their voices carried through the cafeteria, attracting the attention of the few nearby.  The couple with the baby spoke in hushed whispers as they gawked.

Aggie said something Martha thought she'd never hear.

"Can we move past this?" she asked.  "Just…somehow?  We want to move on.  We want you back where you belong, with us."

Martha leaned back in her seat.  She didn't do very well hiding her doubts.

"Back with the coven?"

"Yes.  Some of the magic we've come up with since you've been gone…."  Aggie let out the first genuine smile Martha had seen she'd arrived at Sanders.  "Absolutely wonderful.  You should be a part of it.  And all you have to do is nothing.  Just…let us do what we must.  You don't even have to be involved."

Martha reached out and placed her hand on Aggie's.

"You don't have to do this.  He's a good kid."  She shook her head.  "No, not a kid.  He's a great young man."

Aggie's stern expression returned.

"Martha, you know we can't leave him be."

"You don't have to kill him!"  She had to compose herself, lower her voice.  "He shouldn't have to pay for my mistakes."

"Relax.  No one is going to kill him."

Martha went quiet a moment.  She pulled her hand away.  Aggie didn't flinch, her eyes didn't stray.  The full horror of what she had planned settled on Martha.

"No…."

"Martha—"

"I won't let you do that."

Martha stood and headed for the doorway.  As she passed Aggie, the elder witch reached out and grabbed her by the wrist.

A tear ran down her cheek.

"If you leave," she said.  "You're rejecting us.  You're turning your back on people who love you, and I know you love.  Ina saved your life so many times.  Elizabeth jumped in the path of that magic arrow, that was meant for you.  She lost her powers for nearly a year.  Do you remember that?"

"I do."

Martha's thoughts were a mess.  She knew in her heart there was so much more to say.  But the words wouldn't come.  She cried as well, because she believed Aggie.  If she stepped aside, let them do their terrible things, they would welcome her with open arms back into the coven.

She said the only thing she could.

"I'm sorry."

Pulling her hand free, she went on her way without looking back.

Martha left the cafeteria and headed for the exit.  She was halfway there when movement from the right caught her attention.  Ina was sitting in the lounge area.  She rose from the chair and walked slowly toward the door, cutting off her escape.  Leaning against the glass window, her posture sent a very clear message.

They wouldn't let her leave.  There was nowhere to run.

Martha turned and walked toward the elevator and stairwell.  She didn't dare run, didn't shout for help.  She knew her coven well, and while they never wished to hurt anyone, they weren't above killing ten humans if it meant eliminating one dangerous supernatural creature.

Such as a rogue witch.

She risked a look over her shoulder as she entered the stairwell.  Ina still pursued, but at a leisurely pace.  She held her finger up to her lips, talking into her stone.

Martha shoved the door to the second floor open.  She tried to remember the layout of the hotel.  It had been so many years, and her memory wasn't what it used to be.  She tried to think ahead.  They certainly had her car covered by now, possibly even disabled.  But she could still escape on foot.

She grabbed her phone from her purse as she walked briskly down the hallway.  There was no signal.  She shook her head in disgust.  Her lack of signal had nothing to do with the age of her phone, or the structure of the hotel.  The coven had already put magic in place.  They were two steps ahead of her.

Looking up, she saw Elizabeth standing at the end of the hallway.

Martha again reached into her purse and found what she was looking for.  The coven outnumbered her, and she hadn't used offensive magic in years.  But she still had tricks.

Clutching the key in her hand, she opened the hotel room door to her left.

The young woman screamed as Martha bumped into her.  She was leaving the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her.  A man lying on the bed watching TV jumped to his feet.  Martha shut the door behind her.

"Who the fuck are you!" he shouted.

The woman pressed against the wall as Martha passed.  She quickly studied the room.  A window with a terrible view, a dresser, a tiny refrigerator, a microwave.

"Calm down," Martha said.

"I think you have the wrong room," the woman said.

Martha pulled a marker from her purse.  Her eyes fell on the white towel the woman wore.

"I'm very sorry, but I need this."

She ripped the towel away.  The woman shouted as she threw hands over various body parts.  The man reached for the phone next to the bed, to call security.  Martha aimed her flashlight quickly, careful not to overdo the exposure.  The light that struck their eyes made them cry in pain.  Too much magical light from her flashlight would blind them for weeks.

She approached the wall next to the dresser and created a portal, but didn't step through.  The adjacent room was empty.  She created another portal across from the first.  The maid gasped when the hole in the wall appeared.

Martha pulled a vial from her purse, and she let out a smile.  The vial reminded her of Kevin.  It had become his container of choice.  She typically used tiny jars or flasks, but she could see the appeal.

She poured it on the towel as she wedged herself in the corner, and covered up to her chin.

The door opened.

Elizabeth stepped inside the room.  She glanced at the couple, still rubbing their eyes.  The man was on his knees with his head pressed into the bedsheets.  The woman leaned against the wall, feeling about with her hands.

The maid from the neighboring room poked her head through the portal, her jaw hanging open.  Elizabeth approached her.

"Where did she go?" she asked.  "Did she go that way?"

The maid said nothing.  Elizabeth peered through both portals.  She couldn't see Martha in the corner, hiding behind her crude form of invisibility.  If she didn't make any sudden movements, Elizabeth would see nothing.

"Smart," Elizabeth said.  "I've missed you."

She stepped through the portal to the empty hotel room.  Martha moved quickly and quietly.  She dropped the towel and walked to the door.  If she were able, she would have closed the portal behind Elizabeth, trapped her in the room for at least a few seconds.  But those types of tricks belonged only to Kevin.

All she could do was leave Elizabeth behind to her fruitless search.

Martha jogged down the hall, as fast as her body would allow.  If she was right in her memory of the hotel, there was another elevator and stairs around the corner to the right.  Going down would lead to a conference room and workout center, as well as another set of exit doors to the back lot.

Before she could grab the handle, the door flew open.  A pair of hands reached out and pulled her inside.  Martha pulled her fist back, ready to strike.  It wasn't exactly elegant or magical, but she'd beaten her way out of bad situations before.

"Stop!"  A hand pushed her shoulder.  "It's me!"

Martha took a deep breath, allowing herself to relax.

"Caroline."

Caroline peered out the tiny window in the door.  Seeing no one was chasing, she turned her attention to Martha.

She was angry.

"You were supposed to leave," she said.  "You were supposed to take the kid and run.  I stopped by to warn you.  It wasn't an invitation to fight."

"I thought I could talk to her.  To Aggie.  I thought she would listen."

"Her mind was made up twenty years ago.  She's not going to it change now."

"And the coven agrees?  You're the only one who doesn't?"  The look of doubt on Caroline's face gave Martha pause.  "Caroline?"

"I don't know how I feel about the kid," she admitted.  "But Aggie said if you weren't with us, you were against us, and everything that we believe in.  And that—"  She took her hand.  "I just don't agree with.  You were never against us."

Martha squeezed her shoulder.

"Thank you."

"You have to get out of here.  Don't even bother with your car.  Your stone.  Is it connected with his?"

"No."

"What?  Why not?"

"Mine is still linked to the coven.  Aggie could use it to track him.  I couldn't allow that."

"Okay, okay."  Caroline paced a moment.  "I can give you a few minutes, but you have to go.  And you have to run.  Okay?"

Martha hesitated.  She'd had enough of running and hiding.  But she knew there weren't better options.  Not against the entire coven.

She nodded.

Caroline raised her bracelet to her lips.

"Ladies," she said.  "I saw her leaving the hotel.  Through the doors near the kitchen."

A moment of silence, then Aggie's voice came back.

"Thank you.  Everyone head that way."

Caroline gestured to the stairs.

"Go."

Martha wouldn't go without a goodbye.  She hugged Caroline tight, realizing there was a good chance they'd never see each other again.  Caroline sniffled, trying to hold back tears.  Martha ran down the stairs, before her own emotions overwhelmed her.

The kitchen was on the other side of the hotel.  She had a clear path to the exit doors near the workout center.  As she pushed the doors open, she retrieved her phone once again.  There were many trinkets a witch could use to block a signal, all with varying degrees.  All she had to do was cross the street, blend in with the humans nearby.  Then she could call Kevin, tell him to prepare to leave.

She stared at her phone.  No signal yet.  The sidewalk was just ahead.

Finally, one bar appeared, almost like magic.  She scrolled through her list of recent calls, looking for her own home number.  She prayed he was there.

She never saw the car coming.

The world spun around her.  Her head smacked something hard.  There was the sound of brakes squealing.  Her ribs were on fire.

From what sounded like miles away, two car doors opened and closed.  She recognized a voice.  Aggie.  Or maybe it was Elizabeth.  She couldn't tell.

Slowly, the darkness folded in around her.  Her senses shut down as she fell unconscious.  Or perhaps she was dying.  She wasn't certain of that, either.




















CHAPTER 19




Leese relaxed on her brother's couch, her bare feet dangling over the arm.  She mindlessly twirled her toes while listening to music on her phone.  The smell of pizza in the oven filled the house, and if Alex and Cindy weren't home soon, she was going to help herself to dinner.

Motion to her right caught her eye.  She turned her head to see Cindy opening the door, sodas and chips in hand.

She didn't look happy.

"Hey," Leese greeted.  "Everything okay?"

Cindy let out a sigh as she set everything on the floor.

"I forgot onion dip.  So, I had to go back for that."

Leese laughed as she stretched her arms over her head.

"You didn't have to.  We got plenty to eat."

"You know Alex loves his onion dip."

"He'll live.  Screw him."

"Actually, last night, we—"

"Cindy," she warned, holding up a finger.  "I told you.  Don't make me get up off this couch."

"Yeah, wouldn't dream of making you move."  The two laughed before Cindy pulled her blouse away from her stomach.  "And then there's this.  Some asshole spilled a drink all over me at the gas station."

Leese frowned at the wet blotch.  "Real nice."

"I know.  Is the pizza done?"

"Almost.  Go change your shirt.  I'll cut it up."

"We have to wait for Alex."

"He'll be late.  Let's start without him."

"He won't be late."

"He will.  He loves work more than you.  You're old and used up."

"I'm twenty-six."

"Yeah.  Old and used up."

"You're hilarious."

"I know."

Cindy was only halfway to the bedroom when Alex arrived.  He nearly tripped over the bags near the door.

"See?" Cindy called.  "I told you."

Alex looked at his sister in confusion.

"Told you what?"

Leese finally swung her legs over and sat up on the couch.

"I said you're always late."

"That's not true."

Cindy shouted from the bedroom.

"She also said you love work more than me!"

"Well, that's true," Alex joked.

"I heard that!"

He handed Leese a soda and joined her on the couch.  Closing his eyes, he leaned back into the cushions, trying to disappear from the world, if only for a short time.  Leese regarded her brother.  She was proud of him, although she always chose her moments carefully when she told him.  He was working harder than he ever had before.  Money was coming in, and he was also helping others.

"How did it go?" she asked, referring to his latest case.

He took a long drink.

"All done.  The family was right.  The house was haunted."

"By the grandparents?"

"No," Alex said, sadness in his voice.  "By the previous owners.  I just talked with them, as politely as I could.  Told them the house wasn't theirs anymore."

Leese shook her head.  She'd interviewed the Mason family.  They were one of the rare families who were hoping for a haunted house.

"They really thought it was their grandparents."

Alex leaned forward.

"I know.  I had to sit there and explain that not everyone that dies hangs around.  It was weird.  When I clear a house, usually it's a happy ending.  They were really disappointed."

He glanced around the living room, realizing Cindy hadn't yet joined them.  He peered over the back of the couch.

"What are you doing in there?"

"Getting dressed," she called back.

His eyes lit up.

"That means she's naked."

Alex jumped to his feet, ready for an eyeful of his wife.  Leese smirked at his gleeful enthusiasm, then stretched out on the couch once again.  He nearly passed by when she remembered.  She reached out to grab his hand.

"Hey," she said.  "Did you stop by Victoria's place?  Did you see Zoey?"

His expression didn't give her hope.

"Yeah, I did."

"Well?" she said impatiently.  "And?  Did you get her stone?"

"She lost it."

Leese couldn't believe her ears.  She stared at her brother, her face blank.  Three passes of that simple remark went through her mind before she could speak.

"She lost it," Leese repeated.  "Zoey lost her magical stone, that lets her talk to the witch that created it."

"That's what she said.  She thinks it's in the house somewhere."

"A magical artifact.  She lost it like it was a set of keys.  And Victoria's out of town."

"I've got another idea."

"Oh, really?  What?"

"I don't want to say yet, in case it doesn't work out."

Leese held in a groan.  It was still so difficult to believe she couldn't get in touch with Kevin.  Between magic and technology, there should have been a way.  But it was like he'd vanished into thin air.

She went to speak, to pry Alex for clues, but his attention was elsewhere.  He peered into the bedroom, and Leese rolled her eyes.  There was no use talking to him when the thought of Cindy shedding clothes clouded his mind.

"Go," she said, waving him away.  "Spy on your wife."

Alex didn't argue.

The Teague family laughed and half-watched the movie they'd rented while eating food and throwing popcorn at one another.  They hadn't spent as much time together as they used to, and Leese made sure to enjoy the moment.  She watched her brother and sister-in-law, smiled as Cindy offered Alex a drink of soda, only to pull it away.  Alex then used his powers to vanish from sight.  Before either Cindy or Leese knew what was happening, he was behind the couch, dumping popcorn on them.

The fun times went by quickly.  It was ten minutes until midnight when Alex stood and went to retrieve his jacket.  He had another home to visit.  The latest client, a family of three, claimed their haunting only happened during the late night.  Demons LLC didn't have standard office hours.  Alex worked whenever he had to.

"Okay, guys," Alex announced.  "I have to go to work."

Leese and Cindy tidied up the coffee table before walking Alex to the door.  Cindy gave him a kiss.

"Call me before you come home," she said.

"I will."  He smacked his sister's shoulder.  "Are you staying over?"

"Yes," Cindy said, wrapping an arm around Leese's shoulder.  "Girls' night."

"Ah, I can't.  Tracy is at a party, and I told her I'd feed her cat, which I forgot to do."

"You're no fun."

The Teagues went their separate ways.  Alex gave a final wave as he climbed into his truck.  Leese left in the opposite direction, toward her apartment.  The streets were empty, giving her a smooth ride home.  She parked in her normal spot in the complex and left the engine running.  The heat from the car was relaxing.  She wasn't in a hurry for the cold walk.

She spent several minutes browsing her phone, answering text messages.  There was still an old exchange between Kevin and herself that she'd never deleted.  It wasn't her intention to go down memory lane, but she couldn't help herself.  She laughed at his enthusiasm when she asked if she could come over and play.

She added a simple message to their conversation.

I miss you.

There was no point in hitting send.  Kevin had gotten rid of his phone.

She tucked her phone away and gathered her purse.  Before leaving the car, she studied every shadow, every corner around her.  She was healing.  No longer did the thought of witch-hunters pouncing from the darkness consume her.

But still, she kept a hand on the pepper-spray.  There was nothing wrong with being prepared.

She opened the front door, still shivering from the outside.  A familiar silhouette sat near the TV.  An arch of the back and flip of the tail.

"Hey, Clover."  Tracy's cat let out a mew.  Leese set her purse on the table next to the door.  "I'm sorry I'm late."

Another mew, and Leese froze.

Something was wrong.

The thoughts all came in a bunch.  Clover always greeted her by jumping on the back of the couch, which ran adjacent to the door.  She never mewed twice.  Instead of greeting Leese, Clover refused to move.

Leese saw the cat's head turn, staring at something in the opposite corner across from the kitchen.

She reached for the light switch, but her hand never made it.

The shadow closed the fifteen feet fast.  It slammed into Leese, forcing the air from her lungs, and shoved her against the door.  She reached out and felt a face.  Cheeks and a nose.  Flesh and blood.  Her attacker threw her to the floor and pressed a knee into her back.  She thought her ribs would snap at any moment.  Her left wrist was forced behind her, and she felt thin plastic slip over her fingers.  An open zip-tie.

She managed to spin onto her back as he struggled with her free hand.  Her left arm was pinned beneath her as he straddled her, but she flailed with her right.  She pushed, tore at his shirt, clawed with her fingers.  One of her wild swings caught his neck and he cried out.  He struck out with a closed fist, catching Leese on her cheek.  Her head bounced off the floor, and the darkened living room seem to spin a moment.  He spun her over to her stomach again, but Leese pulled herself forward a few inches, enough to pull her right leg out from under him.  She kicked backward with all her strength.  There was a grunt and a rush of air, and her attacker's grip weakened.

Her purse was right where she left it, on the corner table.  The living room was still draped in silhouette.  The only light came from the moon outside the patio door.  It caught the clasp on her purse, like a beacon.  Leese reached out.

A hand gripped her ankle and dragged her back.  Finally, the man spoke.  A simple growl, laced with frustration and anger.

"Fucking bitch."

Her shirt bunched up to her bra, leaving a carpet burn along her navel.  More pain to go with her ribs and back.

Leese felt the strap of her purse in her palm.  Her finger barely hooked it before he'd pulled her away.

He grabbed her leg, then the waistband of her jeans.  He was working his way along her body in another attempt to bind her hands.

Leese unzipped her purse and felt for her pepper-spray.  Aiming over her shoulder, she unleashed the stream.  The can had been a constant companion for months.  Always at her side, merely a touch away.  Its cold surface was reassuring as she navigated her new world without Kevin.  However, she'd never used it.

The man's grip on Leese let up instantly as he cried out.  Then came the sniffling and coughing.  She pulled herself to one knee, then her own symptoms started.  Just being nearby affected her.  Her eyes leaked like someone turned on a faucet.

Wiping her face, she reached for the light.  Finally, she got a look at the man who'd broken into her apartment.  He looked like a street punk yanked from a dark alley.  Ripped jeans, heavy boots, track marks along his arms.  He was the furthest thing from a witch-hunter she'd ever seen.

Thoughts almost formed, but not completely.  Vague ideas floated of fleeing from the apartment, calling the police, knocking on a neighbor's door, something smart and logical.  But emotion kept the thoughts from springing to life.  Adrenaline coursed through her, and she only felt things.  Fear.  Terror.

Then the man peered up at her from his knees.

He still struggled to breathe, couldn't stop coughing.  But the look he gave her told Leese he wasn't done.  There was still fight left.  He reached for a knife strapped to his leg.

Leese's fear turned to anger.  That anger turned to rage.  No.  She wasn't going to run, wasn't going to flee.

She jumped over the couch and headed for the entertainment center.  Behind the TV, right where it had been since her kidnapping, was the aluminum baseball bat that belonged to Tracy.  She gripped it and turned to face her attacker.  He was on his feet, but hunched over the back of the couch.  He held the knife in his hand, still giving Leese that angry glare.

Leese matched his glare with her own, and charged forward.

His expression changed when he saw her eyes.  His features turned paler than they already were.  She shouted as she rounded the couch, like a crazed maniac.  He dropped the knife and turned to run.  His reaction may have saved his life, as Leese swung with all her might, and barely missed.  She caught a piece of his shirt, and the miss tossed her off-balance enough to fall against the wall.  He made it to the door, but she recovered quickly.  He took one step off the landing onto the stairs when she caught up and swung again.

This time, she didn't miss.

The aluminum bat found its mark on the meaty part of his right shoulder.  He clutched his arm and tumbled down the short flight of stairs to the next landing.  He looked up at her, fear in his eyes.  His expression terrified Leese.  It also excited her.

He half stumbled, half ran to the next set of stairs.  Leese caught up again and swung her weapon, this time at his knee.  The sound of metal against flesh and bone was sickening.  He let out a pathetic cry and tumbled down another set of stairs.

Leese was going to hit him again.  Probably, another time as well.  She wasn't sure how many times she was going to strike.  She needed to teach him.  She needed to teach all of them.  She didn't have demonic powers, or witchcraft.  But no one was going to shove her in a trunk ever again.  Not without her taking a big piece of them first.

He backed away from her, pushing himself along with his good leg.  Leese reared back and swung down, aiming for his other leg.  He pulled it away just in time.  The bat vibrated as it struck the floor, sending a pain through her palms.  She winced for a moment as she readjusted her grip.

The distraction allowed the man to pull himself to his feet.  He made it to the first floor and limped his way to the door.  Leese pursued.  She didn't taunt him, didn't say a word.  That was energy better spent on beating him.

The cold air was a bother only several minutes ago, but now it was refreshing.  Somewhere in the back of her mind, she was aware that she was in the open.  She was outside, away from her apartment, chasing a man with a bat, for all the world to see.  That didn't stop her.  It was late.  There was no one outside, anyway.

The man picked up speed as he hit the sidewalk.  He ran toward a limousine parked in front of the complex.  Leese frowned in confusion as she noticed the vehicle.  Was it always parked there?  Did it just pull up?

He was going to get away.

She ran forward, cocking the bat back.  Even if she couldn't hit him one last time, she'd at least shatter a window.  The passenger's door opened, and he threw himself inside.

Leese thought the limo would speed away, but the back door opened instead.  She froze in place when the first thing she saw was a gun, pointed at her.

She recognized the man she'd met at Starbuck's.  Michael Tavers.

"What the hell—?"

"Get inside," he said tersely.

His eyes darted behind her.  Suddenly, he was nervous.  Leese knew what was happening.  The apartment building was coming to life.  People were opening their doors, calling the police.

"No," Leese said, her voice shaking.  "Just go away, before the police get here."

"Get in," he said again, more forcefully.  "And drop the bat."

He reached next to him when she didn't move.  She thought perhaps he was retrieving another gun, which made no sense to her.  Instead, her mouth fell open when he held Cindy, his arm wrapped around her shoulders.  Her eyes were shut.  Her head bobbed around as he maneuvered her.

"If you don't," he said.  "I'll kill your sister."

The sight of a gun pointed at Cindy's temple jarred Leese's muscles loose.  She did exactly as she was told.  She dropped the bat to the ground and approached the limo.  Michael kept the gun trained on Cindy, but scooted aside to make room.

Michael tapped the window separating them from the front, and the limo drove away.




















CHAPTER 20




"What in God's name is going on?  What have you done?"

"Calm down.  Aggie said—"

"No!  This has gone too far!  This…ohmyGod…this is…how could you?"

Martha opened one eye.  The world was a blurry mess.  The voices, whoever they were, continued to argue.  Their words blurred together.  She couldn't tell who was saying what.  All she felt was pain.  There was no particular part of her body that hurt worse than another.  Everything hurt.

An unpleasant smell touched her nose that nearly made her gag.  It was familiar somehow.  She could almost place it.  Why wasn't her brain working right?

There were sounds of a struggle.  Martha blinked several times, trying to clear her vision.  She felt something soft under her.  An old mattress?  She reached up to clutch her forehead.

Something was wrong.

The gesture should have been simple.  A bending of the elbow, a flexing of the arm.  But her fingers never reached her face.  She tried to wiggle her digits, move her wrist.

She couldn't feel them.

Horror set in, and that's when her vision began to clear up.  She wished the world would fade once again.  She could have closed her eyes, wanted to, but they wouldn't obey her.  The truth assaulted her.

Her hands were gone, cut off at the wrist.

Where her hands used to be were nothing but gauze and tape.  Martha caught sight of a fire roaring not too far away, in an old brick fireplace.  Her hands were there, burning in the flames.  The horrid smell was her own flesh.

Someone fell in front of her.  Martha looked through iron bars at Darlene.  She lay unconscious on the floor.

Martha finally realized she was in a cage.

Caroline dropped to one knee by the cage door.  She was distraught, her eyes glassy.  Her hands shook as she smeared a potion over a lock.  She yanked the lock from the cage and threw it across the room.

Tossing the door open, she took Martha's face in her hands.

"I'm so sorry."  Tears ran down her chin.  "Oh, God.  I swear, I didn't know.  We never talked about…this."

Caroline rubbed Martha's wrists.  Martha stared at the empty space.  She cried as well.  Caroline held a glass of water to her lips.  The physical pain faded.  But magic couldn't cure everything.

She would never be the same again.

"Where…where am I?" she asked.

"An abandoned house, a few streets over from yours.  Listen, you have to get out of here.  They're on their way to your place right now.  I was with them, but sneaked back here to check on you."  She stared at Martha's missing hands.  "Oh, Martha."

Martha tried to pull herself to her knees, but her head hit the top of the cage.  Caroline grabbed her by the elbow to assist.

There were more voices.  They looked up, through a large hole in a dining room wall that was falling apart, and saw shadows dancing in the living room.

"They're coming.  Maybe I bought him some time?  I don't know.  But Martha, you have to get to him."

She didn't want to move.  She wanted to close the gate and accept her fate.  No more running or fighting.  She fought for everything she'd believed in, and lost.

She thought of Kevin.

Martha took one step forward, and nearly vomited.  Caroline caught her by the arm before she could tumble back to the floor.  The back door in the kitchen was missing, revealing a disheveled backyard.  That was her destination.  One small step at a time.

"You have to hurry," Caroline said.

"What about you?  Come with me."

"No.  I'll slow them down as best I can.  Just get the kid and get away."

"Caroline—"

"Go!"

Caroline nearly shoved her out before disappearing back into the house.  The sun had set.  Martha had no idea what time it was.  She stumbled across the yard, but each step grew stronger.  She made it to the broken fence leading to a side street.  Instinct made her reach out, try to steady herself with anything she could hold.

But she couldn't hold anything.

Despair threatened to consume her, and a simple thought crossed her mind.

She wouldn't be alive much longer.

Martha had confronted mortality long ago.  The life of a witch had its moments of danger.  She'd reflected on life and love with Aggie herself, when they were pinned down battling two rogue covens that had decided they were going to wage war on humanity.

She'd never dreamed her own coven would be the death of her.

Pushing the thoughts aside, she pressed forward.  She recognized where she was.  Her home was only minutes away.

"Hang on, Kevin," she said.




















CHAPTER 21




Kevin stepped through the portal first.  Marie stood on the other side, peering through cautiously.  Half of the automatic lights had turned off behind her.

"Are you coming?" he asked.

"How do you know this portal won't close on you right when you're walking through?"

"It'll stay open a few minutes on its own, without me doing anything."

Marie wasn't convinced.

"That's it?  You trust your life to that?  What if you step over and your foot ends up in the ocean somewhere?"

"You've been using my portals now since we met."

"I know.  It doesn't make it any less weird."

Kevin laughed.

"Would you hurry up?"

He extended his hand.  Marie didn't seem like the type of woman to need a helping hand with anything, but it seemed like the polite gesture to make.  She accepted his offer with a small smile and took a step through the portal.

He gave her a gentle tug.

"Oh shit!" he shouted.  "It's closing!"

Marie let out a squeal as she hopped through, pushing Kevin aside, and collapsed on the couch.  She gasped and panted as she turned to see Kevin laughing with his hands on his knees, standing next to the very stable magical gateway.

"You dick."

"Sorry.  I couldn't help it."

He looked through the portal one final time.  Betty the couch sat in her new home, against the wall along with the beat-up coffee table he'd found in the trash last month.  His home-away-from-home was shaping up rather nicely.

"Thanks for the help," he told Marie.

She crossed her legs and leaned back on the couch.

"You're welcome.  It needs a woman's touch, but I've seen much worse."

Kevin smiled and glanced at the time.  They'd spent most of the day away from Sanders.  It was a few minutes past eight.  He tried to prepare himself mentally for the rest of the night.

"So, what's the plan?" he asked.

"Well, I feel sweaty and disgusting.  I'm going to borrow Martha's shower, then we'll head out.  I promise, I won't keep us out long."

He nodded in agreement.  Marie went upstairs, passing a hissing cat on the way to the bathroom.  Kevin wasn't far behind as he aimed for the kitchen.  He poured himself a glass of water and sat at the dining table.  He would have watched a few minutes of TV, but Martha had yet to get one.

His gaze drifted to the stone in the center of the table.  It belonged to Leese, before she gave it back to him.  It had been sitting there since he'd first arrived at Martha's.  He was going to simply toss it away, but couldn't bring himself to do it.

He didn't know when he'd leave Martha's.  Maybe when his project was done?  But that wouldn't be anytime soon.  Regardless of where he stayed, he did know one thing.

He wanted to talk to Leese.

Marie called out from the bathroom on the second floor.  The shower was still running.

"Kevin?"

Kevin stood and walked to the bottom of the stairs.  He assumed something simple.  Marie needed shampoo, or soap, or a towel.

The shower stopped, and her tone grew more urgent.

"Kevin!" she called again.

"Yeah, what?" he shouted back.  "Is everything okay?"

"What the hell is going on down there?"

"Uh, huh?  What are you talking about?"

The bathroom door opened and Marie emerged.  She moved to the stairs, looking down at Kevin.  She was naked, save for a towel wrapped around her.  Her brow was furrowed, her nose twitching.

"What the fuck?" she said.

Kevin said nothing as she marched downstairs.  Her towel barely covered her, stopping just at the top of her legs.  He did his best to keep his eyes off her.  Her hair dripped as she walked.

Her eyes darted about the living room as her nose continued to work.

"Who died in here?" she asked.

"What?"

"It just smells…."  Her face twisted and shifted.  "Oh, wow, it's bad."

She approached the basement door and leaned her head in.  After a few intense sniffs, she moved away.

"Marie?  You're acting crazy."

"Just be thankful you can't smell it.  I deal with drunks, piss, and shit at my bar every weekend.  It never smells like this."  She cinched her towel tighter and let out a mischievous smile as she leaned on a chair.  "Don't tell her I said it.  But it smells like Martha, only ten times worse.  Maybe—"

She went silent as she turned.  She cocked her head to the side, not moving an inch.  The stillness sent chills up his spine.  Kevin was afraid to disturb her.

Finally, she blinked several times.

"We have to get out of—"

The sharp, blinding light illuminated the entire house.  Kevin pressed his forearm over his eyes, but that wasn't enough to block out the bursting white.  It felt like his eyes were on fire.

His balance shifted as a wave of nausea struck.  Dropping to one knee, he reached out for something to hold on to, anything at all, and felt a bare knee.

"Kevin?" Marie said.

Her tone told him she was in distress as well.  She knelt next to him, holding his shoulders.  He used her to steady himself, and felt a breast in the process.  Her towel was gone.  He wanted to apologize, but that didn't seem important.

The white settled into a dark gray, but Kevin still couldn't see clearly.  A few vague shapes were all he could manage.  A chair a few feet away, and parts of the table.  But that was all.

"We need to leave.  Now."

Marie was calm, but urgent.  Kevin didn't argue.  He didn't have a clue as to what was happening, but those were questions that could be asked later.

"I can't see anything," he said.

"Me, neither.  But I don't need eyes to move.  Come on."

She grabbed his wrist and pulled him forward, but he held firm.

"Wait.  My magic.  It's in the basement."

She moaned in irritation as she squeezed his hand.  Her grip sent pain up his arm.

"Can you get it fast?"

"Yeah."

He pulled her back into the house, away from the kitchen.  The gray curtain continued to hang around them.  He felt along the wall until his hand struck the door frame.  The cool basement air let him know they were near the stairs.

He turned down the stairwell, Marie right behind him, but stopped when he saw the light.

A bright orange ball glowed at the bottom.  The orb seemed to float in mid-air.  Streaks of red joined the dance of colors, and the orb moved slightly.  Its movements were sharp, sudden.  It whirled toward them with speed.  Kevin realized what it was too late.

Someone tossed a fireball at them.

Marie grabbed his shoulders and forced him down.  His ankle popped as the fireball flew over his head.  He could feel the heat, hear the flames popping.

There was a scream behind him.

He spun to see Marie against the wall.  She'd saved Kevin, but not herself, as the flames moved along her torso.  She dropped to her knees, tried to roll on the carpet, and another fireball struck the wall behind her, barely missing her head.

Kevin grabbed the door and slammed it shut, just in time to block another fireball.  His palm, still on the doorknob, sizzled as the magical fire spread quickly.

He winced in pain as he backed up a step.  His ankle throbbed from Marie's pure strength.  His vision was finally beginning to clear.  He turned to see Marie on one knee.  She successfully put out the fire, but her skin was burnt badly.  Her right arm, shoulder, neck, all the way down to her hip was black and oozing.

"God, Marie," was all he could say.

The werewolf didn't cry out, didn't complain.  She glanced at her arm, felt her face, and stood upright.  Kevin reached for her, wanting to help, but decided not to touch her.

A familiar voice called out from the basement.

"Kevin!  Please, don't run.  We only want you.  We'll let your friend walk away if you simply…don't move."

He recognized the superior tone, the slight arrogance.

"Aggie?"

She didn't respond.  Another fireball rocked the door, eating away the wood much faster than normal.  Kevin jumped in place as Marie grabbed his shoulder from behind.

"Let's go," she said.  "There's at least three of them."

She looked past him as she listened.  Kevin turned to see a figure moving outside past the window in the living room.  The front door flew open violently.  A woman he didn't recognize stepped over the threshold, holding a fireball.

Marie pulled Kevin toward the kitchen, to the back door.  They were nearly there when yet another woman showed up on the deck.  Kevin could see her through the window over the sink.  She held a trinket of some kind to the door.

He gasped as it disintegrated before their eyes.

The woman stepped into the kitchen.  Unlike the others, she held two fireballs, one in each hand.  Instead of orange and red, their tint was a greenish purple.  He was afraid to think of what they might do.

Aggie spoke again.  This time she was much closer, working her way up the basement stairs.

"Kevin, no more destruction.  Please.  You seem like a very sensible young man.  The more you resist, the more people may get hurt.  And none of us want that."

Marie growled next to him.  Kevin looked down to see her hands had turned into claws.  He'd seen the sight from Victoria many times, but Marie's claws were much different.  They were larger, the nails thicker, with patches of hair over her fingers.

Kevin grabbed her arm.

"I don't know if that's such a good—"

They both jumped when someone tackled the woman guarding the porch.  He saw a flash of familiar clothes, familiar gray hair.  He almost couldn't believe his eyes.

Martha attacked with fury.  She shoved the woman against the railing and kicked without mercy.  Kevin and Marie approached the door and watched.  Her arms flailed about as she screamed.

Something was wrong with her arms.

The beating was over quickly.  She looked up, her hair a mess, and her eyes shot open.  She stared at something past them, back in the house.

"Kevin!" she shouted.

He spun just in time to see orange and red heading straight for him.  If he'd been any slower, or Martha's warning a second later, the magical fireball would have engulfed them.  Instead, it spread apart and dissipated over the shield emanating from his raised palm.  The magical stone he wore on his finger protected him once again.

Still, the barrier his ring generated didn't block out everything.  The heat shot through his hand up to his shoulder, making him cringe.

When the fireball faded, he saw Aggie standing near the door to the basement, next to her partner.

She wore a confident smirk, but it faded at the sight of Martha.

"Run!" Martha shouted.

The three ran down the deck stairs.  Martha nearly tripped, but Kevin caught her by the arm, holding her upright.  His hand brushed against her wrist, and he felt the bandages.

They were nearly to the gate when Kevin realized what they'd forgotten.  He felt sick to his stomach.

"Wait!" he shouted, and turned in place.  "Oscar!"

Aggie stood at the open back door.  She didn't move, or make any threatening gestures of any kind.  She simply stood still, with that arrogant sneer on her face, holding a fireball at her side.  Kevin picked up a hint of cumin in the air, and had a guess as to the ingredients of the fire magic she was using.  Aggie's partner was moving in the kitchen, throwing about the contents of a jar.  The woman Martha assaulted was on her feet now, leaning against the railing.

Both Oscar and Sebastian suddenly sprinted from between Aggie's legs.  They jumped the fence and ran to safety through the neighbors' yard.

"They're fine," Martha said.  She hooked her arm around Kevin's and tugged lightly.  "Hurry.  Come on."

Kevin didn't budge.  He took a step forward, pulling away from Martha.

"No!" she yelled.  "Not now!  We have no magic.  Nothing at all."

Aggie held up a finger, mocking them, signaling for them to wait.  Her two partners joined her at her side on the deck.

Martha gasped as fire spread through her house.

They could see it in the kitchen.  Then it moved to the upstairs, in Martha's room.  In a matter of seconds, her entire home was in flames.

"Now you have nothing," Aggie said.  A look of genuine sadness crossed her face.  "It didn't have to be this way."

Another tug came at Kevin's arm, this one much stronger.  Marie grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.

"We run now," she said.  "And fight later."

That's what they did.  They ran down the alley, away from the house, to the neighboring street.  Kevin glanced over his shoulder before they rounded the corner.  Aggie was slowly moving away from the house, not in a hurry to pursue.  She held a stone to her lips.

They made it nearly to the end of the street when Martha slowed down.  She gasped for breath and rested against the side of a van.  Marie was visibly irritated at having to wait for the older witch, but didn't complain.  She stood in the middle of the street, still naked, and glanced at the houses around her.  Her nose twitched wildly as she frowned in confusion.  He could see on her face something was wrong.  He was only a step slower than Marie in noticing.

The streets were unusually lifeless.  Lights were on in houses.  But there were no dogs barking, no cars running, no one on the sidewalks.

Kevin squatted in front of Martha and grabbed her arm.  She didn't try to pull away.  She tried to look him in the eye, but wasn't able.  Her stare was fixed on the ground between them, tears trailing down her face.

"What did they do to you?" he asked, his voice cracking.  What the mutilation meant for Martha slowly dawned on him, and he cried along with her.  "Martha.  What is going on?"

"I'm so sorry," she said, finally meeting his eye.  "I should have told you so much sooner."

Marie leaned down toward them.

"Hey.  Do this later," she said sternly.  "What do we do now?"  She pointed back the way they came.  "Everything, all your stuff, was in the house?  Your coat?  Please tell me you've got something else in mind other than that ridiculous fanny pack."

Martha and Marie argued while Kevin studied the neighborhood, glancing at the nearby homes.

"We need to get to my store," Martha said.  "It's not ideal, but we can put together some magic there."

"The store?  You want to lock ourselves in a tiny building and try to put up a fight?  You want us to put ourselves in a corner?  No.  The woods.  That's where we need to go.  Out in the open, they won't have a chance.  I'll kill all of them."

"Kill?  No, we can't kill them.  They're…."

"Witches?" Marie finished.  "I think we figured that out."

"Family," Martha said.  "They're still my family.  Witches…don't kill our own kind."

Marie scoffed.

"That's just not smart.  The werewolves that attacked me, killed my family.  I hunted them down, killed them."

"Well, that's your kind.  That's not—"

"Hey!" Kevin interrupted.  He pointed at a house on the corner.  "That's the Wiltons' place, right?  Didn't they just have a baby?"

Martha took a step forward and squinted.

"Yeah.  A little girl.  Nicole took her out of town to visit her mother.  Only Paul is home right now."

Kevin almost smiled.

"Perfect."

He crossed the street.  Martha and Marie jogged to keep up.  He knocked on the front door loudly.

"Paul!  Are you in there?  It's Kevin, from the store."

No response.  Kevin would have knocked again, but there wasn't time.

"Does someone have a key?  Just any key."

Marie put her hands on her bare hips.

"Does it look like I'm carrying anything?"

Kevin averted his eyes and looked at Martha.  She shook her head, and he tried not to notice her arms.  He stared at the ground, the only safe place to look.

"A portal then," he said.  "I just need something to—"

Marie moved him aside.  With one swift kick, the door swung open.  She ushered everyone inside and shut the door behind them.

"Paul," Kevin said again.  "I'm sorry, don't freak out.  We need help—"

They froze when they turned to the living room.

Paul lay on the floor in front of the couch, his shirt missing.  His jeans were around his knees.  A woman Kevin didn't recognize, but knew wasn't his wife, lay next to him.  She was also in a state of half-dress, wearing only a bra and panties.

"What the hell?" Kevin said.

"Paul!" Martha called.  "Lisa!"

She tried to run to them, but Marie stopped her.  Marie dropped to her hands and knees and ran her nose along them.  It felt strange to see so many people without clothes.

"They're alive," she said.  "They're just—"

Martha finished for her.

"Asleep."

A moment of silence passed between the three.  Marie looked back and forth between the witches, agitated.  Every time Kevin thought a witch's magic couldn't surprise him, along came a new spell, even if it wasn't his own.

"Aggie?" he asked.

"Who's Aggie?" Marie asked.  "Is that who just burned down your house?"

Martha nodded.

Kevin dropped to a knee and gently shook Paul, who didn't move.  Sleep magic was a part of his arsenal, but he needed a container, needed to directly expose someone.

"How did she do this?"

"Twenty years ago, she could knock out maybe a block for a few hours.  Who knows what they've come up with since then?"

Kevin stood and carefully approached the window.  He didn't see it before, but a man sat slumped in his car across the street, his head leaning against the steering wheel.

"Shit," he said.  "Did she put the whole neighborhood to sleep?  The whole town?"

"I don't know.  But it'll wear off.  You know that.  Turn the lights out."

"No," Marie said.  "Leave the lights on, so it looks like any other house.  And get away from the window."

He followed her advice.  Marie continued to stare at Paul and Lisa on the floor.

"Why aren't we asleep?" she asked.

"Because we're not human," Kevin answered.  "It doesn't work on us."  His thoughts shifted back to the plan that was swimming in his head.  "I'll look through the kitchen.  Marie, I need you to find a computer, and pray to God they have a printer.  Martha—"  He felt guilty asking, but even without hands, she could search.  "Can you find baby powder?"

"Why?" Marie said, frowning.

"Just do it," Martha said.

The three separated.  Kevin threw cabinets open, not bothering to close them.  He gathered a pot out of habit, although he didn't need heat.  The questions came, even though he tried to focus on the task before him.  Why were Aggie and her coven after him?  Why did they mutilate Martha?

Martha's timing was perfect as he dumped ingredients into the pot.  She entered the kitchen carrying a bottle of baby powder under her arm.

"I found this.  Do they have the chili powder?  Vitamin C?"

He arched an eyebrow, reminded once again that Martha went through his spell-book.

"Yeah.  Lisa is always getting vitamins at the store."

Kevin quickly mixed the potion.  It turned its familiar shade of purple.  His portal magic was a mainstay in his old coat, along with a few photos of important places.  The potion was a part of his latest work-in-progress, his fanny pack, that was burned in Martha's basement.  He hadn't even protected it with fireproof magic yet.  His work-in-progress was turning out to be a bust.

But he wasn't done yet.  They could still fight Aggie and her coven.

He just needed a destination.  He needed to prepare.

"Marie?"  He walked to the stairs, where he last saw her.  "Are you up there—?"

"I found a printer," she called back.

He jogged upstairs, Martha right behind him.  Marie was searching a bedroom, looking under a desk.  She'd covered up with a pink robe she found.

"The printer's in the other bedroom," she said, pointing.  "But I don't see a computer."

Kevin opened the closet door.

"A tablet.  A laptop.  Or a phone.  Anything will work."

A voice spoke,.

"Martha.  I know you might not believe me, but I'm very sorry for what we had to do."

Aggie.

The voice came from low, near the floor.  Marie's head jerked to the side as she stared at Martha's feet.  Kevin's eyes went wide with panic.

"Your shoes!" he shouted.

He dropped to his knees and plucked her shoes off as Marie helped steady her.  A small hole had been hollowed out of the right sole.

Inside was a stone, glued in place.

"Shit!"

Kevin knew what a simple magical stone could do.  Communication, a very strong shield, and a reliable way to track the wearer.

"Find something!" he said.  "Look in the closets.  Everywhere!"

Marie left the room.  Kevin searched under the bed, hoping to see a briefcase or a laptop.  Nothing.  He threw open the closet door.  Every typical household now had technology.  He just needed to print a single picture.

"Hi, Aggie."

He turned to see Martha sitting on the bed, next to the shoe he'd removed.  She maneuvered it onto her lap, a sad look on her face.  Their eyes met, and he knew her intention.  Stall Aggie for as long as possible.  He rummaged through the closet while the older witches talked.

"Hello, Martha.  I see you all found the present we left behind.  The four elements always amazed me.  Some of the purest and most powerful magic comes from the earth."

"Very clever.  You always were clever.  You know, I used to believe in what we were doing.  A witch should never kill another, unless there was no other choice."  Martha looked at her arms.  "Now, I'm not sure.  Maybe you should have just killed me."

"No.  Despite everything that's happened, you are of the coven.  No one is going to kill you.  After this is all over, you're going to live with one of us.  We'll take care of you.  We'll rotate every so often, maybe six months, to keep the witch-hunters confused."

"Wow.  It sounds like you've planned this all out."

"You have no idea how long I've been planning."

"Will I stay behind bars?  In a cage?"

There was a long pause.

"I hope not.  But that's up to you.  Does he know yet?"

Kevin turned from the closet.  Martha stared at him, her lip twitching.

"No.  I haven't told him."

"Oh, God, Martha.  You shouldn't keep him in the dark.  Look, we're right outside the house.  He should know why all of this is happening.  I'll let you talk to him.  And listen, is that werewolf still in there with you?  She's the one I didn't really plan with all of this.  She has nothing to do with our little family dispute here.  Tell us where Kevin's book is, and she can leave.  I wouldn't mind getting a look at it."

"My spell-book?" Kevin said.

Martha leaned away from the shoe.

"It's not in the basement?"

He shook his head, smugly satisfied to have at least annoyed Aggie in one way.

"They'll never find it."  He leaned out the doorway.  "Marie!  Have you—?"

"No!  Not yet.  I can smell some kind of battery, but it doesn't mean it's a laptop."

Kevin took a breath and glanced around the room.  He was a witch.  He tried to take in the surroundings, remember the various things he saw in the kitchen.  He needed to make some magic, and quickly.

"We need to fight."

Martha rose from the bed.

"No.  We can't.  Kevin, your magic is strong.  Because of your parents, it can be stronger than any half-witch.  But you're not invincible.  These women have decades of practice."

"I'm not rolling over just so they can kill me."

"They don't want to kill you.  They want to cut your hands off, and take whatever magic recipes they can get from you.  They want to use you."

Kevin flinched.  He'd never considered the possibility of losing his hands before.

"Okay, well, we can't just—"

A new voice entered the room.  It took a moment to realize it wasn't Aggie.  Instead, it came from Kevin's stone, on his finger.

He thought he'd never hear it again.




















CHAPTER 22




"Cindy!" Leese called.  "Can you hear me?  Are you okay?"

Leese gingerly leaned over Cindy.  She cradled her head carefully, studying her.  There weren't any bruises or physical injuries.  Her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, breathing normally.  She still wore the same clothes from earlier in the night, when they watched a movie at the house.  They must have taken Cindy not long after Leese and Alex left.

"Don't waste your time," Michael said.  "She's going to be asleep a few days.  Just like you were when we first used that potion on you."

Leese glared at him and scowled.  He still had the gun on display, resting on his lap.  She would have rushed him if he didn't have a weapon.

She still thought about it.

She hooked under Cindy's arms and moved her to the other side of the spacious limousine, as far away from Michael as possible.  He was talking to someone in the front seat through the half-open glass window.  It was the man who'd been waiting in her apartment.  His face was twisted in pain.

"Are you okay?" Michael asked.

The man nodded before nearly growling at Leese.

"You crazy fucking bitch!" he shouted.  "You almost knocked my head off!"

Leese didn't have words, only rage.  If she weren't keeping Cindy from falling, she would have reached through the window.

"Calm down," Michael said, then looked at the driver.  "Drop him off on the corner ahead."

"What about the rest of my money?"

Again, to the driver.

"Give him half."

"Yes, sir."

"Whoa," the man said.  "We didn't agree on no half."

"And I didn't think you'd need an assist, either."  He gestured to Leese.  "She's five-foot-five.  And you couldn't even bring her out of her apartment."

"That's because she's a wild whore."

Michael rolled his eyes.

"Classy, with manners.  It's been a pleasure doing business."

He closed the window, leaving Leese alone with him.  She set Cindy in the corner, as gently as she could.  Michael was dressed nearly identically to when she first met him, minus the coat.  Despite holding a gun, and kidnapping two women, he didn't seem stressed in the least.  His posture was calm, relaxed.  He crossed his legs while shifting the gun from one hand to the other.  Reaching toward the door, he let out a sigh as he grabbed a glass and bottle, as if he were settling in from a long day of work.

"Do you want something to drink?" he asked.

Leese ignored the question.  Her brain was working, trying to put together coherent thoughts.

"You paid to have us kidnapped.  Why?"

"Well, the witch-hunters I hired before didn't do such a great job.  I figured some street thugs for hire might be a nice change of pace."  He rubbed his forehead in frustration.  "Boy, was I wrong.  They caught Cindy by surprise, but you?  I'm lucky I'm not cleaning up a body right now."

"Witch-hunters," Leese said.  She tried to put the pieces together, but there was still so much missing.  She needed to keep calm, and keep him talking.  With luck, Alex was listening to every word they said.  His strange powers let him know when his family was in danger, and he could almost put himself in the area.  A man with a gun qualified as dangerous.  "That was you?"

"Yes."  He poured himself a glass of water.  "That potion we exposed you to did exactly what it was supposed to.  It took you off the supernatural radar, put you to sleep."  He gestured to Cindy.  "Just like her.  What I didn't count on was for Alex and Kevin to still find you so fast."

The fact that Michael called everyone she knew by their first name was unsettling.  How long had he been watching them?

"Why take me to that farmhouse?  What do you want?"

He let out a smile.

"You sure do ask a lot of questions."

Leese went quiet.  She tried to look out the window, see her surroundings.  If she could spot a street sign, a landmark, anything it all, Alex could see it, too.  The windows were tinted.  She peered around the limo for anything that could help her.

"You can stop trying to warn your brother," Michael said.  "I told you, you and Cindy are off the supernatural radar.  Alex's powers can't find you.  And your boyfriend's magic?  The same thing."

Her breath hitched in her chest.  Her anger slowly began to fade, as fear took hold.  As unassuming as Michael was, he terrified her.  He knew of the supernatural world, of witches and demons.

What else did he know?

"Where are you taking us?"

"Just relax," he said, shifting to get comfortable.  "It's going to be a bit of a drive.  There's a TV there, and water here.  Oh, and just a warning.  I know you're probably thinking of going for my throat.  But I have a magical talisman in my pocket.  If you touch my skin, it will burn you."  He smiled.  "I wasn't joking when I said I was a collector."

*****

Nearly two hours passed.  Leese had never felt so helpless.  Michael was so confident, arrogant, that he'd resigned to take a nap in his corner of the limousine.  She stayed close to Cindy, occasionally trying to wake her, but without success.  Michael spoke with his eyes closed, bragging again about how it was no use.  Cindy would wake up when the magic wore off, and not a moment sooner.

She searched nearby for a weapon.  A bottle of champagne, a remote control, anything at all.  Crushing Michael's skull with a blunt object wouldn't count as touching him.

He sensed her intentions in that regard, as well.

"You have to relax," he said.  "If all goes like it should, I think you'll make it out okay.  And I'm not just saying that to keep you under control.  You are not what I want."

"Then what is it that you want?  You've gone through a lot of trouble just for a drive in the countryside."

He smirked, and pulled something from behind him.  Leese recognized it as the book he'd brought to their first meeting.

"It's about this," he said, holding it up.

She reached out to take it, but he flinched.

"No, no.  You're lucky I let you hold it once.  This is very important to me."

She remembered the scribbling in the witch's language, along with a child's sketches.

"Is this about my brother turning down your case?  Look, he can't translate that for you.  A possessed kid didn't write that.  A witch did."  She leaned back in her seat, stunned at a revelation.  "But you already knew that, didn't you?  That's what this is all about.  It's why you sent witch-hunters after Kevin.  I don't talk to him anymore.  Okay?  We broke up, and I haven't seen him in months."

"You're wrong," he said.  Ignoring most of what she said, he flipped through the book and turned the scribbling toward her.  "Some of the lettering is similar, sure.  I can see how you'd be confused.  Believe me, I've translated enough of their language to know.  This was written by a demon."

"How can you be so sure?"

He leaned forward.

"Because I'm the one who wrote it."

Michael went silent a moment, letting his words sink in.  Sadness touched his eyes as he slowly turned the pages.

"I didn't buy this an auction," he said.  "This is mine, from when I was a boy."

Leese saw the same sketches from their meeting.  A reflection of a lonely childhood.

"My parents weren't home a lot.  They were either too busy making money, or spending money.  The staff that worked at the house pretty much raised me."  He held a page up for her to see.  "Until they came along."

Leese's jaw hung open.

It was a drawing of a boy, of Michael, surrounded by demons.  He sat on a bed as they crawled out of the closet, the floor, the walls.

"I was scared, at first.  Then they started taking over my body.  And I realized.  I was a part of something.  They looked out for me, kept me company.  I was their window to this world.  I…had friends."

His eyes welled with tears, and for a brief second, Leese felt sorry for him.

"Then my parents came home from one of their little vacations.  They ruined everything.  They put me in an institution, and started bringing in priests.  I didn't want them to go.  Not my friends."  His face twisted with anger.  "And every time they brought one of those assholes in, every time they tried to free me…it hurt.  It hurt me, it hurt my friends.  My family.  I was finally happy.  And my parents wanted to hurt us."

He turned over another page.  The sketch showed a house on fire, with people spread out across the lawn.  Limbs were dismembered, demons ran amok.  Leese didn't ask about the meaning behind it.  She had a guess.

"It took time, but they finally won.  My friends left."  Tears ran freely.  "But I didn't give up.  I collected books from all over the world.  I read about witches and magic, the amazing things they could do.  I learned some of their language.  With magic, I'll finally be able to bring my friends back."

Leese was quiet as she tried to absorb this new information.  Her first thought was simple.  Michael was crazy.  He was broken.  Alex told her before that demonic possession could cause permanent harm to a human.  Sometimes, there was no complete recovery.

A part of Michael's mind left when his friends did.

"I don't know what books you've been reading, but Kevin, even as strong as he is, he can't—"

"You keep bringing up Kevin," he said, amused.  "Kevin, Kevin.  This isn't about your boyfriend.  I've got my own witch, my own magic.  This is about Alex.  He's the one I want."

She was stunned.  Everything she'd believed, that Alex and Cindy believed, over the past few months, was all wrong.

"But…you hired witch-hunters."

He laughed.

"I hired men I thought could control your brother and boyfriend, while I experimented with some magic.  They'd get the witch out of the deal, I'd get Alex."

Leese felt sick and lost.  Kevin had altered their lives because he thought he put her in danger.  He wasn't even the target.

Her own family had been in danger, and she never realized.

"What do you want with my brother?"

"His powers."

The window behind her lowered.  Leese protectively wrapped an arm around Cindy.  The driver turned to speak.  It was the first time Leese paid attention to him.  He wasn't like the thug Michael hired to break into her apartment.  The driver was neat and well-dressed, his movements stiff and proper.

"Sir," he said.  "We're almost there."

"Great, Evan.  Thank you."

Evan raised the window.  Leese didn't loosen her hold on Cindy.  Michael set his childhood book aside and lowered his own window.  He didn't bother hiding the view from Leese.  She caught flashes of the outside.  A wooden fence, a thicket of trees, moonlight.  There weren't any homes or buildings. 

"Do you even know anything about your brother?" he asked, his tone accusing.  "Does he?"

Leese didn't answer.

"Witches, werewolves, all the other creatures, they have others.  But not Alex.  He's one of a kind.  The demons, you see, they choose.  Every so often.  They choose someone to be theirs, someone to love.  Someone to grant their blessing.  And, I really believe, if it weren't for my parents—"  He said the word with disdain.  "They would have chosen me."

She still didn't speak.  She was afraid to.  With every passing second, the cool demeanor of Michael seemed to slip.  His lip twitched, his eyes danced in darkness.

"But…."  He sighed.  "They chose him.  And what does he do?  How does he use their gifts?  He starts a business.  He uses the most powerful forces in the supernatural world to make money.  A part of me doesn't blame him.  But Alicia, and I really don't like feeling this way, I think I'm starting to hate your brother.  I just want my family.  I've missed them so much.  But Alex, he uses them."

The limousine slowed to a stop.  Michael let out a quiet, excited Ah, then took a drink of water.  Leese heard the driver's door open and close.

The door opened next to Leese.  An arm reached in and grabbed Cindy.

"No," Leese said.  She wrapped her arms around Cindy's neck and pulled.  "You don't touch my sister."

The struggle lasted only a moment before Michael spoke.

"Alicia."

She turned her head to see him aiming his pistol.  He angled it toward Leese, but then shifted the barrel toward Cindy.

"This is getting old," he said.  "I don't like pointing this thing, over and over.  And I really only need one of you.  Are you going to behave?"

Leese tried to think.  What could she do?  She knew what she wanted to do.  Gouge out his eye, break his nose, choke the life from both Michael and his driver Evan.

But those weren't options.  At least not yet.

She nodded, answering his question.

"Good.  Now, help Evan with Cindy, please.  It's a good walk."

Evan reached for Cindy again, but Leese pushed him back, glaring at him.

"No.  I'll get her."

Leese wrestled Cindy out of the limousine.  She held her up by the waist while trying to slip under her arm.  Only then did Evan circle around and slide under her free arm.  They held Cindy's weight between them.

As Leese's hand brushed across Cindy's back pocket, she felt something.

It was the familiar protrusion of a phone.  Whoever grabbed Cindy from her house, whether it was Evan or someone else, never bothered to remove it.

Leese plucked it from her jeans and discretely shoved it into her own pocket.  She pulled her shirt down as far as it would go.  Panic set in.  Did Evan notice?  Did Michael?  Neither one of them reacted.

They were too busy staring at a huge house, possibly rivaling Victoria's in size.

"What is this place?" she asked.

"It's an old boarding school," Michael said.  "It closed down decades ago, after one of the cleaning staff lost her mind and killed twenty-seven kids, and three teachers.  It's been haunted ever since.  There's a lot of energy here."  He smiled at her, his tone jovial once again.  "A good place to summon up some demons."

She didn't know what bothered her more.  When he was angry, or happy.

"Fuck you."

He laughed, not bothered in the least.  With a wink, he gestured to Cindy.

"Don't drop her, now.  Let's get going.  We've got a lot of work to do."

Michael retrieved a briefcase from the front seat and led the way.  Evan and Leese walked slowly with Cindy in between them.  Leese took in the boarding school ahead.  Even without the brief history lesson, the place would have unnerved her.  Time had begun to take over.  Years of disrepair had taken its toll.  Windows and shutters were missing.  Nature had made its mark as well, with vines reaching along the exterior walls, and tree limbs poking through windows.  The school was engulfed in darkness, except for the light of the moon.

The smell got worse as they drew closer.  Mold and grime.  Leese tried to cover her nose as best she could.  Cindy nearly slipped from her grasp.

"Watch it," Evan growled.  "Be careful.  Don't want to drop the precious cargo."

Michael pulled out a flashlight and opened the front door.  It creaked and nearly toppled over as a hinge broke.

The inside of the school was worse than the outside.  Destroyed furniture and chunks of wall missing.  The dead carcass of a deer lay in the far corner.  The floor groaned under her feet.

"Don't worry, it won't fall apart on you," Michael said, reading her mind.  "The bedrooms on the east side I'm a little worried about, but we'll just stay away from there."

Leese's mind raced.  She eyed up rooms and hallways, trying to think of what to do.  The phone felt like a lifeline in her pocket, but it might as well have been a brick.  Even if she could get away, who would she call?  She didn't have a single phone number memorized, a normal symptom of smartphones.  The police wouldn't be able to help, even if she knew exactly where they were.  She wasn't even sure if they were in Maryland anymore.

She thought she saw a flash of movement as they rounded a corner.  Then it was gone.

"You can feel it, can't you?" Michael asked.  "The spirits in this place.  The ghosts.  All trapped between realms."  He peered over his shoulder and gave her an angry glare.  "I guess Alex could help them all.  For a price, of course."

"Shut up.  You don't know my brother."

She nearly fell as they walked down another hallway, taking Cindy with her.  Regaining her footing, she struggled to hold Cindy up.  Evan reached out to help, his hand brushing against her hip.  She recoiled away, her temper flaring.

"Don't touch me."

She tugged at her shirt again, to cover her pockets.

The boarding school was a maze.  She tried to keep track of where they were going, the turns they made, but it was useless.  Every dead hallway looked like the other.

Michael led them to a set of double doors, and made a grand display of pushing them open.  They stepped into what looked like a classroom, larger than most.  Rotting desks and chairs were littered about.

The one thing that stuck out was a conference table near the front.  It was brand new, with papers and glass jars taking up one half.

"This is the old lecture hall.  I think the last victim was actually killed here.  Evan, please, if you could—"  He gestured to Cindy, then the table.  "Set Mrs. Teague there.  I think you and Alicia could use a rest."

She squeezed Cindy's shoulder gently after they settled her on the table.  Her lungs were on fire, her breathing labored.  Every muscle in her body hurt.  Evan smiled and winked at her as he backed up a step.

Leese wanted to kill him.

She glanced at the papers and jars.  The first thoughts that crossed her mind were of witchcraft.  She recognized the witch's language, and the jars immediately reminded her of Kevin.  Some contained mundane powders and liquids, while others held what looked to be parts of animals.

The rumbling of an engine filled the hall.  Michael was in the corner, pulling the cord of a generator.  It roared to life, and he walked the perimeter of the room.  The room was lined with spotlights.  He turned on one after another, pushing away the darkness.  Leese didn't notice them when they first entered.  Leese shaded her eyes while her vision adjusted.  The preparation Michael put into his twisted, insane thoughts was staggering.

"Okay," he said.  "We are moving right along."

He moved to the conference table and glanced through a few papers before opening his briefcase.  With a smile, he pulled out several vials.

Leese braced herself as he approached, holding out a vial.  Whatever magic inside was milky white.  She frowned when he stopped next to Cindy.

He held the vial over her.

"What are you doing?" Leese asked, stepping forward.  "What is that?  What are you giving her?"

Evan snatched her wrist, pulling her away.

"Don't worry," Michael said.  "It won't hurt her."

He parted her lips with his finger and poured a few drops into her mouth.  Just watching him touch Cindy made her stiffen in anger.  Leese didn't know what would happen, but Cindy didn't respond.  There was no movement, not even a twitch.

Michael took a deep breath, almost disappointed.  What was supposed to happen?

"Okay," he said.  "Now this is the part that's going to hurt."

With no hesitation, he pulled the gun from his waistband, and shot Cindy in the thigh.  Leese jumped as the sound penetrated the eerie silence around them.

The shock hit Leese first, freezing every muscle.  But then the anger took over, and she moved.  She broke free from Evan's grip and rushed forward.  The last thing she saw before pouncing on Michael was the look of fear on his face.

She tackled him around the waist and drove him to the ground.  Her first punch was the best, striking the bridge of his nose.  There was a satisfying crunch as blood rushed out.  She landed two more glancing blows, across the cheek and jaw.  She raised her first again.

That's when the pain kicked in.

Leese screamed as her hand flared.  Michael wasn't lying when he spoke of magical protection.  She looked at her hand to see it blistering, the skin turning red.  There wasn't even time to process that her flesh was burning when Evan wrapped an arm around her throat.  Her eyes widened as he squeezed tightly and hoisted her to her feet.  She couldn't breathe.  She gripped his arm, her hand still burning, and kicked with her legs.  Evan responded by lifting her into the air, her feet completely off the ground.   He was choking the life from her.  The room started to go dark.

"Evan, stop!" Michael shouted.  "Let her down!"

"But—"

"I said let her go!"

He dropped Leese.  She landed on her hands and knees.  The pain continued to ravage her hand.  She turned on her side to cradle her ruined skin.  Evan snarled as he seized the moment for more punishment.  He pulled his foot back and kicked her in the stomach.  Leese coughed and gagged as she struggled to breathe.

"Evan," Michael said calmly.  "If you hurt her again, without me telling you to…."  He left the threat open-ended.  Evan simply nodded.

Michael shook his head sadly at Leese as he walked around the room.

"I told you.  Do not touch me."

Leese watched him through tears of pain.  He placed jars topped with fire in the corners of the room.  The smell coming from them was atrocious.  The last one he kept with him, holding it carefully at arm's length.

She looked at Cindy.  Blood poured down her leg, off the conference table into a pool on the floor, but she still didn't move.  Not even a gunshot could pull her out of the magical coma.

"You…shot…Cindy," she struggled to say.

He seemed regretful.

"I did.  It's the best way to get your brother here.  That potion I gave her, makes her visible again.  Alex can sense her again.  And now she's hurt.  So, he'll come.  It'll take him a few demonic visions to figure out where, but he'll come.  And he'll be angry, unprepared, wild."

She pulled herself into a sitting position and let out a laugh.  She didn't know where the humor came from.  She wasn't sure if it was the insanity behind Michael's plan, or the thought of what Alex would do.

"He's going to kill you," she said, through gritted teeth.  She eyed Michael and Evan both.  "You want to see what he can do?  What powers he has?  Oh, he'll show you."

Michael smiled, setting her on edge.

"I know."  He gestured around them, then held up the flaming jar.  "That's why we're here.  Every time he uses a power.  Walks through a wall, talks to a ghost, I'll siphon a little of him."

He took a deep drink.  The fire danced around Michael's face, but didn't burn him.  He had to stop and gag before taking a second drink, finishing the potion.

The flaming jars around the room burst upward in unison before dying down. 

"Soon, your brother will be human," he said.  "And I'll have my family back.  I don't think he'll survive having his powers ripped away.  And I'm sorry about that."

The world faded around Leese for a moment.  She was so tired.  Was it shock?  Her blistered, mangled hand?  Another magic spell?

She tried leaning on her elbow, only for her arm to collapse under her.  The world faded again, this time much longer than a moment, as she slid into unconsciousness.

*****

"Alicia!  Hey!"

The voice called from the darkness.  A hand grabbed her shoulder, shaking gently.

"Alicia, come on."

She opened her eyes.  The black turned to gray, and then other colors poked through.  A blue shirt, dark jeans.  A concerned face she recognized all too well.

"Alex," she muttered.  Leese almost didn't recognize her own voice.

"Yeah," he said gently.  He looked all around them.  "What…is going on here?  How did you and Cindy get here?"

"Cindy…."

She sat up, slowly, with her brother's help.  Her vision cleared as she took in their surroundings.  They were still in the lecture hall, but Michael and Evan were nowhere to be seen.  Cindy lay motionless on the conference table.  The leg of her jeans had been cut away from the thigh down.  The bullet had been removed, with fresh bandages wrapped around the wound.  Did Michael tend to her?  Did Alex?

"She won't wake up," he said.  He grabbed the empty jar that Michael drank from.  "Who did this?"

Her thoughts were jumbled.

"Trap," she said.  "They…didn't want Kevin.  They never did.  It was you."

"What?  Who?"

Alex jumped, as if hearing something behind him.  Leese heard nothing.

"There's something weird about this place.  I see ghosts, and then, they're gone."  He leaned against the table, next to his wife.  "And I'm so tired."

Leese pulled herself together.  Alex was losing his powers, his touch to the demon world.

"Get Cindy," she said.  "We need to get away from here."

He didn't ask any more questions.  Nodding in agreement, he scooped Cindy in his arms.  His knees buckled.  Leese grabbed him by the shoulder to help steady him.

"I lost my night vision when I first came here," he said.  "I don't know where we're going."

She sighed.  Neither did she.  But they wouldn't get away by standing still, wondering where to go.

"We have to hurry.  Before they—"

A gunshot rang out.  Alex shouted out as he collapsed.  Cindy fell on top of him, awkwardly landing on the floor.  Leese dove for her family, not thinking about her own safety.  Alex's shoulder was stained red under his shirt.

"Are you okay?" she asked, lying flat next to him.

Even amid the hell they were in, their sense of sibling communication hadn't wavered.  Alex rolled his eyes and gestured to the growing pool of blood under his arm.

"What do you think?" he whispered.

A voice called out.

"I've never been able to see in the dark before."  It was Michael.  "Not even when the demons were inside me.  This is…wonderful."

Leese peered under the conference table to see Michael and Evan emerging from the shadows.  They were there the entire time, just waiting for Alex to arrive.  Waiting for him to scout the place, use his powers, drain him.

"I fixed your wife's leg," he said.  "Believe it or not, Alex.  I'm not a killer.  I don't want to kill anyone.  I just want what you stole from me, when you were a baby."

"What is he talking about?" Alex asked quietly.

She gave him an eye roll of her own.

"Later."

"I took your family to lure you here."  His tone was different from earlier.  Angry, almost hateful.  "But that's done now.  If you agree to make this easier on all of us, they can leave.  I'll have my assistant here drive Alicia and Cindy home.  There's been enough death in this place, as I'm sure you can see.  There doesn't need to be any more."

Alex leaned up and flipped the conference table over, creating a shield.  He ducked back next to his sister.  Staying on one knee, he kept a hand on Cindy.

"Is he serious?"

Leese shook her head.

"Stop," she said.  "Don't even think about it.  Even if he isn't lying, no one's leaving."

"Alex?" Michael called.  "Can you hear me?  How are you feeling?  A little slow?  Run down?  I wondered how losing your powers would affect you.  You're the only one in all my reading where the demonic world chose a baby.  Did you know that?  You were only human for…what?  Maybe a few minutes?"

Alex met Leese's eyes.  A mix of confusion and—she hated to see it—fear.  She only had half the puzzle, while Alex had no pieces at all.  She took his hand, trying to reassure him.  Whatever was going to happen, she was there for him.

"He's taking your powers," she explained.  "Using magic, and this place.  We have to get out."

He nodded.

"I've got wards all over," Michael said.  "It's just time, now."  He leaned against one of the spotlights.  Evan stood at his side, holding a gun.  "I can wait.  No hurry."

Alex pulled Cindy into a sitting position.

"Hold her," he said.  "Wrap your arms and legs around her.  Hold on tight."

Leese did as instructed.  Alex knelt behind her as she gripped Cindy.  They were so close she could smell Cindy's shampoo.

He clutched Leese around the waist.  She fought off the sense of claustrophobia.  Too many people, too close.

Alex's arms tightened, almost hurting her.  He grunted in pain, and she heard the familiar sound of clothes tearing.

"What are you—?"

Her question turned into a shriek as Alex flew into the air, taking his family with him.  Leese nearly lost her grip with her left arm, but managed to pull Cindy back and readjust her hold.  She saw a quick flash of her brother's wings, and Michael's stunned expression, before they flew out of the lecture hall.

"He can fly," she heard Michael say.  "The son of a bitch can fly."

Leese gasped as they approached the end of the hall.  The wall was coming at them fast.  But Alex could fly with such ease.  It didn't matter if it was the open sky or a tight corridor.  He banked right, the tip of his wing grazing the ceiling.  Leese tried to keep calm and hold Cindy steady.  Her muscles were starting to burn, but she held on.  

"Which way?" Alex called.

The question caught her by surprise.

"I have no idea—"

Alex let out a pained breath, and Leese slipped closer to the ground.  The three fell in a heap.  Leese tumbled over several times before slamming into an old desk.  Her shoulder took the brunt of the impact.  She tried to pull herself to one knee, but her arm wouldn't work.  The pain grew sharper when she tried to move it.

Alex was several feet away, leaning over Cindy.  He checked over her for injuries.

His wings were gone.

Leese didn't know where they were.  All the hallways of the boarding school blended in.  She caught a glimpse across from her of what was once an office.  Only a ruined desk remained.  The wallpaper was peeling.  Tiles hung at awkward angles from the ceiling, exposing a metal skeleton and ducts.

"Alex…."

"Are you hurt?" he asked.

"No," she lied.  "Cindy?"

He shook his head.

"Besides whatever magic they used on her, she's okay."

"What happened?"

He couldn't look at her.

"My…wings…." 

Another gunshot.  Leese flinched.  She couldn't see where it came from, but knew they weren't far from the lecture hall.  Michael could now see in the dark.  He was probably in the shadows just beyond them, testing out his new abilities.

"Alex," Michael called.  "Never have I read about a chosen one being able to fly.  They must have really taken to you."

He was close.  Alex grabbed Cindy's hands and gestured for Leese.

"Help me."

She wasn't even sure if her legs worked.  Relief washed over her as she squatted and moved to Alex.  Wincing in agony, she gripped Cindy's wrist with her one good arm.

"Alicia?" Alex said.  "You are hurt—"

"Just pull."

They dragged Cindy into the nearby office.  One of Michael's wards sat in the corner, the flame still flickering.  Alex approached and kicked it angrily.

"What do we do?"

He knelt and reached for Leese's shoulder.  She pulled away, almost falling over.  He flashed an apologetic look before running to the window.  The glass was long gone, but it was still barred from the outside.

"I can't really fight them," he said.  "I can't even walk through a wall."

Leese took a breath and searched the room, looking for a weapon.  She spotted an old chair leg sitting in a pile of old papers.  Her body ached as she gingerly bent over and picked it up.  Cocking the chair leg back, she stood next to the open doorway.

"We'll fight here then.  Wait until they come."

Alex approached and took the broken wood from her.  He was gentle and careful, but the motion still sent pain throughout Leese's body.

"You can't fight, Alicia.  Just stop."

"Don't tell me—"

Her body stiffened in anger, bringing more discomfort.  Her knees trembled, and the floor rushed up at her.  It was only Alex's reflexes that kept her from falling.  He caught her under the arms and lowered her to the floor next to Cindy.

There was a shout of what sounded like pure ecstasy from somewhere beyond the office.

"They're here!" Michael shouted.  "I've…missed you so much."

The wall behind Alex moved, as if it were a body of water.  A low, inhuman moan surrounded them.

Leese knew what that meant.

"Oh, no," she said, grabbing Alex's shoulder.  "Can you control them?"

"I don't think so.  Not right now.  Listen, I'll go distract them.  See if I can slow them down."

"Alex, no.  I'm not letting you—"

He dug something from his pocket.  "And you go for help."

Leese held out her hand.  Alex dropped a stone into her palm.

It took a moment to realize what it was.  Goosebumps shot across her arm.

"That's Victoria's," he said.  "I didn't have a case tonight.  She sent that to Zoey, and I was at her place picking it up.  It was supposed to be a surprise."

Leese said nothing.  Alex stood and walked to the door.  He turned one last time, his expression somber.

"Tell him, I'm sorry."

He left.  Terrible thoughts plagued Leese.  Would she see her brother alive again?

Something grabbed her from behind.

She screamed and spun to see a deformed arm protruding from the wall.  A horrific head pushed its way through next to it.  Four eyes, no nose, razor-sharp teeth.  Its lips curled into a twisted grin as blood dripped from its teeth.

Leese held the stone to her mouth.

"Kevin?  Are you there?  I need you."




















CHAPTER 23




Kevin stared at Martha, confused.  The world seemed to freeze.  There was no Aggie, no coven.  They weren't in danger.  No one wanted to cut off his hands.

Then the voice spoke again.

"Kevin!  Please, answer me!"

He held his ring up.

"Leese?"

"Oh, thank God!  Listen, oh, there's so much.  They were never after you!  It was Alex, this whole time!"

He shook his head.

"What?  Who's after Alex?  What do you—?"

"We're in trouble!  The demons…they're coming!"

The entire house rocked violently, like they were in the middle of an earthquake.  It pulled him from his conversation with Leese, and back to his own problems.  Martha nearly toppled over.  Kevin steadied her and helped her lean on the bed.  He ran to the doorway.

"Marie!"

Her head poked into view from the other bedroom.  She held up something dark and rectangular.

"I found—!"

Every window in the house shattered.  Glass sprayed onto the back of Kevin's neck.  He squatted and protected himself as best he could.  When the glass settled, he turned to check on Martha.  She was on her side on the floor.  She gave him a quick nod, signaling she was okay.

Kevin helped her to her feet.

"Leese," he said.  "I need a picture.  Can you send me one?"

They left the bedroom to rejoin Marie.

"Hey," Martha said.  "I hate to say this, but we kind of have trouble ourselves—"

There was another loud explosion downstairs, followed by voices.  Footsteps and a quiet conversation.

They were in the house.

"Leese?" he said again.

"Yes!" she said.  "I have Cindy's phone!"

Marie met Kevin in the hall and handed over the laptop.  The three gathered by the printer as he propped the laptop open.

It felt like a minor miracle that it turned on.

"You remember," he said, feeling a stab of pain at the memories.  "Take a picture of a wall and email it to me."

"I know."

Aggie called out.

"Martha!  Please.  This is it.  Just…walk away from the kid.  We won't hurt you, or the werewolf.  If you just walk away.  There's still time."

The laptop booted to a cluttered screen full of icons.  He launched a browser and stared at a white background as the page slowly loaded.  The laptop was painfully old.

Everything felt so surreal.  His friends' lives were in his hands.  They weren't relying on his magic, but on a stranger's laptop and his ability to type.

He launched his email.  Leese screamed from wherever she was.

"Leese!"

She didn't respond.

Kevin pressed on.  His email finally loaded.  There were no new messages waiting for him.

"Shit!"

In the hallway beyond the room, they could see shadows making their way up the stairs.

"This is your girlfriend?" Martha asked.  "The one that's so important to you?"

"Yeah."

Martha took a step forward.

"You save her.  I'll buy you a few minutes."

"Martha—"

"It's okay."  She gave him a sad smile.  "I know my time is running out.  Aggie and I, we're going to have one last talk."

The email arrived.  Kevin opened the attachment to see a creepy photo, a wall smeared with grime and dirt.  The printer roared to life as he sent it over.

"Wait," he said.  "Martha, you don't have to—"

He looked up to see Martha at the doorway.  Marie had already caught up to her.  The werewolf spun the witch around by the shoulder, and punched her in the jaw.  Martha immediately lost consciousness and collapsed, landing next to the bed.

"Shit," Marie said.  "Hope I didn't kill her."

Kevin stole a quick glance at the printer.  The photo was nearly complete.

"Marie?" he said.

She shrugged.

"What was Martha going to do, without hands?  This needs a different touch."

"Don't.  They'll kill you."

"Don't worry about me."  She shook out of her pink robe.  "I do my best work without clothes on."

She charged forward.  The door slammed shut behind her.  He could hear the violence out in the hall.  The walls shook.  Bright light spilled under the door, as Aggie and her coven unleashed their magic.

His hands shook as he grabbed the photo from the printer.  He remembered to print one more very important picture, saved in his online storage.

Kevin still had a long way to go in being ready for the dangers in his life.  He was caught unprepared, again.  But over the past few months, one of the skills he'd improved upon was his use of portal magic.  He had the act of preparing a photo and drawing a portal down to three seconds, two on a good day.  This case was no different, as even with an unsteady hand, he kept his speed.  The portal warped into being, on the wall behind Martha.

Leese was screaming, and fell backward into the bedroom.  Kevin fell to one knee, looking at Leese's upside-down face.  She was caught in the portal, as something pulled on her ankle.  She held out her hand.

"Help!"

She slid back the other way.

Kevin had seen demons before, many times, but jumped regardless.  He looked up to see something dragging her back.  The demon dug its claws in, ripping through Leese's jeans and flesh.  Its red skin almost looked to be on fire in the moonlight.  Its body was wiry, all muscle.  It had four arms, and grabbed a leg with two of them.

Another demon stepped out from the far wall.  It was then he saw there was more than one.  He didn't know how many.  Their shadows blended together.

He grabbed Leese's hand and pulled.  He slowed the demon for a moment, but then it yanked again.  He fell next to her.

"Don't let go!" Leese shouted.

"I won't."

He braced his feet on the edge of the portal.  An idea sprung to mind.  He glanced at the nightstand next to him to see a lamp.  A lamp was just as good as any pocket flashlight he carried.  But would that even work?  Was it possible to blind a demon?

Kevin didn't dare risk letting go.  He kicked the nightstand, knocking the lamp to the floor.  The move caught the attention of the demon, and that was just enough time to reach out and set the tip of his finger on the bulb.

The demon released its grip as it stumbled backward.  They all howled, and that noise was enough to haunt Kevin in his nightmares.  He grabbed Leese around the waist and pulled her into the bedroom.  They stumbled and fell on top of Martha.  The elder witch finally roused as she let out an uncomfortable groan.

"Kevin?" she said.

He leaned forward to close the portal, only for Leese to grab his shoulder.

"Cindy!" she said, pointing.

Peering through the mass of shadows, he saw her.  Cindy lay just beyond the portal, not moving.  The demons were already regaining their senses.

Kevin didn't hesitate.  He jumped through the portal.  Leese was shouting behind him.  The change in environment was jarring, like it always was.  The warm, cozy home of a recently born infant gave way to an abandoned demon-ridden nightmare.  He kept low, moving between the creatures.  He only had ten feet to go, but that didn't ease his nerves.  The confused demonic grunts were turning into angry snarls.  He felt a pair of claws graze across his back.

He made it to Cindy.  She reeked of something awful, and he couldn't help but think of some of his magic potions.  He grabbed her by the wrists and pulled.

Leese leaned through the portal, reaching out to help.  The terrifying thoughts swirled.  The demons would take her again.  Or even Cindy or himself.  He was surprised when he made it back and felt Leese's touch on his back.

"Hurry," she said, before her voice went up.  "Kevin!"

Kevin looked up to see a demon rushing toward them.  He was already in the bedroom, with Cindy halfway through the portal.  His muscles were aching, his strength waning, but he had just enough to haul her through.  He flung her into Leese's arms, knocking her to the ground.  He stood in between his friends and the portal.  If the demon was going to grab someone, he'd make sure it was him.

The demon didn't grab him.  Instead, it howled in frustration.

He turned to see the demon trying to reach him.  Its arm was missing from the elbow down, right at the mouth of the portal.  Kevin felt silly that he'd forgotten.  Of course, that's what happened.  Demons couldn't just exist anywhere.  They needed a gateway to cross into the living world.  It had tried to use the portal, but wasn't able.

He swiped the portal closed.  The demon locked its multiple sets of eyes on him, full of anger and hate.  He tried to ignore the creature, but could feel his blood turning cold.

"Kevin?"

It was Leese.  He turned to check on his friends.  Martha was on her knees, still trying to piece together what was happening.  Cindy was unconscious, her head on Leese's lap.

Leese sat with her legs crossed in a small pool of blood.  Her blood.  She looked like she'd been through hell.  Her leg was bleeding.  Her hand was covered in blisters.  She held her arm perfectly still, refusing to move it.  Her throat was red and bruised.

She was still beautiful.

"Can I come over and play?" she said.

There was no humor, no sultriness in what used to be a private joke between them.  She was simply searching for something, anything, familiar.  Kevin almost smiled.

The door burst open.  One of the women from Aggie's coven ran inside.  Her face was covered in blood.  A ball of fire hovered in her palm.

Kevin had taken Leese from one dangerous situation to another.

"Ina," Martha said weakly.  She held up an arm.  "You don't have to—"

Ina pulled back the fireball, ready to hurl.  Her eyes were apologetic, but focused.  Kevin raced forward.  He wasn't sure if he had time to get in between them, use his shield, but he had to try.

He jumped when the werewolf attacked.

Marie leaped through the doorway and pounced on Ina.  The witch managed to shove the fireball in Marie's muzzle as they fell to the floor.  Marie let out a whimper.

But the witch's magic wasn't enough.

Ina screamed as Marie raked a claw down her chest.  She held up an arm to defend herself, and Marie gripped it in her mouth.  Marie violently ripped her head back and forth.  Kevin was stunned at the aggression.  Leese screamed and held onto him.

He gasped when Ina's hand flew across the room.  Marie had bitten through the bone.

Another fireball whirled into the room.  It struck Marie on her side, and hurt her enough to collapse.  Aggie's coven swarmed inside.  Aggie herself brought up the rear.  Marie had left her mark on each of them, with various wounds and torn clothes.  One witch tended to Ina, dragging her to safety, while two others placed magical trinkets Kevin didn't recognize along Marie's prone body.  She cried and struggled, but was unable to move.

Aggie turned her attention away from Marie.  She glanced at Leese and Cindy, surprised at the new arrivals, but not for long.

"Get him!" she shouted.

Kevin had already drawn the circle on the carpet.  Three seconds, due to the size.  He prepared the last photo he printed and slapped it down, next to Leese's leg.

Two witches reached out, but gravity had already taken hold.  They fell through the portal.

The portal was connected from floor to wall.  It wasn't the first time Kevin had fallen through a portal, through the floor, and landed on another floor.  The familiar cool, stale air touched his nose.  The room was dark, like he always kept it.

The only light came from the other side of the portal.  It was still open.

Kevin rushed to close it.  He saw Aggie's face, confused, as she stared back.  The other witches tentatively peered through.  He stumbled over Leese, nearly falling, and slid his hand across.  Finally losing his balance, he fell to one knee as his shoulder slammed into the now-complete wall.

They couldn't see anything.  Leese and Martha struggled to stand in the dark.

"Where are we?" Martha asked.

"New Zealand," he said.  "Wellington, New Zealand."




















CHAPTER 24




Kevin didn't need light to make his way around the thirty-foot by thirty-foot storage unit.  He moved across the space, brushing past Leese, to the switches on the wall.  The process was almost routine, after so many months.  The lights came on, except for the far corner where he kept the refrigerator.  He approached the darkness and reached into a bucket, where he kept a supply of mothballs.  Scooping a handful, he tossed them into the air.  The multicolored rainbow of light defied gravity, stopping near the ceiling.

"This place still needs work," he said.  "I have to get the lights fixed.  And it's summer here.  The air conditioners can't always keep up.  But we're safe."

Leese was speechless.  Martha searched all around them.

"What is this place?" she asked.

"This was your idea."  Kevin finally managed a small smile.  "You said it.  Every witch needs a workshop."

He pulled out a cold bottle of water.  He handed it to Leese as he bent down to scoop up Cindy.  Leese tried to help, but he shook his head.

"Don't.  Just rest.  I got her."

He set Cindy down on Betty, the couch Marie and he moved only a few hours ago.  Taking the bottle from Leese, he covered the top with his thumb.

"She won't wake up," she said.  "They gave her whatever they gave me."

"But maybe it will heal her leg.  What happened?"

"She was shot."

He had so many questions.  Who were they?  Why was Cindy shot?  Who had hurt Leese?  What happened to her shoulder and hand?  He kept them to himself.  She no doubt had just as many questions for him.

Being as gentle as possible, he pulled the bandages from Cindy's leg.  He poured a few sips of water into her mouth.  The wound on her leg healed, leaving only blood behind.

But she didn't wake up, just like Leese said.  Those terrible feelings of uselessness returned.

He turned to Leese and put a hand on her good shoulder.  She didn't stiffen, didn't recoil.  He tenderly put the bottle to her lips.  She took a drink, and five seconds later, was moving her arm, testing the motion.  He held her hand, seeing the blisters were gone.

Then she gave him a vicious hug, nearly knocking away the bottle.

They held each other tight, and for that time, everything was okay.  No one was chasing them.  They had each other.  Everything was as it was supposed to be.

It was only Martha chattering her teeth and moving her jaw that pulled him from the moment.

He approached with the bottle of water.

"I think that werewolf mutt broke something."

He laughed shortly.  He wasn't sure if it was possible to talk with a broken jaw.  Even if she was okay, he offered her a drink to heal whatever ailments she might have.

His eyes drifted to her missing hands.  He would never be able to heal that.

Martha looked over Kevin's shoulder, taking in the storage unit.  He'd moved the shelves from the basement of his home.

Then he went a little crazy.

Pride welled up inside him.  He'd put so much of himself into the place, so much thought and planning.

"A friend helped me set all this up," he said.  "This is actually three storage units.  They knocked out a few walls, put in some power and lights."

"Your friend must be very rich."

Kevin smirked at the thought.

"He is, actually.  He reminds me every time we talk about this place."

"How long have you been working on this?"

"Pretty much every night, since I came to stay with you."

"So, this is where you've been."

Leese studied the heart of Kevin's work, the shelves.  Across from Betty the couch were storage racks that spanned the entire wall.  Organization was key.  Everything was labeled in the witch's language.  Half of them were raw ingredients, organized by the difficulty to obtain.  The other half were completed magic.  Glass vials, bottles, trinkets.  Everything that he could possibly think of to deal with any situation.  Hours upon hours of mixing, boiling, pouring.

There were even a few empty shelves, for possible expansion.

Looking at his workshop through the stunned eyes of Leese and Martha, the scope of his work truly hit home.

"I've been busy," he said, looking at Martha.  "I was going to show you, after I put a few more things together."

"Kevin," Martha said.  "This isn't a workshop.  This is a war room."

He smiled, taking it as a compliment, until he saw the disappointment.  Martha joined Leese by the shelves, looking them over.

"What do you mean?"

"This is what Aggie, and many other covens, are afraid of.  One of us taking it too far.  Turning magic—"  She gestured to include the storage unit.  "Into this."

Kevin was stunned.  He thought Martha would be impressed.  Maybe even proud.

"I'm sorry.  Do you mean the same Aggie that's after us now?  The one that cut off your hands?  When enough people hunt you, and try to kill you, Martha, this is what you come up with.  This is self-defense."

"That's how all wars start.  With someone thinking they're defending themselves."

He clenched his fists in frustration.

"Are you on their side now?  I don't believe this.  I'm not going to war.  I just want people to leave me—"

"Martha?"

It was Aggie's voice, inside the storage unit.  Everyone searched frantically.  Kevin noticed Martha's shoe, still on the floor.  It was next to her when they fell through the portal.

It still had the magical stone on the bottom.

Kevin moved quickly, taking up a position near the shoe.  He pointed to the shelves.

"Leese," he said.  "The last shelf on the right, second from the bottom.  There's an old jewelry box.  Bring it here."

She frowned as she jogged to where he instructed.

"A jewelry box?"

"Yes!  Hurry."

She ran to Kevin and nearly slid trying to hand him the box.  As fast as he could, he ripped the stone from the shoe and set it inside.

"What is that?" Leese asked.

"It's soaked in a potion.  Witches can track so many ways.  This blocks that out.  Magic will work inside the box, but they won't be able to find us."  He cast Martha an angry glare, gesturing to the stone.  "Well?  You want to talk to her?"

Martha took a deep breath, then lowered herself to the floor.  As upset as Kevin still was, he helped her, holding her by the arm.  She scooted closer to the jewelry box.

"I'm here."

"That was…amazing.  A portal that can bend space?  I've only read about magic like that.  I honestly didn't think it existed."

"I know.  Kevin always finds a way to surprise you."

"Is he there?"

"He can hear you."

"Young man.  I know you might not believe this.  But I want you to know before we take your magic.  We didn't take any pleasure in killing your parents.  It was just something that had to be done."

Kevin looked at Martha.  Her eyes were closed.  She had difficulty breathing, with her arm pinned over her chest.

He didn't need to ask if Aggie was lying.

"Your werewolf friend.  She held her own.  But that's all done now.  Ina has her hand back.  It's a good thing she didn't lose the other one.  You can see what that means."

Kevin leaned toward the shoe.

"Is Marie alive?"

"Yes.  If you want her back, you'll have to come get her."

"Where?"

"Martha works at a library.  We're all relaxing here.  The entire town will be asleep for a while, so please, take your time.  But don't take too long.  And…Martha?"

She said nothing.  She only stared at Kevin, her eyes full of regret and remorse.

"You made your choice," Aggie said, her voice shaking.  "And…so did Caroline."

Martha collapsed on her side, bawling.  She slammed her arm on the floor several times.

"Aggie, please," she said.  "Haven't we hurt enough?"

"Don't try to blame me, here.  It can be really simple, if you want it to be.  Caroline isn't hurt.  Neither is the werewolf, at least not too much.  Convince Kevin to trade.  Him for two others."

Aggie said nothing else.  Everything went eerily quiet.  Kevin was numb, and that surprised him.  He wasn't angry or upset, only confused.  Perhaps the confusion pushed everything else away.

He couldn't even form the questions.

Martha pulled herself to her knees, still crying.  She tried to wipe her tears, realized she didn't have hands once again, and cried some more.  Kevin didn't even think as he crossed the room, heading toward the computer desk.  He grabbed a paper towel and gently dabbed at her face.

"Martha?" he said.

He helped her to her feet and guided her to Betty.  She sat next to Cindy, who was still lying peacefully.

"Your parents actually met through me," she began.  "They were older than the ones I usually teach.  About your age.  They fell in love, which is forbidden among witches."

"There's that word again," he said, looking at Leese.  "Love.  Forbidden.  Why?"

"Because it leads to you.  Aggie, and most other covens out there, are afraid of full-blooded witches.  Their magic is greater.  You've seen it yourself.  Portals that can span the globe.  Immortality potions.  Magic that takes an entire coven to conjure, you come up with alone.  Aggie thinks full-bloods are dangerous.  But she doesn't want to kill you.  She wants to cut off your hands and take whatever spells she can get from you.  So, so selfish."

He held a hand to his forehead.  A great sadness overwhelmed him.

"So, humans hate me.  So do vampires and werewolves.  And now, other witches.  This is good to know."

Leese stood next to him and held his hand.

"I hid you away.  Aggie never knew about you.  Your parents were hunted and killed.  I took no part in it, wouldn't help at all.  I hope you believe me."

"Of course, I do."

"Because of that, I was driven out of the coven, and no longer allowed to take on new students.  I almost didn't reach out to you in the beginning.  But I wanted you to know who you were.  I should have known I couldn't keep you from Aggie forever.  And," she said, sighing.  "Here we are."

"Here we are," he repeated.  "In my war room.  What about Caroline?  What's her story?"

"She's on our side.  Aggie figured out she was helping us."

He took a deep breath.

"Okay.  So, we save her and Marie."

"Kevin.  We can't…kill my coven."

Leese stepped forward, still holding his hand.

"If you knew Kevin like I do, you know he's not a killer.  He's the sweetest person I've ever met."

Martha rested her elbows on her knees and smiled.

"I see why you like her so much."

Leese took both his hands and faced him.

"I really hate to do this to you.  I'm so sorry.  But my brother, he's in trouble."

"What's wrong?"

"Those people that took me, when you both came to save me.  It was one guy behind everything.  He was never after you.  He wanted Alex, wants to steal his powers.  He's using magic, but he's not a witch.  I don't know everything that's fucking going on, but please."

He pulled away and grabbed the arm of the couch, leaning over.  It was a struggle just to absorb everything.  So many things happening, so many moving pieces.  Could he handle it all?

He looked about his storage room.  There were always improvements to make, things to work on.  But he'd spent months preparing.  Was it enough?

He would find out.

"I'll just save everybody."

Next to the refrigerator was the computer he'd set up, along with a color printer.  The printer sat on its own table, facing the wall.  He went to work.  Leese stood by his side, with Martha joining them a moment later.  He printed photo after photo.  Most were of blank walls.  Leese leaned in close, watching over his shoulder.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"Getting ready.  Can I borrow your phone?"

She handed it over.  He loaded the picture she'd sent him earlier, of the room full of demons, and printed several copies.  He reached over the printer to grab them.

"Uh," Leese said.  "Why is the printer facing the wall?"

"So I can make a portal directly to it, if I have to."

Satisfied with his arsenal of portals, he launched a website.

"Hey," Martha said.  "That's the library."

"Yeah.  Websites have photos.  That's all I need."

"What's your plan?"

"I'm still working on that."

He gathered everything and moved to the shelves.  Leese and Martha followed.

"Kevin, listen.  Whatever you're thinking, it's not going to work."

He laughed.

"Thanks for the confidence."

"I'm serious.  You're strong, yes.  But the coven has magic you've never even thought of."

"I have to try."

He walked past the shelves to the far wall.  Leese let out a stunned breath when she finally saw what was hanging from metal rods.

Kevin hesitated as he stared at the various ammunition belts he'd put together, every single one designed to replace his coat.  There were three rods, with several belts hanging from each one.  Each belt wrapped around the waist, with two shoulder straps.  Instead of ammunition, the various pouches and loops contained trinkets and vials.

So much magic.

"War room," Martha muttered.

He ignored her and continued to stare.

"What's wrong?" Leese asked.

He pointed to the labels, written in the witch's language, above each rod.

"Vampires.  Werewolves.  Humans.  I never put anything together for witches or demons.  I didn't exactly think that was coming up."

"Kevin, just…come on.  Pick one.  Something has to work, right?"

"Okay, okay."

Grabbing a human belt, he slid it over his shoulders and around his waist.  Every vial and pouch was labeled, and he'd been practicing since first putting the room together.  His fingers were fast, able to slide out a vial and throw, drink, whatever was needed.

But that was in practice.

He shoved the photos he'd printed into several empty pouches.  It wasn't ideal, but he didn't have time to organize.

Leese looked him up and down.

"You look—"

"Ridiculous, I know."

"I was going to say hot."

"Better than the fanny pack, I guess."

"Better than…what?"

Martha laughed.

Kevin eyed the empty wall next to the shelves.

"Wish me luck."

"Wait," Leese said.  She ran a finger along a belt.  "Which one should I wear?"

"Leese, I don't think—"

"Hey."  A warning flashed through her eyes.  "Hold the clichés, please.  After everything I've been through, don't talk about danger, or whatever you're thinking of saying.  Alex is my brother."  She again gestured to the ammo belts.  "Now, which one?"

He sighed, then inspiration struck.  Leese could be very helpful.

He went to work, helping her into a belt.  Nearly running, he raided several boxes on a shelf behind them, talking the entire time.

"Stay close to me," he said.  "Half that magic won't work without me touching it first, anyway.  Only use what I tell you."  He grabbed a phone from the pile he'd been collecting from work.  They were several generations old, no longer suitable for business use, but more than enough for his needs.  He slipped it into one of Leese's spare pouches.  "You can be my magic mule."

Next to the collection of phones was a box of various rings.  All of them had different stones as settings, and were already charged, ready to use.

"You're right-handed," he said, more to himself.  "You'll want this on your left hand."

He slid the ring on her finger.  The traditional meaning of the symbolic act dawned on him, and his face turned red.

She ran her fingers down his cheek.

"You're so hot," she said, before turning serious.  "Mule?"

"Probably the wrong word."

"You're both crazy," Martha said.  She turned her back on them and paced the floor.  "All of this.  It's just insane."

"Marie.  Caroline.  Alex.  All in trouble," Kevin said.  "What do you want to do?"

Like he thought, Martha had nothing to say.

He turned to the wall again.  From the corner of his eye, he saw Martha approaching.  She moved quickly, and he thought she was going to attack.  Instead, she stopped just in front of him.  She reached up to hold his face, then stared at her ruined arms before lowering them.

Martha cried.

"I'm sorry," she said.  "This is all my fault."

"No.  It's not.  It's not your fault, and it's not mine.  We'll fix this."

He hugged her, then prepared a photo.  As he drew the portal, he nodded at Leese.

"Are you ready?"

She took up a position behind him.  Kevin made the portal small, to peer through.  Seeing nothing, he opened it larger.

"Let's go."




















CHAPTER 25




Kevin closed the portal behind them.  The comfort and safety of the storage room were gone.  It took a moment to adjust to the lack of light.  Only moonlight was visible in the hallway beyond.  He rubbed his arms, trying to stay the goosebumps that gnawed at his skin.

Did the cold cause the goosebumps, or something else?

"Jesus," he said.  "What is this place?"

"An old boarding school.  A lot of people were murdered here."

He took a step forward, and bumped into an old desk.  His shin smacked into the side.  He held in a shout as he bent over.  Leese stood next to him, rubbing his back.

"Sorry," she said.  "Forgot that was there.  I can barely see."

"There were demons here before.  Where did they all—?"

There was a roar from the hallway.  A shadow moved across the wall.

It was just outside.

He pulled Leese down next to him.  A horned head appeared in the doorway.  Kevin had already pulled a vial from his belt.  He wrapped an arm around Leese's shoulders and put it to her lips.

She drank without saying a word.  He only gave her half before pulling the vial away, finishing the rest himself.

The demon entered the old office.  Kevin moved Leese behind the desk and lay flat on the filthy, dank carpet.  They were shoulder to shoulder, looking up at the ceiling and bottom of the desk.

They could hear the demon behind them.  Its head loomed over them, moving back and forth.

Leese let out a quiet gasp.  He turned his head to see she was gone.  The invisibility potion had taken effect.  He reached out and felt her jeans.  Pulling her closer, her hand found his knee.

The demon sniffed, then violently threw the desk aside.  It crashed into the wall, splintering apart.  If the demon took one more step forward, it would trample them.

Leese moved.  Kevin could feel her, trying to stand.  He gripped her arm and pulled her on top of him.  Her hair touched his face.

He was afraid, but didn't panic.  If the demon found them, he had magic to spare.

The demon turned and left.  He still didn't move.  Leese's cool breath brushed his cheek.  He held her close until he was satisfied the demon was long gone.

Leese stood up first.  She kept a hand on Kevin's wrist and helped him up.  Still unable to see each other, they felt for each other's hands.  It would be several minutes until the potion wore off.

"What if demons don't need to see?" she whispered.  "I've seen some without eyes, you know.  What if it found us?"

"Then I would have come up with something else."

"Wow.  Cocky."

Still holding her hand, he plucked his reading glasses from a pouch.  The walls vanished as he slipped them on.

He didn't like what he saw.

"Holy shit."

"What?  What is it?"

Demons roamed the halls.  There were too many to count.  Some would disappear, then reappear as they walked.  Others stepped directly into walls.  Some were covered in fresh blood.  How was that possible?  Only Alex could answer.

Without walls, Kevin had a difficult time determining distance.  Maybe three halls over, there was Alex.  He wasn't alone.

He was spread out on a conference table.  Another man paced, talking to himself.  He'd stop to laugh occasionally.  There were lit candles all around.

Alex wasn't moving.

"I see him.  I think I see that crazy guy."

"Michael.  Is Evan with him?"

"I don't think so."

She pulled on his hand.

"Let's go."

He didn't budge.

"No, no.  Let's stick to the offices.  You don't want to go out there."

Kevin drew a standard portal on the wall with a magic marker.  The next office was like the rest.  Ruined furniture, decaying documents on the floor.  Kevin jumped as Leese grabbed his butt.

"Sorry," she said, hooking a finger through his belt hoop.  "That wasn't on purpose."

They moved cautiously.  He made sure there were no demons nearby as they moved from office to office.  One emerged from a wall, ten feet away.  They moved into a corner as they waited for it to pass.  It stopped for a moment in the doorway, its nose twitching.  Kevin rested a hand over the pouch containing his flashlight, in case he had to blind it and run.

Leese rested her head on his shoulder.  He hugged her around the waist.  She didn't make a sound.  He ached to hold her since they'd broken up, and the first chance he got was in a haunted boarding school.

The demon eventually moved away.  Leese let out a relaxed breath.

"Is it clear?"

"Yeah."

He made another portal.

"Who's Marie?" Leese asked, a hint of jealousy in her voice.

"A friend of Jack's.  Sent to watch over me.  You'd like her."

"You shouldn't have left with that bullshit story.  You shouldn't have left at all."

The remark came out of nowhere.  He paused for a moment to look at her, forgetting he couldn't.  They stood in the middle of a decrepit women's bathroom, with demons all around them.  He nearly suggested they continue the conversation another time, but different words came out.

"I know."

"I was a wreck.  I still am."  Her voice shook.  "I really needed you."

"I thought I was helping by staying away."

"You were wrong."  Her bluntness made Kevin smile.  "They weren't even after you."

"If we live from this, maybe I can make it up—"

"Alicia!"

They both went quiet.  The voice wasn't far away.  Kevin spun and looked through the wall to see a well-dressed man wandering alone, a gun at his side.  He didn't seem to be bothered at all by the demons just a hall over.

Kevin led Leese to a bathroom stall.  As they walked quietly, their invisibility wore off.  Leese took his hand.

"That's Evan," she whispered.  "He works for Michael."

"You should have stayed with us," he called.  "Michael can't fully control them yet.  If they find you, they'll kill you."

"Oh, God," Leese said.  "They're killing Alex.  Still draining him."

"Evan must be using magic.  To keep safe."

He took a step forward, keeping Leese behind him.  She grabbed his arm.

"What are you doing?"

"It's just one guy with a gun."  He reached for a vial on his belt.  "That's no problem."

"Be care—"

Her warning was shortened as she let out a choking cough.  He turned to see a demon had lifted her off the ground, its claws around her throat.  She held tight to its forearms as she kicked with her legs.  Where did it come from?  Every shadow in the boarding school was dangerous.

Kevin rushed forward, only to hear gunshots.  Dust and dirt exploded around him, and he felt a pain in the back of his shoulder.  The demon let out a horrible laugh as Kevin fell to one knee.

He met with Leese's panicked eyes, right before the demon bit into her shoulder.  She screamed, and it threw her violently into the wall.

It was difficult to move.  He stumbled his way past the demon, his shoulder in agony.  It didn't pursue.  There was another single gunshot, with purpose, striking the back of Kevin's leg.  He collapsed to the floor and crawled.  Looking over his shoulder, he saw Evan standing at the door to the bathroom, gun drawn.  The demon remained still, its mouth open.

Out came a voice.  Human, with a demonic growl.

"I have more respect for your brother, Alicia.  He's still holding on."

Kevin assumed the voice belonged to Michael.  He tried to ignore him, and the fact that he was talking through a demon.  His leg gave out mid-crawl.  He could feel the bullet pressing against muscle.  Spinning on his back, he pushed with one leg.  Evan had stepped into the room, keeping a cautious eye on the demon.

A pair of hands grabbed Kevin's shoulders from behind.  He thought it was another creature at first, then recognized the warm touch.

"Leese?" 

"I'm okay," she said, pulling him to the corner of the bathroom. 

He wasn't sure she was telling the truth.  She winced in pain.  Her shoulder was a mess of blood and gore.  Still, like Alex, she didn't give up. 

Neither would he. 

He pulled a vial from his belt and threw it upwards in front of them, shattering it on the ceiling.  What looked like light rain fell, catching the moonlight.  Then the rain changed, forming a shield that stretched from wall to wall.  It cut through a portion of an old sink, sending porcelain to the floor. 

"That barrier won't last long." 

Leese had already taken action.  She reached over his chest and pulled a vial of water.  She'd seen him write the word water enough to recognize the label.  A flare of pain shot through his arm as she held his hand. 

"Sorry," she said. 

They worked without talking, each using magic from the other's belt.  Kevin flipped open a pouch and retrieved a magnet.  Leese pressed the vial of water to his finger and took a drink.   

Evan made his way to the barrier.  He ran a hand along the surface, marveling at its texture.  Taking a step back, he fired off a round.  Leese flinched as the bullet stopped and fell. 

The demon still didn't move.  Others slowly filed into the room.   Kevin pulled out a mothball and released it over their heads, giving them floating light.

"Who are you?" Evan asked Kevin. 

He focused on the task at hand.  Breathing deeply, he rubbed the magnet between his fingers.  Leese stared at the gathering demons, fear in her eyes. 

"Hey," he said gently.  "Just watch me.  And get some water ready." 

He held the magnet over his leg and gritted his teeth.  The bullet trembled.  It ripped through his flesh, colliding with the magnet.  The scream of pain shocked even him.  He didn't think it would hurt that much.

"Shit, man!" Evan said.  "What are you doing?" 

Leese held on tight.  He collapsed against her, onto her lap.  She hugged him protectively, pulling him further into the corner.  The demons still gathered by the barrier.

He ripped out the last bullet in his shoulder.  She put the vial to his lips.  The familiar sensation of healing magic coursed through him.  Wounds closed, pain went away.

The barrier shimmered.  A demon near the front smiled and drooled.  If there were any doubts about their intelligence, they were gone now.  They knew the barrier was failing.

Evan backed up.

"I can't help you," he said, no remorse in his voice.  "You shouldn't have run.  I'm sorry."

Kevin jumped up, keeping Leese behind him.  The barrier failed.  He held his ringed hand in front of him as he threw a vial at his feet.

The ice potion exploded.  The coldness spread around them, encasing the demons.  Only Kevin's ring protected them from such violent magic at close range.  One demon nearly reached them.  Its claws were inches away, almost touching his hand.  He pulled his hand back and shook it before cradling it to his stomach.

"Are you okay?" Leese asked.

"Yeah, just…cold."

Through the wall of ice, he saw movement.  Leese's eyes went wide as she peeked around the frozen demons.  He joined her, putting a hand on her back.

Evan was also trapped.  His arm from the elbow down was free, his fingers wiggling.  They could see his face, etched with fear.

"Is he dead?"

"No."  He ran his hand along the magical ice, leaving a beautiful trail of blue behind.  "This doesn't kill."

"Kevin?"  It was Martha, her voice quiet, emanating from his ring.  "Can you hear me?"

"Yeah."

"It's Aggie.  She's threatening to kill Marie and Caroline now if you don't show up."

He sighed in frustration.

"Do you believe her?"

"I…don't know."

Leese touched his arm, her eyes desperate.

"I don't think Alex can hold on much longer."

Kevin slipped on his glasses to peer through the walls.  Michael still spoke to no one, pacing next to Alex.  Was Alex unconscious?  Too weak to move?

Something caught his eye that made his whole body go still.

Michael had a pair of wings.

"You're right," he said.  "He won't.  What exactly did Michael do?"

"Oh, God," she said in defeat, trying to remember.  "He drank from this jar with fire in it.  He's got these things spread all over the place.  Called them wards."

Kevin noticed a jar in the corner, under where an old hand dryer used to be.  Inside was a thick liquid with a candle in the middle.  The flame had burnt out.  He picked it up carefully, holding it far away.

"Like this?"

"Yes!  That's it."

Handing over the jar to Leese, he prepared a portal.  

Martha was surprised when he called her name.

She was sitting in front of the couch, near Cindy.  Cindy was covered in a blanket.  Martha struggled to her feet and approached with a look of confusion.

"Kevin?"

"Yeah," he said, taking the jar from Leese.  "What is this?"

Martha leaned through the portal and sniffed the jar.  Her nose turned up as she scowled.  She studied all around, motioning for Kevin to turn it.

"Ugly, ugly magic," she said.  "Designed to steal memories.  Spread several in a room, drink from the source, and the witch can steal someone's memories, make them their own."

"Okay, this is different.  It's being used to steal someone's powers."

"Powers?"  Martha shook her head.  "What powers?  Humans don't have powers."

"This one does.  How do we stop it?"

"You don't.  The whole thing happens in an instant."

Kevin sighed.  He didn't feel like explaining.

"Her brother has demonic powers.  They're being drained, using these."  He held up the jar.  "Help me.  We need to come up with something.  Quick."

"Demonic," she said.  "Magic and demonic don't mix very well."  Her eyes lit up.  "Maybe we can slow it down?  Let's start with that."

"Every protection potion usually has rock, or mineral."

"Yes!"  She ran to his shelves.  "Some quartz dust."

He was right behind her.  Leese stood near the portal, looking back nervously.

"Sulfur," Kevin added.  

The ingredient came to him.  He grabbed an empty vial from the rack.

"Some sugar," Martha said, shaking her head.  "It's always sugar."

Kevin added to the vial as the ingredients came.  Some were mundane, others exotic.  A pinch of bone dust from a crocodile.  Cornstarch.

The last ingredient came to Kevin and Martha at the same time.  They cringed.

"What?" Leese said.

"A drop of human blood."

Leese stepped into the storage room, with Kevin meeting her halfway.  She ripped her sleeve off, exposing her slender shoulder.  There was still blood from where the demon bit her.

"Will this work?"

"My lord," Martha said.  "What have you two—?"

"Yes."

He took the jar from her and poured in the dry potion.  Taking a breath, he touched the liquid around the candle.  It turned a bright red.  Kevin and Martha had created another joint spell, nudging it into existence.  Sometimes, magic took so long to create.  It was amazing what stress and two witches could accomplish.

"What is it?" Leese asked.

"It weakens demonic energy," Martha said.

"It should counter what Michael used."

Leese raised an eyebrow.

"Should?"

"Will.  It will."

"Okay," she said, determined.  "Let's go."

She led the way back through the portal.  They circled around the wall of ice to the corner.  Martha stood at the portal behind them.

"Oh my God," she said, noticing the frozen chaos.

Leese set the jar where they found it.  Besides glowing red, it did nothing else.

"Are you sure this will work?" she asked.

Kevin had already prepared the next portal.  He held a photo of the library.

"Trust me."

"I do."

He pulled another invisibility potion.

"Do you want to come with me?" he asked.  "I have no idea what we're running into."

She approached and took his hand, feeling the photo between his fingers.  Close enough for a kiss, she took the potion and stole a drink.  She put the vial to his lips.  With a smile, he finished it.

"You wouldn't know what to do without me."

"You're right," he said.  "I don't."

As they faded from sight, Leese guided Kevin's hand to the wall.  The portal opened.




















CHAPTER 26




It had been some time since Kevin had last seen the library Martha took care of.  The photo from the website brought them directly behind one of the bookshelves.  To the right were the computers.  It looked like she'd done some upgrades.

In between the shelves, he could see Marie and Caroline.  He was horrified to see them both locked in a cage.  They didn't even have the decency to cover Marie.  She was still naked, laying on her side.  The cage wasn't big enough to stand.  She was covered in bruises.  Her face was charred, probably from one of their fireballs.  Half of her hair was missing, revealing a burnt scalp.

Caroline was in better shape.  She was tired, struggling for breath, but didn't look harmed otherwise.

There were two witches sitting at a table nearby, talking quietly.  Aggie paced near the cage, talking into her hand.

"Kevin!" Leese hissed.

He turned to look at her, and his mind registered that he could see her.  He looked down at his hands.  Completely visible.

A voice called to the left.

"He's here!"

The fireball soared toward them.  Kevin managed to get his palm up barely in time.  His shield absorbed one fireball, rocking him back, and then another.  A witch from somewhere else in the library threw her own fireball.  He fell back into Leese, who caught him.  Pain ate at his hand.

His fingers flew across his belt, knowing exactly where to reach.  He threw a vial at the carpet next to him, unleashing a barrier.  The shield blocked two more fireballs, giving him time to retrieve another vial.  He smashed it on the end of the bookshelf next to him.  The weightless potion, a reworking of his gravity-defying feather, lifted the bookshelf an inch off the floor.

Kevin grabbed the shelf and threw it across the library toward the nearest witch.  The massive shelf soared through the air, like a train, with books falling everywhere.  The witch, not even imagining being attacked with a bookshelf, wasn't prepared for the violent collision.

Another fireball came, shattering his barrier.  It struck the wall behind Kevin and Leese, forcing them to the floor.  He tried to reach her, but another landed near his feet.  He motioned for Leese to run away.  She hesitated, not wanting to leave him.  Her eyes were desperate.

"Go!" he shouted.

Leese was fast.  He made sure she was okay before running in the opposite direction.  A fireball shot past him, striking a window.  This firewall didn't stop there, however, as a wall of flame spread out in front of him.

He plucked his feather from its pouch, and ran up the wall.

All the practice, the training, had finally paid off.  Kevin was close to rivaling Alex, maybe even Victoria.  He ran along the ceiling, keeping three fingers on the feather.  He leaped across bookshelves with ease.  His own fire magic wasn't as strong.  He didn't know how they unleashed one fireball after another.  But he flung his own explosive magic.  Aggie and her companions took shelter behind a desk.  High in the ceiling, he paused for a moment to rearm.  He unleashed potion after potion.  Fog, fear magic, trapping potions.

Nothing seemed to work.  Witches were immune to so much.

The bookshelf he'd used to trap the first witch began to move.  Kevin pulled another ice vial and threw it.  It struck home, trapping Aggie's companion and the entire bookshelf in ice.

That was the only window Aggie needed to unleash another fireball.

The magic smacked him in the chest.  Half the potions across his shoulder straps shattered.  He fell halfway from the ceiling before regaining the grip on his feather.  He landed on another bookshelf and dove forward, narrowly dodging another fireball.  Crawling like a spider, he pulled himself along the side, away from Aggie, and used the books as handholds.  The pain was almost overwhelming.

A quick sip of water fixed that.

He hid behind the front counter, on his hands and knees.  It was only a matter of seconds before Aggie used her own magic to see through objects.  He didn't have much time.

"Kevin," she said.  "You involved someone else?  That beautiful woman?  Why?"

He risked a look around the desk, to get his bearings.  Aggie again stood near the center of the library, confident in her dominance.  She rubbed her hands together, and a light formed in her palm.  Kevin thought it was another fireball, but the light hovered above her, like one of his mothballs.

The light moved about the library, stopping occasionally to glow.  He didn't know how to make one, or how to control it, but he knew what it did.

It was searching for him.

"We're past the point where I'm promising to let everyone else go," Aggie said.  "And that's your fault."

A voice echoed from his ring.

"Kevin!"

He covered it with his palm, to muffle the noise.

"Leese.  Where are you?"

"I'm in a side office.  They didn't see me sneak in here.  Look…I'm sorry.  All the potions I have, they're broke.  At least most of them.  I didn't even notice.  Whether it was here, or at the school, I don't know."

His own magical gear was in similar shape.  His clothes were covered in a mix of various potions, now useless.

"It's okay.  Do you still have that phone I gave you?"

A short pause as she searched for it.

"Yeah."

"Take a picture of the wall next to you.  Keep it low."

"Why?"

"It'll upload to my cloud storage.  Then—"

"Okay, okay.  Hold on."

Kevin closed his eyes, running through the steps in his mind.  He was careful setting the process up.  He was careful in everything.

All his phones were set to upload new photos to his cloud account.  The computer in the war room retrieved them, printed them automatically.

The final piece of the puzzle were portals.

He opened one directly to his printer, using the side of the desk as a surface.  Not a large portal, just a foot wide, enough to reach an arm through.  The printer had just finished Leese's photo, spitting it into a basket on the floor.  He retrieved and used it to create yet another portal.

Leese gasped when he crawled through.

"It's just me," he said.

She grabbed his shoulders and pulled him.  The gesture wasn't necessary, but appreciated.  Half of the office wall was a glass window, peering out into the library.  Kevin and Leese didn't dare stand.  Closing the portal behind him, he slipped on his glasses.  Both lenses were broken, so he reached into one of Leese's pouches.  Hers were still intact.

Aggie's light moved above the library.  It wouldn't be long before it fanned out into the smaller rooms.

"We don't have much magic left," Leese said.  "What do we do?"

He smiled, drawing a confused look from her.  Another photo from his belt, another small portal.  He reached again into the war room, feeling along the wall.  His fingers found the metal rods first, then felt the stitching in the ammunition belts.

He retrieved two, one for each of them.  Closing the portal, he eyed Leese as he helped her out of one belt and slipped on another.  It was strangely intimate, wielding magic together.

"You look good in this, too," he said.

She marveled at the fresh belt, a new set of magic.

"Shit, Kevin," she said.

Leese didn't know she was the inspiration for all of Kevin's work.  He'd been caught without magic too many times.  Too many people he cared about had been hurt.  He wouldn't be unprepared again.

She helped him into his own belt.  They went slow, to keep the vials from bumping into each other.  He watched Aggie the entire time through the wall.

"Oh, no," he said.

"What's going on?"

He couldn't believe what he was seeing.

"She's…undoing everything I did."

The fog was already gone, the separate fires put out.  The light continued to search as Aggie approached the block of ice.  She rubbed something in between her hands and placed a palm on the ice.  It melted instantly.  Her witch companion fell to her knees, gasping for breath.  Aggie put an arm around her and gave her a cup of water.

Kevin pulled out a seashell and stared at Marie.  She was still in the cage, a look of fury in her eyes.

"Marie," he whispered.

She froze.  Spinning in place, she searched frantically for the voice.  Caroline sat on the other end of the cage, staring at her like she was insane.

"It's me.  Don't talk," he warned.  "Just whisper, I can hear you.  Are you okay?"

He put his ear to the shell.

"A little chilly, but I'll live."

"Can you change?  Break out of that thing?"

"No.  This cage, somehow, it's stopping me.  They put some magical bullshit on the bars.  We're not going anywhere.  I ripped them to shreds, but couldn't finish them off.  I'm starting to hate witches."

"Just hang tight.  We'll come up with something."

"What happened?" Leese asked.  She gestured to her arms and touched Kevin's hand.  "How come we're not invisible?"

"I don't know.  Aggie was ready for us."  He shook his head sadly, irritated at himself.  "Just like Martha said they'd be.  She said they had more magic than I ever dreamed…."

Kevin didn't finish, his mouth hanging open.  A smile spread across his face.

The answer came.

"Kevin?"

He was quiet, still putting the plan together in his mind.  It was beautifully simple.  Still, he'd need Leese's help.

"Hey!" she said, waving her hand in front of him.  "What's going—?"

He caught her hand and kissed her.  

Memories rushed back, feelings that never went away.  Somewhere in his jumbled thoughts, he knew he'd overstepped.  Leese had probably moved on.  Even if something was still there, kissing in the middle of a battle was not the smartest idea.

He pulled away.

"Sorry.  I—"

Leese kissed him.  She went a step further with an embrace, throwing her arms around his neck.  He held her tight, enjoying the feel of her.  They were both a mess.  Leese's entire right side was covered in blood.  Her shirt was mangled.  Kevin was tired and beaten.  None of that mattered.

The vials on their belts clanged, bringing them back to reality.  They dropped prone to the floor.  Kevin peered through the wall, holding his breath, but they weren't heard.

"Kevin," Aggie called.  "Your magic is amazing for someone so young.  But please, come out before—"

"Aggie."

The voice came from the other side of the library.  Kevin's heart skipped a beat when he saw Martha, walking through a portal.  In his haste, he forgot to close them.  She'd crossed from the war room, to the boarding school, to her own library.

With a cruel twist, the portal finally closed on its own, the magic running out.

Aggie's coven raced forward.  Martha begged off by waving her arm.  Aggie approached cautiously.

Martha was crying.

"I'm…sorry.  You don't know how much this hurts to say.  You…were right."

Kevin and Leese looked at each other.  She risked a slow glance through the window, while Kevin watched through the wall.

"What?" Aggie said.

"Kevin.  He needs to be stopped."

"What is she doing?" Leese whispered.

He didn't know.

Aggie wasn't convinced.  Her coven flanked her.  One held a fireball.

Martha wasn't fazed.

"This is a very fast change of heart," she said.

"He's built something.  Something terrible.  And I can't support him, or what he's done."

"Martha?" Caroline called.  She sat next to Marie, gripping the cage bars.  Her eyes spoke of hurt and betrayal.

"Caroline.  I'm sorry.  You did everything to try to help me.  It's taken me a lifetime to figure this out.  But…I should have stopped Ana and Tom.  I could have.  They were wonderful people, but love among us, it only leads to hurt.  Love doesn't conquer all."

Kevin thought he'd be ill when he noticed her clutching something to her chest.

"Here," she said, approaching Aggie.  "Here's his book."

Leese squeezed his shoulder.

"Oh, God."

His book was on the table next to Betty the couch, half a world away.  She'd taken it, like it was her own, giving it away.  Aggie flipped through the pages.

"Making vampires immune to light."  She shook her head.  "So dangerous."

There was a growl behind Aggie.

"Martha," Marie said.  Her muscles were taut as she rested on the balls of her feet.  She glared at each member of the coven.  "When I get out of here—"

"You shut up!" Martha shouted.  "This doesn't have anything to do with you!  Just be glad Aggie hasn't killed you yet."

Kevin smirked.  It dawned on him what she was doing.

"She's stalling," he said.  "Giving us time.  And we've wasted enough.  Are you ready?"

"What are we doing?"

He opened a pouch and flipped through his photos, searching for the right one.  Panic set in as he neared the end of the pile.  Finally, he found it, and created the portal.

Leese frowned when he reached in and pulled through four plungers.

"What are those?"

"One in each corner of the room," he said.  "I'll handle this side, closest to them.  You handle over there."

"They're plungers."

"I know.  I said the same thing."  He pulled a vial.  "More fog.  I'll go first.  Once they start dealing with me, you go."  He pointed again.  "Both corners.  Okay?"

She took a breath and nodded.

Another potion, this time from her belt.

"This is for you.  Right before you take off, drink it."

"What is it?"

"It makes you quiet, muffles all noise around you within a few feet.  You can run full speed, and they won't hear you."

"Are you sure?"

"No," he admitted, sighing.  "I've never used it before, and I don't think it will last long.  That's why I'm going first.  Are you up for this?"

She gave him one last kiss before dropping to a knee near the door.  Clutching the potion to her chest, she gave a thumbs-up.

Kevin opened the door and ran.  It was five seconds before anyone even noticed.  He tossed the fog in between himself and the coven.  The white haze quickly spread.

He dropped one plunger in the corner.

A fireball whirled by, narrowly missing his head.  He felt the heat on the back of his neck.

There were confused shouts, Aggie screeching orders.  Through the fog, a witch reared back to throw something.  Martha knocked her to the floor with her shoulder.

Behind the chaos, Leese dropped her first plunger in the corner.  They didn't even notice her.  The silence potion worked.  He'd have to remember to make more, figure out how to make it last.

What looked like a perfume bottle flew past, breaking against the wall next to him.  Aggie unleashed a wall of ice of her own, blocking his path.  More fireballs came in varying colors.  Kevin held up his palm, blocking their magic, while pulling the marker from his belt.  He drew a portal directly on the ice and jumped through.

Looking across the room, he saw Leese dropping another plunger, at the same time he dropped his own.

There was no powerful display of magic, no light show.  It was rather the opposite.  The wall of ice behind him melted, leaving only a mass of water on the carpet.  The water itself faded after a moment, as did Aggie's magical light above them.  The fog disappeared, folding in on itself, and the fireballs two of the witches held went up in smoke.  The small fires spread about the library vanished, leaving only charred wood and ruined books.

Now that the fog was gone, he could see the coven clearly.  One of them had Martha pinned to the ground, her hands around her throat.  Kevin rushed forward, but Leese was quicker.

His jaw dropped when she grabbed a chair.

Leese's face twisted like he'd never seen it before.  She brought the chair down on the witch as hard as she could, shattering it into pieces.  Every witch raced to their allies.  Aggie pulled back her wounded.  Leese dragged Martha away, with Kevin joining them a moment later.  Martha gasped and coughed.  He helped her into a sitting position, never taking his eyes off the coven.

In the scuffle, Martha had knocked his book to the floor.  He reached out and retrieved it.

For the first time since he'd met her, there was hate in Aggie's eyes.  She gestured for the coven to stay back.  They were ready to rush and attack, strike with their bare hands.

"You lied to me," Aggie said, staring at Martha.  "Again."

"I'm sorry, Aggie.  But I'll say it.  Again.  What you're doing is wrong."

Aggie sighed.

"This again."  She pointed to the plungers.  "Smart.  Did you teach him that?  Remember when we first used the nullifying field?"

"I do.  The first spell that the entire coven created."

"It brings back memories."

Kevin put a hand on Leese's knee as they held Martha.  Simply touching her relaxed him, took the edge away.

"Is there any way we can talk about this?" Kevin asked.

"There!  Do you see?" Martha said.  "Even now, after all of this, he wants to talk.  Why do we have to keep fighting?"

"Because—"  Aggie pointed to the book.  "The world isn't ready.  It's not even ready for magic.  But you.  It's definitely not ready for the cure for a werewolf, vampires that can walk in the day.  Or immortality."

"But why—?"

"Enough.  Enough talking.  What do we do now, Kevin?  Do we punch it out, like old boxers?"  She crossed her arms arrogantly.  "Old ladies or not, we still outnumber you."

There was a laugh from off to the side.

"That's where the babysitter comes in."

Everyone turned to see Marie, standing outside the cage.  The magic powering the cage had vanished along with everything else.

Kevin had gotten to know Marie during her stay.  He considered her a good friend.  She was fun to spend time with.  He enjoyed just sitting on a bar stool next to her.  Like Victoria, there was wisdom there, trapped in a youthful body, that was always disarming.

Unlike Victoria, her restraint needed work.

The look in her eyes scared him.

"Oh?" she said.  "The smugness?  The confidence?  Where did it go?"

Caroline ran toward them, grabbing Martha by the shoulders.  She eyed each of them.

"We should leave," she said.  "Marie…she's not happy."

Aggie took a step back, her coven following.  The confidence that Marie referred to had turned to fear.

"Listen, this doesn't—"

"Enough talking."  Marie stepped forward.  She was still naked, but there was nothing sensual in her movements.  Her missing hair grew back, and she tossed it over her shoulder.  "You said that.  And when you did, you basically killed yourselves."

Kevin gently ushered everyone toward the door, away from Marie.  They locked eyes for a second, and her expression softened, telling him everything was going to be okay.

Then the anger returned.

"Kevin and Martha both have been trying to make peace with you.  Without violence.  You didn't want that.  Now, I'll show you violence.  I'm going to kill all of you."  She pointed to a witch.  "I think I'll start with you."  A snarl escaped when she glared at Aggie.  "And I'll save you for last."

Caroline made it to the door first.  She held it open for Martha.  Leese was next, with Kevin bringing up the rear.  He turned and peered through the window.

Marie lay on the floor on her side.  At first, he thought Aggie had somehow done something, got the better of how.

Then Marie changed.

Her legs broke at an unnatural angle.  Her shoulders contorted and twisted.  Hair spread all over her body.

One tried to run for a corner, grab a plunger, maybe disrupt the nullifying field.  But it was no use.

She was on them too quickly.

A fountain of blood sprayed upward, and that's when Kevin shut his eyes and turned around.  Leese hugged him and put her head on his shoulder, taking deep breaths.  He let his fingers drift through her hair.  The screams were haunting.  Martha was visibly shaken.  Caroline cried quietly.

"I didn't want this," Martha said.  "I…."

She couldn't talk.  Caroline hugged her, and the remaining witches from their coven cried together.

Kevin wanted to be there for Martha, his teacher and friend.  But his night wasn't yet over.

"I have to go."

The misery on Martha's face nearly choked him up.  All she could do was nod.

He handed his spell-book to Caroline.

"Will you watch this for me?"

Caroline accepted and helped Martha walk away from the library.

Kevin took Leese's hand and went in the opposite direction, down the street.  Sanders was still quiet, victims of whatever sleep magic Aggie and her coven cast hours ago.  Leese noticed the silence, the lack of life, but said nothing.  She simply stared oddly at a couple sleeping in the front seat of their car.

He approached the closest wall he could find, belonging to a hair salon, and pulled a copy of the photo Leese had taken of the boarding school.

"Let's go save Alex."




















CHAPTER 27




Kevin wanted to race, wanted to hurry, but kept his emotions under control.  Leese stayed close through their slow trek of the boarding school, their shoulders touching.  The photo he'd used for a portal took them over previously covered ground, starting back at the room where Leese was first attacked.

There were no demons.

He wondered if the glasses were broken in some way.  The walls were still translucent, revealing the skeletal backbone, and a mass of long-forgotten, decaying rooms, but all the demons were missing.

He wasn't sure if that was a good or bad thing.

"What's going on?" Leese whispered.  "It's too quiet."

"I know."

They passed the ladies' bathroom, where they had the earlier battle.  Evan was still there, trapped in ice.

The demons that were frozen previously were gone as well.

Leese squeezed his arm.

"Kevin," she said.

"Yeah.  I'm freaked out, too."

The magical trinket Martha and he created earlier was still in the bathroom corner, although the red glow seemed weaker than he remembered.  He took a step past, but stopped and stared at Evan a moment longer.

Sighing, he stepped into the bathroom.

"What are you doing?" Leese asked.

Kevin threw a fire potion at the base of the ice prison.  Only half the ice melted before the magic wore off, so he threw another.  One day, he'd learn the trick that Aggie used to instantly dissolve it.

His thoughts drifted to Aggie, and all the terror she caused.  Ruining Martha's home, taking her hands.

All because his parents were witches.

Evan coughed as he collapsed to the floor.  Free from the ice, he pushed himself away from Kevin and Leese, against the wall.  He looked about wildly, trying to figure out what was happening.

He lifted the gun, still in hand.

Leese gasped, but Kevin already his hand raised.  The three bullets stopped near his palm before falling.  He pulled a potion and handed it to Leese as Evan reloaded.  Evan's hands shook.  Kevin didn't bother lowering his ring.  Gunfire from one handgun wasn't a problem, didn't cause much pain.

"Drink this," he said.

"Okay.  What is it?"

"It counters this."

He tossed the vial at Evan.  It shattered against the wall next to him.  Evan smiled, as if Kevin missing was a victory of some kind.  He aimed, but his muscles went limp before firing another shot.  Only the wall held him up.

"Sleep potion?" Leese guessed.

"Memory," he corrected, holding up a finger.  "One year.  Gone.  Maybe it will get him away from all this."

They made it to the next hall, where visibility was terrible.  He left mothballs in the air above them as they walked, lighting the way.  Part of the wall and ceiling had collapsed years ago, nearly blocking their path.  Kevin climbed over the mess first, then held Leese's hand to help her.

"Can you see Michael?"

He could, although he wasn't sure he trusted his eyes.  Michael was still in the lecture hall, another hallway over.  Alex was still on the table, not moving.

Michael sat on the floor next to him.  The distance and blurred walls made it difficult to pick out details, but it looked like he was crying.

"Yeah."

"And Alex?  Is he okay?"

"I'm really not sure what I'm looking at here."

They approached the open doors.  Leese stopped him before he could walk inside.

"Wait," she whispered.  "This doesn't feel right.  Are there any traps?  Any demons hiding in the corners?"

"I don't see any."  He pulled off his glasses and unsheathed the appropriate potion.  Humans needed extra magical help to use his glasses.  "You can look, if you want."

"No, I trust you.  I just…don't know what's going on.  I mean, what are we doing?  Are we going to kill him?"

"We're going to get Alex out of here.  Then we'll figure the rest out.  I'll go in, invisible, and then—"

"Hey," Michael called. "They already told me you're here.  Just come in."

Neither Kevin or Leese moved.  After ten seconds passed, Leese shrugged, and nodded toward the doors.  They walked in, side by side.

Michael had indeed been crying.  His eyes were red, and not from the typical effect that a demonic human possessed.  Leese gasped at the sight of Michael's new wings.  She hadn't seen them until then.  They were extended straight out, as if he were in mid-flight, instead of folded behind him. One twitched slightly, knocking over one of his extinguished magical wards.

He couldn't control them.

"Who is they?" Leese asked.

"My family."  He spit the word.  "They're coming and going, between the three realms.  Just having fun.  It's…it's a mess."  He squinted as he stared at Kevin.  "How did you get here, Kevin?  I thought you and Alicia broke up?"

Kevin was taken aback at hearing his name, and details from his life.

"Do I know you?"

"No, but I know you."

"Alex!" Leese called, taking a cautious step forward.  "Are you okay?"

"He can't hear you.  He's…hibernating, or something."  Michael rose to his feet and moved about nervously.  His wings knocked aside various objects as he turned.  An old desk, a chair, a chalkboard.  "I can't completely drain him.  It's just not working.  I have no idea why."

Kevin and Leese shared a glance.  Their own magical trinket was in effect.

Or there was more to Alex and his ties to the demon world that no one knew.

"Where did you get all this?" Kevin asked, eyeing the magical notes nearby.  He shook his head, deciding the answer wasn't important.  "Listen, magic and the demon world.  That's a bad idea."

Michael laughed.

"I've been studying magic since before you were born.  Please, don't tell me your limited opinion."

"Yeah, well, I am a witch, and believe me, I haven't seen many spells about demons."

"You haven't been looking in the right places."

"Okay, then, tell me," he said, gesturing about. "How is all this working for you?"

They were stunned when Michael's face twisted into a deep sadness.  He turned his attention to Leese.

"Tell me, is this what Alex sees?  All the time?"

"What do you mean?"

He broke down.

"I see them.  The people that were killed here.  The children.  Dying, over and over.  It's like I'm there, right next to them.  It's horrible.  And then the demons, they've taken some of them.  Brought them back, hurt them more."

"You can't control them?"

"No.  They won't hurt me, or Alex.  I gave Evan a concoction to make him invisible to them.  I guess you've already dealt with him by now."

"He'll be okay."

Michael was quiet for a moment, deep in thought.

"All I wanted was to not be alone anymore.  I just wanted my family.  But…they don't care about me.  They keep calling him—"  He pointed to Alex.  "Master.  After everything I've done, all the research, all the sacrifice, they still love him."  The sadness changed to anger.  "This is all his fault."

"No," Leese said.  "We can fix all this.  Put it back how it's supposed to be."

The few remaining jars flickered wildly, casting odd shadows on the walls.  The air turned cold.

A low, guttural growl filled the room.

"Supposed to be?  No human should be able to do what he does.  So, you want him dead?  Is that what you want?"

The shadows started moving.  Leese pressed closer to Kevin.  Their eyes drifted around the room.

"Ah.  Looks like they're back again.  There's only one way to fix this."

Michael pulled out a gun.

"No!  Don't!" Leese shouted.

She was already running forward when Kevin pulled the magnet from his pouch.  He threw it at Michael, over Leese's shoulder.  Michael's gun-hand yanked upward roughly, toward the magnet, as it sailed past him.  A round fired off.  The gun flew from his grip and smacked the magnet, falling to the floor.

Leese was nearly on top of him.  She jumped in the air wildly, screaming.  Michael spun and struck her with a wing, throwing her aside.

Mangled, twisted heads and hands stretched their way through every surface, reaching out.  The demons were coming.

Michael grabbed a nearby broken chair and raised it over his head.  His eyes gleamed of hate and anger as he stared at Alex.  Gun or not, Michael intended to kill him.  Kevin threw a potion he hadn't yet named.  In shattered near Michael, and repulsed everything nearby.  Desks, chairs, debris, all scattered.  Alex fell off the table and landed on the floor before sliding into the wall.  Michael was right behind him, the claws on his wings scratching the wood.  It was overkill for the simple goal of disarming Michael, but effective.

Watching Alex, one idea finally came to mind.  Kevin didn't know how Michael, a human, had acquired magic to steal demonic powers, but there was one thing that always made Alex feel better.

Kevin threw a fire potion across the room.  The flames engulfed Alex and started to spread.  Michael backed away, tripping over an old cabinet, to escape the fire.  Apparently, for all the bragging he did about research, he didn't know fire wouldn't hurt him.

"Kevin!" Leese called.

He turned to see her in the corner.  A pair of demon arms were wrapped around her waist.  A third arm reached out from the shadows and clutched her leg.  A fourth snaked around her neck.  Finally, a head emerged above her.  It opened its mouth, ready to sink its teeth into her throat.

Kevin ran and aimed his flashlight, striking the demon's eyes.  It recoiled back into the darkness with a wail.  Leese was gasping for air when he reached her.  

"Are you okay?" he asked, pulling a vial of water.

She nodded, then her eyes grew large.  There wasn't time to warn him.

Michael had pushed his way through the growing horde of demons.  He stabbed Kevin in the back with a broken piece of glass.  Then a second, and third time.  Kevin stumbled forward, dropping the water, and fell into Leese's arms.  She caught him as they fell to the floor together.

Michael loomed over them.  His outstretched wings, with a blazing fire behind him, made him look like the demons he wanted to control.

"I didn't want to hurt you, Alicia.  Any of you.  But you just won't stop."

He raised the broken glass, ready to kill Kevin.

Leese grabbed Kevin's hand, still holding the flashlight.  She aimed it back over his shoulder, drawing a shout of pain from the man she never wanted to hurt.  The move worked, though, as the light found Michael's eyes.  He stumbled back, his wings flailing wildly.

"Hold on," Kevin said.

She shouted as they started to float.  They wrapped every limb around each other.  Kevin squeezed the feather tighter, and they picked up speed.  Michael's wing struck them as they went past, spinning them in circles.  Leese screamed as she squeezed tighter.  Kevin was in agony.  He was bleeding badly, didn't know how much longer he could hold on.  The spinning didn't help, making him nauseous.  The room below looked like a scene from Hell.  Demons ran amok.  Some seemed to attack and feast on entities Kevin couldn't see.  The other spirits Michael talked about?

Kevin made sure he smacked the ceiling first.  Dizziness settled in along with nausea.  Leese gripped the ceiling and flipped them, so she was on top.  She felt along his ribs, bringing an odd sensation of being tickled mixed with pain.

"Don't go nowhere, sexy," she said, pulling a vial of water.

His words were slurred, slow.

"Sexy.  Haven't heard that…in a while.  You're sexy…wearing that magic."

She noticed the glazed look in his eye.

"Shit.  How much blood did you lose?"

She carefully touched the water to his finger.  His grip slipped, and Leese nearly lost the vial.

"I think I'm going to puke."

"Drink this first.  Then puke."

Some water dribbled down his chin, but he drank half.  He squeezed Leese tighter as his strength returned.  She stared into his eyes, giving him that smile of hers.

"Better?" she asked.

"Yeah.  Thanks."

"What do we do now?"

He turned his head to see demons had gathered beneath them, pawing and licking at the dripping blood.  They looked up, snarled, then went back to their feast.

Michael had recovered from Kevin's blinding light.  He watched them as he was pushed about by demons.  Finally, he pulled his wings in behind him.

"That is what you waste your time on?  Floating?  Bright lights?"

Kevin brushed a strand of hair away from Leese's face.  A streak of his blood ran down her cheek.

"Do you have any more fight left?"

She was tired.  Healing magic took care of the body, but the mind also had its limits.  Leese had been fighting longer than Kevin, been through so much more.

She nodded.

"I'm with you," she said.

"I guess I'd better figure out how to use these things," Michael said, moving his wings.  "I'll come up there and get you."

Kevin ignored him.

"Okay.  The big pouch on your right hip, there's a plastic bottle cap in there."

"Seriously?"

"Yeah.  Take it, and just drop it—"

A collection of growls below cut him off.  He turned to see the horde looking about, growling, clawing at something unseen.

Their eyes shifted to Michael.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

His wings were gone.

They slowly approached him, a terrible look in their eye.  He had nowhere to run.  The circle grew smaller and smaller.

Their harmonic voice shook the lecture hall with a simple statement.

"You.  Not.  Master."

Michael screamed as he disappeared into the mass of claws and fangs.  Demons fought each other to get to him.  The sound of flesh being torn made them cringe.

"I can't believe I'm saying this.  We have to help him," Leese said.

Kevin agreed.  Victoria, Jack, possibly even Alex would disagree.  But there were ways to deal with enemies other than letting them get ripped to pieces by monsters.

Before he could think of a plan, a voice rose above the growling.

"Stop!"

They looked across the hall to see Alex, resting on one knee.  His clothes were a burnt mess, scraps and pieces hanging from arms and legs.  Confusion was etched on his face, as he tried to piece together what was happening.

"Alex," Leese called.

He looked up at his little sister, frowned once more, and waved politely.  Even knowing a witch, seeing two people clutching each other on the ceiling was an unusual sight.

The demons backed away from Michael and parted, like soldiers opening a path for their king.  Alex jogged, nearly stumbling once or twice, before finding his footing.

Wings sprouted from his back, a familiar sight.

"He's back," Leese said.  "We're safe."

Kevin wasn't entirely sure.  He released two fingers from his feather and pushed away from the ceiling.  Gravity slowly reclaimed them.  They landed next to Michael as Alex joined them.  Leese hugged her brother.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

He nodded, but clearly wasn't entirely himself.

"Yeah.  Whatever he did, it's gone now.  I could hear everything going on, just couldn't do anything."  He nodded at Kevin.  "That fire bath did the trick."

The voice made the hair on Kevin's arms stand.

"Masssssster."

Alex ignored the horde around them and focused on Michael.

The man who tried to take everything from him lay on his back, blooding running from his mouth.  He was still alive.  His arm was severed from the elbow, his nose missing.  His right leg was bent backward, bone exposed.

"Is there anything you can do?" Alex asked.

Kevin prepared a vial and dropped to one knee.  Michael reached up and snatched his wrist, startling him.

"No."

"It'll heal you."

Michael coughed and spit up more blood.

"I know what it is."  He knocked the potion away.  "And…no."

"But you'll die."

"Yeah.  I'll die."  He looked at each of them.  "If I had a family like you…."  He didn't finish the thought.  "Make sure you always appreciate each other."  He weakly motioned toward the demons.  "Even them.  And keep Cindy close.  You'll never find anyone like her."

He reached into his back pocket.

"Just one thing," he said, pulling out a page from his notebook.  "Can you tell me what this says?"

Alex took the page and glanced at it.  He offered it to Kevin, who shook his head.  Neither of them had any idea what it said.  It was symbols, but nothing they recognized.

"No."

"Shit.  Maybe they'll tell me when I'm dead."

He let out a laugh, which turned to tears.

"Ham and cheese sandwiches are her favorite," he said.  "But no crust.  Make sure you tear off the crust."

His body went still.  He stared straight ahead, at the ceiling.  Kevin had spent half the night fighting him, but still felt horrible.  There wasn't a sense of winning a great battle, of conquering a great evil.  They'd merely outlasted a lonely, determined man who'd gotten a hold of magic.

The three said nothing.  Leese reached for Kevin's hand.  Alex stared at Michael's face, lost in his own thoughts.

Then he jumped to his feet, staring at something only he could see.

"Alex?" Leese said.

He said nothing.  The demons reacted as well, snarling and bearing their teeth.

"You…want to go with them?" he asked.

Silence.  Kevin and Leese watched the one-sided conversation.  Was he talking to Michael?  For all the magic he possessed, Kevin would never be able to peer into the spirit world.

"Look," he gestured around him.  "I control them, yes.  But only here.  In their world, I don't know—"

More silence.  Alex shrugged his shoulders reluctantly.

"Okay.  I guess…good luck."  He nodded to the demons worshiping him.  "It's time to go."

"Massster—"

"It's time."

One by one, the demons started to vanish.  There were moans and more calls of Master while they went.  Only the three of them remained in the lecture hall, along with Michael's corpse.  They were quiet in the suddenly still boarding school.  Only the sound of the spreading blaze was heard.

"He left," Alex said.  "He wanted to go with them.  I have no idea what they'll do to him."

"So," Leese said.  Her hand was cold and clammy in Kevin's.  "It's—"  She was almost afraid to say it.  "Over?"

"For you guys, yeah," Alex said.  "I'm going to stay.  Ghosts are still here.  They've been trapped a long time.  I'm going to help them."

"Uh, are you sure?"  Leese waved around them.  "Maybe we should leave before this place burns down?"

Kevin retrieved a potion.

"That's no problem."

He threw it straight up, toward the ceiling.  It shattered, and a moment later, the rain started.  The fire died slowly, leaving pillars of smoke.  Leese squeezed the water from her shirt.

Alex stepped forward quickly, startling Kevin.  He extended his hand.

"I'm sorry," he said.  "I was wrong.  Pretty much about everything."

Kevin didn't hesitate to accept it.

"Hey," Leese said, touching Kevin's shoulder.  She stepped back and hooked her thumbs under the straps of her belt.  "Can I keep this?"

Kevin smiled.

"I'll make you a new one."




















EPILOGUE




"Kevin?"

He opened the shower curtain and peered out to the rest of the hotel room.  Through the steam, he saw movement in the bed.  The early morning sun broke through the slightly open curtain.  The empty pizza box still sat on the dresser, next to the TV.

"Yeah.  I'm in the shower."

Leese stretched her arms over her head.  She was a gorgeous silhouette, her features still mysterious.  The only clothes she wore was one of Kevin's tee shirts.  He didn't even notice when she put it on during the night.

Rubbing her eyes, she crossed the room, heading his way.  He found himself staring, forgetting he was in the shower.  She nearly tripped, a combination of waking up and her natural clumsiness.

Off came the shirt.  Her destination was clear.  She tossed back the shower curtain and took a step inside.

"You should have woken me up."

One more stumble, as her other foot smacked the tub.  She fell into his arms, barely avoiding a nasty fall.  Leese didn't let go.

"Did you do that on purpose?" he asked.

Her cheeks turned red.

"No.  But don't act like you didn't miss this.  What time is it?"

"Early.  Not even seven."

"Okay.  We got time."

She kissed him, forcing him against the tile.  It was cold, but that didn't bother him.  He didn't resist, wasn't even sure if he was capable.

After the group dinner the night before, Kevin and Leese went their separate way.  They toured Sanders, talked, laughed, kissed.  They both apologized, although Kevin still wasn't exactly sure what Leese was sorry about.  She did nothing wrong.

Their night ended back at the hotel, where the last thing they did was sleep.

Now, they were in the shower.  At least the day was starting off right.

It was Leese's turn against the cold tile.  She let out a mix of a laugh and squeal.  Kevin held his hand above them, near the faucet.  The water turned blue as it cascaded over them.  A simple trick that always made Leese smile.

"You know how to get me going."

Another long kiss.  The night they'd spent together didn't quell their passion.  Rather, just the opposite.  The kiss made the turn to something more.

A voice spoke from the nightstand next to the bed.

"Kevin?  Are you there?"

It was Marie.  He groaned and closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against Leese's shoulder.  She ran a hand through his wet hair and smacked his butt.

"Come on," Marie said. "Answer the…stone."

"You'd better go," Leese said.

He dried off quickly and reached for his clothes on the dresser.  Oscar had already made himself at home, sleeping soundly on his jeans.  They'd found Oscar and Sebastian sleeping soundly under a neighbor's truck, not a care in the world.  Martha had cried when she clutched her familiar to her chest.

Kevin let out a sigh and rubbed a hand along Oscar's back.  His cat perked up, purred, then snuggled back into a deep sleep.  Still naked, he picked up his ring.

"Hey, Marie."

"Are you coming?"

"We were trying," Leese called.  "But then you stopped us—"

"You're there already?" Kevin asked, moving away from the bathroom.

"Yeah.  She didn't want to wait.  I think you'd better get over here.  She needs you.  Caroline is here, too, but you know.  The more, the merrier."

"Okay.  We'll be there soon."

He peered into the bathroom to pass the message, but Leese heard.  She poked her head around the curtain.

"Just give me a few minutes."

"I'll get Alex and Cindy."

"Alright.  I'll meet you at the car."

After moving an irritated black cat and retrieving his clothes, Kevin walked three rooms down and knocked on the door.  After no one answered, he guessed they were eating breakfast downstairs.

He spotted them sitting at a table in the side room.  Alex ate a cup of cereal while Cindy sipped coffee.  They were lost in their own conversation, smiling and laughing.  Kevin watched Cindy carefully as he approached.  He'd been keeping an eye on her the past few days.  She remembered nothing about two men sneaking into their home, using magic on her, then taking her to a haunted boarding school.  Leese went through something similar, and admitted to him that she still woke up in the middle of the night, panicked and afraid.  Cindy seemed to be in a much better place.

Guilt needled him.  Of course, Cindy was fine.  She had Alex.  Kevin had abandoned Leese not long after her ordeal.

He'd never make that mistake again.

Cindy noticed him and waved him over.  He poured himself a cup of water and pulled up a chair.

"I just got a call from Marie.  They're already over there.  Leese is coming down now."

"Okay.  We're ready to go."

Silence.  The three of them all realized the same thing at once.  The past few days had been busy, and they never had a moment alone together outside the group.

"Kevin," Cindy said.  "We're sorry.  I'm sorry."

"Don't be.  You told me how you felt.  You were honest.  I appreciate that."

"And we were wrong.  We're all going to have problems.  We should be sticking together, and we pushed you away.  That won't happen again."

Kevin nodded with a smile.

He jumped when Leese scared him.  She sneaked behind him and threw her arms around his neck, screaming boo.

"Everyone ready to go?"

Alex winced when Kevin stood.  Kevin immediately knew why.

"Hey," he said.  "Don't start shit."

"Man, come on."  Alex pointed.  "It's a fanny pack."

After some laughs at his expense, and a kiss, they piled into the rental car.  Kevin and Leese sat in the back.  He watched the streets of Sanders as he rested a hand on her leg.

He didn't know what Aggie had done, but it was far beyond anything Kevin knew about.  Not only did she put the town of Sanders to sleep, but they didn't question anything.  Everything was back to normal.  No one wondered why the entire town came to a standstill for one night.  Did the coven give them fake memories?  What did they do?

Only Martha and Caroline possibly had answers, and Kevin wasn't going to ask them.

Alex parked across the street from the ruined remains of Martha's home.  No one said a word as they approached.  Martha put on a good front during dinner the night before, but everyone knew.

She was hurting.

There was a commotion as they neared the front door.  Sounds of frustrated screaming, some cursing.  Alex put his arm out to keep everyone back.  Finally, there was the wail of a screeching cat, and Kevin knew what was happening.

Sebastian sprinted outside.  He ran between Cindy and Leese, nearly knocking them over, and darted into the neighbor's yard.  Marie stood in the doorway, a dangerous scowl on her face.

"You'd better run, you little piece of shit!"

"Hey!" Martha called from inside.  "Leave my cat alone!"

"It pissed on my purse!"

"So?  He probably improved it."

Everyone laughed.  The levity didn't last long.  Marie noticed the group and jogged to approach them, her eyes serious.

"Hi, guys."  She greeted Kevin with a hug.  "Sorry for calling so early."

"It's okay," Kevin said, gesturing to the house.  "How's it going?"

"I think okay.  We're just following her lead.  The moving truck is on the way.  But, to be honest, most everything in there is no good."

"How is she?"

Marie took a breath.

"Thank God Caroline is here.  Or Martha might have killed me by now."

"Is she talking to you?"

"A little.  We're getting there.  But I can still smell the hate coming from her.  Half the time she blames me for killing her coven.  The other half she knows there was no other way."

Kevin peered around her to the house.  He could see the burnt furniture, the ruined pictures.  The house still carried the smell of fire.

"Okay.  Let's see if we can help."

Martha was picking through an old cabinet full of knick-knacks and charms.  She tried to smile upon seeing the rest of the group.

"Hi, everyone," she said.  "I'd offer you all some lemonade.  But the house is a mess right now."

The mood was a mixed affair as they worked.  There were moments of laughter, a few trips down memory lane.  Martha told the story of how she used a mirror she'd recovered from the rubble to once escape from a husband and wife team of witch-hunters.  Other sentimental stories didn't involve magic at all, such as finding a porcelain doll that Aggie had given her long ago.

A few tears were shed as well.  While not the same, Kevin had also lost everything before.  Not to a fire, but Kristin and his lives were up-heaved when their adoptive parents died, and they had to start over.  He felt he could relate as he watched Martha, sitting alone in the corner with her face buried in her arms.

In the early afternoon, they took a break for subs and sodas.  Caroline helped Martha eat while the Teagues discussed the family business on the front lawn.  Kevin somehow found himself alone with Marie, standing on the back deck.  Her clothes were dirty, covered in soot.  Sweat beaded on her forehead.  Her hair turned into a pixie-cut, a trick apparently werewolves could do, to keep cool.

"So," Kevin said, popping a mushroom into his mouth.  "What's next for you?"

"Well, you're going back home?"

"Yeah.  I think I've done enough damage here."

"Then my babysitting job's done.  I think I might go visit Jack."  She smiled deviously.  "Collect some of my fee."

"Tell him I said hi."

"I will."

He gave her a long look.

"Thank you," he said.  "You saved my life."

"You did the same.  That's what friends do.  I'm glad I met you, Kevin Mishnar.  You're nothing like what Jack said.  You have a very interesting pack.  If you ever need me, you just let me know."

"The same goes for you.  Uh, hey.  What exactly did Jack say?"

"You don't want to know."

"No, I probably don't."

She froze for a moment, listening, then laughed at something only she could hear.

"What?"

"Your girlfriend and her family, out front.  Alex and Cindy are giving her a hard time."

"About what?"

"I'll let you guys work that out."  She slapped him on the shoulder.  "Let's get back to work."

He followed Marie back into the kitchen.  The Teagues walked into the living room, and he could see Marie was right.  Leese's entire face was flush, like she had a sunburn.  Alex and Cindy were laughing, and Leese definitely was not.

She smiled when she saw him, and blew him a kiss.  He took a step to approach her, just to steal a quick hug and a hello, when he heard his name.

"Kevin.  Could I talk to you a minute?"

It was Martha, sitting in a chair that somehow survived.  Caroline was walking away, giving him a friendly smile.

He tentatively approached her.  It wasn't his goal to avoid her the last few days, but that was how it worked out.  They'd said very little to each other.  He pulled up another half-ruined chair and sat next to her.

Despite her request to talk, Martha said nothing.  The silence stretched between them.  Emotion leaked out that he was still processing.  He dabbed at the moisture in his eyes, before they could turn into full-blown tears.

"It's not your fault," she finally said.  "And it's not mine."

Those were his words to her.  There were moments he believed that.  He didn't burn her house to the ground, didn't maim her.

"If I didn't come here," he said.  "None of this would have happened."

"Then it would have happened somewhere else.  Maybe more people would have been hurt.  This was all a lifetime in the making.  Ever since I saw the way your parents looked at each other.  We dealt with it as best we could."  She paused.  "Even Marie.  We've got to let this go.  Both of us.  We're all alive.  I get a chance to start over.  And you have Alicia.  Don't screw things up with her."

"I'll try not to."

"You were an idiot to leave her in the first place."

"Ah.  Now, you tell me."

"Not many humans can handle all this, Kevin.  She almost seems to thrive in it.  She's special."

"Yeah.  I love—"

It almost came out, and the shock was enough to freeze Kevin's tongue.  He sat there, lost in his own thoughts, as the silence again consumed them.  This time, there was no discomfort, and Martha merely flashed him a knowing smile and a wink.

"Come with me," she said.  "I want to show you something."

He followed Martha to the basement.  It was a slow, careful trip.  Several steps were missing.  With no hands, Martha had to brace her arms on the walls.

"You don't have to live with Caroline," Kevin said.  "You could stay with me.  There's plenty of room."

"If you saw the cabin she has by the lake, you wouldn't say that.  It's okay.  Really.  I'll get some nerdy, cute doctor to 3D-print me a new set of hands."

"And the magic?"

She sighed as she took the last step.

"There is no magic anymore.  Not for me.  Caroline will help me, so I don't lose my mind.  Maybe I'll write spells myself one day.  But creating it, feeling it with my fingers.  That's gone."

"Is there really nothing I can do?"

Martha still wore her smile, and for a moment, looked like the witch he knew.  But then the smile turned sad, just a touch.

"You can't fix everything, Kevin."  She gestured ahead.  "Come see this."

They stood in what was left of Martha's workshop.  Most of the shelves were destroyed, but there were a few things untouched.  A few jars of frog legs, some tails from a rattlesnake.

In the middle of the mess was the cauldron.

"Wow," Kevin said, running his hand along the side.  "I'm glad to see Aggie's magic couldn't take this from you."

"It's yours now."

He looked up.

"What?"

"I can't use it anymore.  You'll get more use out of it than me.  Put it in that war room of yours."

He wanted to protest, insist she take it.  But he couldn't get the words out.

The cauldron was beautiful, and he'd been wanting one.

"Thank you."

"Everything here is yours now.  Take whatever you want.  You might need it."

That sounded like a warning.  He frowned, feeling on edge.

"Why?"

Martha sighed.

"I don't know what happens next.  Witches don't believe in revenge.  But we don't like it when we kill each other.  Many covens didn't like Aggie, but she had her allies, too.  A lot of influence.  Maybe they come for you.  Maybe they go after Marie.  Or maybe, they realize this pack of yours, or coven, whatever you want to call it, should just be left alone.  I don't know."

He nodded.

"I'll be ready."

"I know you will be."

There was a shadow along the stairs, followed by footsteps.  Leese poked her head down.

"Hey.  The moving van is here."

"Thank you, dear.  I'd better go and start giving orders."

"Do you need some help?"

"No, thank you.  I can manage."

Leese helped her up the stairs anyway, then joined Kevin in the basement.  He could barely contain his excitement.

"Look at this," he said, grabbing her hand.  "Touch it."

"I thought you'd never ask."

She laughed at him, shaking her head.  Their joined hands trailed across the cauldron's surface.  Kevin could already see it in his mind.  He'd move Betty the couch, free up more room in the middle.  One half of the room would be for magic, including his new cauldron.  Maybe a conference table could fit on the other side.  He could buy a photo printer, maybe replace the ink-jet.

"Hey," Leese said, waving her hands, laughing.  "Are you hearing me?"

"Ah, sorry."

"Look, we have to talk."

Her tone brought him back to the basement, leaving the war room behind.  He gave her his undivided attention.

She paced.

"I was talking with Alex and Cindy.  We talked about what we were going to do before, and what that meant.  And then we broke up, and it was terrible.  I missed you so much."

"I missed you, too."

"Don't interrupt me."

"Sorry."

"Anyway, they told me that if I do this, I have to really know what it means, how I feel.  It wasn't a big deal before, but now I can kind of see where they're coming from.  It is a big deal.  And now, they've got me all freaked out, and—"

"Leese!"

He tried not to laugh, but it came out anyway.  Taking a step forward, he put his hands on her hips.  She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, laying her head again his chest.  Out came a gentle, contented sigh.  She was adorable when flustered.

"What are you trying to say?" he asked.

She leaned back and met his eyes.

"You really need to meet my mother."
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