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Chapter 1
 


"Come on! Get on up here. Are you scared?"


Six-year-old Rachel Evans looked around frantically. She could hear the other kids in school playing on the swings and monkey bars around the corner. Miss Brown, the recess monitor, organized the games they played. Tag, dodge ball, kickball.


She didn't know what was going on just around the corner.


Rachel looked up in the tree. John Crowe and Melissa Johnson had already climbed halfway. Melissa's twin brother, Michael, was still working his way up, grabbing branch after branch.


John, Melissa, and Michael spent all their time together, and everyone liked them. To be friends with them would make everything so much easier. Everyone would stop picking on Rachel, making fun of her. They'd stop calling her Four Eyes and choosing her last for kickball.


She pushed her thick glasses onto her nose and took a deep breath. They weren't supposed to be away from the other kids. If Miss Brown caught them, they would all be in deep trouble.


"We're not supposed to be here," Rachel said. "Miss Brown always says we're supposed to stay where we can see her."


Melissa laughed. "See? I told you she wouldn't do it. She probably can't see through her four eyes."


John smiled. Michael made it to the limb opposite his friends. He sat and leaned his weight against the tree so he wouldn't fall.


"It's not that hard," he said. "You can do it, Rachel."


She smiled and blushed. She didn't realize they knew her name.


"I thought her name was Lisa?" Melissa said.


"Her name is Scaredy-Cat," John said. "She can't climb a tree."


Rachel looked down at her clothes. She wore a pink dress her mother had bought for her. It wouldn't be easy to climb a tree in it.


But she had to try. If she didn't, they would say bad things about her all over school. They would make fun of her more than they already did.


She didn't know why the other kids didn't like her. She heard her parents talking about it one day after dinner. Dad thought it was because he was one of the richer people in town, and everyone else was jealous. Rachel thought it was because Mom was prettier than everyone else's moms.


Whatever the reason, there were days the kids in her class were relentless. She would get on and off the bus, crying her eyes out. Mom would always be at the bus stop to pick her up, and Rachel had to quickly wipe her eyes and keep from crying so Mom wouldn't see.


On the days they didn't pick on her, they didn't talk to her at all. No one wanted to sit with her at lunch, or play dolls with her.


It was only by freak chance that she was near the corner, playing alone, when she heard John and his friends climbing the tree.


She grabbed the lowest branch and pulled herself up.


"Well, look at this," John said.


Melissa shook her head. "She's not gonna be able to do it."


Michael laughed. "Probably not. Her glasses are too heavy."


Rachel gritted her teeth and grabbed another branch. She felt so high up already, but she wouldn't quit. They were just a few more limbs up, sitting and laughing at her. But she would show them. Then she could greet Mom at the bus stop with a smile instead of tears.


"She's really doing it," John said.


Michael nodded. "Maybe she's not such a wimp after all."


"Look at that dress," Melissa said. "It's so ugly."


"It's not ugly," Rachel said through clenched teeth. "My Mom bought it for me."


She grabbed the branch John and Melissa were sitting on. Their legs dangled just next to her hands. She was almost there. One more limb to climb.


Her hands slipped.


Her head smacked the limb beneath her as she tumbled to the ground. She landed on her back, her head smacking the ground. Her eyes rolled back in her head.


"The dummy fell!" Melissa said.


Rachel cried. She tried to roll over, but she couldn't move. She couldn't even see. She had never been so scared in her life. Not even in her bed at night, before Mom checked the closet for monsters.


"Mommy! Help!"


John and his friends climbed down the tree. They all leaned over her.


"Be quiet!" Melissa said. "You're gonna get us all in trouble."


"Whoa. What's wrong with her eyes?" Michael said.


"Please, go get my Mommy."


"Shut up!" John tried to cover her mouth to quiet her down. "Miss Brown will hear you."


Melissa grabbed John's hand and looked at her brother. "Come on. Recess is almost over. Let's just go."


"We'll keep this a secret," Michael said. "It's her own fault she fell."


John nodded. "We'll lie if she tries to get us in trouble."


Rachel heard them running away. She tried to reach in the direction she thought the playground was, but she couldn't move her arm. She couldn't move anything.


"Mommy, Daddy. Help me," she cried.


Her head started to ache. The pain settled all around her eyes. Her hands and feet started tingling.


She heard Miss Brown's voice in the distance.


"Okay, everyone, five minutes left. Start bringing everything in."


Rachel tried to sit up once again, but a sharp pain ran through her back. She cried out. Tears ran down her cheeks and dripped to the ground.


The thought ran through her mind that she might die. No one knew where she was, and no one liked her enough to come looking for her.


She thought there were voices not too far away, from the woods behind the school.


"Oh my God!"


"Come on!"


She heard footsteps running, and then stopping near her. A hand rested on her shoulder.


A girl spoke first. "Are you hurt?"


"I fell," Rachel said, her words slurring somewhat. "From the tree."


"This is Rachel," a boy said. "She's in my class. Why is she talking funny?"


"Let's go get Miss Brown."


"No. I can help her."


"Kevin, don't."


Rachel heard the both of them move away and start whispering to each other. She tried to think of anyone named Kevin in her class. There was only one she could remember. Kevin Mishnar. He always sat in the back. He didn't speak much, never raised his hand to answer any questions. He had an older sister, Kristin, in fourth grade. Everyone made fun of them because they weren't really brother and sister. They were both adopted. Their parents couldn't have children.


They were once again at Rachel's side.


"You shouldn't do this," Kristin said. "You've never done it on a person before."


"Rachel, can you get up?"


"I can't move. My back really hurts. I can't even see anything. Please, get my Mommy and Daddy."


"That sounds bad. Maybe like a broken back or something."


"Kevin-"


"It'll work. It always works. Give me your water."


Kristin sighed. "I don't think we should be doing this."


"Stop, Kristin. Just don't tell Mom and Dad."


"Do you think I'm stupid?"


"Sometimes."


"I'm not stupid. You're stupid."


"Shut up."


Even through the darkness in front of her eyes, Rachel thought she saw something glow bright blue.


"Rachel, drink this water."


She cried. "I don't want water. I want my Mom and Dad."


The water touched her lips. Too much poured down her throat and she started to choke.


"Not too much!" Kristin said. "Just a little at a time."


"I know. Be quiet."


Rachel put her hand to her throat to try to stop gagging.


She could move her hand.


"Okay, that's good," Kevin said. "A little more."


She felt fingers under her head, lifting her slightly as a bottle was put to her lips.


It was the coldest water she ever drank. It tingled as it went down her throat.


Her legs began to move.


She gripped Kevin's hand to hold the bottle steady. The pain in her back went away.


"See? I told you."


"Okay, okay. Just hurry up."


The darkness went away. She could see again, although everything was blurry. She could see the tree she fell from, the branches and leaves swaying back and forth in the wind.


There were two shapes huddled over her.


"She looks okay. Let's go."


"Do you feel okay, Rachel?"


She blinked a few times, and wiped tears from her eyes. "Yeah."


"Good. Come on, Kristin."


Rachel's head was lowered back to the ground. The two shapes over her ran away.


She managed to sit up and look back in the direction of the playground. The blurriness finally started to disappear.


There was a taller girl running with a boy, hand in hand, as they disappeared around the corner. The kids all ran to the doors as the recess bell rang.


She looked up at the tree, at how high up she fell.


There was no pain as she slowly climbed to her feet. She wasn't even sore.


She reached up to adjust her glasses, but didn't feel them. They were on the ground next to her feet.


She didn't need them to see.


Mom and Dad would never believe her.





Chapter 2
 


Kevin was in the middle of a nice dream involving a half-naked model when the alarm went off on the table next to the couch. Two weeks into his senior year of high school and he couldn't promise he wouldn't kill the alarm before it was all said and done.


He tossed his blanket off and sat up on the couch. The television was on, but the volume was all the way down. A woman on the news stood in front of a map of town. Kevin didn't need to hear to know it was going to be a hot day.


"Hey Kristin," he called. "You still here?"


She poked her head out of the bathroom, toothbrush still in her mouth, down the hall in their one bedroom apartment.


"Yeah, I'm here," she said. "I keep telling you. Wake up a half hour early and I'll drive you to school."


"That'll make me the coolest guy. Getting my sister to give me a ride."


"It probably would, with your horny little classmates."


He laughed. Sadly, that was probably the truth. His sister was a very attractive young woman. Long blond hair, bright blue eyes, nice figure. If she were to drop Kevin off in the middle of the senior parking lot, he had not doubt jaws would drop and stupid comments would be made.


Kristin left the bathroom and went into the kitchen, almost tripping on her high heels.


"There's enough milk left for another bowl of cereal."


He nodded. "I'll stop at the store on the way home."


He went to get up from the couch, ready to get started on the day, and froze as his eyes fell on the picture in the middle of their coffee table.


It was a picture of the both of them, along with their parents. It was taken two weeks before they died in the plane crash. They were on their way to a private vacation in Cancun, just the two of them. They never made it.


There were days he would wake up, and barely look at the picture. Then there were mornings he couldn't take his eyes off it, and knew he'd probably be late to school.


"Don't worry about the grocery store," Kristin said. "You can borrow the car when I get home-"


She went quiet when she saw Kevin staring at the picture.


She sat next to him on the couch and put an arm around his shoulders, knowing knew exactly what was on her brother's mind.


"You know you couldn't have saved them, right?"


Kevin said nothing. Both of their lives changed forever on that day. He went from being a freshman in high school, ready to tackle the world, to an orphan. Kristin went from graduating high school, with dreams of college, to being forced to take care of her younger brother.


He gave Kristin a sideways glance. He felt for her the most. She was twenty-two years old. She was supposed to be having fun, going out with her friends. She wasn't supposed to worry about struggling to pay the rent on their apartment.


"Anyway, like I said. Don't go stopping at the store on your way home. You can take the car when I get home, or I'll just stop after work."


"I like to have dinner ready when you get home."


She smiled and squeezed his shoulders. "I know. Couldn't ask for a better brother. But please, put some shorts on. Seeing you every morning in boxers on the couch kind of ruins my breakfast."


"Funny."


They both stood and went their separate ways. Kevin stumbled into the kitchen. Kristin went to the front door, and then turned.


"Hey, Kevin. I kind of woke up with a headache, and it's not going away. Would you mind?"


He smiled, knowing exactly what she meant.


He grabbed a bottled water from the refrigerator. He unscrewed the cap, covered the top with his thumb, and turned the bottle upside down.


The water started to glow bright blue, lighting up the kitchen.


No matter how many times Kristin had seen it in her life, it always amazed her.


Kevin put the cap back on and tossed the bottle across the living room. The blue glow started to vanish. But they both knew whatever it was he did with water, it didn't just go away when the color did. The water would heal anyone who drank it within twenty minutes.


She popped the cap once again and took a deep drink, her headache beginning to fade. She took another drink, and her tense muscles started to unwind.


"Thanks."


He smiled and nodded, then turned his attention back to the refrigerator. She closed the door behind her.


Kevin poured a glass of orange juice as he listened to the quiet apartment. This was his life. It was simple, and he liked it. He wouldn't have minded having his own bedroom, but knew the money they saved on rent was worth it. Kristin and he fought at times over who should have the bedroom, both trying to give it up for the other. But the situation was simple. Kristin was the breadwinner. She needed the room, and the rest.


Sleeping on the couch wasn't so bad.


He smiled as he stole a peek at the bookshelf against the dining room wall. He earned a small share of their money, and Kristin would flip out if she ever found out how.


He looked over the many books they had. Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, Hiroshima, The Great Gatsby, Hamlet. All required reading throughout his time in high school. He wrote papers for other students, and made decent money doing it.


His mood brightened as he got ready for school. Another week or so, and the literature projects would start. Then he'd be busy, and money would roll in.


He put on a pair of jeans and a plain white tee shirt from the hall closet, and then slipped on his favorite jacket to complete the look he took every day to school.


It was a mile and a half walk. He grabbed his backpack and a cereal bar, waving to his parents' picture before leaving the apartment.


*****


"Rachel! Time to wake up or you'll be late to school."


Rachel moaned and turned over in bed. It didn't matter what time she went to sleep. She always felt like a zombie the next morning.


"I don't want to go to school, Mom."


"Tough. Get your ass up."


Rachel smiled. "No. I'm going back to sleep."


"Don't make me come up there."


She heard her mother's wheelchair stop at the bottom of the steps.


"That would be a neat trick, Mom."


"Oh, you're funny, young lady. Nancy will be here any minute. You want me to send her up there after you?"


"Okay, okay. I'm getting up."


"That's what I thought."


Rachel stepped into her private bathroom that was connected to her bedroom. She heard Nancy arrive downstairs as she turned on the shower. Her father was seldom home, always away on business. Her mother had spent the past ten years in a wheelchair. Multiple sclerosis. Nancy was a private nurse who was paid very well to spend most of her time with Rachel and her family. She did everything, cooking, cleaning. She was a part of the family.


Rachel indulged in the hot shower longer than she should have, as always. She was in a good mood, but that started to slide away as she got ready for school. The routine was always the same.


She sighed as she looked into her closet. No matter what clothes she wore, what shoes she picked out, no one would pay attention to her. No one would talk to her. No guy would step up and introduce himself.


She had grown used to it over the years. Still, some days were harder than others.


She was an average girl, didn't stand out in any way. She wasn't on the cheerleading squad, like Melissa Johnson. She wasn't a star athlete, like Tessa Hayes. She was a school news reporter, nerdy and smart, with hair that hung in front of her face, who didn't get enough sun.


School was a part of her life she dreaded. Her favorite part was when the final bell of the day rang, and she could work on the school newspaper and website with the few friends she had.


Mom was already in the dining room. Nancy was in the monstrous kitchen Dad had redone a few years ago.

 “Morning,” Nancy called. “You want some pancakes and sausage?”

 “That sounds great.”


Rachel sat at the table and looked at her family. Wheelchair or not, Mom was still the most beautiful woman she knew. Strangely, Mom's multiple sclerosis only made her more beautiful. She had her bad days, where every muscle hurt. But she never complained, never lashed out at life.


Nancy whistled as she worked over the stove. She spent most of her free time perhaps staying in the sun a little too long, and gleefully chasing after men. But Rachel loved her.

 “You're going out in that?” Mom asked.


Rachel looked down at her clothes. She always kept it simple. Jeans and a long-sleeved shirt.

 “What's wrong with this? I'm not showing off anything.”

 “Well, I know that, honey. Aren't you gonna get hot?”


She shrugged. “It's okay.”


Nancy entertained everyone with her latest stories of club hopping as they ate breakfast. She kept promising when Rachel turned eighteen in a few months she would take her to a few clubs. Both Rachel and Mom laughed at that thought.


After breakfast she went to the garage and climbed in her Ford Mustang, a present from her father. She loved her car, and when she got bored at night, which was often, she would drive around town.


It was a quick drive to school. The senior parking lot looked the same as it did every morning as she found a spot. Some of the athletes threw a ball back and forth, occasionally hitting a random car. The cheerleaders pointed and laughed at people as they walked by. Rachel was certain she was one of them. John Crowe and Melissa Johnson bounced back and forth between groups, making their required social appearances. They were the school's power couple, and they made sure everyone knew it by making out in front of as many people as they could.


Rachel thought a few people looked at her. Then she realized they were only looking at her car.


She slipped quietly into her first period literature class. Mister Hawkins read a newspaper while students laughed and talked around him. Rachel took her normal seat near the side, next to the windows.


No one said hello to her. They didn't ask her how her weekend was, or how she did on their last test. She was invisible.


Everyone settled in their seats as the bell rang. Mister Hawkins rose from his chair and started scribbling on the chalkboard.

 “Morning, class. How was your weekend?”


A collective group of moans and grunts answered his question.


He laughed. “Glad to hear it. I know this isn't the best way to start a Monday, but-”


He stopped talking when one late student arrived.


Kevin Mishnar slipped quietly into the back row and took his seat.

 “I'm glad you could make it, Kevin.”


The entire class turned to look at him.


Kevin smiled. “Me too, Mister Hawkins. You can get started now. No reason to hold the class up for me.”

 “Oh, Kevin, I wouldn't dream of teaching without you here.”

 “I appreciate that.”


The class laughed. Kevin was quiet, but not shy. He had no problem verbally sparring with anyone.


Rachel looked at Kevin out of the corner of her eye.


That's how she always looked at him. Indirectly.


They never talked, never looked at each other. She never brought up that day in first grade to him. Over the years she convinced herself that the broken memory of her falling behind the playground was some kind of dream mixed with what really happened. She really did hurt herself falling from a tree. But Kevin and his sister weren't there. They couldn't have been.


But there were times she thought maybe it could have been real.


She spied on him as he shifted in his seat. Kevin was a very carefree guy. He would say anything to anybody. He always wore that ridiculous jacket. She hadn't seen him without it in years. It was some kind of imitation leather, light brown. He wore it no matter how hot it was. She saw what looked like a white tee shirt under it.


She remembered the day he first started wearing it, after his parents died in a plane crash.


They were both freshmen in the same algebra class. They were in the middle of a test when the school secretary and a police officer came to get him. Rachel heard him and his sister break down in the hallway. The entire class heard it. Everyone sent him cards and flowers. She was one of them. He missed an entire month of school. No one made fun of them for being adopted after that.


Kevin didn't approach many people. He laughed often, and smiled, but people tended to stay away from him. He was only close with his sister, and after she graduated, he kept to himself.

 “Okay, guys,” Mister Hawkins said. “I know you won't love this, but we got a group project coming up.”


The class groaned.

 “It's not so bad. It'll be due at the end of the week. I'll give you some time in class to work on it, but you'll probably have to work after school, too. It's wide open, so you shouldn't have any problems getting started. You'll be in groups of four, and you'll each be writing a paper on a Shakespeare character. Easy stuff.”


Kevin raised his hand. “Mister Hawkins? We're writing papers already?”

 “Is that a problem with you, Kevin? Want me to move the curriculum around a little?”

 “Not at all. Who doesn't love writing papers?”


Rachel lowered her eyes as Mister Hawkins read off the groups. She wasn't a fan of group assignments. She was very smart, and most everyone knew that. It always seemed the bulk of the work went to her. There was also the fact that she was easy to push around. People would give her extra work, and she wouldn't say no.


She looked up when he called her name.


Her partners were Donna, Paul, and Kevin Mishnar.


She sighed as she gathered her books and met with her group near the back of class. Donna was one of the school's star soccer players, and she loved to show off those tan legs of hers. Paul was a bit of a jerk, and was already flirting with Donna as Rachel took a seat.


Kevin was the last to sit down. He had an unusual smile as he looked over the details of the assignment Mister Hawkins handed out.

 “He's hitting us with the research papers early,” he said.

 “Yeah, so where's the group part of this come in?” Donna asked.


Rachel frowned as she read the assignment. “It's not just a paper. We've gotta do a presentation in front of the class, too.”


Kevin went into his own world as he started taking notes.

 “I don't mind speaking in front of class,” Paul said. He looked at Rachel. “What's your name again?”

 “Rachel.”

 “I think Rachel should write all our papers, and we can do the talking part.”

 “That sounds fine to me,” Donna said. She tossed her hair behind her shoulders. “Does that sound okay to you?”

 “Wait. You want me to write all our papers?”


Paul leaned back. “Sure, why not? Don't you write for the school newspaper or website or something? I thought I saw a few of you nerds meeting the other day in the computer lab.”

 “Well, yeah, but-”

 “So, you're good at writing?”

 “I'd like to think so, but-”

 “So, what's the problem?”


Rachel looked back and forth between Donna and Paul. It was obvious they were in agreement. She looked at Kevin, who still scribbled away on a sheet of paper. He either didn't care, or was ignoring them.


She opened her mouth, but Paul cut her off.

 “Then we're good. You write the stuff. Kevin can just sit there and look stupid in his jacket. Donna and I can meet up one day after school and go through the oral stuff.”


Donna flashed Paul a flirty smile. “You'd like that, wouldn't you?”


Rachel sighed, not happy with the workload thrust upon her. She was even more annoyed at their behavior, flirting right in the middle of the classroom. Or maybe she was simply jealous.

 “I thought you were going out with Brad from the track team?” Rachel said.

 “We broke up Friday.” Donna shot her a dirty look. “Maybe you should worry about your own love life.”


Paul laughed. “What you need to worry about is Shakespeare.”

 “Guys,” Kevin said. He didn't bother looking up from his notes. All eyes were on him. “We're gonna write our own papers.”


Paul scowled. “What? Are you stupid? We've got a girl who likes writing right here.” He looked at her. “I'm sorry, I keep forgetting your name.”

 “Her name is Rachel,” Kevin snapped. “And she's not doing all our work. We'll write our own papers, and we'll meet after school at the library to work on the presentation.”


Paul leaned forward. “Who the hell goes to the library anymore? And who made you group leader?”

 “I did, when you decided to be an idiot.”


Rachel stifled a laugh. Kevin still didn't look up from his notes. He oozed a quiet confidence that she always admired, like nothing in the world bothered him.

 “Okay,” Kevin said. “This is due Friday. How do you guys want to work this? Meet up tonight at the library?”

 “I don't have any plans,” Rachel said.


Donna laughed. “I bet you don't.”

 “Believe it or not, I have a social life,” Paul said. “I can't do tonight. Earliest night I'm free is Thursday.”

 “That's too late.”


Paul shrugged. “I don't know what to tell you.”


Donna grabbed his hand. “Paul, let's just get this out of the way tonight. Then me and you can hang out after.”


He smiled and nodded. “Okay. Tonight, it is.”

 “It'll have to be after seven,” Kevin said. “My sister doesn't get home till then. I have to borrow her car.”

 “You don't have your own car?” Donna asked.


Kevin shook his head.


Paul laughed. “Man, your life sucks.”

 “I can pick you up,” Rachel offered.


Kevin hesitated, only for a second, and Rachel never felt smaller. She knew a lot of people in school didn't want to be seen with her. She never thought Kevin was one of them.

 “No, thanks,” he said. “I'll be fine.”


There was an awkward silence before Kevin reviewed his notes.

 “Okay, so, we each have to pick a character from a Shakespeare play. Let's get started.”





Chapter 3
 


Kevin waited patiently outside the gymnasium. The last bell of the day rang minutes ago, and everyone rushed to get dressed and escape school as quickly as possible. He had to wait a little longer as the sports teams used the locker room to get dressed for practice. The baseball team left first, followed by the soccer and football teams.


He hated it when they moved slowly. But after ten minutes the locker room was finally deserted. He changed into a pair of shorts and another tee shirt, and shoved his clothes into an empty locker. He didn't forget to put on his jacket as he left and passed the girls' locker room on the way to the weight room.


He bumped into a blond as she turned the corner. Their shoulders collided, her hair flying about. She turned to give Kevin a glare.

 “Watch where you're walking,” she said, and then her features softened. “Oh, Kevin, it's you. Sorry about that.”


He looked into the eyes of Melissa Johnson, head of the cheerleading squad. She wore her uniform, which looked like it broke several school dress codes. Batting her eyes, she gave him a smile.


Kevin kept his eyes low, barely looking at her. He caught a glimpse of her leg as he kept on his way.

 “No problem. My fault.”


He could feel her watching him as he turned into the weight room. There was nothing more relaxing than the sound of the quiet weight room. He would have between thirty minutes and an hour to lift weights before the school's sports teams took over.


He enjoyed the clang of the weights as he settled on the bench press. He didn't listen to music. Only his own thoughts kept him company.


A smile touched his face as he racked the weight.


He couldn't wait to get home and check his email. He set up a random account every semester for his paper writing. Hawkins was getting started on the assignments early this year. Hopefully his inbox was filling up with requests.


The short time frame made him a little nervous. The assignment was due Friday. The minimum for the assignment was six pages. He charged ten dollars a page. If he was to get only five requests, that was three hundred dollars. Definitely nothing to sneeze at.


But five papers in a week, plus his own, were possibly more than he could handle.


Why couldn't it have been two weeks? Maybe Paul was on to something with Rachel doing their work.


He thought about Rachel, the first person who ever experienced his healing powers. Before that day in first grade, it had only been animals. A stray dog with a limp outside his father's work, a bird with a clipped wing on the way home from school.


She was his first human.


She had grown up to be a very cute young woman. She didn't throw her cuteness around, like Melissa Johnson. There was definitely the sexy librarian thing going on with her. He heard people make fun of her in the halls, but had no doubt many guys were after her. If for nothing else than for a ride in that Mustang of hers.


He often wondered why she never approached him about that day behind the playground. Concussion or not, she must have heard Kristin and him talking. But she never cornered him, never asked him about what happened. He was thankful for that. Hopefully she convinced herself it was all in her head.


He hung a forty-five pound plate from his weight belt and grabbed the chin-up bar. He was in the middle of his seventh chin-up when he heard to the door the weight room open behind him, followed by a mix of conversations.

 “Did you see that block Munroe put on Jimmy?”

 “Yeah. Knocked him right on his ass.”

 “I saw Cindy from the cheer squad staring at you, man. She wants you.”

 “You think so?”


Kevin recognized one voice among them.

 “Well, would you look at Mighty-Mouse over here?”


He could feel John Crowe's eyes on him. He wouldn't be deterred, continuing to do chin-ups until he got to fifteen.


He dropped to the ground and turned to face the football team, trying his best to hide his irritation. He undid his weight belt and let the plate fall to the floor. They were either early, or he lost track of time.


He didn't like John. There were the obvious reasons, like the fact that he was a dick. Or the fact that he held his relationship with Melissa Johnson like it was some kind of trophy. Or it might have been the fact that he terrorized others his entire life.


Or perhaps it was because the first thing Kevin saw after seeing Rachel hurt on the ground was John, his now-girlfriend Melissa, and her twin brother Michael running away from the scene.


Kevin locked eyes with John. The football player was nearly a foot taller than Kevin. He carried his helmet in his hand, chewing on his mouthpiece. There were five other players behind him, like a gang of some sort.

 “I'm all done here, guys,” Kevin said as politely as he could. “I'll get out of your way.”


He went to move past them, but John put a hand on his shoulder. Other players started using the equipment, but watched the scene before them.

 “Hold on there. We didn't give you permission to use our weight room. You have to pay a fee.”


Kevin forced a laugh. “Very funny, John.”


He went to move past again, and John grabbed the lapel of his jacket.

 “Maybe we should take his coat,” he said, looking at his friends. “I'll bet I could get five bucks for it.”


Kevin reacted quickly, without thinking. He grabbed John by the jersey and pushed him back against the wall.

 “Don't ever touch my jacket,” he hissed. “I'll break your damn hands.”


John pushed him away. Before either one could make another move, they heard a voice.

 “What's going on in here?”


They turned to see Coach Riggs at the door. John's gang broke up and scattered across the weight room. Coach eyed both Kevin and John.

 “Nothing's going on, Coach.” He looked at Kevin and whispered as he passed by. “I'll be seeing you soon.”


Kevin rolled his eyes. He guessed he was supposed to be scared. He did nothing except roll his eyes.


After changing in the locker room once again, he tried to stretch out the soreness in his muscles as he walked down the hall.


The cheer squad cut in front of him as they came in from outside, stopping him at the end of the hall. The parade of legs and midriffs disappeared into the locker room.


The water fountain to his left caught his attention.


He smiled as he pressed the button and watched the stream of water, glancing around to make sure he was alone


He stuck his finger just in front of the stream.


The water turned blue.


He lowered his lips to the stream. With every swallow, the pain in his muscles disappeared.


Letting out a deep breath, he left the gymnasium.


It would be a busy evening. The first step was a nice walk home.


*****


Rachel sighed loudly as she walked into the computer lab. The media team was already leaning back in their chairs, talking and laughing. They were some of the very few students Rachel was comfortable around. The team was very small, fitting perfectly in line with the size of their online paper and website.


Kent, their graphics designer, sat quietly facing a computer, working in an art program. He gave Rachel a wave.


Tyler, another writer, was a sophomore. He was taking notes and listening to music while staring out the window.


That was it. Sometimes Mister Daly, their adviser, would drop in. But it wasn't as if students flocked to be on the media team. Rachel had doubts as to how many read their work anyway. All they had to do was write a few articles a month, and then they'd spend their time doing what Kent and Tyler were doing.


A whole lot of nothing.

 “Hey, guys,” she said. She threw her backpack on the table, slumped in a chair across from Tyler, and looked at Kent. “What are you working on back there?”

 “I'm drawing a dragon eating our school.”


She laughed. “Now that would be a fun story.”

 “What's new with you?” Tyler asked.


She shrugged. “Nothing much. I got a group assignment in literature today. Gotta write a paper already. Not really looking forward to that.”


Tyler perked up. “Hawkins' literature class? Does everybody have to do one?”

 “No, Tyler, just me,” she joked. “Of course everyone has to do it. I'm doing mine on Lady Macbeth.”


Tyler chewed on a pencil, deep in thought. “School projects are starting earlier this year. We students are lazy. This might be a good time to try to catch our paper writer.”


Rachel rolled her eyes. She'd given up on that dream story last year.


Everyone knew there was a student–or team of students–writing papers for others and charging a decent amount for it. Rachel was disgusted by the idea of someone paying to cheat, but she knew it happened every day.


She always had the dream of outing them over the website and school paper.


They weren't easy to catch.


Whoever they were, they operated completely by word of mouth. They only accepted cash, and the drop-off spots were always changing. Rachel actually got a hold of an email address one time, right before junior prom. She had the idea to request a paper. The email address changed not long after, and she never got a chance to try again. Everyone knew she was a reporter, and the kind of student who would pay to have a paper written for them certainly wasn't going to talk to her about it.

 “I wouldn't worry about it, Tyler,” Rachel said. “People want to cheat to get ahead in life, whatever. There's so much more we can write about.”


Tyler laughed. “Like the scouts that will be at Friday's game to watch John Crowe?”


She furrowed her brow. “Is that what you're working on?”

 “Yeah. Not my choice, believe me. So, a group project? I'm surprised they didn't try to give all their work to you.”


She laughed. “Actually, they did. But Kevin Mishnar...”


She trailed off as she thought about Kevin. He barely looked at her in their group in literature class. They shared many of the same classes over the years. He seldom talked to her. He would smile and nod in the halls, but nothing more. She knew they weren't friends.


Still, no one had ever come to her rescue before.

 “Hello?” Tyler prompted. “Kevin Mishnar? The guy with the brown jacket?”


Kent finally turned around in his chair. “Dude, have you seen his sister? She works at my mom's office. She's smokin' hot.”

 “Oh, I've seen her. The things I would do to her.”


They bumped fists. Rachel rolled her eyes.

 “Uh, anyway. Guys, I have a weird question for you.”

 “What's up?”


She hesitated a moment. “Do you think it's possible for someone out there...to be able to like...heal somebody?”


Tyler and Kent looked at each other.

 “You mean by touching them?” Tyler asked.

 “I don't know. Sure. Or maybe be making them drink something.”

 “Rachel, that sounds pretty stupid.”


She lowered her head. “Yeah, I guess it does, doesn't it?”

 “I don't mean to bust on you. I'm sure there's a lot of weird things out there. But come on, something like that would be hard to keep a secret.”


Tyler held up a hand. “You know what is real, though. Vampires.”


Rachel held in a laugh as she looked at Kent. What she wouldn't give to be a sophomore again, and believe everything she heard.

 “Here we go with this again.”

 “I'm serious, guys. I know I've shown you the video.”


Kent smiled. “Yeah, like fifty times.”

 “It's true, I'm telling you. That terror threat at Camden Yards last year? All bullshit. It was a vampire attack. Let me pull it up again.”


Rachel and Kent made faces at Tyler as he turned around to use a computer. He ran a quick search on YouTube.

 “They took the video down. See? What does that tell you?”

 “That the video sucked?” Kent said. “The special effects were terrible?”


Rachel finally laughed.

 “No. That they know it's real, and have to hide it. Well, no worries. I have the video on my personal space on the school's server.”

 “Are you serious?”


Tyler was.


Rachel watched the video one more time. She couldn't deny it was cleverly filmed. It was shot from what looked like a cell phone camera. She recognized the baseball field of Camden Yards in the background. People ran around in a panic, being attacked by other people with long teeth, what she assumed was supposed to be vampires. The camera whipped around wildly, but settled down every few seconds to show people dying in the stands. It was some inventive camera work, as there were some upside down shots, making it look like someone was running with the camera at their side. The camera caught a gorgeous redheaded woman with fangs running through the shot. In another shot, there even seemed to be a flying vampire in the background, complete with bat-like wings.

 “You probably think The Blair Witch Project and Cloverfield were real too, don't you?” Rachel asked.


Kent burst out laughing. Tyler closed his video and gave them both scathing looks.

 “Laugh all you want. But I'm not the one asking about touchy-drinking-healing people.”


Rachel held up her hands in defeat. “Okay, okay. Point taken.” She started gathering her books. “Do we have anything to talk about concerning our jobs? You know, writing and drawing stuff?”


Tyler shrugged. “Not me. Did you finish that article on Homecoming you were working on?”

 “Yeah. Mister Daly has it now.”

 “Then we're done. Let's go get something to eat. Or maybe go watch the girls' soccer team practice.”

 “I will skip on the girl watching, guys. I'm gonna go home. I'm supposed to go to the library tonight.”


Kent wrinkled his face. “Oh yeah, that's right. Group project. Have fun with that.”


She rolled her eyes and pushed a strand of hair out of her face, only for another to take its place.

 “I'm sure I'll have a blast.”




Chapter 4
 


Rachel left the school and crossed the senior parking lot. She was halfway to her Mustang when a soccer ball flew by her head, obviously on purpose. Her books fell to the ground as she shouted in surprise.

 “Oh, sorry about that! I didn't see you there.”


She knelt down to gather her books, not even bothering to look up to see who was shouting. Something flew by her head nearly every day as she headed to her car. Footballs, soccer balls, softballs. Miraculously, no one ever saw her.

 “I'm sure you didn't, bitch,” she muttered.


She climbed in her Mustang and left as fast as she could. The school year was just getting started, and she was a popular target for comments and standard high school torture. It was only last week that someone broke into her locker. Not to steal anything, but to simply move her stuff three lockers over.


Homecoming would be a blessing. That was usually when everyone's attention was focused elsewhere.


She made a right turn out of school, but didn't get very far. There was road work at the end of the street, blocking off the road completely. She sighed as she made a three point turn in the middle of the street, only to get stuck at a red light one block away from school.


He eyes fell on someone familiar walking along the sidewalk in her rear view mirror. It only took a moment to recognize the jacket.


She waited for him to catch up before winding down her window.

 “Hey, Kevin. Do you need a ride?”


He looked around for a moment, not sure where the voice was coming from. Noticing Rachel, he took a step toward her car.

 “Huh?”

 “A ride. Do you need a ride?” she repeated. “Come on, before the light turns green.”


Kevin seemed to think it over and come to a decision.


He reached for the door handle, but stopped at the last second.


Rachel felt her lip twitching. She was near her breaking point for subtle digs and insults for the day, as well as soccer balls flying past her head.

 “Just get in the car,” she called. “No one's gonna see you. Your reputation is safe.”


The car behind her started honking after the light turned green. Kevin quickly climbed in and threw his backpack on the back seat. Rachel pulled away before the car behind her could irritate her further.

 “What are you talking about?” Kevin asked.

 “I'm offering you a ride,” she said. “Just take the damn thing. Don't look around like you're afraid someone will see you with me.”


He laughed. “I don't care what people think. I actually thought it was a joke. I'd reach for the door, and you'd move the car up a few feet.”


She looked at him. He was serious.

 “Hey, uh, thanks for this morning.”

 “This morning? What about it?”

 “In literature class. For not letting Donna and Paul push all the writing on me.”

 “Oh, no problem. You've got to stand up for yourself. Don't let the asses in school get you down.”


Obviously he hadn't dealt with what she had her entire life.

 “Yeah, right.”


Kevin admired the Mustang, a smile crossing his face.

 “This is a very nice car.”


She laughed. “Thanks. My father got a BMW, so he gave this to me when I turned sixteen. I make all the guys I date sign a waiver before I let them ride with me.”

 “I'll bet you do. They probably bug you to drive all the time.”


She cast him a sideways glance. “I was joking. I don't really date...nevermind.”


It dawned on Rachel that the last time she had a passenger was nearly a year ago, when she had to take her mother to a doctor's appointment. It wasn't a fun task to fold up the wheelchair and stuff it in the back.


She noticed Kevin zipping and unzipping his jacket constantly, just a few inches.

 “Nervous about something?”


Kevin only smiled. Rachel realized this was the longest conversation they ever had.

 “You live in Blue Ridge apartments, right?”

 “Actually, you can drop me off at the grocery store on Hammonds Lane.”

 “The store? You need to do some shopping?”

 “Yeah.”


He said nothing else.


Rachel shrugged. “Sure.”


She pulled into the grocery store parking lot, drawing a few looks from older couples as she slowed her loud Mustang down. She had to wait for an elderly woman to cross the lane before stopping near the front door.

 “Thanks,” Kevin said. He gave her a cute smile and reached for his backpack. “I owe you.”

 “Wait,” she said. “You're gonna go grocery shopping, then walk home?”

 “Yeah.”

 “Like, carry everything with you?”

 “Yes,” he said, irritated. “My sister works. I do the shopping and cooking.”


She moved the car before he could get out.

 “Whoa. What are you doing?”

 “I'll go with you,” she said as she parked. “Then I'll drop you off.”

 “You don't have to do that.”

 “I know. Call it payback for being my hero this morning.”


Kevin watched her as they climbed out of the car. She smiled and tried to push some hair away from her face.


They walked side by side as he grabbed a cart.


He gave the store security guard a wave as they went inside.


Kevin looked at Rachel. “I'm not messing up your day, am I?”


She laughed and gave him a look. She thought it was common knowledge that she had very few friends and even less of a social life. Donna and Paul hinted at such right in front of him in literature class.

 “No. I don't do a lot after school. I work on the school newspaper and website, and just hang out with my mom.”


Rachel caught her tongue, refusing to say anything else. Very few people knew about her mother's multiple sclerosis and she wanted to keep it that way.


He laughed as they made their way down the first aisle. Kevin grabbed items and dumped them in the cart. Rachel noticed the unusual looks they were getting. She guessed it wasn't everyday people saw two teenagers shopping together for food.

 “The school newspaper. You should call it the school newsletter. The thing's like six pages, and two of them are full page artwork.”


Rachel's face turned red. She opened her mouth, ready to defend her blood and sweat.


Kevin spoke first.

 “I like what you write, though. You don't focus on sports, like Tyler.”

 “You...actually read the newspaper? You read me?”


He nodded. “Every month it comes out.”


She was speechless, surprised, and flattered.


She studied him, again pushing hair out of her face.

 “I think this is the most we've ever talked to each other. You always struck me as kind of quiet,” she said.


He stopped the cart in the middle of the aisle long enough to pick out two boxes of cereal.


He smiled at her. “You notice that too? I've got plenty to say. It's just that not many people talk to me.”


She laughed. “That's because you always sit in the back of class, huddling inside your little jacket.”


He returned her laugh.


As they rounded the corner to the last aisle, he held out an arm to stop her. He looked around for anyone. The aisle was deserted.

 “Want to see a game I play?”


She smiled and nodded.

 “Okay. You get one push-off, and you see how far you can ride the cart before it steers into something. My best distance is the Brawny paper towels up there.”

 “Are you for real?”

 “Yeah. Think you can beat me?”

 “We'll get in trouble.”

 “We're not robbing the place, Rachel.”


She hesitated, staring at the paper towels.

 “Can I try to lean my weight? Make it go where I want?”


She blushed as he looked her up and down. She wanted to disappear inside her clothes. But he didn't frown in disgust, didn't look horrified. He simply grinned.

 “I'm not sure you have much weight to lean, but whatever. Give it a shot.”


Taking a deep breath, she pushed off with her right foot and leaned forward on the cart. It went straight for about five seconds, and then started to veer to the left.


She crashed into the shelf, a few feet short of the paper towels. A few rolls of toilet paper fell to the floor. She fell backwards and landed on her rear.


She couldn't stop laughing.


Kevin leaned on his knees, laughing right along with her. He walked down the aisle to close the distance between them.


She rubbed her butt.

 “That hurt,” she said.

 “You were so close.”


She was ready to climb to her feet, but Kevin surprised her by extending his hand.


He pulled her to her feet with ease. A very simple, polite gesture, but one that Rachel never experienced before.


Sadly, she couldn't remember the last time she had so much fun, and she was shopping in a grocery store with a guy she barely knew.

 “We'd better get out of here before you get us arrested,” Kevin said, smiling.

 “Hey! That was your idea.”


After Kevin paid for groceries they loaded everything in the back of the Mustang.

 “Thanks again, Rachel. I really appreciate this.”

 “No problem. Anytime.”


She drove the three blocks to Kevin's apartment complex. He gave her a quick glance as he grabbed the first few sets of bags.

 “Would you mind helping me carry this in real quick?”


Rachel hesitated. “Uh, is anyone home?”

 “Nah. My sister's at work.”


The last time she was in a house alone with a boy wasn't a pleasant experience. It was her last official date, when she was a sophomore. She foolishly believed him when he said his parents were home, and she followed him inside after they went to a movie. It was a lie, and he tried every sleazy move he could to get her clothes off. She ran out of the house as fast as she could.


She didn't know if she was being naive, but didn't think Kevin was like that.

 “Okay. I'll give you a hand. Then I gotta get home. My mom's waiting for me.”


He shrugged. “Whatever.”


Kevin's apartment was on the bottom floor. He fiddled with the key a moment before pushing the door open.

 “Ah,” he said. “Welcome to our castle.”


He led the way inside. Rachel stopped at the door to study the apartment.


It wasn't very large. The living room was the size of Rachel's own bedroom. It didn't exactly have rooms, except for the bathroom and bedroom down the hall. The living room fed into the dining room, and the living room was separated from the kitchen only by a single wall.


Rachel saw a medium sized television and a couch that took up most of the wall. A picture of Kevin's parents sat on the coffee table. She'd seen them enough times in the paper at the time of their death that she recognized them immediately.


There was a copy of the school newspaper on the dining room table. He wasn't lying about reading it.


On the couch was a blanket and pillow.

 “Ignore the couch there,” Kevin said as he put groceries away. “I would have put my bed away if I knew I was having company.”


She dropped her bags next to his, her eyes still on the couch.

 “You don't have a bed?”

 “Nope. They charge two hundred dollars extra for a two bedroom apartment. Can you believe that? I haven't had my own bedroom since we had to leave our parent's house.”


Waves of emotions went through Rachel. She always took her family's wealth for granted. She sometimes got mad at her father for being away from home so much. But he worked so they would be comfortable. He loved both Rachel and her mother.


She stood awkwardly by the dining room table, looking for her chance to leave. She didn't want to leave while he was putting away groceries, but she wasn't going to help.


Kevin noticed the message light on the kitchen phone blinking. He reached over to hit it.

 “Hey, Kev, it's Kristin. Listen, some people at work actually asked me to go out with them for a few drinks. I know, miracles happen, right? So I'll be a little late. Don't bother making dinner for me. I'll get something out. See you when I get home.”


Kevin sighed and sat at the dining room table, dejected. He rolled the sleeves up on his jacket.

 “That's just beautiful,” he said sarcastically.


Rachel gestured to the phone. “That's...not good?”

 “Oh no. It's great, seriously. I've been telling Kristin to get out of the apartment and have a good time for years. But she does it on a night I need to borrow the car. How am I supposed to get to the library?”

 “Well, I have to go home. But I can swing by before seven and pick you up.”


Kevin glanced at the clock on the microwave. Seven o'clock was only two hours away.

 “Just stay here,” he said. “No sense doing all that driving around. I'll make us dinner. We can watch a movie.”


Rachel wrinkled her face. “I don't know if that...I just need to get home.”

 “Why?”


She wouldn't tell him that her mother had multiple sclerosis and Nancy left at six.

 “I just do.”

 “You should stay,” he said. He gestured to the kitchen. “I'm gonna make chicken and vegetables. I promise you won't die.”


She laughed, having trouble accepting the fact that someone apparently wanted her company.

 “Dinner, movie, talking on the couch. You know you want to,” he said.


She finally nodded, then reached for her cell phone.

 “Let me call home. I'll go out in the hall. Is that okay?”


He shrugged. “Sure. The door's unlocked.”


Rachel stepped out in the hall and walked up the single flight of steps so she was near the front door to the apartment building. Mom answered on the second ring.

 “Rachel? Is everything okay?”

 “Yeah, Mom. What are you up to?”

 “Nothing. Just helping Nancy make dinner. When are you coming home?”

 “I'm over a...friend's house. I was gonna stay over here, then hit the library for a school project. Is that okay?”

 “Of course, honey. Why wouldn't it be?”

 “Well, you know, Nancy leaves at six-”

 “I'm not dead, Rachel,” she snapped. “I'll be perfectly fine by myself. Who are you with? The newspaper club?”

 “It's the media team, Mom. And no, I'm with Kevin Mishnar.”

 “Kevin? A boy?”


Rachel closed her eyes. Mom didn't say it like she was terrified at the thought of her daughter spending time with a boy, doing drugs, getting naked. She sounded excited, relieved. Rachel never felt so sad and pathetic.

 “Yeah, Mom, a boy.”

 “Didn't his parents die a few years ago in a plane crash? That's just terrible.”

 “That's him. Look, Mom, I gotta go.”

 “Okay, dear, you have a good time.”


Rachel hung up, but stayed by the front door for a moment. She needed to compose herself, as her eyes tried to fill with tears.


She knew her place at school, and in the social web of their tiny little town of Walton. It had always been that nerdy girl since elementary school. There weren't any invitations to parties or school functions. She could count on one hand the number of dates she had in her life.


On most days, she could handle it all fine.


She knew Mom meant well, and they would both laugh about it later. But it hurt to hear Mom subtly reinforce how lonely her life was.


She blinked the tears away and took a deep breath. The last thing she wanted Kevin to see was her crying after a call with her mother.


She stepped back into the living room. Kevin had turned on the television and was moving back and forth from the kitchen to the dining room, setting the table. The scent from the kitchen made her stomach rumble and her mouth water.

 “Hey,” he greeted. “Dinner won't be long. Do you like peppers and onions?”

 “Yeah, I do-”


She froze when she looked at him.


He grabbed a glass from the table and walked it over to her.

 “Is soda okay?”


She said nothing. It took most of her willpower to keep her jaw from dropping.

 “Hello? Rachel? I guess soda isn't okay?”


For the first time in four years, through all the times in the school's halls, or random meetings in town, she saw him without his jacket.


He wore a plain white tee shirt. No slogans or other colors, nothing fancy. Simply a boring white tee shirt.


No one had ever made a tee shirt look so good.


It was probably a size too small, and hugged every muscle Kevin had, which he had plenty of. He laughed and waved the glass in front of her face. She didn't see the glass, only the muscles as they twitched in his arm.

 “Earth to Rachel?”

 “Soda is fine, thanks,” she stuttered.


He handed over the glass and went back to the kitchen, keeping a concerned eye on her.

 “Are you okay?”

 “Oh, yeah, I'm fine. I just...I haven't seen you without your jacket.”

 “Ah.” He touched his jacket that he'd hung on the back of the dining room chair. “My dad gave me this, a week before he and Mom died. I probably wear it too much.”

 “Yes, you do,” Rachel said, a little too quickly.


He turned his back to her and hovered over the stove.

 “Well, make yourself at home. Find something on TV. We've got DVDs in the cabinet on the side there. But don't grab one of Kristin's chick-flicks. I can't stand those.”

 “I wouldn't dream of it,” she said, laughing.


She looked him up and down from behind for a moment, feeling her face growing hot, before sitting on the couch in the living room. The cold soda didn't exactly cool her off.


It was silly, but Kevin's jacket had become such a part of him, of the image he projected, that it was difficult to see past it sometimes. There was a young man under the jacket. A young man who shopped for groceries and cooked. A young man that despite having to sleep on the couch, had a warm laugh.


And was very cute.


He joined her a few minutes later, sitting on the opposite end of the couch and leaning back.

 “Dinner's done,” he said. “Just needs to cool a few minutes.”

 “You didn't have to cook dinner, you know.”


He smiled and waved his hand. “I'm just practicing my hosting skills, for all the ladies who will be asking me out soon.”


Rachel laughed. If Kevin ever decided to take his jacket off at school, she didn't doubt that would happen.


They enjoyed each other's company. They laughed and talked at the dining room table as the TV provided background noise.


Rachel began their afternoon together accusing Kevin of being embarrassed to ride in her car. Now she hung on his every word as she looked across the table at him.


She never thought simply eating dinner with a guy would be so much fun. Judging from his smile and laugh, Kevin enjoyed her company as well. Rachel normally kept her guard up around everyone, but Kevin was so easy going. He didn't have to do much to get a laugh out of her.


They watched TV after dinner, and almost lost track of time when Rachel looked at her cell phone.

 “We'd better leave soon to get to the library.”


Kevin nodded, and wrapped the leftovers in foil, despite Kristin saying not to make her dinner. He slipped his jacket on and smiled at Rachel as they left the apartment.




Chapter 5
 


The ride to the library was quiet, but not awkward. Kevin relaxed and watched the town blur by as Rachel made her way through the streets. They both brought their backpacks with them, but he hoped it wouldn't turn into a long, work-filled night.


Kevin felt a little nervous. Not only was he spending time with the one person he'd healed besides himself and his sister, but he also didn't get a chance to check his email at the apartment. Just an idea of the workload ahead of him would have been nice. There was only five days before the assignment was due, and Monday was already gone. He couldn't send out any papers on Thursday night, as his customers would no doubt want a day to look the work over. The cut off time had to be Wednesday night.


That didn't leave a lot of time to work on writing.


Rachel parked in front of the nearly deserted library. Kevin stole a quick look at the cute, geeky girl as they left the Mustang. His first real encounter with her was going surprisingly well. No awkwardness, no accusations. He should have approached her years ago.


Not only was she fun, she was attractive.


An elderly lady putting books away gave them a smile as they walked inside. Kevin looked over the maze of bookshelves and rows of computers.

 “Do you think they're here?” Rachel asked.

 “Only one way to find out. Find the furthest corner away from everything, the perfect make out spot.”


She laughed. “You picked up on that, too?”

 “Yeah. I'm dense, but I'm not that dense.”


They toured the library a few minutes and found exactly what they were looking for. At a round table, near the rear exit, sat Donna and Paul. They had books scattered across the table, but they weren't reading. Donna sat on Paul's lap wearing a skirt. He had his hand on her thigh and his tongue in her mouth. She held onto his shoulder to steady herself. They were obviously enjoying themselves.

 “Shakespeare would be proud,” he whispered as they approached.


Rachel covered her mouth to keep from laughing.


They kept going at it, even when Kevin and Rachel stood on the opposite side of the table.


Kevin coughed.


Donna shot off Paul's lap. She stood up and straightened her skirt. Paul hung his head for a moment, disappointed at the interruption. Donna sat next to him.


Kevin laughed. He didn't like Paul much, but had to admire his game.

 “Don't be jealous,” Paul said, looking at Kevin and Rachel. “Did you two come here together?”

 “Yeah. But we made out in the car. Rachel's Mustang has a lot of space.”


Rachel laughed.

 “Can we get this over with?” Donna said, looking around. “I really don't want anyone I know seeing me here.”


Rachel started to settle in, but Kevin backed away.

 “Give me two minutes,” he said. “I have to check something.”


He crossed the library to the rows of computers. They were empty except for a woman in the opposite row.


No one was watching as he logged into his email.


His eyes widened.


Eight paper requests waited for him.

 “Holy crap.”


He quickly entered an auto response message to deny any further requests.


He hung his head in his hands and leaned on the computer desk, trying to think rationally.


Could he finish eight papers, plus his own, by the end of Wednesday?


He looked over the emails and the various topics students had chosen. Mercutio, Romeo, Juliet, Macbeth, Hamlet. Romeo and Juliet had the honor of being selected multiple times.


He thought about responding back to a few requests, reject them.


But eight papers added up to almost five hundred dollars.


There was time left after he went home, two more nights, and whatever dead time he had in his classes.


He could do it.


He logged out of his email, remembering to make sure the computer didn't cache his name or password.


As he walked back to the table, he heard an animated discussion.

 “I didn't say that!” Rachel said.

 “Yeah, you did. Don't try to take it back now,” Paul said.


Donna laughed. “It is a little weird, Rachel.”

 “Both of you shut up.”


Kevin stepped past the bookshelf and saw Rachel frantically throwing her hands in the air and fighting with her hair. Her face was as red as a tomato.

 “Hey guys,” he said. “What's going on?”


Paul gestured to Rachel. “She said she dreams about you.”


She turned to face him, looking horrified.

 “That's not what I said.”


Kevin sat next to her, trying not to smile.

 “I had an accident when I was a kid,” she said. “I was trying to climb a tree, and I fell and hit my head. It was a dream, a hallucination. I dreamed Kevin was there, and his sister. That's it.”


Paul laughed. “Did he feel you up or anything?”


Kevin felt like a weight lifted from his shoulders. The one person who was an eyewitness to his strangeness thought it was all a dream.


He could live with that. There was the real possibility Rachel and he could become friends, without the pressure of their first grade meeting hanging over his head.

 “You guys ready to get started on this?” he asked.


It turned out to not be as much work as Kevin thought. They were all responsible for their own papers. The challenge in the project was doing some kind of group presentation in front of class. They decided to keep it simple. They would talk about whether the characters in their papers would like each other. Hawkins liked corny ideas like that.


But they would probably need one more meeting.

 “We should get together one more time on Thursday. Nothing big, just to go over the crap we're gonna say,” Kevin said.


Paul leaned back, disgusted. To his credit, Paul had behaved most of the time in the library.

 “Are you serious?”


His mood visibly took a turn for the better when Donna reached over and grabbed his leg. It wasn't hard to see what those two had in mind.

 “Okay, Thursday it is.”


Kevin was in a good mood. There was still some night left. There was a chance he could get his own paper done, and have plenty of time to work on the rest.


They all said their goodbyes as they left the library. Kevin watched Donna and Paul head to Paul's truck. They had arrived together as well.


He kept an eye on Rachel as they headed to her Mustang. He stood by the passenger's door and watched her as she circled to her side. She kept her head low.

 “What's going on?” he asked.

 “Nothing.”


Nothing. Kevin doubted that.


They climbed in the car. She started the engine, but didn't drive just yet.

 “You didn't say much in there.”


She turned to look at him. “I didn't dream about you.”

 “It's okay, Rachel. Seriously. Everyone dreams about me.”


Her jaw dropped at his arrogance before he burst out laughing. She smiled and laughed, then playfully punched him in the arm.


He felt very comfortable around her.

 “You jerk,” she said, leaning back in her seat. “I know you'll think this is the weirdest thing, but I dreamed you healed me somehow. Your sister was there, you two were talking, and you made me drink something. Then all the pain went away.”


Kevin felt his heart skip a beat. This was the moment he knew was coming since he was a child. The setting was different than he thought it might be. She wasn't yelling at him, demanding answers. She wasn't knocking at his apartment door with a news crew behind her.


But they were talking about that day in first grade. He had to play it right, remove all doubt from her mind.

 “It is a little goofy,” he said as casually as possible. “It sounds like you really smacked your head hard.”

 “Yeah,” she said, pulling out of the parking lot. “At least I can still do stupid literature projects, right?”


Kevin breathed a sigh of relief. Hopefully the subject would never come up again.


They drove back to his apartment. His sister's car was parked in the lot. Rachel pulled in front of his building and left the engine running.

 “Well,” he said. “I'll see you tomorrow at school.”


He had the door halfway open.

 “I, uh,” she stuttered. “I had fun today.”


He smiled warmly and nodded.

 “Same here. We'll definitely do it again sometime.”


Kevin smiled as he walked away. He actually made a new friend. Friendships were hard for him. It wasn't easy to bring someone over the apartment. Most people had houses. He didn't even have a bedroom.


He shook his head at the irony. Rachel was his first friend in a long time, and he always tried to keep away from her.


*****


Rachel walked into her literature class. Mister Hawkins was already at his desk, as usual. Groups of students talked around their desks. Some rested their heads and were asleep. First period was never fun.


A herd of students quieted down as she went to her desk. They left no doubt they were talking about her. She didn't treat school like a summer resort, showing off her body for the world to see. Everyone loved to make fun of the way she dressed.


She was surprised when Kevin walked into class, a full two minutes early. He had the collar of his jacket pulled up as far as it would go, like he was trying to disappear in it. There were huge circles under his eyes.


He walked past his desk and sat next to her.


Rachel's eyes went wide as she looked around class. She could feel the gazes of the other students. Some were surprised, others amused. People simply didn't sit next to her by choice.

 “I'm so damn tired,” he said, leaning back in the seat. “I was up all night working on this stupid paper.”


Rachel said nothing.

 “Oh, I almost forgot.” He searched through his backpack, pushing aside a few bottles of water, and grabbed two bottles of tea. “I got you something to drink on the walk in.”


She accepted the bottle, still looking at the students watching her. Kevin was oblivious to the attention they were getting.


He took a deep drink, and finally noticed the stares.

 “What?” he said. “I didn't bring enough tea for everyone.”

 “Kevin,” Rachel said. “What are you doing?”

 “Trying to wake up. How was your night?”

 “No, I mean, what are you doing sitting next to me? I didn't think we'd talk in school.”


Kevin paused mid drink.

 “Don't want to sit next to the apartment dweller?”


She was lost. “What?”

 “It's okay, Rachel,” he said, rising to go to his normal seat. “It's cool.”


She was horrified as he walked away. He completely misunderstood her.

 “I didn't mean-”


The bell rang.


Kevin sat in his seat and didn't look at her.


Rachel waited impatiently for Mister Hawkins to let them work in their groups, so she could talk to Kevin.


Of course, he never did.


When class ended Kevin was the first one to leave. She called after him, but he ignored her and kept walking.

 “This is gonna be a terrible day,” she whispered.


The end of the day couldn't come fast enough. Her last class was gym. She always moved slowly in the locker room on purpose. She kept her head low and waited for all the pretty seniors to get dressed, hating to change in front of them.


She peeled off her gym uniform when she was sure she was alone. She had a few minutes before the locker room was flooded once again with giggles and talks of boyfriends.


Before she slipped her jeans on, she caught a look at herself in the mirror glued to the end of a locker.


There were days she could look at herself, and not hate what she saw.


She wasn't tan, but her skin was smooth and creamy. Her breasts wouldn't knock anyone over, but if she pulled her loose fitting shirt tight, she thought she could impress some of the guys. She was a short girl. She didn't have long legs, but she had curves in the right places.


Pulling her hair back, she studied her face. When her hair wasn't in her face, she wasn't ugly.

 “Is that Rachel Evans? Posing in front of a mirror?”


She didn't hear the first few lacrosse players enter the locker room. Her cheeks turned red as she finished getting dressed. They made fun of her for a few more minutes before moving on to how hot John Crowe was.


She left the gym and headed for the computer lab. Tyler and Kent were already there, and Rachel couldn't help but laugh at them.


They were playing baseball. Kent balled up a piece of paper and tossed it at Tyler. Tyler smacked it with a long cardboard tube. The paper narrowly missed her head.

 “Our school paper really sucks,” she said.


Tyler smiled. “Hey, Rachel. You want in on this?”

 “Nah, thanks. I'd rather talk about some articles for the website.”


He pointed at various computers.

 “Article on next month's Homecoming. Done. Flash movie put together introducing the new math teacher. Done. Kent's artwork. Ugly, but done.”


She noticed a familiar face through the window walking next to the track, heading for the senior parking lot.


She was already backing out the door.

 “So, you don't need me?”

 “Nope, we got this. I'm three-for-three already with a home run.”


*****


Kevin shifted his backpack to his other shoulder as he left the gym. He couldn't wait to get home and cook a simple dinner before getting back to his papers. He managed to write his own, plus three more the previous night. Five left to do. Just a little more sleep to sacrifice, and he'd be five hundred dollars richer. That was a little more than a month's worth of groceries.


He smiled to himself as he stopped to let the track team by. With a touch, he could turn ordinary water into something that would heal any injury. He wondered how much money that would be worth.


He watched the girls' soccer team stretch and warm up as he strolled through the senior parking lot. A voice called his name.

 “Kevin!”


Rachel jogged toward him, her backpack bouncing up and down. He tried not to smile.


He was still angry at her.


Other students made fun of him most of his life, for one reason or another. At first, it was because he and Kristin were adopted. Then his fashion sense, or lack thereof, drew laughs. Kevin didn't care that people laughed at his jacket. But he thought Rachel was different. She was cute, but he didn't think she'd be embarrassed by him sitting next to her.


He walked to her to close the distance. She smile sheepishly, then her face took on a look of horror.

 “Watch out!”


The soccer ball smacked him in the back of the head. It only stung for a second, but did knock him down to one knee. There was laughter and giggling behind him.


He felt Rachel's hand on his shoulder.

 “Oh my God! I'm so sorry,” someone called. “I really didn't see you there.”


He looked up to see Tessa Hayes, the school's best soccer player, number two on the school's popularity chart, right behind Melissa Johnson. She actually looked sorry, but her teammates didn't.


He picked up the soccer ball and angrily tossed it at her.

 “No wonder our soccer team sucks,” he told her.


Her face turned red as she caught the ball and ran back to her teammates.

 “Are you okay?” Rachel asked. “They were probably aiming for me.”

 “Why would they want to hit you with a soccer ball?”


She laughed. “Listen, about this morning. I don't know what you think I meant, but it's all wrong.”


He took a breath.

 “I'm pretty good at not letting people get to me. But this morning, when you acted embarrassed that I was talking to you, that hurt a little.”


She was quiet for a moment, not quite believing what she was hearing.

 “Do you even pay attention to what goes on in school?” she asked. “I was worried about you. Talking to me probably isn't a good thing for you.”

 “Why? Do you have drug dealers after you?”


A smile touched her face. “No.”

 “Mafia?”

 “No.”

 “You have one of those controlling jealous boyfriend types?”

 “I'm single, Kevin.”

 “Okay, well, unless you've got some reason why we shouldn't be, we're friends.”


She lowered her head shyly. “I'd like that.”

 “So don't freak out when I talk to you in school.”

 “Got it.” She gestured to her Mustang. “Need a ride home?”

 “Yes, I do.”




Chapter 6
 


Kevin finally found himself unwinding in Rachel's Mustang. He wasn't sure if it was school being over, or Rachel's company.


They talked as she toured the streets. He laughed at some of the looks other students gave them driving home. Some looked puzzled at the sight of both of them together. Others admired her car.


He did feel proud of himself, making friends with such a pretty girl.


Would she want to hang out with him tonight?


He dismissed the thought quickly. He needed to get a lot of work done. After Hawkins' project on Friday they'd have more time.


He had a feeling he was in for an earful from Kristin when she found out about his newest friend.


Rachel talked about the few hobbies she loved, mostly her school's paper and website. She was telling him about the time she discovered the huge exam cheating ring when she was a freshman. Kevin looked at her as she stopped mid-sentence.

 “You okay?”


She was fixated on the corner of an intersection up ahead. There weren't any traffic lights, just a four way stop sign.

 “What's that by the curb?”


He frowned. “That's terrible. Someone hit a cat.”


He almost looked away when they both noticed movement at the same time.


The cat was still alive.

 “Oh my God,” Rachel said. “I'm pulling over.”


Kevin tried to calm down, keeping a firm grip on the backpack between his feet on the floor.


Rachel parked near the curb and turned on her hazard lights. She nearly got her door knocked off by a passing car as she stepped into the street. Kevin was right behind her.


He gasped when he saw the pure black cat. He couldn't have been any more than a few weeks old, still a kitten. He lay only a foot away from a sewer drain. His body was completely still, but his eyes locked onto Kevin. They were wide and green, asking for help. The only thing that moved was his tail, flipping back and forth.


He let out a pathetic high pitched meow, the sound only a kitten could make.


Kevin could see blood in his mouth.


Rachel started crying and buried her head in Kevin's shoulder, only for a moment. She knelt down and almost petted the purring cat, but decided against it.

 “He's really hurt. What do we do?”


Kevin had the answer, inside his backpack hanging from his hand. He always carried water with him.


But Rachel stood so close they were bumping shoulders.

 “We probably shouldn't move him,” he said, not knowing if that was true or not. Drivers cursed at them for slowing traffic. “You might want to move your car.”


She hesitated, then climbed back behind the wheel. Kevin kept a hand on the zipper on his backpack. When she pulled forward and rounded the corner he quickly went to work.


He blocked Rachel's view with his body, in case she turned her head. Dropping to one knee, he pulled out a bottle of water. He went through the normal motions, unscrewing the cap and turning it over with his thumb covering the top. The water glowed blue, seemingly bright enough to see from space.

 “Shit,” he said, covering the bottle with his backpack.


When the glow vanished, he dipped his finger in the bottle and pressed it to the cat's mouth.

 “Come on, Oscar,” he said. “Drink up.”


Oscar lapped the single drop of water from his finger, but refused to lick any more.

 “That's not enough, little guy.”


Kevin poured more water on his entire hand and held it close to Oscar.


The cat licked all over.

 “Good, good.” He looked over his shoulder. Luck was on his side. Rachel still sat behind the wheel with her cell phone to her ear.


Kevin smiled. This had a chance to work out perfectly. The kitten didn't have any weight to him at all. The smaller the body, the less water he had to drink.


A car door slammed behind him.


He had to hurry. He poured more water on his hand. Oscar again bathed Kevin's fingers with his tongue.


There were footsteps behind him. He shoved the bottle into his backpack and zipped it up.

 “I called my mom,” Rachel said. “She says we should take it to the vet. She called ahead, so they know we're coming.”


Oscar actually tried to move. Kevin slowly stroked his fur. The kitten purred and rested his head on the sidewalk. Kevin took a deep breath.


The problem of helping Oscar was solved.


The problem of not arousing suspicion was just beginning.


Keeping a hand on the cat, he looked up to face Rachel. Tears were streaming down her face, her eyes red. She brushed her hair out of her face. Red eyes, puffy cheeks, it didn't matter. She was still cute.

 “What if he has internal injuries? Should we move him?”


She put a hand on his shoulder and knelt next to him. “Kevin, to be honest, I don't think he's gonna make it. I thought I saw him bleeding in his mouth. But we have to try moving him and take him to the vet.”


Kevin hesitated. He slowly scooped the kitten in his arms. He held Oscar high, close to his chest. Oscar put his head on Kevin's shoulder and purred, rubbing his head against Kevin's cheek.


He sighed, already knowing he'd be taking the cat home.

 “It's okay, Oscar,” he said. “We'll see if the vet can fix you up.”


Rachel stopped to look at him. “Oscar? You named the cat?”

 “Yeah.”

 “Kevin...”

 “Be positive, Rachel.”


She opened the door for him, and gave Oscar a scratch on the head before Kevin climbed inside.


She wiped more tears from her eyes. “I'm trying.”


Kevin could tell from looking at Oscar that he felt better. He was so afraid Oscar would start playing or climbing around. Then the illusion would be broken. Luckily, the kitten curled in his lap and went to sleep.

 “I hope he's gonna make it,” she said.

 “Yeah. Me too.”


Oscar slept all the way to the vet's office, much to Kevin's relief. He carried Oscar into the waiting room, Rachel right behind him. A young woman dressed in scrubs immediately took him and carried him to the back. A few people waiting with their pets gave them both sad, understanding smiles.


Rachel sat in a chair and broke down again.


Kevin knelt and leaned toward her. She surprised him by wrapping her arms around him and crying into his chest.


Kevin held her without saying a word.


He wanted to tell her everything would be okay, but he couldn't. She was the one person he had to be careful around.


But Kevin knew Oscar would be fine.


He didn't know how he did what he did. He didn't know how he could touch water and heal with it. Kristin and he used to talk about it when they were younger. He couldn't explain it, any more than a random person could explain the science behind twitching a finger.

 “Can we stay to see how he is? I don't want the kitten to die,” Rachel said between sobs.


He squeezed her tight against him, trying to hide a smile.


An hour went by before a woman opened the door to one of the exam rooms, motioning for Kevin and Rachel.


Another ten minutes passed before the vet walked in, holding Oscar in his hands.


The adorable kitten cried when he saw his rescuers.

 “Oscar!” Rachel said.


She petted him as the vet set him on the cold exam table. The kitten looked more confused than anything else. He rolled on his back and threw his paws in the air.


The vet introduced himself as Doctor Shaw. Kevin nodded a greeting before petting the kitten himself.

 “He's perfectly fine.”


Rachel wrinkled her brow. “What? Fine?”

 “He was hit by a car, Doctor,” Kevin chimed in.


Shaw attached some x-rays up on the wall, showing Oscar in various positions.

 “No broken bones.” He felt around Oscar's chest, then stomach. “His lungs are strong. No discomfort. We took some blood, and we're waiting on the results from that. He's a little dirty, but I say you got yourself a fine kitten here.”


Rachel looked at Kevin, who put on his best confused look.

 “Doctor, he wasn't moving at all in a gutter,” she said.


Kevin could see Shaw was trying to be patient, but he didn't know what else to say.

 “Go ahead and pet him.”


Rachel scratched Oscar behind the ears. He purred loudly and rubbed against her hand. She stopped for a moment, only to have Oscar cry at her and throw his head into her palm. She laughed.


Kevin waited for the moment to pass before asking what had been on his mind for the past hour.

 “What do I have to do to take Oscar home?”


Almost like he understood what Kevin was saying, Oscar looked at Kevin and cried. He raised one paw, and then reared back, like he was planning on jumping into Kevin's arms. Kevin moved forward so the kitten would stay put.


He noticed Rachel staring at him, and turned to look at her.

 “You would do that? You would take him home?”


He nodded. “Yeah.”

 “I'd like to keep him one more night, just to keep an eye on him. He needs shots, and should be neutered. But if you want, come get him tomorrow.”


Kevin frowned. He had some money saved up, but it would drain his savings to take on a new kitten. The examination, x-rays, blood test, shots, neutering. He wasn't sure he could afford it.

 “How much would all that cost?”


Shaw smiled. “Ignore everything for today. You just get the shots and the neutering. We'll waive everything else.”

 “No problem,” Rachel said. “I'll pay for it.”


Kevin smiled at her. He never wanted to hug someone so much in his life.


Shaw shook both of their hands.

 “Okay, then. Just stop by tomorrow evening. Assuming there isn't anything bad with his blood tests, you can take him home.”


Kevin gave Oscar one more hug and a kiss on the head. Oscar gave him a look of pure love.

 “I'll see you tomorrow, little guy.”


They left the office. Kevin gave in to his urge as they approached her Mustang. He stopped Rachel by the shoulder and gave her a tight hug.

 “Thanks,” Kevin said.


She pulled back and smiled.

 “Not many guys would have done that,” she said. “Some might have even put the cat out of his misery right there in the street.”

 “You're the one paying for everything.”


She laughed. “Okay. He'll be half mine.”


*****


A day later, Kevin was standing outside his front door. He unlocked it and slowly cracked it open. Oscar was under his arm in a cardboard carrier. Rachel walked behind him, peeking over his shoulder.

 “Is this okay?” Rachel asked. “I mean, your sister isn't gonna freak out, is she? I never really met her.”

 “Nah, she won't freak out.” He smiled. “At least not with you here.”

 “That makes me feel better.”


He scanned the apartment. Kristin had already folded his blanket and put it and his pillow next to the couch. The shower ran at the end of the hall.

 “Hey, Kristin!” he called. “I'm home.”

 “Okay. I started some Hamburger Helper on the stove. I'm in the shower.”

 “I would have never guessed. I've got company over.”


Kristin laughed. “Good one, Kev.”

 “I'm serious.”

 “Really? Is it a girl?”


He rolled his eyes and looked at Rachel. “Ignore her.”


He set the cardboard carrier on the carpet and let Oscar loose, not quite sure what to expect. Maybe Oscar would run around a while, explore his new home.


Instead, he climbed up on the couch, curled into a ball, and fell asleep.


Rachel laughed.

 “My kind of cat,” Kevin said.

 “Was that a female laugh I heard out there?” Kristin said.


Kevin and Rachel sat on opposite ends of the couch and watched television. Oscar climbed onto his lap and resumed his nap. Kevin slipped out of his jacket.


He couldn't be completely sure, but thought Rachel stared at him when he wasn't looking.


The shower stopped. A few minutes later Kristin stood in the dining room in sweatpants and a tight tee shirt with a towel wrapped around her head.

 “Kristin, this is our new cat, Oscar,” Kevin said. He gestured dramatically to Rachel. “And this is-”

 “Rachel Evans,” Kristin finished.


Kristin looked back and forth between Oscar and Rachel, danger in her eyes. Rachel's face turned red as she looked down at the carpet to avoid Kristin's gaze.

 “Where did you find the cat?”


Rachel answered. “We found him in the street. We think he was hit by a car. It's a miracle he's even alive.”

 “Yeah, a miracle,” Kristin said, looking at Kevin. “Can I talk to you?”


Kevin smiled. So much for being calm with Rachel at the apartment.


He set Oscar in Rachel's lap, and gave her a wink.


Kevin followed Kristin back into her bedroom. She left it open a crack so she could keep an eye on the living room.

 “You healed the cat, didn't you?”

 “Yeah.”

 “In front of her?”

 “No. She didn't see. At least I don't think so.”

 “You don't think so?”

 “I was careful.”


She let out an exasperated sigh and removed the towel from her head, tossing it on the bed.

 “You should have talked to me about this. You know we can't keep pets here.”

 “Oh, bull. Half this building has pets. I see cats and dogs in windows all the time. Hell, Mister Thompson walks his dog right in front of the rental office.”


Kristin spied on Rachel in the living room. She was still watching television with Oscar on her lap. Kristin always tossed comments at Kevin for wearing a jacket in ninety degree heat, but Rachel almost had him beat. The only skin she had exposed was her forearms because of rolled-up sleeves.

 “Why is she dressed like that?”


He shrugged. “I think she's cute.”

 “She needs to get the hair out of her face. And some different clothes. You like her?”

 “Yeah.”

 “Like like?”

 “No. We're just friends.”


She grabbed her wet hair in frustration.

 “Kev, you've avoided people for years. I've always said you should go out and make some friends. But why does it have to be with the one person who knows what you can do?”

 “She doesn't know. She thinks it was all a dream.”

 “A dream? Are you kidding me? Okay, whatever. Fine. You convince Rachel that she's a loon. But then you heal a kitten with her nearby?”


He lowered his head. “I couldn't let Oscar die.”


Kristin finally laughed at the name. “Oscar.” She put her hands on his shoulders. “Look, all I'm saying is I don't want to see my little brother on the six o'clock news.”


He nodded. He knew his sister cared about him. He was glad they were close.

 “I'll be careful.”

 “Okay.” She let out a breath. “Let's go see this kitten.”


Oscar still slept on Rachel's lap. She brushed hair out of her eyes as she slowly ran her hand down Oscar's back.


Kevin smiled. Oscar was a lucky cat.


Kristin hovered over Rachel. “So, this is Oscar.”


Oscar woke up. He stretched as he looked up at Kristin. He stood on his back legs and reached for her, letting out a meow.


Kristin was hooked.

 “Awwww,” she said, and scooped him into her arms.


Kevin shook his head. Not only was Oscar lucky, but smart.


He smiled at Rachel as Kristin paraded Oscar around the house, showing him every room.

 “Everything okay?” she whispered.

 “Yeah. No problem.”


He leaned in close to whisper in her ear. Rachel shivered as he spoke.

 “Thank you for coming over,” he said.

 “Anytime.”

 “Rachel,” Kristin called from the hall. “You want to stay for dinner? The great thing about Hamburger Helper is it'll feed thirty people.”

 “I probably shouldn't,” she said. “My dad's still away on business and my mom might need help around the house.”

 “You should stay,” Kevin said with a smile. “Oscar will miss you.”


Rachel paused, and Kevin knew she was giving in.

 “Okay.”




Chapter 7
 


Paul parked his truck close to the edge of the hill. Lookout Point was a popular spot for teens to park and make out, among other things. It had been renamed Make Out Point over the years.


That's why he had to find his own spot.

 “Isn't this great?” Paul asked.


Donna looked at the scenery. She could see the entire town beneath them. Their town of Walton wasn't the big city, but it was still beautiful at night. They had to drive through the woods near Lookout Point to get to Paul's special spot, and the sounds of nature were all around them. Crickets, wings hitting the night air, leaves rustling in the wind. It was creepy at first. The woods were completely dark, with only the full moon to keep them company. The trail was barely visible, but Paul knew where he was going.

 “It's beautiful,” Donna said.


Paul killed the engine, but left the stereo playing. Donna pulled at her skirt, hoping to draw attention to her legs. Paul definitely noticed, but tried to act as coy as possible.


They'd been all over each other the past few days. Before the library, after the library, in Paul's living room, in a darkened corner in school. Their hormones were out of control. Her clothes almost came off in his living room, until his parents called, letting him know they were coming home from dinner early.


She smiled as she twirled a finger in her hair and looked out the window.


Warm-ups were almost over.

 “So, are you almost done your paper?” Paul asked.


She nearly laughed, and decided she could play a little longer. She kicked off her sandals and stretched her lean legs.

 “I'm about a page away. I was thinking about buying a paper, but my parents would flip if they found out.”


Paul waved his hand. “Eh, Kevin and Rachel got it all figured out. We'll do fine tomorrow.”


She reached over and put a hand on his knee.

 “How much time do we have before we have to be at the library?”


He smiled. “They'll be fine without us.”


He leaned across the seat and kissed her. It was soft at first, but it wasn't long before she had her skirt pulled up to her hips, straddling him in the driver's seat. She pulled her shirt off and threw it aside. Paul silently cursed the sun being gone, wanting to see all of her. His sense of touch would have to do.


She pushed against the roof of the truck, to grind into him more. A tiny smile spread across her face when she felt how aroused he was. He struggled out of his own shirt as he let out a groan and leaned forward to feel her.


She pushed him back by the shoulders and ran her hands down his chest. She looked through the rear window at the bed of the truck.

 “How much room do you have back there?” she asked.

 “Plenty.”


They both nearly jumped from their seats. Paul was mesmerized as Donna bounced seductively along the side of the truck. She pulled her skirt off, revealing only a black thong and matching bra. He thought his pants would split at the front.


Paul laid out a sheet across the truck bed before Donna could climb up. She arched an eyebrow at him, putting her hands on her sexy hips.

 “How many times have you done this?”

 “This is my first time,” Paul admitted. “But I'm like a boy scout. I always plan ahead.”


He wasn't lying. He felt for the condom in his back pocket, making sure it was still there.


Donna slowly crawled onto the sheet, giving him a good look at her rear. She lay on her side and patted the space next to her.

 “I'm lonely,” she said, pouting her lips. “Keep me company?”


Paul didn't need to be told twice.


They kissed and embraced, aware of only each other.


Donna finally unbuckled the front of his jeans. He closed his eyes, wishing he could stretch the moment out forever.


Then she stopped.

 “What's wrong?” he asked, barely able to breathe. “I got a condom.”


She sat up, his hand still on her hip. He let a finger drift underneath the string of her thong.

 “Do you hear that?”


Paul listened intently. “I don't hear anything.”

 “I know. That's what I mean. I heard animals a minute ago. Frogs, crickets, birds. Where did they go?”


He laughed. “They're being nice. They know we're busy.”


He sat up and wrapped his arms around her from behind. He kissed the side of her neck while letting his hands roam down her breasts and stomach. She shivered and closed her eyes, giving in to the moment.


When she opened them, two red eyes stared at her from the trees.


She screamed.


Paul jumped and held her tight, looking around frantically.

 “What? What's wrong?”

 “There's something in the woods!”


He sighed and put his head on her shoulder. He let a hand settle on her breast, hoping to keep the mood going.

 “Tell me you're joking.”


She removed his hand and scooted forward. Her eyes darted around nervously.

 “I'm not joking. Get me out of here.”


Paul sighed. The only thing he could think about was the hard penis in his pants, and how it wouldn't be getting any attention.

 “Okay, okay. Let's go.”


They climbed out the back of the truck. She quickly gathered her clothes before climbing in the passenger's seat.


Paul just stood there near the driver's side window, not moving. She waited for him to join her.

 “Paul? Come on, let's go. I want to go.”


Her mouth opened in a horrified scream as blood ran down his chest.


He collapsed, his body slumping against the truck and trailing blood along the window.

 “Paul!”


She jumped behind the wheel and looked out. Paul lay on his stomach with his head turned to the side. His eyes were wide open, staring straight ahead. A pool of blood formed under him, flowing under the truck.


She screamed at the top of her lungs.


She locked both doors and reached for the ignition. The keys were missing. She almost unlocked the door to search Paul's pants, but her hand froze.


The two red eyes stared from the woods again, only for a moment, before they vanished.


She hugged her knees to her chest and rocked back and forth. Her body was shutting down. She couldn't run even if she wanted to. Tears ran down her face as she whimpered and cried.


Everything happened so fast.


The truck shook violently, followed by the windshield shattering. She barely had time to scream.


The last thing she was aware of before she died was the large beast snarling and growling as it reached through the broken windshield. The full moon lit up the night sky behind its head.


*****


Kevin sat at the library with his feet up on the chair next to him. He leaned back and took a drink of soda. Rachel sat across from him, reviewing her own paper.


He allowed himself a smile, finally able to relax. Every paper was done and sent out through email. He even managed to get a few extra done, for when Hawkins no doubt would spring the assignment on the new classes next semester. All he had to do was check his post office box for money.

 “They're later than I thought they'd be.”


Rachel looked up from her paper and smiled. “Have you seen the way those two have been looking at each other? They're probably at a hotel room right now. I called them both twice. They're not answering.”


He sighed. “I guess we got things under control, right? We'll stand in front of class, talk about the characters we wrote about, and how they would or would not get along.”

 “I guess. But I wanted to go over it. They knew we were supposed to meet tonight. Assholes.”


She looked back down to her paper, and Kevin took the chance to steal an eyeful. He liked to believe he wasn't the average teenager. He didn't let his hormones lead the way.


But Rachel was hard not to look at.


He couldn't see much under the baggy clothes she always wore, but that only fueled his imagination more. The other girls at school loved showing off what they had. Rachel was the opposite, wanting to hide everything. There was something about her quiet demeanor that appealed to him.


Melissa Johnson and her clan were pretty, and they knew it. Unfortunately, that changed their behavior over the years. They had no sense of humbleness, being told they were attractive all their lives.


Rachel tried her best to avoid attention. Kevin wasn't sure why, but he liked that.


They waited nearly another hour. Rachel made a few more phone calls. She couldn't get through to either of them.

 “This isn't good,” she said.

 “We'll be fine,” Kevin said, shrugging his shoulders.

 “Nothing much bothers you, does it?”


He straightened his jacket. “Nah, not really.”


She put her paper away. “Do you want to go do something?”

 “Why don't we go over your house?” he said. “You've seen my house. It's only fair I see yours.”


Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.


Kevin laughed. “I guess that's a no.”

 “It's just...no one ever asks to come over.”

 “I'm asking now.”

 “Maybe another time. My parents...”

 “Ah. Embarrassed about them or something?”

 “No, not that. But I would need to do some things before I had anyone over.”

 “Well, okay, I guess.”

 “How about we go get something to eat? There's a great hot dog place right across the street.”


Kevin smiled. “A hot dog it is.”


They gathered their books. Rachel playfully punched Kevin in the shoulder as they made their way to the door.

 “My mom would like you.”

 “One day I'll get to meet her.”

 “Yeah, you will.”




Chapter 8
 


Rachel paced in the back of literature class. All the other groups were together, talking about their assignment and going over any last minute changes. Mister Hawkins was unusually late, but that didn't make her feel better.


Kevin, Paul, and Donna weren't in class.


She was all alone.


She didn't know what she was supposed to do.


Mister Hawkins was a nice teacher, but he was strict on his assignments. He felt he was preparing his students for the real world, and the real world didn't just stop when inconveniences popped up. Business meetings still went on, conference calls still happened. He wouldn't care if it was only Rachel in front of class.


She couldn't handle that.


Hawkins finally walked into class. He looked like he'd had a rough night. His hair was messed up, large circles under his eyes.

 “Sorry I'm late, guys,” he announced. “You didn't think you were getting out of the project, did you?”


The class groaned in protest.


The bell rang, and Rachel was still all alone.


She nearly ran to his desk.

 “Mister Hawkins,” she said. “It's just me. My group isn't here.”


He looked at the empty desks. “I'm sorry, Rachel. But you know how it works. Did you call them? Did you plan for the worst case?”

 “I wrote my paper, and we met at the library. But they're not here.”

 “I see that. Just try your best. I'll have to knock off some points for you not being prepared.”


Her eyes went wide and her cheeks turned red. “Not being prepared?”


He smirked as he looked over her shoulder. “Kevin. You're only a minute late this time. I'm impressed. You've got your partner all worked up.”

 “Yeah, yeah.”


She walked up to Kevin and almost hugged him in front of everyone.

 “Hawkins said he's gonna knock points off for Paul and Donna not being here.”

 “What? They're not here? Points knocked off? Are you kidding?”

 “No.”


He frowned, and didn't bother slipping off his backpack.

 “I don't need this.”


Her jaw dropped as he turned and left class, not even looking back.


He left her.


Rachel tried to calm down as class started. Out of the goodness of his heart, Hawkins told Rachel she could go last. Her nerves were frayed as she watched the other groups present. Some chose Shakespeare characters all from one play, and acted out scenes. Others simply read their papers, and did fake question and answer sessions, pretending they were the characters.


Hawkins finally looked at her.

 “Rachel, it's your turn.”


There was a voice from somewhere in the class.

 “Her own group couldn't even stand her.”


The class giggled and laughed.

 “Quiet down, everyone,” Hawkins said.


Her knees were shaking as she nervously pushed hair out of her face. She was nearly to her feet when the classroom door opened behind her.


Kevin leaned into the room.

 “Mister Hawkins,” he said. “Could I have five minutes with my partner out in the hall?”


The entire class turned to look at him.

 “Well, I don't know, Kevin. You were here, late, as usual. Then you left. Now you're back again. Are you really part of this class?”

 “Give me a break, Mister Hawkins. Five minutes. Come on, you're not a Nazi.”


The class chuckled.

 “Two minutes, Kevin.”


He motioned for Rachel, who was more than happy to escape class. They both stepped out into the quiet hallway. Only a few late students walked the halls and grabbed things from their lockers.


Kevin dropped his books on the floor and started organizing papers.

 “I thought you hung me out to dry,” she said.


He grinned. “You don't know much about friendship, do you?”

 “No, I don't.”


He laughed, obviously not realizing she was serious. He looked up at her, seeing the stress on her face. He stood up and grabbed her shoulder.


The touch took her by surprise. She looked up and down the halls to see if anyone was watching. She simply wasn't used to anyone touching her.

 “Hey,” he said. “I would not leave you to hang in there. I've always got your back.”


She smiled and nodded, awkwardly touching his elbow in return.


He bent down and grabbed a few stacks of paper, all organized neatly.

 “I've got three different papers here,” he said, then handed her a few pages stapled together. “And for our presentation, we're gonna do the big love scene from Romeo and Juliet. All you have to do is read the lines.”


She looked at the hours of work he held in his hands.

 “When did you do all of this?”


He flashed an irritated look, but not at her. He wrote extra papers to make some easy money next semester. Instead, he had to use them to basically save their grades.

 “Don't worry about it. Are you ready?”

 “No.”

 “Okay, let's go.”


They went back in the classroom. Everyone talked quietly amongst themselves. All eyes slowly went to them as Kevin dropped his books off at his desk. Rachel stood by, afraid to leave his side. Public speaking simply wasn't her thing.

 “Let's have some fun,” Kevin said.


He took off his jacket and hung it on the back of his chair.


Rachel took notice, and everyone else in class had a similar reaction, only some more audible than others. There were quiet whispers as they made their way to the front of class.


He wore a blue tank top. As always, nothing fancy, nothing Rachel hadn't seen before. But he had such a nice body, and never showed it. She had to look.


She wasn't the only one.


Kevin noticed the whispers and stares.

 “What?” he asked sharply.

 “Damn, Kevin,” someone in the back asked. “What steroid are you using, and can I have some?”


His eyes searched across the room, confusion written on his face. The girls were giving him strange looks and smiles.

 “I've worked out every day for the past four years. No roids here.”


The girls who weren't paying attention before certainly were now.

 “Okay, guys, let's get a move on,” Hawkins said. “Kevin, your presentation?”

 “Right. Our partners couldn't join us today, so it's just us. Everyone knows the best damn love story ever told, Romeo and Juliet.”

 “Language, Kevin.”

 “Sorry. Rachel and I are gonna do the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet.”

 “Can I be Juliet?” a girl asked.


The class laughed.


Kevin dropped to his knees, to pretend Rachel was up in the balcony. She tried not to laugh.


All eyes were on him. He had the class in the palm of his hand. Even Mister Hawkins smiled at the way he delivered his lines.


Rachel loosened up. Kevin had the knack to easily relax her, even in front of a class she knew didn't like her. She met his delivery with her own, looking deep into his eyes and batting her lashes.


She noticed that even though he held the lines in his hand, he didn't look at them.


He slowly stood up as they played the scene, to act as if he was climbing the balcony.


After Rachel delivered her last line, Kevin stood up fully. He wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her.


She didn't see it coming. The balcony scene wasn't new to her, but she never dreamed Kevin would go through with a kiss. She squealed at first, and put her hands on him to push him away. Instead of pushing, she gripped his shoulders and closed her eyes.


Then it was over.


She was barely aware of the class whistling and hollering. Kevin grabbed her hand and bowed. Rachel did the same. Her face turned red, but she couldn't get the smile off her face. Her lips still tingled.


She saw the jealous eyes of the other girls, and knew Kevin's life was about to change.


Mister Hawkins was clapping and laughing. “That was very entertaining, guys. Great job. You know, it's always up for debate if they actually kiss at the end of the balcony scene.”

 “Hey, in my version, they kiss,” Kevin said.

 “I like your version,” Tessa Hayes said.


The bell rang. Kevin and Rachel tried to leave, but Hawkins motioned for them to stay. She watched the girls stare at Kevin as they filed out of class.


She didn't blame them.

 “That was a hell of a change of plans,” Hawkins said. “But your group as a whole is missing two papers. So I have to bump a few points.”


Kevin produced the two extra papers he wrote. It felt like he was giving Hawkins one hundred twenty dollars.

 “Rachel and I put these together ourselves late last night,” he lied. “So, you got four papers, and me and Rachel kissing in front of class. What more could you ask for?”


Hawkins looked at the papers and smiled. “Assignment accepted.”


Kevin and Rachel left the classroom. As soon as they hit the hall Kevin leaned back against a locker. He didn't bother wearing his jacket. Everyone that walked by, even teachers, stared at the new Kevin Mishnar.

 “Holy crap, that was intense,” he said. He looked at Rachel and squeezed her arm. “Are you okay?”


She smiled brightly. “That was...fun,” she said. “Do you always write extra papers just for the hell of it?”

 “Doesn't everyone?”


She laughed. She almost touched her tingling lips, but managed to stop herself.

 “So, what was that at the end there?”

 “The kiss? Sorry. I didn't mean to make you feel weird.”

 “Oh, no. It's okay.” She felt her heart beating faster just thinking about it.

 “Too bad I'm out of practice. I suck at kissing.”


She shook her head with enthusiasm. “I wouldn't say that.”


He turned red. She didn't believe it was possible.

 “Uh, thank you.”


He leaned in close to her ear. The chills started again. She wished he would stop doing that, and wished he wouldn't pull his head away all at the same time.

 “You kiss awesome yourself,” he said, then leaned back. “I have to get to class.”


She nodded, her head swimming. “I'll give you a ride after school,” she said. The words took on new meaning with how she was feeling.


He gave her a bright smile. “I'll meet you at your car.”


She smiled in return, feeling a touch of sadness as he rounded the corner.


She would enjoy their friendship as long as she could, until one of the gorgeous girls who kept staring at him stole him away.


*****


Kevin had the apartment all to himself on Saturday afternoon. He was stranded, as Kristin was out at the car wash, but he didn't mind. Music was playing, a glass of soda on the table, the sliding glass door open to let in some air.


He had a wet Oscar trying to fight his way out of the tub.

 “You need a bath,” Kevin told him. “You stink.”


Oscar meowed in protest. Kevin laughed. There was nothing funnier than a wet kitten.


A knock came at the door.


Wrapping Oscar in a towel, he crossed the hall to the living room and opened the door to see Rachel. He smiled at first, but noticed her expression. She looked miserable.

 “Rachel? Are you okay?”

 “Can I come in?”


He stepped aside, and let Oscar loose on the floor. The kitten took off running to the bedroom.


Rachel turned around and looked at him. She tried to smile, but could only manage to lift one corner of her mouth. “No jacket?”


He shook his head. “I've gotta grow up sometime. I can't wear it forever. What's wrong?”


Her lip twitched. “Paul and Donna. They're dead.”

 “What?”


She started shaking. “Police found them not too far from Make Out Point. They were...torn up, like a wild animal got to them.”


He grabbed her shoulders and led her to the couch. She sniffled for a moment, trying to fight the tears that were coming on. He went to the kitchen to get her something to drink.

 “I'm sorry,” she said, already standing back up. “I just wanted to talk to someone.”

 “It's okay,” he said, and gently set her back down. He handed her a soda, of which she took a long drink.

 “They probably went up there to have sex,” she said. “I was so mad at them. At the library, I thought they were going to ruin our project. They were getting hurt, and I was worried about class.”


Kevin wrapped an arm around her. She leaned her head into his chest as she cried.

 “You didn't know,” he said. “Don't beat yourself up.”


Oscar jumped in her lap. He circled a few times before curling into a ball. Rachel smiled. They both reached out to pet him, and their hands touched for a moment. Kevin pulled his hand back and awkwardly set it on his lap.

 “See? Oscar still loves you. He says to not be hard on yourself.”


She laughed. “Is that what he said?”

 “Yeah. We talk to each other.”


They relaxed on the couch with the music playing for a half hour. Rachel seemed to relax, but acted a bit self-conscious, constantly pulling at her shirt and brushing hair out of her face. She kept a good distance between them, nearly on the other end of the couch.

 “What are you doing tonight?” he asked. “Any plans?”

 “Yeah. My dad is back in town. I think he's finally taking a break from traveling. We're celebrating and going out to dinner.”

 “Ah, that's cool.”

 “But I got some time before I have to go. Want to watch a movie?”


He smiled. Any excuse to spend more time with her was fine by him.

 “That's a good idea.”


After putting a DVD on, Kevin took the chance to sit just a little closer. Rachel didn't seem to mind.




Chapter 9
 


Victoria hated nightclubs. The music was too loud for her sensitive ears. The scent of blood was beautiful, and nearly made her mouth water. But the scent of alcohol was just as strong, and burned her nose.


Nightclubs also gave mortals the excuse to basically act like idiots.


She did like to dance. Being drunk was a state of mind she wasn't able to achieve. But if she tuned out some of the music, focused on the blood, and moved her body in rhythm, she could have a good time.


She could feel eyes on her, male as well as female. Feeding would be an easy task tonight.


She hadn't tasted warm blood in months. The cold stuff was starting to get to her. Mortals would compare it to eating one cold pizza after another, when there was a microwave five feet away.


A hand fell on her shoulder, and she turned to see Alicia.

 “I'm gonna go get a soda,” Alicia said. At nineteen, she wasn't yet old enough to drink. “Keep me company?”

 “Sure. Let's go.”


Victoria wasn't lost on the irony of the friends she recently made. A four-hundred-year-old vampire, spending time with a bunch of twenty-somethings.


It all started with Alex. Fate saw fit to drop him in her lap. Alex was the most unique supernatural being in the world. He and Victoria, along with former vampire hunter Jake Bachner, and the ghost of her cop friend William Slone, saved the world when a vampire outbreak struck Camden Yards a year ago. The general public thought it was a domestic terror attack. Only a handful of people knew the truth behind the outbreak and the government cover-up that followed.


Alicia was one of them, being Alex's sister. She was nearly caught in the crossfire, having to fight for her life in the middle of Baltimore's Camden Yards with hundreds of vampires around her.


Alex and his fiancée Cindy were on a romantic cruise in the Caribbean for the past week. Victoria laughed at the thought. The last time she saw the sun with her own eyes was the day before she woke up next to her dead family.


She hoped they were both having a good time.


Alicia was very close with Alex and Cindy. The three of them grew up together. In their absence, Victoria spent as much time with Alicia as she could. She liked the young one very much.

 “God, I can't wait till I'm old enough to get a drink,” Alicia complained as they pushed their way to the bar. She looked at the woman serving drinks with her breasts nearly hanging out of her shirt. “Just a soda, please.”

 “When you turn twenty-one, we'll close down every bar in Baltimore,” Victoria promised. “At least until about two hours before the sun comes up.”


Alicia laughed. “Alex and Cindy will love that.”


Victoria put a hand on her shoulder. “I miss them, too.”

 “Thanks for hanging out with me.”

 “Anytime, Leese.”


Victoria's gaze fell on an attractive bartender as he crossed in front of them, handing out drinks. She sniffed the air, trying to cut through all the other scents, and tune into his.


Very strong young man. No alcohol in his blood. He wore perhaps a touch too much aftershave. But he would suit her needs very well.


She went from an elder vampire spending time with her young friend to a seductive predator. She used to enjoy the seduction part, but now it was just a means to an end.

 “Excuse me?” she said, flashing her brightest smile.


The man turned toward her and stared into her bright green eyes. She tossed her red hair over her shoulder. The bartender was already smitten. Victoria may have been centuries old, but she had the figure of a thirty-year-old woman who was permanently in shape. Perky breasts, beautiful pale skin, tight body.


She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, drawing attention to her hips, and motioned for him with her index finger.

 “Could I have a moment of your time?”


The man smiled and leaned across the bar. Alicia watched with fascination.


Victoria gently put a hand on the back of his neck and leaned close to his ear, like she intended to whisper.


She sank her fangs into his neck.


He tried to pull away at first. Then he went into the trance mortals experienced when a vampire fed from them. He put his hands on the bar to hold himself up and tried to lean into her.


Victoria didn't concern herself with the witnesses around them. It looked like another make out session, one of many happening all over the club.


It was difficult to stop. The blood was liquid heaven pouring down her throat. Her senses felt sharper, her muscles stronger.


But one thing she had learned over the centuries was control.


The bartender's pulse started to race. She could sense the erection in his jeans. The only thing more sexually satisfying to a mortal than sex itself was feeding a vampire.


Withdrawing her fangs, she ran her tongue along his neck, over the wounds, and felt them heal. He leaned on the bar to catch his breath.


Victoria licked her lips and leaned back. The bartender didn't move until his female partner came up to him.

 “Dan? Are you alright?”


His eyes were glassy, but he managed to nod. “Yeah, just a little dizzy.”

 “Go sit down, take a break.”


Alicia kept her eyes on Victoria as Dan sat and nursed a glass of water.

 “Did you just-”

 “Do I have anything on my lips?”


Alicia shook her head.


Victoria closed her eyes and enjoyed the copper taste of Dan's blood still in her mouth.

 “I needed that.”

 “I thought he was gonna shoot a load right at the bar.”

 “Another second or two, and he would have.” She searched the nearby area, a smirk on her face. Everyone was too focused on their own drinks and conquests to even notice the feeding before their eyes. “Nightclubs do have their advantages.”


Alicia laughed. “You are a crazy woman.”


Victoria nodded, and flashed a regular smile, without the fangs. “Why, thank you.”


*****


Victoria dropped Alicia off at her house at two in the morning. It was fun driving through the city streets with the top of her Porsche down. Alicia smiled and waved at guys in their cars and walking the streets. Victoria pretended she was a thirty-year-old mortal and did the same.


She arrived at her mansion at three, plenty of time before the sun came up. She walked through the deserted first floor and entered the code at the door to the basement.


Her basement was one large finished room. The only room that had walls was the bathroom in the far corner. Her living and entertainment area was in one corner, the computer in another. Her bed was in the center of the basement. She liked to sleep in the middle of everything.


There were no windows, of course.


She watched television for a while before taking a hot shower. After shedding her clothes she crawled into her big, beautiful bed for a good day's sleep.


Right before she fell asleep, there was a ringing.


It wasn't her cell phone. Her eyes fell on her computer, and she realized it was a Skype call. She received so few calls over the Internet, she forgot what the ring sounded like.


Only a very small select group of people had her Skype address.


She slipped on a robe and crossed the basement. There were times she hated the twenty-first century. Science was making everything crazy, much more complicated than it needed to be. Centuries ago, her biggest fear was a mob with weapons and fire. Now she had to worry about ultraviolet light and powerful weapons that didn't strain in piercing the heart.


The vampire outbreak she handled in Camden Yards was a case of science-gone-wrong. But there were advantages, and keeping in touch with friends from across the globe was one of them.


Sitting at her desk, she adjusted the camera on the monitor, and clicked the green answer button.


She smiled at the man looking at her. It had been over thirty years since she'd seen him last.

 “Jonathon? Wow, is that you?”


He flashed a toothy smile and bowed his head. “Hi, Victoria. Actually, I go by Bradley now. Are you still Victoria?”

 “For the moment.”


He laughed. “You've always been partial to that name.”


Very few people knew that was her mother's name.

 “Where are you?” she asked, trying to get a better look at what appeared to be a library in the background. “Are you still in London?”

 “Of course.” He looked her up and down. “Looks like you're settling in for the day.”

 “Yes. It's a shame you're not in the states. We could go out for a drink sometime.”

 “One day, my dear. I suppose you're wondering why I called.”


She smiled. She adored Bradley, but knew he wasn't calling to be social. There were a few groups of vampires in the world who engaged in politics, and enforcing whatever ridiculous rules were in fashion at the time. Bradley was one of those vampires.


Victoria agreed with some of the general vampire ideologies. Keeping their existence a secret was something they all knew was a good thing. But she was more lax about it than other vampires.


It was like she told her friend Alex once. People didn't believe the truth when it was right in front of them.

 “I thought you called to talk about old times,” she joked.

 “I wish it were that simple. Are you up for any work?”


Victoria laughed at his choice of words. Vampires, like any other thing mortal or supernatural, could be good, or not-so-good. Victoria had spent much of her time challenging the not-so-good creatures.

 “I don't know, Bradley. I'm still basking in the glow of saving the world a year ago.”


He smiled. “The terror threat at Camden Yards? I had a feeling you had something to do with that. Is it true what I hear? You had help from some kind of half demon?”


Victoria said nothing. Trust with Bradley wasn't an issue, but he was a politician. She was protective of Alex, and wanted to keep him as far away from certain vampire circles as possible.

 “What work are you talking about?”

 “Are you familiar with a town called Walton? It's right there in Maryland, near the border to Virginia.”

 “Never been there.”

 “We think they may be having a werewolf problem.”

 “Out of control?”


He tried to hide a smile. “Yeah. Two murders during a full moon.”

 “Are you serious?”

 “Yeah. I blame your American Hollywood.”

 “What do you want me to do? I can't mentor him. Or her.”

 “All we ask is for you to try. If not, kill it. You know the age we live in, Victoria. The last thing we need is a moronic TV-loving wolf showing up on the Internet.”


She hesitated. Vampires weren't suited to travel, and she enjoyed the company of her mortal friends.


She especially looked forward to the return of Jake Bachner.


Jake was the first human in centuries to get her undead blood flowing. She pushed the lustful thoughts away, and focused on Bradley.

 “I don't know,” she said.

 “You know you'll be paid well.”

 “I have enough money for a few more lifetimes. It's just a pain. So many preparations. I'll have to take care of lodging, have supplies sent, have my affairs tended to here in Baltimore-”

 “The victims were two children,” Bradley said. “A boy and girl, still in high school.”


Victoria lowered her head. Bradley was poking at her heart strings, and he knew it.


Some vampires felt nothing for humans, only seeing them as a source of food. They lived eighty or so years, and then they died, leaving more in their place.


Victoria didn't feel that way.

 “I'll need more details,” she said. “I'll prepare, but send me everything you can find.”

 “Thank you, Victoria. Like I said, I'll make sure to add some weight to your bank account.”

 “You'll owe me money, and a favor,” she said with a smile.


He laughed and nodded. “As always.”


She disconnected the call and leaned back in her chair for a moment. It had been a while since she had to handle a werewolf.


She was nearly done writing her list of preparations when the buzzer rang.


Someone was at her front gate, at nearly four in the morning.


Her computer was tied into the home security system. She cycled through the cameras until she settled on the view of the front gate.


A familiar van was parked just outside. He was back in town early.


If she had a pulse, it would have fluttered.


Jake Bachner.


They had a relationship that even the most carefree of vampires would find strange.


Jake had spent twenty years of his life trying to find Victoria with one purpose. To kill her. He wanted revenge for her killing his grandfather.


It took saving the city of Baltimore to convince him that not all vampires were evil.


They spent time together. Then the sex started.


Victoria convinced herself it was only sex. Vampires enjoyed sex as much as humans and Jake was a more-than-sufficient partner.


Then she started missing him when he was gone. Now she didn't know what was going on, and she liked it.


It was good to know after four centuries life still had surprises.


She buzzed him in and poured a glass of tea for him. Her house was stocked with more normal food and drink since she began entertaining more human company.


His light footsteps crossed the empty first floor above her.


He was opening the door to the basement when she remembered she wore nothing but a robe.


She ran across the basement at a speed a human eye would have trouble keeping up with. Her hand was on a pair of sweatpants when she heard his voice.

 “Wow. Now that's how you come back from a trip.”


She froze, a huge smile on her face.

 “I swear, this is by accident. I'm not trying to seduce you.”

 “Damn.”


She turned to face him. Jake was an attractive man, just past forty years old. He kept himself in shape, rugged and hardened from a lifetime of hunting vampires.

 “Did you just get back?” she asked. “How did it go?”


He put his hands on her hips. “I'm still alive,” he said with a smile. “Three kills. They were newborns, trying to bite everyone they could find to make a little vampire army. Idiots.”


She laughed. Humans and newborn vampires alike thought any bite victim was a potential vampire. It didn't work that way. Vampirism was like a disease, and not everyone could contract it.


Leaning into him, she sniffed up and down his body. She missed his scent.

 “You just get back, and I have to leave,” she complained.

 “Really?”

 “Yeah. Werewolf case. I have a lot to do.” She smiled. “But I have some time.”


He let his hands slip under her robe. “I guess I'd better give you a reason to be careful.”


The vampire led the vampire-killer to her bed.




Chapter 10
 


The mood of Walton High School was somber for a while as everyone mourned the deaths of Donna and Paul. Police looked for any signs of the animal that killed them, but turned up nothing.


Kevin and Rachel spent time together every day. It had become a tradition for Kevin to work out in the weight room, and then wait by Rachel's car while she finished up in the computer lab.


She left the lab after a half hour meeting with Tyler and Kent to discuss Homecoming. Kevin was late. She was putting her backpack in the back seat when she saw him approaching. She smiled at him as a voice called out from the soccer field.

 “Hey, Kevin! Practice ends in ten minutes. Why don't you hang out with us? Then I'll take you home.”


Rachel turned to see Tessa Hayes standing near the edge of the soccer field. She had a hand on her hip, looking like only she could. Half of the girls' soccer team practiced behind her. The other half stared at Kevin as he crossed the lot.


She felt her heart sink. Kevin had stopped wearing his jacket, and the girls had noticed.


It was only a matter of time.


With seniors like Tessa Hayes chasing him, why would he want to hang out with her?


Rachel had the door to her Mustang open and one leg inside, expecting to leave school alone.


Kevin barely stopped to look at Tessa.

 “No, thank you. I always ride with my friend, Rachel.”


Tessa frowned. “Why?”


He ignored her and joined Rachel in the Mustang. Shaking his head, he sighed and looked at her.

 “What is with the girls in school lately?” he asked. “I'm working out and suddenly the cheer squad comes in to lift weights. They never lift weights.”


She laughed. One of the many reasons she found him adorable was because he was either oblivious to his new-found status, or simply didn't care.

 “Kevin, you're the new hot guy. Every girl wants a piece of you.”

 “How did I magically become hot? Is it because I got a kitten?”

 “You stopped wearing your coat.”


He looked down at the plain tee shirt he wore. “How do you deal with it?”

 “Deal with what?”

 “With being cute. You've been cute a lot longer than me.”


She laughed for a moment, but read his face, realizing he was serious.

 “You think I'm cute?”


He nodded. “Doesn't everyone?”


She wanted to say something, but nothing came out. A simple thank you would do. But she couldn't stop smiling.


She started her Mustang, and almost pulled out of the lot when she heard her name over the roar of the engine.


Mister Daly, the adviser for the school paper, jogged toward them. She killed the engine and rolled the window all the way down.

 “Rachel,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “Could I talk to you a second?”


She looked at Kevin. “Is it okay?”


He laughed. “Go ahead. I'm not going anywhere.”


She left the Mustang and followed Mister Daly across the lot. He stopped when they were out of earshot from everyone else.

 “Is everything okay?” she asked. “We've got Homecoming covered.”


He waved his hand. “Forget Homecoming. We've got something big here.” He looked around one more time before producing a piece of paper from his pocket. “I just got out of a parent-teacher conference with a junior who turned in a paper I know wasn't his. I grilled him a little, his parents leaned on him, and check it out.”


She studied the paper as he waited patiently.

 “Is this what I think it is?”


He nodded and smiled. “Yes. The post office box that our infamous paper writer has been using for the past few weeks.”

 “Holy shit.”

 “That's what I said. Are you up for some recon?”


She smiled. “You bet.”

 “Good. I want you to find out who it is, and get me something written up as soon as possible for the website. We have the chance to do some good here. Finally, maybe students will start earning their own grades around here.”


Rachel looked over the sheet of paper as Mister Daly walked away. For the longest time they struggled to find one of the culprit's random email addresses. Now they had something better. One of his post office boxes.


She took a step back toward her Mustang, and stopped when she saw Tessa Hayes.


The star soccer player was practically leaning into her car, shoving her breasts in Kevin's face. Kevin leaned away as far as he could. Rachel heard the tail end of their conversation as she drew closer.

 “You should really come, Kevin. You'll have a good time. I promise.”

 “Yeah, uh, thanks. Maybe I will.”


Tessa gave Rachel an angry glare before walking away. She climbed behind the wheel and looked at her friend.

 “What was that about?”

 “Tessa invited me to a party at her house on Friday.”

 “Lucky you.”


They left the parking lot. She headed toward his apartment, but Kevin stopped her at a red light.

 “You hungry?” he asked. “Let's go to that diner on Wilson Avenue. My treat.”


She frowned. A lot of teens from their school hung out at the diner.

 “I don't know.”

 “Come on,” he said, playfully nudging her shoulder with his own. “We'll go to the diner, eat some food. Then we'll go back to my place and play with Oscar, since you never let me come over your house.”

 “Kevin, I told you. My parents are just weird, that's all.”

 “You're embarrassed by me,” he said, putting on a fake frown.


She brushed hair from her face and gave him a smile. “You're my best friend.”

 “Same for you,” he said.


Awkward silence.

 “Let's go to the diner,” she said.

 “I knew you'd see it my way.”


*****


Kevin and Rachel stepped out of the heat into the cool diner. Kevin sighed as he wiped his forehead. The cold air felt great.

 “Kevin! Come sit with us,” a female voice said.


They both searched the diner for the voice. Rachel cringed slightly. John Crowe, Melissa Johnson, and her brother Michael sat at a booth. Melissa still wore her skimpy cheerleading uniform. A few of their friends sat in the booth behind them, all laughing and talking. Melissa waved at Kevin, but tried to shrink in her seat when she noticed Rachel. Her boyfriend John gave her an irritated glare.

 “No, thanks,” Kevin shouted. “We're good.”


They sat in a booth as far away as they could.


Kevin noticed Rachel constantly glancing at them as they looked over their menus.

 “What's wrong?”

 “They keep looking at me,” she said.


He laughed. “They're jealous.”

 “Well, the girls are. They want you. They're trying to figure out what we're doing together.”

 “No. They're jealous because you're hotter and smarter than they are.”


She closed her eyes. “Kevin, please stop calling me hot.”


She brushed hair out of her face. He wanted to tell her that the simple gesture of keeping her eyes hair-free was the sexiest thing he'd ever seen, but he held his tongue.

 “Why?”

 “Because we both know I'm not, okay? Just look at them all over there. I know I don't compare with any of them, and I'm okay with that. But stop lying to me.”


He didn't know what to say. Her self-esteem had been so battered over the years, he wasn't sure what he could say to counter it.


The waitress showed up to take their drink order. Kevin smiled at Rachel after she walked away.

 “I'll be right back.” He pointed to the corner. “Bathroom.”


She grinned. “Don't fall in.”


Kevin was gone three minutes. He expected to leave the bathroom and see Rachel sitting at their booth, possibly drinking a soda.


Instead, he saw the back of Rachel as she disappeared into the ladies' bathroom across from him. He thought he saw her hair dripping and her shirt wet.

 “Rachel?”


She shut the door in his face.


Kevin was confused for a moment, until he started putting the clues together.


There was a trail of soda leading from their booth to the ladies' bathroom. Ice and soda were all over her seat, along with an empty cup on the floor.


John Crowe and all his friends were laughing hysterically. The only one who looked slightly annoyed was Melissa Johnson.


Kevin tried to keep calm as he crossed the diner and stood over them. He stayed in between the booths so he could address everyone. There were eight people in all, four at each booth. A mix of athletes and cheerleaders.

 “One of you poured soda on my friend?”


He was answered by giggling and laughing.


John reached across the table to high-five Michael.

 “Look,” Michael said. He wrapped an arm around his girlfriend. “You got it all wrong. I thought I saw a rat run across the floor and climb in her hair. I was just trying to scare it away.”


Kevin surveyed the table. The only one who had a full drink was Melissa.

 “I'll buy you another one,” he told her.


He grabbed the drink and dumped it on Michael's head. The girls squealed and everyone jumped to their feet as soda splashed everywhere.


Michael's face turned red as he balled his fists.

 “You little-”


Kevin slapped him across the face with an open left hand before he could finish whatever he had to say. Michael reacted exactly how Kevin thought he would.


He covered his face and crumpled in his seat, leaning back against his girlfriend.

 “Leave him alone!” his girlfriend shouted.


Kevin grabbed Michael's plate of half eaten food, a cheeseburger with fries and ketchup, and dumped it in his lap. Michael made no move to get up. His girlfriend was trapped between him and the wall. He looked up at Kevin, fear in his eyes.


Kevin locked eyes with everyone, making sure to hold John's stare for a few extra seconds.

 “Did anyone else see a rat?”


No one responded.


Kevin was tempted to say more. He wanted to curse at them and warn them to stay away from Rachel.


But he thought his message was clear.


He went to the ladies' bathroom and slowly cracked open the door.


Rachel stood near the hot air hand dryer. He got a peek of her slim stomach as she held her shirt up to the dryer.


She turned to look at him.

 “Kevin! This is the girls' bathroom.”


He stepped inside and shut the door behind him. The anger threatened to build up all over again as he looked at the soda dripping from her hair.

 “Still think they're jealous of me?” she asked, her tone venomous. “Still think I'm hot?”


He was quiet as he pulled some paper towels from the dispenser and started wiping at her hair.


She pulled away.

 “Kevin, please don't touch me right now.”


He backed up. He wanted to say something desperately to make her feel better, but nothing came to mind.

 “All the jokes they've played on me, you'd think I'd have eyes in the back of my head by now.”


Dipping her head under the dryer, she ran her hands through her hair. She was in the middle of drying the collar of her shirt when she gripped the sides of the sink.


Tears fell from her eyes.


Kevin watched her body shake as the sobs came. She kept her head low, staring into the sink.


He grabbed her shoulders from behind. She shook free.

 “Don't.”


He spun her around and took her in his arms. She tried to push him away, but he held her tight.

 “I don't want your pity. I don't need a pity hug.”

 “I don't do pity hugs, Rachel. I hug my friends.”


She relaxed and gave in to his embrace.

 “You'll get soda all over you.”

 “Then we'd be stuck together. That would be neat.”


She laughed and pressed her face against his chest. She didn't sob, but the tears streamed down her face, staining his shirt.


Kevin smiled as she squeezed him back. A tiny sigh escaped her as he ran a hand through her sticky hair.


It was there, in the bathroom of the diner, that he realized he wanted to be more than her friend.


They held each other for a few minutes before Kevin pulled away.

 “Come on,” he said. “Let's get out of here.”


He kept an arm around her shoulders as they left the bathroom.


Michael and the rest of their group stood near their booths. Everyone was trying to clean up. Michael was a mess, soda and ketchup all over his clothes.

 “What the hell happened over there?” Rachel asked.


Kevin raised his voice so they could hear.

 “I thought I saw a rat. So I wanted to scare it away.”




Chapter 11
 


Rachel sat at the dining room table and stared at the blank page on her laptop. The cursor flashed at her, almost mocking her.


She pulled up the photos that she'd taken at the post office, not even an hour ago. It was a cycle she repeated ever since she got home. She stared at her word processing program, looking at the photos of Kevin going into and leaving the post office. Then she started all over.


At first, it was cute irony when she saw him walking down the street. She just got done dropping him off at his apartment after school. Parking her car in an alley, she sat at the cafe across from the post office, nearly calling to him when she saw him.


Then he turned into the post office.


She didn't want to believe it at first. But the photos, and her eyes, didn't lie.


Mister Daly expected her to write an article outing her best friend as the guy who supplied students with papers.


She felt her father's eyes on her as he watched television from the living room. Nancy worked over the stove in the kitchen. Dinner smelled delicious, but her mind was still far away. Her mother moved her motorized wheelchair back and forth to talk to Nancy and her husband. Her parents whispered in the living room, and Rachel guessed it was about her.


Mom parked her wheelchair next to her. Rachel quickly closed the photos of Kevin leaving the post office with many sealed envelopes.

 “Hey, Rach,” Mom said. “What's going on?”

 “Nothing.”

 “You've always been a bad liar.”


Rachel tried to smile. She caught Nancy laughing at her from the kitchen.

 “I have to write something for the school's website that will get a friend in trouble.”


Mom nodded. “You have to? Someone's making you?”

 “It's a story I've chased off and on since I was a freshman. There's someone in school that's been writing papers for people, for money. Now I know who it is.”

 “Kevin?”


Rachel was surprised, but knew she shouldn't have been. It wasn't like she had many friends. All she did at home lately was talk about Kevin. It wasn't hard to guess who she was talking about.

 “He must be very smart.”

 “He is.”


She leaned over and pulled up the photos of Kevin. “Good looking, too.”


Rachel smiled at Mom and nodded.

 “So what are you gonna do?”

 “I don't know. I have to write something, Mom.” She held her head in her hands. “I'm a terrible reporter.”

 “Why do you say that?”

 “I'm supposed to be able to write and keep my emotions out of it.”

 “Well, Kevin is your friend.”


She looked at Mom. “I like him more than a friend.”


Mom's eyes lit up. “Oh!”

 “I know he needs the money,” she said. “It's just him and his sister. If I write an article, I could really get him in trouble, maybe even kicked out of school.”

 “Are you the only one with these pictures?”

 “Yeah. Took them on my cell phone.”


Mom shrugged. “Then write anything you want. Use your imagination.”

 “I don't think reporters are supposed to use their imagination, Mom.”


She smiled. “You'll think of something.”


Nancy began to sing from the kitchen. “Rachel's got a boyfriend.”


Rachel laughed.


*****


Kevin and Rachel stepped into his living room. He dropped his books near the front door and collapsed on the couch. Oscar sprinted out of the bedroom, jumped on his lap, than ran laps around the apartment.


Rachel sat next to him and turned on the television.

 “I think Friday is the best day ever made,” Kevin said.


She laughed. “I like Saturday myself.”


She stole a glance at him as he laced his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. She was growing braver in her indulgences.

 “What do you have going for the weekend?” he asked.

 “I'm thinking about hiking near Martin's Lake. You want to come with me?”

 “No.” He pointed at her. “And you're not going either.”

 “Why not?”


He frowned. “That's not too far from where they found Donna and Paul. We'll hang out, but we're not going there.”


She smiled and risked scooting closer, playfully laying her head on his shoulder.

 “Aww. I have my own knight in shining armor.”


Rachel didn't have much experience with flirting, but she thought it was a good move and line.


Kevin actually leaned his head against hers before rising to his feet.

 “I'm getting a drink. You want anything?”

 “A soda, please.”


She felt silly, and fought with her self-confidence. She was trying to flirt with the hottest guy in school. Every girl smiled and batted their eyes at him all day long.


He turned around as he stepped past the coffee table and gave her a look.

 “Take your shoes off,” he said. “Get comfortable.”


Before she could lean over, Kevin was on one knee. She gripped the couch as he untied her laces. He slipped her shoes off and gave her feet a gentle squeeze.


He smiled at her as he vanished into the kitchen.


She knew she had it bad, getting excited at Kevin touching her feet.


They watched television for an hour, laughing and talking, enjoying each other, when the door opened. Kristin whistled as she dropped her purse on the end table.

 “Where's my kitten?” she called.


Oscar ran to her and rubbed against her leg. She scooped him up and showered him with kisses.

 “You know he hates that,” Kevin said.

 “No, he loves kisses,” she said, smiling at Rachel. “How you doing, girl?”

 “Good. How about you?”

 “It's Friday.” She lowered Oscar to the ground. “Which brings me to my next announcement. You two sloths have to leave. You can stay out all night, but you can't stay here.”

 “What's going on?”


Kristin smiled and flung her hair behind her shoulder. “I have a guy coming over tonight. So, please, hide your sheet and pillow?”

 “Holy crap,” Kevin said, smiling at Rachel. “Miracles can happen.”

 “So funny. How do I look?”

 “Well, good, but those are your work clothes. Aren't you gonna change?”


She pointed at him. “Yes, that is a good idea. Get out of here.” She looked at Rachel. “Please, go get my brother a girlfriend.”


She turned red. “Uh, yeah. I'll work on that.”


Kevin laughed as Kristin disappeared into the bathroom.

 “What do you want to do?” Rachel asked.

 “Let's go to Tessa's party.”

 “I wasn't invited.”

 “So? No one will notice you.”


She frowned and lowered her head. “Gee, thanks.”


He nudged her shoulder. “You know what I mean. No one's gonna freak out that you're there.”

 “Maybe they'll pour acid on me this time instead.”

 “I don't think anyone will mess with you for a while.”

 “Kevin, I really don't want to go over Tessa's house.”


He gave her a look. “Okay, let's go over your house.”


She gave the idea serious thought. Her parents were going out to dinner to enjoy a romantic evening.


Rachel and Kevin would have the house to themselves.


But with her luck, her parents would come home early. She cared about Kevin more than anyone, but wasn't ready to introduce him to her family yet. Her mother by herself would embarrass her. Not because of her multiple sclerosis, but because she knew Rachel had feelings for Kevin.


She smiled. “Tessa's it is.”


*****


Kevin looked at the cars parked ahead of them as they climbed out of the Mustang. They had to park near the end of the street. It wasn't hard to spot Tessa's house. Girls danced on the front lawn, with guys standing around watching and cheering. The sun had only started to sink over the horizon, meaning the party hadn't truly begun.


Rachel's shoulders slumped as they walked next to each other on the sidewalk.

 “What am I doing here?”


He laughed and put an around her. She leaned her head onto his shoulder.

 “You're having a good time with me. Rachel and Kevin, living it up in the amazing town of Walton.”


She smiled. She could get used to the sound of Rachel and Kevin.


Kevin let his arm drop from her shoulder, but reached for her hand.


As they approached Tessa's house, all he could think about was kissing her in literature class.


He noticed her looking down at their interlaced fingers.

 “Is this okay?” he said, squeezing her hand.


She nodded, her eyes growing wide. “Oh, yeah, it's fine. But...people might think we're going out or something.”


He held in a smile. Would that be so bad?

 “I'll make you a deal. If you see a guy in here you like, I'll let go of your hand and help you get his number.”


Her eyes never left his. “And if I don't, you can hold my hand as long as you want.”

 “Deal.”


The party was energetic, but not out of control. There was loud music, drinking, dancing, couples making out against the wall. A group of guys hung out in the kitchen and watched the Orioles on television.


There was the occasional couple that went upstairs, and didn't come back down for a while. Kevin wasn't experienced with parties, but he guessed that was normal.


They actually had fun, much to Rachel's surprise. Perhaps it was because there were so many people, but she found it easier to hide, to slip through the cracks. Plenty of girls walked up to Kevin to introduce themselves, but she found if she just held on to his hand and hid behind his back a little, the drunk girls barely even noticed her.


They sat on the couch to rest their legs. A blond girl sitting next to Kevin knocked back a drink and gave him a flirty smile. She crossed her bare legs, making sure to rest her calf against his leg.

 “Hi,” she said. “I'm Sharon.”


He scooted closer to Rachel.

 “Uh, hi.” He decided against giving his name.

 “Is that your girlfriend?”

 “No.”

 “Maybe the three of us could go upstairs?”


He leaned close to Rachel's ear. “We'd better escape.”


She laughed as they both rose from the couch. The plan was to go through the kitchen to the backyard to get some air.


Another girl wearing jean shorts and a bikini top grabbed his free hand.


She tried to pull him away. “Let's dance.”


He shook free of her grip and wrapped his arms around Rachel's waist.

 “No, thank you. I'm good.”


Kevin pulled her close and held onto her, almost like a security blanket. He took a deep breath, trying to gather himself.

 “It's like I'm invisible,” Rachel said.

 “This might have been a bad idea. Sorry.”


She wrapped her arms around his neck and looked into his eyes. She wasn't a graceful person, and nearly tripped as she tried to hold him closer. 


 “I'm having fun.”


He looked at her and smiled.


She likes me.


It was a simple, beautiful thought. They were having a moment, and they both knew it. 



Kevin tried to work up the courage for a kiss. He had a feeling she wouldn't push him away.


He was ready to make the move when he felt cold and wet on his side. Another drunk girl had stumbled and spilled beer on him. He shouted and managed to turn Rachel to keep her dry.


Despite his irritation, he managed to laugh. Rachel cleared the hair from her face and smiled. She clasped her hands together and batted her lashes.

 “My hero,” she said.

 “Let me find the bathroom,” he said. “I'll be right back.”


He pushed his way through the crowd to get to the steps. A guy was on the stairs dry heaving, along with a couple that looked like they were seconds away from stripping each other. On the second floor were some light moans from behind a locked door.


The bathroom was at the end of the hall. He was five feet away when he heard a voice as he passed a bedroom.

 “Ah man, that sucks. I was gonna buy a paper from him, too.”


Kevin stopped mid stride.


He peeked in the open bedroom to see two guys he didn't know. They were huddled over a laptop at a desk with the lights out.

 “Uh, guys? What are you reading?”


One teen looked at the other, surprised Kevin was talking to them.

 “Just the school website. Some dude's been making money doing people's work for years. Looks like they finally got him.”


They spun the laptop so Kevin could read. They left him alone, mumbling about getting some beer from downstairs.


He nearly slumped in the chair.


The picture was blurred and grainy, something that might have been found on a Bigfoot website. The post office was unrecognizable, the figure going inside even more so.


Kevin knew who it was.


The article was written by Rachel Evans.


She spoke about him in generalities, never calling him by name. Referring to him as Walton High's grade savior, she compared him to other legends, such as the gift of roses and cognac on Edgar Allan Poe's grave.


It was a clever article, and couldn't possibly trace back to Kevin.


He knew it didn't matter.


His heart thumped in his chest as he logged into his email.


He sank in the chair even further as his fears were confirmed.


There were three requests for research assignments from various classes.


Following each of those emails was a cancellation request.


With a single article, Rachel had destroyed his way of making money.


He shut down his email and stared at the article, trying to put the pieces together. Rachel had found his post office box, staked it out, and took photos of him. She then wrote an article about him, keeping him in the dark the entire time.


They spent time together, watched television, went out to eat, talked on the phone at night. She was the only person from school he considered a friend.


Even more than a friend, he was falling for her.


Kristin tried to hide it, but he knew she was stressed. She had to support both of them with no help. 



He would have to tell her he'd have trouble helping to pay for things.


He left the house and began the long walk home, not even bothering to look for Rachel.


Rachel waited a half hour before she grew worried about Kevin. She went to the second floor and saw the open bathroom at the end of the hall. The neighboring rooms were all empty, except for the one the sex noises came from. She assumed he wasn't in there.


Peeking in the first room she came to, she saw the familiar distorted photo sitting on a laptop, and immediately recognized her article.


Her jaw dropped.


Mister Daly had posted her work an entire week earlier than he said he would.


Panic set in. She knew how the school social system worked. She had to talk to Kevin before he found out, if he didn't already know.


The laptop being in a room next to the bathroom didn't help calm her.


Her cell phone rang. She answered it as fast as she could.

 “Kevin? Look, I'm so sorry. I can explain-”

 “It's not Kevin, Rachel. It's Nancy.”


She frowned. Nancy's voice was strained, like she'd been crying. Rachel hadn't seen her much lately. With her father home more Nancy was enjoying some well-deserved time off.

 “Nancy? What's wrong?”

 “Come to the hospital. Right now. It's your parents.”


*****


Victoria parked her Porsche outside her latest home.


She had associates who were highly paid and owed her favors, and they came through once again.


The house was acceptable. It was on the edge of town, near the woods, set further back than the other houses on the street, giving a degree of privacy. There was only one floor with a basement, which was more than suitable for her. A bar was just around the corner, perfect for those nights she wanted a warm drink.


Walton was an interesting town. Surrounded by thick woods, only two highways led in and out. It was small enough to give a nice sense of community, but large enough for three high schools. She had to smile, wondering how those rivalries were played out.


Somewhere in the woods behind her home, a werewolf without a master was claiming its territory.


Touring the house, she liked what she saw. Her associates only made one mistake, but it was one she could live with. Furnishing the first floor was completely unnecessary, but she stepped through the front door to see a couch, loveseat, wide-screen television, dining set, a stocked kitchen, brand new carpet and paint.


Extreme, but impressive. They'd got it all done in less than a week.


Still, the basement was her biggest concern.


She opened the door leading downstairs and carefully descended the wood steps.


She smiled.


The basement was completely finished. New drywall, drop ceiling, and carpet. The only two windows were covered with drywall, allowing in no sunlight. A queen-sized bed sat in the middle of the floor, with new sheets and two pillows. Four suitcases of clothes sat next to the bed. Victoria was a vampire, but that was no reason not to pamper herself. She loved her clothes.


There was even a washer and dryer in a utility room off to the side.


Her eyes settled on the refrigerator against the wall, smelling the delicious nectar.


She opened the door to see bags upon bags of blood, all carefully sealed.

 “This will do nicely.”


Maybe after she dealt with Walton's werewolf, her new residence would turn out to be a nice vacation spot.


She went outside to get her travel bag out of her Porsche, and leaned against the car door to enjoy the night air and gentle breeze.


The moon in the night sky was beautiful.


It had been a few years since she fought a werewolf, even longer with one without a master.


She knew she would bleed a little.


But she didn't want innocents to get hurt, and she was in the rare position to do something about it.


She didn't need the money, but it was also nice to watch her bank account grow several times.


Grabbing her bag, she took a step toward the house. She needed to call Jake, tell him she was settling in.


She froze as a very old, familiar scent touched her nose. One she hadn't experienced in nearly a century.


Her sensitive eyes focused, searching the street.


It can't be.


Traffic was not much to speak of in Walton. Only a single car drove by.


There was some kind of party going on across the street. The smell of alcohol, drugs, and teenage blood blew through the air. There was even the hint of sex. It wouldn't surprise her, as she saw a boy and girl rolling around on the front lawn. Kids grew up fast in the twenty-first century.


She saw a buff, love-struck teenager walking away from the party, but that was it.


There were no signs of the most feared supernatural creature nearby.


The scent was already gone. She wrote it off to her imagination. Settling in to a new environment was playing tricks with her senses.


She truly hoped that's all it was.




Chapter 12
 


Kevin walked to school on Monday morning, like he always did. He kept his head low as he made his way to his locker. The bell rang while he shuffled books around. He was already late to class, and didn't care. 



The gossip was all around him as he walked through the halls. The two big topics were Tessa's great party, and Rachel's website article.


The weekend was still fresh in his mind. He didn't talk to Rachel or see her at all. She tried to call him, but he didn't answer the phone.


He had to sit with Kristin at the dining room table and lie to her, telling her the fictional side job he had let him go. Kristin simply hugged him and told him it was her job to support them, not his.


If only that helped him sleep at night.


He stood outside Mister Daly's literature class for a few minutes, trying to mentally prepare for seeing Rachel. Anger still ruled his thoughts, but he couldn't hide from her forever.


Surprise set in as he entered class and didn't see her in her normal seat. It dawned on him he didn't see her car in the parking lot.


Mister Daly shook his head. “Kevin, welcome to my class-”

 “I know, I know. I'm late. Can we move on?”


Settling in his chair, he glanced at Rachel's seat. He didn't want to see her either, but at least he was brave enough to come to class.


It was a typical Monday. Slow and boring. He was on the way to the cafeteria when Tessa Hayes stopped him in the hall. She grabbed him by the arm, which he didn't like.

 “Hi,” she said, giving him a bright smile. “I missed you at my party Friday.”

 “Yeah, sorry. I was there, but not for long.”

 “There's a soccer game coming up. You should watch us play. Maybe after we win we can hang out.”


He nodded, but didn't return her smile. “Maybe I will. Thanks.”


He kept on his way. The last thing he wanted now was attention from girls.


That was the last thing he wanted nearly any time.


There was another tug at his shoulder, right in front of the cafeteria.

 “Look, Tessa, I-”


It wasn't Tessa, but Tyler, one of Rachel's friends on the media team. The smaller teen stepped back when he saw the anger on Kevin's face.

 “Whoa, man. Sorry.”

 “No, I'm sorry. I'm having a bad day. What's up?”


He offered a card and pen to Kevin. The front read Thinking of You.

 “Do you want to be the first to sign Rachel's card?”

 “What? Card?”

 “You didn't hear?”


Kevin shook his head.

 “Rachel's parents were in a car accident Friday night. They were hit by a drunk driver. Things...aren't looking so good.”


Sweat beaded on his forehead. “What do you mean?”

 “They've got her dad hooked to machines to help him breathe. Her mom's in a coma.”


His knees buckled as the most powerful sense of déjà vu took hold. The circumstances were slightly different, but the same sadness gripped him.


He thought back to his freshman year. Kristin and he gave each other confused looks as a police officer pulled them out of their classes, in the same high school, and told them their parents died in a plane crash on the way to Cancun.


Now Rachel's parents were dying.


She tried to reach out to Kevin over the weekend, and he ignored her.


A tear ran down his cheek as nausea settled in. Tyler steadied him by grabbing his arm.

 “Dude? Are you alright?”


Kevin wiped his face. “No one's parents should have to die.”


Tyler gave him a sad smile. “I hear that.”


Kevin walked away, heading straight for the exit door.

 “Hey,” Tyler called after him. “Did you want to sign her card?”

 “I've got something better in mind.”


*****


Kevin shifted the vase of roses from one arm to the other as the bus hit another bump. Opening his backpack, he glanced in and made sure the bottles of water were still there. He normally took a few bottles of water to school anyway, to help with aching muscles after working out. But when he bought the roses he made sure to buy a few extra bottles of water. It was probably foolish, and he wouldn't need more than two bottles of water.


At least he didn't think he would.


He never tried to heal anyone as badly hurt as Rachel's parents.


But it would work. It had to.


Part of him wanted to march into the hospital, water bottles in hand. No pretenses, no deception. Just walk into their room and do what had to be done.


That simply wasn't a good idea, not only for himself, but also for Rachel's parents.


The bus stopped at the hospital. Taking a deep breath, he slipped his backpack onto his shoulders. He grabbed the roses and worked his way to the front of the bus.


His nerves attacked him as he walked across the parking lot to the front doors.


What if the water didn't work?


What if he got caught?


What if there were fifty visitors with them?


He pushed all his doubts aside and kept his legs moving. A pretty woman behind a desk smiled at him as he walked into the air-conditioned lobby. Her name tag read Lisa.

 “Hi. Can I help you?”

 “I hope so. I've got a flower delivery for Rachel Evans.”

 “Does she work here?”

 “No. Her parents are here, I think. They're patients. She's with them.”

 “Do you know their names?”


Kevin already felt his plan falling apart. “Uh, no. Sorry.”


Lisa gave him a sympathetic smile. “Well, let me see if I can help you.” She gestured to the vase as she worked. “Who got her roses?”

 “Um, why?”


She shrugged. “I didn't think roses were a hospital thing. I always thought that was a romantic thing.”

 “Well, I like them.”

 “Oh, they're beautiful. Ah, here it is. Room 209. Use the elevator at the end of the hall.”

 “Thank you.”


Kevin tried to relax as he rode the elevator to the second floor. One obstacle down, what felt like one hundred more to go.


Following the room numbers, he flashed a smile to each doctor and nurse he passed.


He bounced slightly as he turned the corner, just to feel the water in his backpack.


Room 209 was coming up on his right. Slowing down only a little, he walked straight by, and casually stole a glance inside. He figured if Rachel were there, she wouldn't notice him. But if he stopped to stick his head in, that would be a different story.


His heart ached at what he saw.


Rachel was asleep on the floor. She had no pillow, only a sheet pulled up to her neck.


Her parents were out of sight. Only the ends of their beds were in view. Various machine noises came from the room.


He wanted to go to her, hold her in his arms, and they could fall asleep together on the floor.


Tears were coming on as he struggled to compose himself. Crying would not help him accomplish his goal.


If things went right, Rachel would never know he was there.


He walked down the hall and rounded a few corners before finding a nurses' station. Two women chatted while another took a call on the phone.

 “Excuse me?” he said, trying to keep his voice polite and even.

 “Yes?”

 “I have a flower delivery for the daughter of the couple in room 209.”


The nurses' faces softened. “Aww. Did she finally fall asleep? That poor girl has been crying her eyes out all weekend.”


Kevin's chest tightened. “That's so sad. Listen, I really don't want to be the one to wake her up to give her these.” He held up the vase.

 “That's so sweet. I was starting to think she didn't have anyone. Roses are a little weird, though.”

 “I...think they're very cool. So, could you wake her up and give her these?”


One of the nurses accepted the vase. “I will. She should eat soon, anyway. I haven't seen her eat at all.”

 “I really appreciate it.”


He smiled at all of them and was halfway turned around.

 “There's no card or anything.”


He broke down a little, barely keeping his voice under control.

 “Just tell her they came from someone who likes her a lot.”


*****


The first thing Rachel felt was the hard floor. She didn't know where she was, or where her nightmares ended and her life began. The hospital had been her home since Friday night. Dreams haunted her of her parents being in an accident. There was only a few seconds of relief when she woke up, until she realized she was in the hospital and the dreams were real.


She climbed to her feet. Looking at her parents in their beds, she thought her tears were all dried up. That wasn't the case, as a few trickled down her cheek.


Dad was in the worst shape physically. There were more machines hooked up to him than Mom. He had a collapsed lung and needed a machine to breathe. His body was cut up and bruised, his entire right leg in a cast. His eyes were swollen shut, his nose broken from their car's airbag. He hadn't opened his eyes since coming through the emergency room doors.


Mom had fewer machines, but her situation was just as dire. She was in a coma, with a long feeding tube through her nose.


The drunk driver who hit them walked away without a scratch.


The doctors hadn't told her directly, but she heard them talking to Nancy in the hall.


They didn't think either one was going to make it.


She collapsed in the uncomfortable chair. The sun poured in through the window overlooking the front of the hospital, but that didn't ease her mood. She never felt more useless in her life. Her parents were dying, and all she could do was watch them go.


She kissed her father on the cheek, then her mother. The tears came all over again, a vicious cycle that wouldn't let up.


It was in the nature of a child to complain about their parents at some point in their lives. Rachel had no such complaints. She loved her father and mother very much. They took care of her all her life. When she came home crying about the kids in school that made fun of her, Mom would set Rachel on her lap and hold her.


Now, her parents needed her, and she could do nothing.


Through stinging eyes she looked at her cell phone.


No new calls. No messages.


She had called the only person she thought would care over twenty times. Kevin wanted nothing to do with her.


Taking deep breaths, she tried to keep her crying under control. Saturday night she cried so much she got sick and vomited.


There was a knock at the door behind her.


It was Jamie, one of the nurses who had been keeping an eye on her.

 “Oh, you're awake,” Jamie said, offering a small smile. “We have a surprise for you out here.”


Rachel shook her head. “It's okay. I'd rather stay in here. Thanks.”


Jamie stepped into the room and gently pulled Rachel by the hand. She was too tired to offer any resistance.

 “Come on, Rachel. Just come with me.”


Jamie led her to a stool by the nurses' station. They had setup lunch for her. A cheeseburger and fries from McDonald's. Near the food was a vase of roses.


She was grateful, but didn't feel like eating.

 “Thank you, Jamie. Really. But I'm not hungry.”


She turned to leave, but Jamie caught her hand again.

 “Rachel, you need to eat. Besides, someone gave you roses. You have to at least smell them.”

 “Roses at a hospital. Nice.”


Jamie kept her company while she took slow bites of her lunch. The nurse tried to keep the conversation light, keep Rachel's mind off her parents. Then she grew serious.

 “We've got good doctors here,” she said. “They'll take care of your parents.”

 “I'm a big girl. You can be honest.”


Jamie looked to her friend behind the desk, Linda. Linda saw the call for help and joined them.

 “You should have seen the guy delivering the flowers,” she said. “Very cute.”


Rachel gestured to the roses. “Must have made a mistake. Must be for my mom. No one gives me flowers.”

 “Actually, he was very clear. He said they were for the daughter, you. He said whoever gave those to you likes you very much.”


Rachel rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.”

 “If only he were a little older,” Linda said.


Rachel paused as she grabbed her last fry.


She knew of only one person who could get women this worked up.


An alarm started going off on a monitor behind Linda. The nurse checked her monitor, than gave Jamie a panicked look.

 “Room 209.”


Jamie's jaw dropped. “Page Doctor Reynolds.”


Rachel jumped up, knocking her soda on the floor. “Mom? Dad?”


*****


Kevin waited from behind a corner, watching as the nurse led Rachel down the hall and turned the corner. The nurses' station was a few halls over. It was a good distance away, but he still had to hurry.


He walked down the hall, keeping a steady hand on the strap of his backpack. His heart beat faster as he ducked into room 209 and slowly closed the door.


His hands shook as he dropped the backpack on the floor and pulled out two bottles of water. He didn't know how much time he had.

 “Come on, Kev,” he scolded himself. “Keep it together.”


He froze as he finally looked at Rachel's mother and father.


He had prepared for everything as best he could, except for the sight of Rachel's parents in bed.


They looked terrible.

 “Holy crap.”


Kevin started to panic. They both had wires and tubes hooked to them. There were machines everywhere, monitoring everything. Was it even safe to force them to drink his water? Did the tubes and wires have to come out first, something he wasn't qualified to do? With their injuries, what if they needed more than one bottle?


What if it didn't work?


He looked at both beds, and decided the best chance for this to work was to make them drink at the same time. If he healed one of them, and they started screaming, that wouldn't end well.


Rachel's mother was only hooked to two machines, and both were on wheels.


He tried to work as quickly and carefully as possible. Sweat dripped down his forehead as he slid her bed and machines closer to Rachel's father.


Covering the bottles with his thumbs, he turned them upside down, and watched as they glowed bright blue.

 “Okay, here we go.”


He stood in between both beds and put the bottles to their lips.


It was difficult to coordinate both hands at the same time. He started Rachel's father off too fast. Some of the water didn't even get in his mouth, but all around the tube blocking the way. Rachel's mother was easier, as nothing was blocking her mouth. 



It took ten seconds, but he finally pulled it off. Some water dripped onto the bed, but plenty more found its way into their systems.


If they needed a second bottle he had plenty more in his backpack. Two more were directly behind his feet. He could pitch the empty ones, and keep going with little downtime.


They didn't need a second bottle.


Both of their eyes opened at almost the same time.


Kevin winced as machines and alarms pierced his ears.


*****


Rachel tried to push her way into the room. It took Jamie and an orderly to hold her back. She needed to get into the room. If her parents were dying, and she couldn't be there to say goodbye, she would never forgive herself.

 “Let me go!”


Doctors and nurses shouted back and forth.

 “Who's been moving equipment in here?”

 “What happened here?”

 “Mister Evans! Please lay still.”


Rachel drew in a breath when she heard the familiar sounds of her father, coughing and gagging.

 “Doctor, look at his face.”

 “What's wrong with my father's face?” Rachel shouted.


Everything went quiet, except for some whispers.

 “Oh my God,” someone said.


Rachel squeezed by Jamie and turned into the room.


Her mouth fell open.


Dad was sitting upright in bed as best he could, considering his cast. He was hunched over and coughing, aftereffects from removing the breathing tube. The bruises, cuts, and black eyes were completely gone.


A nurse was helping Mom sit up as she rubbed her nose.


They were both fine.


Rachel forced her way inside. Everyone was too stunned to try to stop her.


She ran between both beds and embraced her parents, her arms shaking as she held on to them. They said nothing for some time. The doctors and nurses simply watched, stunned.

 “Would someone get this cast off my leg?” Dad asked. “It's pissing me off.”


Rachel and her parents laughed together.


Something touched her jeans.


She looked down to see Mom's leg, gently hanging off the side of the bed, absentmindedly moving it back and forth.

 “Mom.”


Mom saw what she was doing, and willed her leg to stop.


She curled the other one up, bringing her knee to her chest.


She looked back and forth from her husband to her daughter. No one watching had anything to say except for one doctor.

 “That's impossible. The muscles would have atrophied. There's no way-”


Mom hadn't moved a muscle below her waist in ten years.


She stood up from bed, and turned in a circle, taking small steps around the room.

 “I'm walking,” she said, over and over. “I can walk.”


Rachel stood up and hugged her mother. They cried together, getting tears all over each other. For a moment, she thought she was dreaming again. Her father cried as he watched from his bed. Even some of the nurses, including Jamie, shed some tears as they watched the miracle before them.


Rachel opened her eyes, facing the window.


Her gaze fell on a familiar figure walking across the parking lot toward the street.


She recognized the backpack and muscular build. He picked up his pace to catch the bus as it stopped and opened its doors.


She smiled.




Chapter 13
 


Kevin sat at the same lunch table he did every day. He took a drink of delicious cafeteria chocolate milk and a bite of his steak sub. A football game must have been scheduled for after school. The players and cheerleaders both wore their uniforms, although the cheerleading outfit was significantly smaller. He gave polite waves to the cheerleaders as they strutted past him.


It was Friday. Rachel hadn't shown up to school all week. The news of the miracle in the hospital had already spread across town. It even made the front page of the paper.


Kristin simply shook her head at him when she read the news, but didn't bring it up past that.


He looked up to see Rachel walking toward him, and nearly choked on his sub. She must have come in late, as she wasn't in literature class.


He missed her terribly all week.


He went to stand up to hug her, but she sat across from him before he could move. She brushed hair out of her eyes.


She looked great.

 “Hi,” he said. “You want a bite of my sub?”

 “I know it was you.”

 “Yeah,” he said, frowning. “I saw the article on the website. I guess one of my customers got himself in trouble? Gave up my post office box?”

 “I'm not talking about the research papers. I mean at the hospital.”

 “I don't know what you're talking about.”

 “It's funny,” she said, almost ignoring him. “I know what you did to me in first grade. But I told myself it couldn't be real, and I started to believe that. But it's true. You healed me then, and you healed my parents.”


He offered a sheepish smile. “Rachel, what are you rambling about? I'm not a doctor.”

 “My mom has...had multiple sclerosis. My dad had asthma. It's all gone now. Even the cuts on his face are gone from the accident. My mom was in a wheelchair since I was eight. Now she's running around the house, dancing with my dad.”


Kevin swallowed hard. He didn't know about her parents' medical problems.


Apparently, his water could heal anything.

 “No physical therapy or anything? Wow. Well, that's a good thing, right?”


She looked at him. “It's the most wonderful thing in the world. I just want to hear you say it, Kevin. Be honest.”


He laughed. “Honest? Yeah, you're real good at honest.”


She closed her eyes. “About the website-”

 “I heal people with water,” he said. “I take ordinary water, touch it, and it'll heal whoever drinks it.”


The words almost sounded strange coming from him, even though it was the truth.


It was the first time Kevin ever admitted what he could do.


He didn't feel any different.

 “How is this possible?”


He ignored her. “No one will believe you if you say anything. If you try to write a story about it, everyone will think you're crazy.”


Her mouth hung open for a moment.

 “You think I'm gonna say something? You think I want to write about it?”


He shrugged. “You tattled on me before.”


The lunch bell rang. Students threw away their trash and filed out of the cafeteria.


She shook her head. “If you would listen for one second-”

 “Lunch is over. I have to get to class,” he said as he stood up and walked away.


Rachel didn't bother chasing after him.


The conversation didn't go like she planned.


It was her fault. It was a terrible idea to corner him in the school cafeteria.


She smiled, gazing at him as he left.


She wasn't done with him yet.


*****


Rachel was surprised when Kristin answered the door to their apartment. Their car was gone from the parking lot, but she assumed it was Kristin that was out.


She fought off that stab of jealousy that popped up whenever she was in the presence of Kevin's beautiful sister.

 “Hey,” Kristin greeted. “Kevin's out right now. He borrowed the car to go to the store.”


Rachel was suddenly aware of how ridiculous she looked. She stood there awkwardly, holding the same vase of roses Kevin left for her as the hospital.

 “Uh, okay. Do you know when he'll be back?”


Kristin looked at the time on the DVD player. “Six minutes, thirty-two seconds. No, I don't know when he'll be back. You want to come in and wait for him?”

 “Yeah, thank you.”


Rachel closed the door behind her. She laughed as Kristin did a weird little dance before jumping on the couch, grabbing the remote, and flipping through the channels.

 “You're in a good mood.”

 “I've been getting me some sex lately.”


Rachel sat next to her on the couch and set the vase on the edge of the coffee table.

 “What's with the roses?”

 “It's a little joke between me and Kevin. He'll know when he sees them.”


Kristin shook her head. “You're trying to impress my brother with some roses and clothes an Eskimo would wear.”

 “I am not trying to impress Kevin.” She looked down at herself. “And what's wrong with my clothes?”

 “You've always had your eye on my brother, even if he's too stupid to notice.”


She struggled to find words. No one had ever been so forthright before.

 “He's one of the few people who's never said anything bad to me, never made fun of me. But now all the girls in school are after him, and I look like this.”

 “Kevin already likes you. You're all he talks about. But do you really want to get him? Make him stutter?”


Rachel laughed. “I've never seen Kevin lose his cool.”

 “Come with me.”


Kristin led Rachel down the hall to her bedroom, and closed the door in case Kevin walked in.


Rachel caught a glimpse of herself in the full length mirror on the back of the door. It was not a good self-esteem day for her. Hair in her face, baggy jeans, loose, sloppy shirt.


She turned away.

 “Yuck.”


Kristin smacked her on the back of the head. “Shut up. Just relax, and trust me. And don't sit on the sleeping kitten on the bed.”


Kristin circled around Rachel, studying everything. Kristin knew she wasn't a style queen, but she could make some improvements.

 “You never show your legs. Why?”


Rachel shrugged. “They're ugly.”


She rolled her eyes. Every question would probably be answered in a similar way.


She grabbed a pair of scissors on her dresser and knelt in front of Rachel.

 “What are you doing?”


Rachel fought for a second, before Kristin smacked her hand.


Rachel put her hands to her face as Kristin cut into her jeans. She circled all the way around and cut along the length to remove the scraps.

 “These are my favorite jeans.”

 “Oh, stop. I know you're rich.”


She caught a glance at her bare leg in the mirror, and turned her head.

 “It's too short.”

 “It's mid-thigh. Now shut up.”


Kristin cut away her other pants leg, and looked at her feet. Her socks were a hideous green and bunched up around her ankles.

 “It looks like someone wrapped two Christmas scarves around your feet.”


Rachel laughed.

 “Socks and shoes. Off.”


She sat on the bed next to Oscar and did as she was told. Kristin searched through her closet.

 “Hmm. My sandals won't fit you.” She produced a pair of tiny white socks. “You have nice legs. Stop hiding them. Put these on. Get yourself a pair of sandals, but these will do for now.”


Rachel turned red as she slipped the socks on, then her shoes. She felt so exposed, not wearing shorts enough to be used to the sight of her own legs.


Kristin pushed Rachel's hair back with her hands and slipped a hairband across her head.

 “You have perfect skin. You bitch,” Kristin said.

 “I'm as white as a ghost.”

 “Kevin doesn't like beach bunnies.”


Rachel smiled and ran her hand along Oscar's back.

 “Ah, here we go.” Kristin turned around with a white shirt. “Take that tent off you got on.”

 “Kristin, I don't know about this.”

 “You'll look great. Just trust me.”


Kristin shook her head as Rachel removed her shirt.

 “Great legs. Great body. I don't know why you're hiding everything.”

 “Because I hate the way I look.”


She gestured to the mirror after Rachel slipped on the new shirt.

 “We'll worry about makeup another day. But what do you think?”


Rachel stood in front of the mirror, not believing it was her.


She knew she didn't look as good as Melissa Johnson, or Tessa Hayes, or any of the other girls in school that wanted Kevin's attention.


But she certainly didn't look bad.


They heard the front door close and a voice from the living room.

 “Kristin, I'm back. I see a Mustang outside. We have company?”


Rachel's hands started shaking. She felt foolish as doubt attacked her, like it did most days of her life. “Do I look okay? I'm not hideous?”


Kristin put her hands on Rachel's shoulders. “You look great. Now look, a few things. Kevin and I...we talk all the time. He tells me pretty much everything. He told me what happened at the hospital, and the talk you had today.”


Rachel nodded and lowered her head. “We kind of got in a little fight.”

 “That's okay. He really likes you, and you'll get through it. You know he's the most special person in the world?”


She smiled. “Yeah.”

 “Good. Whatever happens with you two, you can't tell anyone what he can do. That's why he's always stayed to himself. Until you.”

 “I was trying to tell him at school. I never will. I promise.”

 “One last thing. I like you, Rachel. I think you're cool. But don't break my brother's heart. Okay?”


She nodded.

 “Yeah, Rachel's here,” Kristin called as they left the bedroom. “We were having girl talk.”


Kevin was putting milk away in the refrigerator.

 “Well, let Oscar out of there. You were probably torturing the poor guy...whoa.”


He turned to see Rachel. His mouth fell open, and he didn't have the willpower to close it.


Her hair was pulled back with a hairband, and he could actually see most of her face. Her legs were shapely and toned. He recognized his sister's shirt, and it fit her very well. Only the collar was a little too big, giving him a view of her pale shoulders.

 “Holy hell.”


Rachel smiled, and Kevin felt his face turning red, his cheeks matching her own.

 “Wow, I, uh...”


Kristin cringed behind Rachel, afraid something stupid might fly out of Kevin's mouth.


He took a breath.

 “You are the most beautiful girl I've ever seen.”


Rachel shyly looked at the floor, crossing her hands in front of her. Kevin nearly melted. Everything she did was sexy.


Kristin flashed a thumbs-up.

 “Okay, guys,” she said. “I have to go do something. Out in the world. With the car. For about an hour. So, I will see you both later.”


She grabbed the keys and left.

 “Your sister is crazy.” Rachel said, gesturing to her clothes. “This was her idea.”


He looked her up and down one more time. “You've always been gorgeous, Rachel,” he said with a smile.

 “Listen,” she said before she could turn red again. “We have to talk.”


He nodded. “Me first.”


They sat on the couch. Rachel crossed her legs and rested her hands on her thighs. She stared at Kevin's shoulders as he adjusted his shirt.

 “I am so sorry,” he said. “You needed me over the weekend, and I wasn't there for you. I was worried about that stupid article.”

 “I wanted to talk to you about that. I had to write something. I thought I had another week before they put it up. I tried to write it in a way that you didn't get in trouble. I even distorted and blurred the pictures.”

 “You did great. Don't worry about any of that. Your parents almost died. You shouldn't have to worry about me being stupid.”

 “They might have, if it weren't for you. Thank you so much.”

 “Anytime. I didn't know your mom had multiple sclerosis. You could have told me. Is that why you've never invited me over your house?”


She nodded. “Yeah. I saw how people teased you and Kristin since we were kids. I don't care about me, but didn't want anyone finding out about my mom, and giving her a hard time.”

 “Hey, you don't have to worry about that from me.”

 “I know,” she said. “You could have told me about you and your gift for healing.”


He smiled and grabbed her by the hand. Any excuse there was to touch her, he would take it.


He led her into the kitchen, then turned the faucet on and held his finger under the water.


Rachel gasped as the water turned blue.

 “How are you doing that?”


He shrugged. That was a question he stopped asking a long time ago.

 “I don't know. I just touch water, think about making someone feel better, and it turns blue. It works on animals, too. Just ask our kitten.”


She laughed. That should have been obvious.


Kevin dried his hands and clasped them together.

 “Do you forgive me?”

 “As long as you forgive me for ruining your job.”


He dismissed her concern with a wave. “No big deal. It's about time I got a real job.”

 “I quit the media team. Maybe you could apply there.”

 “What? Are you joking? But you're so good at writing,” he said with a smile. “A lot better than I am.”

 “I couldn't do it anymore. Kevin, when I refused to write a true news article and started messing with the pictures, I knew I wasn't cut out to write for the school.” She looked him in the eye. “You're more important to me than a school website.”


Kevin blushed. He looked away for a moment, watching Oscar cross the floor and jump on the dining room table.

 “Okay, so, we're both forgiven? We're still friends?”


She shook her head. Images of Tessa Hayes and Melissa Johnson floated through her mind. She shoved them aside. It was time for her to finally be brave.

 “I don't think friends is gonna work for me.”

 “What do you mean?”


Rachel struggled to find words. “I'm not good at this. This is all new to me. When I hang out with you...I mean...Do you feel just friends about me?”

 “No.”


She talked as she closed the space between them. “God, I was hoping you'd say that.”


She barely got the last word out before she was on top of him. He fell against the sink as she kissed him. Kevin was startled for a moment, but feeling Rachel's arms around his neck and her body pressed against his pushed everything else from his mind.


They were both inexperienced with kissing. It only took ten seconds to move past that awkwardness.


Rachel's tongue found Kevin's. She was so excited she had trouble breathing. They let their hands travel along each other. Kevin was very careful with where he touched. He held onto her shoulders and caressed her back.


She sighed into his mouth when he touched her neck.

 “I probably stink at this,” she whispered in his ear. “Sorry.”


Her soft whisper sent shivers up his spine.

 “I, uh, don't have any blood left in my brain. You're doing fine.”


She tensed up and let out a breath as he touched the back of her leg. This was all new to her. She never realized her legs were so sensitive.

 “Kevin, you're gonna have to stop touching me.”

 “Am I doing something wrong?”

 “No, you're just driving me crazy.”


He smiled, pleased with himself.


Grabbing her hips, he gave her one last deep kiss. She squealed and dug her fingers into his biceps.


They embraced and caught their breath when he broke the kiss.

 “You jerk,” she said with a bright smile.


He laughed. “Watch some TV, before I pass out?”

 “Oh, sure. That'll cool me off.”


They left the kitchen, and Kevin stopped when he saw the roses on the table.

 “Nice flowers.”

 “Yeah. I thought so, too.”


They managed to watch about ten minutes of the news on the couch before they were on each other again, and lost track of time.


Kristin stepped into the apartment.

 “Hey, guys, I'm back. Rachel, I hope you like Chinese food,” she said, and her eyes fell on the couch. “What the hell?”


Rachel was straddling Kevin, her legs on the sides of his hips. They still had their clothes on, but Kristin wondered what the scene would have been like if she arrived five minutes later. They were both flushed, their hair a mess.


Kristin burst out laughing. She was proud of her brother. Rachel was a sight, an odd mix of hotness and pure geekiness. Kristin could see what Kevin liked about her.


Kevin gave Rachel a sheepish smile. She was embarrassed, but smiled as she buried her head in Kevin's shoulder.

 “I did not need to see that,” Kristin said, dropping the take-out on the dining room table. “I did not need to see my brother and his new girlfriend grinding on the couch that I just had sex on last week.”

 “You had sex on the couch? I sleep here, you know.”

 “Well, sorry. We couldn't make it to the bedroom.”


Kevin winced. “I didn't need to know that.”


Rachel leaned close to Kevin as Kristin went to the bathroom.

 “New girlfriend.”

 “I like the sound of that. Is that okay?”


She smiled. Her first official boyfriend was the hottest guy in school.

 “It's very okay.”


He gave her a quick kiss on the lips before she climbed off his lap.

 “We're gonna have fun together.”




Chapter 14
 


Kevin and Rachel ate shrimp fried rice at the dining room table while Kristin sat on the couch. Kristin was eating, watching television, and talking to her new man on the phone all at the same time. Oscar was asleep on the far side of the table. He seemed interested in Kevin's food, his nose twitching. Then he went back to sleep.

 “Kristin is really cool,” Rachel said. “If my mom caught us on the couch, doing what we were doing, she...actually, she'd probably be happy for me.”


Kevin laughed. “My sister's great. We've looked after each other for years now.”


Rachel leaned close. “Does she know about you writing papers?”

 “No. I never told her about that. Didn't want her to freak.”


She smiled. “You make water turn blue, and you were worried research papers would make her freak?”

 “I never thought of it like that.”

 “How did you keep it a secret for so long?”


He pushed his food aside and grabbed the laptop from the middle of the table.

 “I always knew there was a chance I'd get caught. Every semester I'd change the post office box I used. I'd setup a new email account. Word of mouth did the rest for me. All I had to do was check my email, and take whatever assignments I could handle.”


He logged into his email to show her, and was in for a surprise.


He had received one new email a day since last Friday. The emails didn't have a subject, and were all from the same person. .

 “Who's that?”

 “I have no idea.”


The first email contained a name and address for someone named Martha Tomas.


Kevin chuckled at the other emails from Martha. They all contained a variation of Why aren't you here yet?

 “Are you sure you don't know her?” Rachel asked, running a hand down his arm. “Everybody wants my boyfriend already. Even women in...” She studied the monitor. “Sanders, Virginia.”


He smiled at her. “I swear, I don't know her. I've never even been to Virginia.”


The last email made them both lean forward.


It was a single sentence.


Looks like you've been busy.


Attached to the email was a scanned headline from the front page of Walton's local paper.


Medical Miracle at Walton Hospital.


Neither Kevin nor Rachel said a word for nearly a minute. Rachel turned to see Kevin's hands shaking, and grabbed them in her own.

 “Kevin?”

 “Someone knows,” he whispered. “Someone knows what I can do.”

 “Just relax.”


He stood up and looked at Kristin. “I need some air. We'll be outside.”

 “Keep your clothes on out there.”


Kevin took Rachel by the hand and led her through the sliding glass door. He leaned against the building, trying to make sense of what he just read. The thought of someone out there he didn't know with knowledge of his secret was terrifying.


Rachel kept a level head.

 “Okay, do you know anything about your adoption? Could that have been your real mom?”


He shook his head. “I don't know anything. Our parents couldn't have kids, so they adopted me and Kristin a few years apart. We never tried to find our real parents.”

 “And you don't know anyone from Virginia?”

 “Not at all. Our own parents didn't even know what I could do. I always kept it from them. Only Kristin knows, and you.”


Despite Kevin's panic, Rachel felt warm inside.

 “Okay, so, what do you want to do?”

 “I guess I have to go there and meet this woman. She wants to see me, for some reason. It's probably not that far of a drive.” Kevin lowered his head, trying to think of steps to take. “I can pack a bag and catch a bus in the morning. Maybe be back tomorrow night. If not, then Sunday.”


Rachel shook her head. “I've got a better idea. We'll drive together tomorrow.”

 “Rachel, I can't ask you to drive to Virginia.”


She put her hands on his chest. “Pretty please? Wouldn't you rather take my Mustang than a bus?”


He smiled. “Since you said please. But I don't know what I'm walking in to. I could knock on this woman's door, and her husband might shoot me.”

 “Then we'll keep some of your water close to us. Are you gonna tell Kristin?”


He felt guilty, but knew he couldn't. “Not now. Not until I know what's going on.”


She nodded, and gave him a kiss. Kissing Kevin was becoming very easy to do.

 “Then it's settled. One thing about you, Kevin Mishnar. You're not dull.”


He rolled his eyes. “Great. Good for me.”


*****


Kevin glanced at the clock as he shoved a few Pop-tarts, some sandwiches, a few sodas, and directions to Martha Tomas' house into his backpack. It was eight o'clock in the morning. Kristin opened the bedroom door and stretched as she joined him in the dining room.


He packed a few bottles of water.

 “You won't even get up this early on a school day,” she teased. “What's going on?”

 “Rachel and I are heading out. Gonna spend the day together.”

 “You really like her, don't you?”


He zipped his backpack and looked at her. “Yeah, I do.”

 “I figured that part out when I caught her riding you on the couch.”

 “She was not riding me. We had our clothes on.”


Kristin laughed and slapped him on the back. “Have fun. Call me the overprotective big sister, but give me her cell number.”

 “It's already on the fridge.”


There was a knock at the door. He waved to his sister and grabbed his backpack.


Anxiety set in as he crossed the living room. He didn't know what was in store with his planned trip to Sanders, Virginia, but he didn't think it would end in tea and donuts.


All of his concerns flew away when he opened the door and saw Rachel.


She leaned against the wall across from the door. Her hair hung in her face, as she went without the hairband. She wore a yellow dress that fit her perfectly, stopping at the knees and exposing her shoulders. A pair of sandals showed off her feet.

 “Ready to go?” she asked.

 “You look...wow.”


She turned red. “Thank you. I'll be honest, I bought this on the way home last night. Hope there's not a tag on it somewhere.”


He put his hands on her hips and moved in to kiss her, making sure to move slow, in case she had a change of heart from last night. He wanted to give her a chance to pull away.


She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him eagerly.

 “Rach, you don't have to do that. You're hot no matter what you wear.”

 “I like it when you look at my legs.”


With that, he looked at her legs, and she felt more confident than she ever had in her life.


They held hands as they walked to the Mustang. Rachel had a cooler in the back seat that put Kevin's backpack to shame. Food, drinks, snacks, ice.


Kevin took a breath as he sat in the passenger's seat, and grabbed her hand before she could start the engine.


He didn't want to dump a ton of sappiness on her, but needed to tell her how he felt before he lost the nerve.

 “Thank you, Rachel.”


She squeezed his hand and smiled. “Sure. You saved my parents. I don't think a ride to Virginia covers it.”

 “No, not just the ride.”


She waited for him to continue.

 “Because of what I can do, I never thought I'd ever have a girlfriend. I never thought I'd be able to talk about it with anyone.”

 “I'm your first girlfriend?”

 “Yeah.”


Rachel shook her head. They were such an odd, mismatched pair. Yet they fit together perfectly.


She leaned across the seat and kissed him, tenderly touching his face.


He had a feeling there was a lot of kissing in their future.

 “Well, you're my first boyfriend. And don't worry, your secret's safe with me.”


He smiled, glad she didn't run away at his confession.


It was a ninety minute drive to Sanders, Virginia. Kevin and Rachel talked, listened to music, and told dumb stories to each other. He caught her looking at him a few times, and was glad she found him as attractive as he found her. They ate a sandwich at a rest stop near the border to Virginia. She laughed when he almost spilled soda on himself.


He grew quiet when they entered the town of Sanders.


The place was friendly, almost oddly so. People waved at them as they drove by. A man walked two dogs down the street. An elderly couple held hands as they shopped at a lemonade stand.


Kevin took a deep breath as they turned onto Martha's street.


Rachel parked across from her house. It didn't look like the home of a serial killer. Neat lawn, cute little mailbox, some gnome figures scattered around.

 “She's probably not awake yet,” he said. “Maybe we should come back later.”

 “It's ten o'clock. I'm sure she's up.”

 “I don't see any lights on in the house or anything.”

 “Kevin, what's wrong?”

 “I'm scared.”

 “Of what?”

 “I don't know. What if this woman tells me I'm an alien or something?”


She laughed and touched his shoulder. “You're not an alien. Most everyone in school thinks I'm an alien.”


He laughed then stared at the house.

 “You'll be okay,” she said. “I'll be with you.”


She gave him a bright smile. Kevin wasn't sure how after so many years, he'd gotten so lucky. It was always he and his sister against the world, until Rachel came along.

 “Okay. Let's get this over with.”


It took a few minutes for anyone to answer the door.


Martha Tomas looked to be in her sixties. Silver hair, bright blue eyes, a pair of glasses on the end of her nose. She shifted her feet to prevent a cat from escaping.

 “Sebastian, get back,” she said. “Yes?”


Kevin said nothing. He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

 “Are you Martha Tomas?” Rachel said for him.

 “Last time I checked. Look, tell the school to stop sending you folks over. I'll bake the cookies, I promise.”

 “We're not here about cookies, ma'am. This is Kevin. You sent him some emails.”

 “Is he mute?”

 “No,” Kevin said.

 “Ah, he speaks! Come on in. Watch out for Sebastian. I'm too old to be chasing him down the street.”


They entered the house to see a tiny, cozy living room. A couch, table, but no television. Sebastian the cat circled around Kevin's feet.

 “Don't pay him no mind,” Martha said. “He probably smells your cat on you.”

 “How did you know I have a cat?”

 “We all do, dear.”


Rachel and Kevin looked at each other as Martha went into the dining room, and gestured for them to follow.

 “I'm sorry. I'm getting ahead of myself,” she said. “Do you want anything to drink?”


They declined, and sat at the dining room table while Martha poured a glass of water in the kitchen.

 “Wow, Kevin. The last time I saw you, you were just a baby. I know it's cliché to say you've grown, but what did you do? Eat a weight bench?”


Rachel laughed, and held Kevin's hand under the table. Sitting closer to her made him feel safe.

 “And who is this?” Martha asked.

 “This is Rachel. My girlfriend.”

 “Nice to meet you.” She sat across from them, and studied them both. “I was wondering what took you so long to get here. I thought my internet was broken or something. Then I noticed you were playing hero at the local hospital. You're gonna have to learn how to keep a lower profile.”


He put his arm around Rachel. “It was her parents in the hospital. I would do it again in a second.”


Rachel squeezed his hand.

 “Okay,” Martha said, taking a drink of water. “Before we go any further, I have to ask you. Are you two close? Does she know...anything?”

 “She knows what I can do.”


Martha held his gaze. “Kevin, after today, your life will never be the same. And if she stays here, neither will hers. Things will get...a little weird. I have some things I need to tell you. Do you want her here?”

 “Yes,” he said, without hesitation. He looked at her, a sadness touching his eyes. “But I wouldn't blame you if you wanted a more normal boyfriend.”


She rolled her eyes and kissed him. “What does that tell you?”


Kevin jumped in surprise as Martha laughed.

 “I like her,” she said. “What exactly can you do, Kevin? What have you found out?”


He was quiet, then shrugged. “I can heal people.”

 “That's usually how it starts. Some of us are different. For me, it was the magic marker. You know, portals. For others, it's an obsession with cats. Let me see your cat. Do you have pictures?”


Martha laughed and shook her head as she browsed through the various shots of Oscar playing and relaxing on Rachel's cell phone.

 “His name's Oscar,” Rachel said. “He's our kitten.”

 “An all-black cat. You're not even trying to break the stereotype, are you?”

 “Stereotype?”


She reached out and grabbed Kevin's hand.

 “Kevin, you're a witch. Your parents were witches, too. So am I. And all of us end up having a cat, sooner or later.”


He grabbed Rachel's knee under the table, hoping his meaning was clear. If they had to run, he wanted her right next to him.


Martha was obviously crazy.

 “I don't blame you for doubting,” she said. She put a finger in her water and twirled it, watching it glow bright blue. Kevin had seen it countless times in his life, but never with anyone besides himself. “The older you are, the harder it is to accept. You tell a five-year-old he's a witch, and it's all fun and games. You tell a young man ready to graduate high school, and he just can't accept it.”

 “A witch?” Kevin repeated.

 “Yeah. An honest to goodness, official witch. You're different than most. Both your parents were witches. Usually it's only one or the other. That will give you an edge.”


Rachel scooted closer to Kevin. “You, uh, keep saying were?”


Martha held up a finger and disappeared into the living room. She came back holding a few pictures.


They were of a man and woman. The man looked just like Kevin. In one photo, he carried the woman in his arms in front of a tree. In another, they laid on a blanket in the grass with a picnic basket. They were both happy, full of smiles.


Kevin's hands started to shake.

 “My parents,” he whispered. “My birth parents.”


Rachel gently rubbed his arm.

 “They're gone now,” Martha said. “A long time ago. Their lives were in danger, and they gave you up for adoption to keep you safe.”


Kevin dropped the pictures and held his head in his hands. Rachel stood up and rubbed his shoulders from behind. Martha looked back and forth between the two of them.

 “I know this is a lot to take, but come on. We're only just getting started. Don't get crazy on me yet.”

 “There's no way I'm a witch,” he said. “What the hell is a witch?”

 “You control magic,” she said. “Healing with water, that's just the beginning. Are you sure you don't want anything to drink?”


Kevin didn't say anything. He knew he should have questions, but his mind was blank. He wasn't sure what he expected when he left his apartment with Rachel, but he definitely didn't think he'd be told he was a witch.

 “The world is full of the supernatural,” she continued. “Vampires, werewolves, hobgoblins, ghosts, demons. We're a part of it. We're witches.”


Rachel thought of the video Tyler showed her many times over the past year. Vampires attacking Camden Yards.

 “When you say witches, do you mean pointy hats and cauldrons?” she asked.


Martha laughed. “Ah, those were the days.” She looked at Kevin. “Didn't you ever question what you are?”


Kevin looked up, and put his hand on top of Rachel's. “I used to, all the time. It was my sister who told me I should stop worrying about it.”

 “Ah, Kristin.” She smiled at the surprise on their faces. “I've been watching you for a while.”

 “A witch,” Kevin repeated. The word sounded strange leaving his mouth. “What does that really mean?”

 “It means you have more tools than just water.” She waved her hands in the air, dismissing what she said. She was an animated woman. “The easiest thing to do is just show you. Are you up for a ride? We can take my car.”


Kevin and Rachel looked at each other. She gave him a smile and shrugged.

 “Sure,” Kevin said.


Martha smiled at them. They made a cute couple.

 “First things first,” she said, and grabbed her purse from the kitchen. “There are a few things every witch should carry with them. Can you guess the first one?”

 “Water,” Kevin said with a smile.


She pointed at him. “Bingo. Here's some more.”


He looked at the odd collection of items she put on the dining room table.


A key, flashlight, several packets of sugar, a pair of reading glasses, a rock, and a magic marker.


Kevin and Rachel both shared a look. He reached out and grabbed a packet of sugar.

 “You'd be surprised how much magic you can get out of sugar,” Martha said.

 “No cell phone?” Rachel joked.

 “You kids and your cell phones. But you've got the right idea. Communication.” She picked up the rock. “That's what this is for.”

 “It's a rock,” Kevin said.

 “I can see you're college bound. Some of our magic is very complicated, while some is very simple. You can't get any simpler than this,” she said, with a toss and catch of the rock.

 “What's it do?”

 “This is mine. Every witch should have their own. I'll be right back.”


She opened a door in the corner leading to the basement. Kevin waited for her footsteps to quiet down before leaning close to Rachel.

 “This is crazy.”


Rachel shrugged. “She seems nice. She likes cats.”

 “I'm...not sure I want to be a witch.”

 “You're doing fine.”


He smiled, glad Rachel was with him.


Martha emerged from the basement holding two polished rocks.

 “Are you ready to learn a new trick?”


He stood up from the table, took a deep breath, and took both rocks she offered.

 “Touch them both together. Concentrate.”

 “On what?”

 “I don't know. Whatever means communication to you. Think about a phone. Or talking to your girlfriend here.”


Nothing happened for a few seconds. He closed his eyes and tried to picture a phone in his head.


Rachel gasped.


He opened his eyes to see the rocks glowing in his hands, and almost dropped them.


Then the glow was gone.

 “See?” Martha said. “That's it. Nothing to get all nervous and scared about. This is what witches do. Give one to Rachel.”


Kevin laughed. “Most guys give their ladies flowers. I'm giving mine a magical rock.”


Rachel smiled at him and accepted the rock. She hugged it to her face, as if it were a precious gift. He loved her sense of humor. Everyone laughed.

 “I've just done you a favor,” Martha said to Rachel. “Your boyfriend won't be able to say he missed your call anymore, like my ex-husband used to do all the time.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Go in the other room.”


Rachel walked into the living room near the front door.

 “Picture Rachel in your head,” Martha said. “And talk into the rock.”

 “You're serious?”


She nodded.


Shaking his head, he put the rock to his mouth.

 “Uh, hello? Rachel?”


Her voice emerged, like it was a speaker.

 “Kevin? You've gotta be kidding me.”


Kevin laughed as Rachel rejoined them in the dining room. He wasn't sure if he was laughing at how cool the magical rock was, or how absurd.

 “What good does this do if everyone has cell phones now?”


Martha shook her head. “You have no imagination. You'll learn, over time. That's a magic powered two-way radio with unlimited range. Your parents had rings made out of quartz, and did that same spell, so they could always be close to one another. I thought it was the sweetest thing I'd ever seen. You can do that with any type of rock, as many times as you want. Give one to all your friends, although that probably isn't very smart.”

 “Yeah, I know. Low profile.”


She smiled. “You're getting it now. Anyway, it has a bunch of other uses that I'm hoping you'll never have to find out.”


He looked at the other items on the table. Martha laughed and put a hand on his shoulder.

 “In time. We won't rush. Are you ready for a ride?”


They followed Martha through the house and stood on her lawn while she locked the front door.


The older witch stopped when she looked across the street and saw the Mustang.

 “Is that your car?”

 “It's mine,” Rachel said.

 “Actually, my car is a little messy. I think I'm low on gas, too. Maybe we should take yours.”


Kevin and Rachel laughed.




Chapter 15
 


Rachel drove as Martha gave directions from the back seat. Martha danced and waved her arms around at the music Rachel played. Kevin looked at her in the rear view mirror.

 “Miss Tomas, you're not exactly what I thought a witch would be like.”

 “Call me Martha. The only thing that separates us from humans is our magic. We take objects, and make them do some pretty incredible things. We make neat little recipes. We don't howl at a full moon. We don't hide from the sun. I think it's why the rest of the supernatural world hates us so much.”


Kevin and Rachel traded a look. He braced himself for any more strange details, but she was quiet, only giving directions.

 “Okay, we're here. Park next to the sidewalk.”


Rachel and Kevin looked around as she killed the engine. There was a sandwich shop on the corner, a bank across the street, and other various stores that didn't seem special.

 “What are we doing here?”


Martha pointed out the window. “We are here to break into the library.”


Kevin and Rachel turned in their seats to face Martha.

 “We didn't come here to break into anything.”

 “Okay, break is a strong word,” she said with a frown. “We're going to use magic to borrow a book. That's what libraries are around for.”

 “Why is the library closed on a Saturday?”

 “No one reads in this town. We're lucky it's open during the week.”


He shook his head and leaned back in his seat.

 “It's okay,” Martha said. “Just trust me.”


He looked at Rachel. “Do you want to do some jail time together?”

 “Not exactly how I planned to spend my Saturday,” she said with a sigh.


She opened the door.

 “That's the spirit,” Martha said.


Martha didn't seem bothered in the least as they crossed the street. She even took the time to wave to a couple she knew riding their bikes down the sidewalk.


She led them down a narrow alley next to the library, and stopped when they walked past a dumpster.

 “I think this is good enough.” She reached into her purse, grabbed a black marker, and tossed it to Kevin. “Draw a big circle on the wall.”

 “With this marker?”

 “It's not just a marker. It's a magic marker.” Martha nudged Rachel's arm. “I've always loved that joke.”


Kevin did as he was told, and drew a large circle on the brick.

 “Good. Put your hand on the wall, and concentrate on making it vanish.”

 “Excuse me?”


Sighing, she grabbed his hand and placed it on the wall for him, inside the circle he drew.

 “Your mother wasn't this hard to teach.”


He closed his eyes for nearly a minute, feeling foolish as he only felt the rough brick wall at his fingertips.

 “Uh, is the wall still there?”

 “Yeah. Good thing we only have three police officers in this town.”


He opened his eyes and took a step back.

 “I don't know what I'm doing. Are you sure I'm really a witch?”


She rolled her eyes. “Rachel, would you go over there and hold your boyfriend's hand?”

 “Sure, but why?”

 “Because Kevin relaxes when you're close to him. He clears his mind, and that's what we need right now.”


Rachel smiled as Kevin shrugged and took Rachel's hand.


He placed his free hand on the wall.


The brick within the circle Kevin drew disappeared.


Kevin and Rachel both jumped back. He instinctively stayed in front of her, keeping her behind him. She squeezed his hand as they stared in disbelief.


Martha laughed. “Your first portal. I'm so proud. It's always an amazing sight, isn't it? You don't need a marker. Crayon, chalk, it doesn't matter, as long as you make the portal nice and large.”


He studied the hole in the brick wall. It was shaped perfectly to the circle he drew. The edges shimmered slightly, like rippling water.

 “This is...insane. Is that the library in there?”

 “Yeah. Let's go. The portal will stay for a minute or so before the magic fades.”


They followed Martha into the darkened library. All the lights were out, the only light coming from the windows in the front. 



Kevin didn't know how he was handling everything. Magical rocks, creating portals in walls, it was a lot to absorb.


Rachel squeezed his hand and touched his shoulder, and he knew where his resolve was coming from.

 “Are you okay?” he asked her.

 “I think so.”

 “Being a witch is all about following your instincts,” Martha said. “There's plenty to learn, but a lot of wild things are just gonna pop in your head. You'll be able to do some wild things. You'll get used to it.” She pointed to a glass case in the corner. “There's our prize.”


An ancient-looking book was on display. It was bound in leather with stained, worn pages. There was no writing on the cover.


Martha sat in a chair and propped her feet up.

 “Now, how are you gonna get that book?”


There was a quiet hum behind them, and the library grew even darker. They turned to see the portal Kevin created was once again a normal wall.

 “I don't know about this,” he said. “This looks important. I just can't steal it.”

 “It's not stealing. It's rightfully yours.”


Kevin looked at Rachel. “You're smarter than me. What do you think?”

 “No, Kevin,” Martha said. “Use your instincts.”


He smiled at Martha. “Afraid Rachel will make a better witch than me?”

 “Partially, yeah. You have to do this. Remember, witches are all about touch. The spells are easy. You just have to have confidence and know you can do it.”

 “Can I still hold Rachel's hand?”

 “Whatever.”


He laughed and studied the case. Nothing special leaped out at him. It was glass on all sides, sitting on a wooden table.

 “The marker trick might mess up the book, won't it?”

 “Good.” Martha said, smiling. “A portal will go through anything, but it might go clear through the book. Then you can't grab it.”


His eyes fell on a lock in the corner of the glass, and a picture of a key popped in his mind, surprising him.

 “Hey Rach, could I have your car keys?”


He gripped a key in his hand and touched the lock.


It turned on its own, and the glass case opened a few inches.


Martha clapped behind him.

 “Good, Kevin. Locks don't do a good job of stopping a witch. I'm still convinced Harry Houdini had some witch blood in him. Go ahead and take the book. I'll be right back.”


Kevin carefully carried the book to a nearby table, not bothering to open it.


Rachel saw the look of concern on his face.

 “Hey,” she said, taking his hand in both of hers. “What's wrong?”

 “I'm not sure if this is all very cool, or very scary.”


She gave him a tight hug, and leaned back to look in his eyes. “Maybe it's a little of both.”


The lights came on, a section at a time. They both jumped to their feet and searched around them.

 “What the hell?”


Martha approached them from the front, drinking a bottle of water.

 “Relax,” she said. “It's hard to read in the dark.”

 “Martha, we broke in here. Throwing the lights on might not be smart.”


She laughed and waved her hand. “No, we didn't. I run this library. I put the book in the case last week. This has all been a test, a training exercise.”


Kevin and Rachel locked eyes, and she shook her head.

 “I don't think I would be good in prison.”


He offered a smile and laughed.


Martha sat at the table with them, putting a hand on Kevin's.

 “I know I'm turning your world upside down. Believe me, there's a reason. I'll tell you everything you need to know.”

 “I guess being a witch could be worse, “ he said with a sigh. “I could have green skin and a hooked nose.”


She smiled and gestured to the book.

 “That's yours. It used to belong to your parents. I held onto it after they died. Now I'm passing it on to you.”


He opened it and skimmed through the old, handwritten pages. It looked like different people had written different sections. It reminded him of a cookbook. There were recipes and ingredients.


Some of the ingredients caught his eye.


Frog legs, bat wings, pig blood.

 “This is disgusting.”

 “A lot of the old recipes were. I doubt you'll use any of these, but this is your history. Witches write down recipes they discover, and pass it on to their kids. The last fifty or so, that's the handwriting of your father.”


Rachel looked over his shoulder.

 “It looks like gibberish to me. Is this English?”

 “No, dear. It's our language. Only a witch can read or write it. It'll all just pop in Kevin's head.”

 “This belonged to my parents?”

 “Yeah. Read it when you're bored. More than just recipes, there are stories in there. It's fascinating for the history alone.”


He closed the book. “Are you sure you don't want this?”


She waved her hand. “I already scanned it as a PDF and sent it to my Kindle.”


Kevin and Rachel laughed.


He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to let everything sink in.


He was a witch with a magic touch.


But shocked or not, he had enough sense for some questions.

 “What happened to my parents?”

 “We'd better go back to my house for that. We have a little more to talk about.”


He wasn't sure he liked the sound of that.


*****


It was nearly six o'clock as Rachel watched Kevin and Martha from the dining room, cooking side by side at the stove. He had his own pot he was dumping ingredients into, while Martha gave him directions.

 “Just a teeny bit of cinnamon,” she said. “Just the tip of your finger.”

 “I feel like one of those chefs on the cooking channel.”

 “Now, a touch of garlic, and stir it with your finger.”

 “You want me to put my finger in this boiling sludge?”

 “It won't hurt.”


He stirred the odd looking stew. Strangely, it was cold to the touch.


It turned a bright green, only for a moment.

 “Let Rachel have a taste.”


She held up her hands. “I'll pass, thanks.”


Martha gave him a plastic cup. “Just a sip.”


He shrugged and poured the stew into the cup. Rachel gingerly accepted it.

 “Is this gonna make me sick?”

 “No.”


She took a small sip, and nearly gagged. “This is awful.”


Kevin put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

 “Yeah. Just gotta get this taste out of my mouth.”


He gasped when she slowly faded before his eyes.

 “Rachel? What the hell? Where are you?”

 “Right here.”


He turned around to see Martha smiling.

 “Invisibility. Well, kind of. Our eyes can't see her. But a camera would. Your father came up with that recipe himself, a tamer version from three hundred years ago. You should have seen what it used to be. A rabbit's paw. Intestines from a pigeon. It was nasty.”

 “Are you telling me with some cinnamon, garlic, sugar, and water, I can make invisible juice?

 “Don't forget heat, and the most important thing, your magic little fingers.”

 “I can see myself,” Rachel said. “I can see my hands.”

 “Of course. You're not invisible to your own eyes.”


He waved his hand in front of him, and accidentally felt her breast.

 “Hey!”

 “Oops. Sorry.”


She grabbed the front of his shorts and pulled him closer to her. They laughed as he nearly stumbled into her.

 “I could get used to this,” she said.


As soon as the words left her mouth, she reappeared in front of him. Her lips were inches from his.

 “Hi,” he said.

 “Well, hello there.”


They kissed as Martha shook her head from the kitchen.

 “Break it up, you two. This isn't a hotel.”


He wrapped an arm around Rachel and faced Martha. “And what cool magic trick are you cooking in there?”

 “Chili. I hope you two are hungry.”


The sun was slowly setting as they ate at the dining room table. They didn't speak witchcraft for a while. Martha talked about the town, what she liked to do for fun. She asked Kevin and Rachel how they met, and Rachel told her the story of how he healed her in grade school. Martha listened with interest.


As dinner came to an end, Martha looked at both of them.

 “Your parents,” she began. “They were great people. I trained your mother personally. They made enemies with some other witches, ones that didn't have as much conscience as they did. They all killed each other. I promised I'd keep you safe, and the best way to do that was let a loving husband and wife adopt you.”

 “Why now?” Kevin asked. “Why did you reach out to me now?”


Martha grabbed a newspaper from the corner and dropped it on the table in front of him.


Rachel gasped and grabbed his arm.


Local Teens Mauled in Woods.


It was the news article about Donna and Paul's death.

 “This wasn't an animal,” Martha said. “I think you have a werewolf on your hands.”

 “What? A werewolf?”


She nodded. “Witches aren't alone, Kevin. I told you this.”

 “And what exactly do you expect me to do with this werewolf?”

 “Whatever is necessary.”

 “You can't deal with it?”

 “I'm sixty years old. You're a young full-blood. You won't have any problem with a werewolf. I've given you the tools you need. Your mind's open now. Recipes and spells will just come to you. Just trust your instincts.”

 “I don't know anything about werewolves. I barely know about me.”

 “Werewolves are just like you'd expect. Big, mean, strong. They're people who can change into a wolf whenever they want. But the one in Walton, I don't think he had a master. He killed during a full moon. The werewolves without masters think they only change during a full moon. It's a mental thing.”

 “So you want me to kill it?”


Martha said nothing.

 “Kevin isn't hunting a werewolf,” Rachel said. “I'm sorry, but I'm not letting him do that.”


She tapped the paper. “Those two kids, that could have been anybody. That could have been you, Rachel. There's another two days to the next full moon. He, or she, will kill again.”

 “We'll call the police,” Rachel said. “Tell them what's going on.”


Martha laughed. She didn't bother to explain why that was a bad idea. “You're joking, right?”

 “Look, Martha, seriously,” Kevin said. “A week ago, I wrote papers for other students to make money. I sleep on the couch. I don't even have a car. I'm not sure I'm the best guy for this.”

 “You don't have a choice. It's who you are. You're a witch.” She smiled. “And I know you. You're a good person. You risked an awful lot to save Rachel's parents. You won't let anyone else get hurt.”

 “I'm not sure I can do it. What am I gonna do? Draw on it with a magic marker?”


She shook her head. “When you get some confidence in yourself, you might be the greatest of us all.”


Rachel stood up. “Kevin, I think I want to go home.”

 “Yeah. Me too.”


Kevin took his book from the dining room table. Martha walked them to the door, not bothered by their quick leave. She grabbed Rachel by the shoulder as they left the house.

 “One second, Rachel.”


Kevin waited in the middle of the sidewalk, but Martha smiled at him and waved him along.

 “This is girl stuff,” she said.

 “It's okay, Kevin. I'm fine.”


He left them alone and climbed into the Mustang.

 “You found yourself a good young man,” Martha said.

 “I know. That's why I don't want him chasing a werewolf.”

 “He'll be fine, because he has you. Being the significant other of any supernatural being can be rough. Do you think you're up for it?”

 “You're not gonna scare me away, if that's what you're trying to do.”

 “Not at all. I can see how you two feel about each other. It's nice. Reminds me of his parents. But I'm just trying to help you. There are times you'll have to stand behind him, give him a gentle push. Sometimes you'll have to stand next to him. And there will be times you'll have to be as far away as possible.”


Rachel didn't like the sound of that last one.

 “You take care of him,” Martha said.


She nodded, and sensing the conversation was over, went to her Mustang.


Kevin and Rachel didn't say a word to each other for nearly half the drive home. They were both lost in their own thoughts.


He wasn't sure if the trip was a mistake or not.


He ran his hands along the old witch journal. The thought of his biological parents reading the book, and adding to it, was fascinating.


But they weren't his real parents. They died in a plane crash.


Looking at his magical hands, he was both excited and terrified at what he could possibly do.


He gave the book a more thorough look. The front half was all recipes. The back half was stories, written like diary entries. The history of his kind was locked away in the pages.


His kind.

 “My boyfriend's a witch,” Rachel said, talking to herself. “The cutest, nicest, sweetest guy in school is a witch. He touches things, and magic happens. But I knew this last night, after he touched me. He has a magic spell-book, and the woman who trained his birth mom wants him to go kill a werewolf.”


Kevin smiled. “You have to admit, it was kind of cool. Drawing a hole on a wall and walking through it, the whole portal thing. That's just cool.”


Rachel laughed, reached into her purse, and pulled out her rock.

 “Don't forget this.”

 “Ah, yeah. The cell rock.”


They laughed together.

 “Uh, what kind of magic did I do to you last night?” Kevin asked.


She blushed, and was surprised at herself. She'd never had a boyfriend, but was already very comfortable with Kevin.

 “Girls can get turned on too, Kevin.”

 “They can? Wow. Well, you know witches are all about touch,” he said, and placed his hand on her thigh.

 “You're gonna make us crash.”


It was dark when she parked outside his apartment. He grabbed his backpack, but didn't leave the car. They sat in silence for a few minutes.


In two days, both their lives had completely changed.

 “Are you okay with all of this?” he asked. ”We can go back to just being friends if you want.”

 “Is that what you want?”

 “No. But I know this is all weird. I don't-”

 “You just want another kiss.”

 “No. Well, yeah. But that's not all-”


She leaned across the seat and kissed him. Her hand was on his seat, and slipped. She squealed as she tumbled in his lap. She turned over and looked up at him, her head resting on his leg. Sticking her feet out the open window, she laughed at her own clumsiness.


Rachel was awkward, geeky, and gorgeous, the most unique girl in school, and he wouldn't have her any other way.


They relaxed for a few minutes, listening to the sounds of the parking lot around them. He held her hand while running his free hand through her hair. She closed her eyes and smiled. Everything was perfect at that moment. His mind was completely on his girlfriend. He didn't care about being a witch.


Or hunting a werewolf.

 “I'm supposed to go to a movie with my parents tomorrow. Call me at night?”

 “Definitely.”

 “Good,” she said, her mouth twisting into a smirk. “I'll have my rock with me.”




Chapter 16
 


Kevin leaned over the stove. Kristin had already left the apartment. Glancing at the time on the microwave, he had ten minutes before he had to start his Monday morning walk to school. He was normally late, and everyone expected it, but there was no need to test Mister Hawkins' patience more than he already had.


He dumped the odd ingredients in the pot as he read his book on the counter. Milk, Ivory soap, a pinch of dirt, sugar.


Oscar climbed on the counter and approached the pot, his nose twitching.

 “Oscar!” he said, diving for his cat. “That's the last thing you want to drink.”


Oscar jumped down and sprinted from the kitchen. He trampled across his food bowl, spilling dry Purina across the floor.

 “Why did I get a cat again?”

 “Hey, Kevin.”


The voice came from nowhere, barely above a whisper. He looked down the hall to Kristin's bedroom, then the living room.

 “Kevin? Are you there?”


He smiled when he recognized the voice, and picked up the rock on the end table next to the couch.

 “Rachel?”

 “Yeah. Open the front door.”


He smiled at what waited for him in the hall.


Rachel stood there, a box of donuts in one hand, her rock in the other. She wore one of her loose long-sleeved shirts and blue shorts, looking beautiful. He couldn't remember a time she wore shorts to school.


She tossed her rock in the air and shoved it in her purse.

 “I'm really liking that thing. You need a ride?”

 “You brought breakfast?”

 “Yeah.”


He stepped aside to let her in, watching her lovely figure as he closed the door.


No one had ever brought him breakfast before, or picked him up for school.


He hugged her from behind as she set the donuts on the table. She laughed, leaning her head back on his shoulder.

 “I missed you, too,” she said, kissing his cheek.

 “You didn't have to bring me breakfast. Or pick me up for school.”

 “I know. But I wanted to.”


He turned her around and gave her a deep kiss.


She noticed the cat food on the kitchen floor.

 “What happened in here?”

 “Just our kitten making a mess. Hold on a sec.”


He grabbed a broom from the hall closet and swept up. Oscar pounced and tried to grab the bristles. Kevin smiled and entertained his kitten for a moment.


Rachel sat at the dining room table, nearly finished with a donut when she laughed uncontrollably.


She watched as the witch played with his black cat with his broom.

 “What's so funny?” Kevin asked. Then the realization hit him. “I'll get you, my pretty. And your little dog, too.”


Joining him in the kitchen, she playfully wrapped her arms around his neck.

 “You are the best looking witch I've ever met.”

 “You probably say that to all the witches.”


She noticed the pot on the stove. “What are you making?”


He gave her a smile and stirred the mixture in the pot with his finger. The white mixture glowed for a moment.

 “I hope you're not drinking that.”


He laughed, and grabbed the final ingredient from next to his book.


A feather.


It glowed white as he dipped it in the pot. He pulled out a chair and sat down.

 “Sit on my lap.”


She smiled and happily did so.

 “This is the kind of magic spell I like,” she said.


He grabbed her hand, holding the feather between them.


They started to lift in the air, chair and all.

 “Oh my God!” Rachel said, clinging to Kevin.


He held her close and laughed. They nearly floated to the ceiling. He put his hand out to stop them, and they hovered five feet off the ground.

 “When Martha first told me I was a witch, I almost threw up,” Kevin said. “But I think I'm really starting to like it.”

 “I never kissed a guy while floating before.”

 “Me neither. You know, a girl.”


She leaned in for a kiss.


If it wasn't for it being Monday morning, she might have forced him to land and take their kiss to the couch.


*****


Rachel watched out for the other students in the parking lot as she found a spot. A football flew in front of her car, narrowly missing it.


Kevin grabbed his backpack and smiled at the people walking by. This was a new experience for him, not being late to school.

 “Don't think I've ever got here in enough time to see other people.”


He grabbed the door handle, but noticed Rachel sitting still behind the wheel, looking down at her knees.

 “Rachel?”


She was quiet, trying to deal with questions that sat in the back of her mind since they first kissed Friday night.

 “How do you want to do this?”

 “Do what?”

 “This,” she said, gesturing to the two of them. “Do you want to walk in separately? I could wait here a few minutes.”


He shook his head. “Or we could hold hands. I've seen it on TV.”


Her face brightened. “Really?”

 “Yeah. Why wouldn't we?”

 “Well, you know. I'm the nerdiest chick in school. I know this. I'm not stupid. And you've got every girl chasing you-”


He leaned over and kissed her. He could sense people walking by, pointing with their mouths open, and he didn't care.


He never cared what anyone in school thought of him. They were the same people who made fun of Kristin and him for being adopted. Their opinions mattered nothing to him.


The only opinion that mattered belonged to the girl holding his face, kissing him back tenderly.

 “Feel better?” he asked, pulling back a few inches.


She fanned her face. “A little hot, but yeah.”

 “Let's go. I want to be on time for a change.”


He felt for her hand, which she took.


She started to shake a little as they crossed the parking lot. It was a feeling she wasn't used to, actually having a boyfriend. It seemed everyone looked at them. The football players even interrupted their ball tossing to stop and gawk.


Kevin paid them no mind, only smiling and waving.

 “People are looking at us.”

 “They're probably looking at your legs. You never wear shorts.”

 “God, don't remind me. I wore them for you.”

 “Well, thank you. Now I'll have something to look at in literature.”


She playfully smacked him on the shoulder.


They drew more attention as they navigated the halls. Some of the girls looked upset, maybe even jealous. The guys looked surprised and confused.

 “I feel so weird,” she said.

 “I'd feel weird too if I was dating a witch.”

 “That's not it.”

 “I never had a girlfriend either, Rachel. Don't worry about it.”


Rachel fought with her confidence as the prettier girls in school eyed them up. She was conditioned from a young age that she wasn't cute enough. Everyone else had their spot in life, and hers certainly wasn't supposed to be with Kevin.


He stopped near the door to their literature class and grabbed her shoulders.

 “Are you okay?”

 “I think I'm gonna be sick.”

 “I got some water in my backpack, if you need it.” He brushed hair away from her face for her. “You know I have a magic touch. You'd feel better in ten seconds.”


She smiled, and her eyes grew wide as he gave her a quick kiss. She looked around, noticing the stares and gossip.

 “Let's go.” he said, squeezing her hand and pulling her into class. 



Students were still gathered around their desks. Some of them stopped their conversations to look at the new couple cross the back of the room. Even Mister Hawkins raised his head from his newspaper and lifted an eyebrow.


Rachel sat in her normal seat. Kevin took the empty seat next to her. She crossed her legs and tried to shrink at her desk.


She heard their whispers. Some of them didn't even bother to keep their voices down.

 “Are those two together?”

 “Why is he dating her?”

 “I was gonna ask him out.”

 “Is she wearing shorts?”


Rachel shifted uncomfortably, not knowing what to do with her hands. She settled on grabbing her books from her backpack.

 “Rachel?” Kevin said.


Her stomach was doing cartwheels. “I really am going to be sick.”


She tried to stand up. He put a hand on her shoulder, and then reached in his backpack for a bottle of water, making sure to keep it hidden as it glowed.

 “Kevin? Did you just-”

 “Drink this.”


She put the bottle to her lips, and memories from first grade flooded back to her as the ice cold water touched her throat.


Her stomach calmed down.

 “Thank you,” she said.


The bell rang. He wanted to give her a kiss before moving back to his seat, but was afraid her head might explode if he did so.


He leaned close to whisper. “Thanks for the shorts.”


She gave him a bright, flirty smile. For a moment, Kevin saw the girl he'd spent the weekend with. The one who made the first move, kissing him in his kitchen and straddling him on the couch.


He sympathized with her, and she was a very beautiful distraction from what he learned about himself, but there were other things he had to focus on.


He looked at the empty desks that once belonged to Donna and Paul.


*****


Kevin sat alone in the school cafeteria, only vaguely aware of the conversations happening around him. People were talking, laughing, shouting, but he paid them no mind.


He was reading his book.


He was careful to keep his food and drink far away. The last thing he wanted to do was spill milk on his history.


The book threatened to pull his mind off track. It was fascinating skimming through the recipes, even though they were disgusting. He could picture witches gathered around a cauldron several hundred years ago, mixing parts of animals and chanting.


He found what he was looking for, but it wasn't a complete picture.


He was searching for anything regarding werewolves.


Judging from some of the journal entries, witches had fought werewolves before. The details were sketchy, but every story did have one common element.


Silver.


Slamming the book closed, he looked down at the table.


What was he supposed to find silver?


He felt foolish, knowing he was in way over his head. His thoughts were full of regret at leaving Martha's when he did. She probably had so much more to tell him.


The truth was simple. He was not qualified to kill a werewolf. He probably wasn't even qualified to look one in the eye.


What did a werewolf even look like?


A pair of tan legs in front of him interrupted his thoughts. He looked up to see Melissa Johnson. She wore black shorts and a shirt that was a touch too short. It was amazing what she got away with.

 “Hi, Kevin,” she said, flashing a smile. “Can I talk to you?”

 “Uh, sure. I guess.”


She sat next to him and flirted with her body language.

 “You still owe me a drink,” she said.

 “Huh? What?”

 “You dumped mine on my brother.”


He was a second away from fishing two dollars out of his wallet when she cut him off.

 “Or we can come up with something else.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “You know Homecoming is next month, right?”


He tried not to laugh as he looked at the huge banner advertising Homecoming on the wall behind her.

 “Yeah, I did hear that.”

 “Me and you can go to Homecoming instead.”


He would have rather paid her the two dollars.

 “I thought you were going out with John Crowe?”

 “Not anymore.”


Kevin somehow kept from shaking his head. He was surprised she didn't know he was dating Rachel. Or maybe she did know, and was playing with him. Gossip flowed fast through the school's halls, and Melissa was often at the center of it. 


 “Thank you, really. But I'm not really a Homecoming kind of guy. And if I was gonna go, I actually have a girlfriend now.”


Melissa was undeterred.

 “Well, what you should do is break up with her, and go out with me. I promise we'll have a lot of fun.”


He noticed someone watching them out of the corner of his eye, and turned to see Rachel standing there holding her lunch.


Kevin almost breathed a sigh of relief.

 “Hey,” he said. “Where have you been?”


She shyly walked over to the table and sat next to Kevin, trying to keep her head low.

 “I was just getting my lunch.”

 “Melissa, you know Rachel, my girlfriend?”


The cheerleader's jaw nearly hit the floor.

 “You're dating Rachel Evans?”

 “Yeah. Is that okay with you?”

 “But why?”

 “Because she's hot.”


Melissa said nothing, then stood up and walked away. Kevin shook his head as she disappeared. Rachel watched the curvy blond until she left the cafeteria.

 “She has issues,” Kevin said.

 “Every guy wants her.”

 “Not me,” he said, flashing a smile.


She smiled back, but he could see she was fighting with her self-esteem.

 “People just can't seem to believe me and you could possibly be together.”


He kissed her, and didn't pull away. He wanted her to forget about the idiots in school. His own head went for a walk whenever their lips touched, and hoped hers did the same.


He was right.


Rachel lost herself in the kiss, scooting her chair closer to Kevin and putting a hand on his leg. She heard whispers and catcalls around her, but wasn't sure if they were directed at them or not.


She didn't care.


It was hard to catch her breath after he pulled away.

 “I think you have magic lips, too,” she said, then noticed the book on the table. “You actually brought the spell-book to school?”


He never thought of it as a spell-book, but that was as good a name as any.


She flipped through the pages, not seeing how he could possibly read it. It didn't look like any written language, just lines and symbols.

 “Yeah. I was doing some reading in class when I got bored.”

 “You're gonna go out tonight and hunt the werewolf, aren't you?”

 “I have to try.”

 “No, you don't.”

 “If someone gets hurt-”

 “Spending one day with a witch doesn't mean you can kill a werewolf.”

 “Keep your voice down.”

 “How do you know it's even a werewolf? Maybe Martha is wrong. Maybe it's just a bear. Listen, whatever is going on, you're not going out tonight without me.”

 “Can we talk about this later? Let's talk about something else.”

 “Like what?”

 “Like what we're gonna do for our first official date.”


Her eyes lit up. “Date?”

 “Yeah. We have to go out and do something this weekend.”


They laughed as they tossed ideas back and forth. She reached for his hand, not caring about the looks others gave them. They went through everything from a simple movie to a picnic in the park.


Kevin was glad Rachel was with him.


She helped with the fear that was building with every passing minute.


She would be mad when he went without her.


*****


Rachel lay on her stomach on her bed, working on her math homework while music played through her computer.


The setting sun outside her window was beautiful, but a sobering reminder that soon the moon would be full.


She took a deep breath, trying to steel herself for the night that was in store for her and Kevin.


They were going to try to track a werewolf.


Mom stopped by her bedroom door with a laundry basket. It was great to see her walking around.

 “What are you working on?”

 “Homework.” She turned on her side to look at Mom. “Listen, I'm heading out with Kevin tonight. I might be a little late coming home.”


Mom sat on the bed. A curfew was something they never had to talk about before.

 “How late?”

 “Uh, maybe one or two in the morning?”

 “To do what, exactly?”

 “Not that, Mom.”

 “You like him a lot, don't you?”


She nodded, more than happy to talk with her mother about Kevin.

 “When he looks at me, I can see he actually thinks I'm pretty. He doesn't look at me like everyone else does.”

 “Well, you are pretty, Rachel.”

 “You're supposed to say that. You're my mom.”

 “Homecoming's coming up. Maybe you two can go together.”

 “I don't go to that stuff.”

 “I haven't been able to dance with your father for ten years. I didn't realize how much I wanted to until I couldn't. Don't let life pass you by, Rachel. And you can stay out till midnight tonight.”


Rachel smiled as her mother left the room, knowing she'd stay out later.


She grabbed her phone and called Kevin's house. Kristin answered.

 “Hey, Kristin,” Rachel said. “Can I talk to Kevin?”

 “He's not here.”

 “What?”

 “He left about an hour ago. Said he'd be back late.”


She lost her breath for a moment. “Did he say where he was going? Did he take the car?”

 “What is this? Jeopardy? No, and no. What do I win?”

 “Uh, thanks, Kristin.”


She hung up and nearly dove for her rock she kept next to the computer.

 “Kevin? Are you there?”


She heard nothing, and once again felt silly for talking into a rock, no matter how magical it was.

 “Answer me.”


She closed her eyes in relief when she heard Kevin's voice.

 “Hey, sexy girl.”

 “What are you doing? You said you wouldn't go without me.”

 “That's not exactly true. You said that. I didn't agree to it.”

 “You're gonna play with words now? Kevin-”

 “I'm sorry, Rachel. We can fight about this later. But this could be dangerous, and I'm not letting you come with me.”


She clenched her fist, both angry and terrified.

 “Do you even know what you're doing?”

 “Not at all. I'm gonna listen to my instincts, like Martha said. She seems to think I'll do okay. I did take a knife. A silver-plated knife my father used to keep.”

 “This is crazy.”

 “Tell me about it.”

 “If you get hurt, I won't forgive you.”

 “Yeah, you will. I'll talk to you later.”


Her rock went silent.




Chapter 17
 


Victoria calmly sat on her bed, watching the security system on her laptop across the basement. There was a webcam in her living room, pointing at the setting sun. It was the only way she could see daylight without burning.


The shadows slowly began to take over.


She was dressed in simple clothes she wouldn't mind getting dirty. She had no weapons. No guns, no blades. Her claws and fangs were the only weapons she needed.


Her body felt great from a quick drink at the bar the night before.


She'd spent the past two weeks touring the town, learning the lay of the land, exploring the woods that surrounded Walton. She visited Lookout Point and the overlook where the two teens died. The police didn't release where the teens were murdered, but once Victoria found Lookout Point, it didn't take long for her nose to do the rest.


There were no signs of the werewolf, only the faint smell of blood.


She left her house when it was safe, and looked at the clouds as they floated through the night sky. A full moon would be joining them soon.


Her neighbor stared and waved from his front yard as she turned onto the street in her Porsche. She gave a polite wave back and headed for Lookout Point.


Her instincts and a few centuries of experience were all she had to rely on, but she had a suspicion the werewolf wasn't an evil killer. The teens were killed in a remote place in the woods. The werewolf probably roamed the woods on purpose, trying to stay away from people, but unfortunately found an unlucky boy and girl.


Still, Victoria knew the creature had to be dealt with.


It was early at Lookout Point, but there were cars lined up along the trail. She laughed as she parked next to a teenaged couple making out in the back of a Jeep. The boy stopped to give Victoria an appreciative stare, drawing the wrath of his girlfriend.


With the murders, she was surprised Lookout Point was still seeing its share of teens.


Everything sounded normal to her as she walked the dirt trail through the woods. The trees, bushes, animals in the woods, the dirt and rocks under her feet.


She made it to the overlook where the teens were murdered, still hearing and smelling the teens off in the distance. The thought of using them as bait didn't sit well with her, but if the werewolf had decided Lookout Point was his territory, she'd be ready for him.


This was the part she hated. The waiting. A werewolf could literally be anyone, from a young child to an elderly woman. It wouldn't do any good to randomly search the woods. The overlook near Lookout Point was a great spot. The wind hit her back and blew toward town. She would pick up any strange scents easily.


Her gaze settled on the town below. The streetlights and neon signs carved their way into the night. A small town, but still a beautiful sight. It was surprising the teens didn't make the overlook their intimate spot. The trail wasn't that rough.


Her thoughts drifted to her friends. She missed Alex, Cindy, Alicia, and Jake. Especially Jake. Talking with him on the phone every few days was nice, but that wasn't enough. She wanted to see him, feel him. She wanted to sink her fangs into him as he did things to her.


A smile crossed her face as she looked at the full moon overhead. Only a year ago, they were enemies.


It was tempting to ask him to join her in Walton, but the type of distraction he provided was one she didn't need.


A smell touched her nose, and her fangs almost grew on their own.


It wasn't a werewolf.


She picked it up once on her first night in Walton, but not again since.


Now it filled her nose, and she couldn't ignore it.


Her entire body filled with dread.

 “Please, no.”


Her nose led her back down the trail. Several cars had left Lookout Point, with others taking their place. Victoria felt young eyes undressing her, but the source of the scent wasn't parked along the trail.


She walked along the road toward town. A man whistled at her loudly as he drove past. There were houses and cars up ahead. Thick woods lined both sides of the road. There was a break in the trees ahead, with a dirt road cutting through.


The scent grew stronger.


Turning down the dirt road, the scent of death touched her nose.


A graveyard.


It was an appropriate size for a town like Walton. The entire graveyard was surrounded by a heavy fence with the woods just beyond.


A flashlight weaved back and forth, searching between graves.


Victoria couldn't believe it.


She hadn't encountered a witch in nearly a century. Many vampires believed they had died out. As rare as vampires and werewolves were, witches were even more so.


Yet she knew as she stared at the young boy, that's exactly what he was. He couldn't hide his scent, even with magic.


She peered through the darkness to get a look at him. All of a vampire's senses were keen, including eyesight.


He couldn't have been any more than eighteen years old, just a fraction younger than Alicia. It was obvious he spent a lot of time in the weight room. He wore a black tee shirt and jeans, with a backpack slung over his shoulder. Nothing stood out as odd about the teenager, except that he wandered one of Walton's graveyards with a flashlight at night.


Victoria knew she was looking at one of the most dangerous creatures alive.


He noticed her, looking up from the other side of the graveyard to give a polite wave.


She shoved her conscience aside.


The boy never saw her coming as she sprinted across the graveyard. She grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against a headstone, breaking off chunks of it.

 “What is your name?” she asked.


The boy moaned in pain. She extended her thumb into a claw and pressed it to his throat, drawing a bit of blood.

 “Name?”

 “Kevin.”

 “How many more of you, Kevin? Where's your family?”


He blinked a few times, trying to see clearly, and gave Victoria a look of defiance she had to admire.

 “You're the werewolf, aren't you?”

 “Do I look like a werewolf to you?” She showed off her fangs, hoping to strike fear into him. “Where is your family?”


He looked directly into her red eyes.

 “None of your damn business.”

 “Listen, Kevin. I am going to kill you. I can make it quick, or not. Don't make me ask again.”


Kevin's hand fell on the flashlight he dropped when she attacked him.


He shined it in her eyes, slipping his index finger in front of the beam.


Victoria shouted in pain as everything went hot white. It was like being blinded by the sun, which she hadn't seen in four centuries. She had to let go of his throat to cover her eyes.


The flash was quick, but when she stood up, he was gone.

 “Don't think I enjoy this,” she called, searching the graveyard for movement. “I'm very sorry, but you have to die.”


Victoria made the mistake centuries ago believing that killing a witch would be easy. They were physically weak supernatural creatures, no stronger than a human. They bled and died like anything else.


But getting through their spells, their potions, their annoying tricks, that was the challenge. Anything they laid their hands on was a potential weapon.


He was nearby, as his scent was still strong.


She listened for anything. Breathing. Footsteps.


She reached over top of a headstone and felt a head. Wrapping her fingers in his hair, she lifted him up with one hand.


He twitched in her grasp, and screamed in pain, but Victoria saw nothing.


Kevin was invisible.


She hid her amazement well. A century ago witches were just discovering some of their more impressive potions. Now a teenager wielded invisibility.

 “Nice trick.”


She lashed out with her free hand, having already turned it into a claw. He shouted as she raked across his chest, slicing through his shirt and into his flesh.


The invisibility potion wore off. Pain would always shorten a witch's magic. His feet dangled off the ground as blood poured to the ground.

 “I'm sorry,” she said, swinging her claw for his throat.


He held up a chunk of smashed tombstone, no bigger than his fist. Victoria's hand hit the stone, and she felt the bones break in her hand.


She howled in pain and dropped Kevin to the ground. He crawled away as she cradled her hand. She noticed him drinking something as he shifted his backpack onto both shoulders.

 “I don't even know you,” he shouted. “What's your problem?”


Victoria's conscience attacked her as she clenched her broken hand. She kept reminding herself she wasn't killing a teenager, but a creature with dangerous power.


She grabbed the back of his shirt and threw him across the graveyard. He shouted as he soared through the air, hit the fence, and collapsed on the ground. His leg broke as it caught under him awkwardly.


He was drinking from a bottle as she stalked him. She sprinted to him before he could finish. Grabbing his wrist, she gave it a slight twist, and heard it snap. He cried out and dropped the bottle to the ground. It looked like an ordinary bottle of water.

 “You're a full-blood, aren't you? No witch at your age is this strong. Where are your parents?”


A tear ran down his eye, but it wasn't from pain.

 “They're dead,” he said, holding her gaze. “All of them are dead.”


She let her guard down for a moment.

 “Now, get away from me!”


He stabbed her in the shoulder with a knife. It hurt, but Victoria had been stabbed many times in her life, and by much stronger enemies.


She was surprised when the pain grew worse.


Her shoulder felt like the light of the sun was on it. She winced as she backed away from Kevin. The pain was so great she couldn't stand up.

 “What did you do?” she said.


The pain only intensified as she pulled the knife from her shoulder and dropped it to the ground.


Tasting her own blood, she thought she picked up the taste of sugar.


Using a nearby tombstone, she pulled herself to her feet. She looked to Kevin to see him standing up as well, drinking his bottle of water.


His leg and wrist were no longer broken.


She remembered once again why witches weren't allowed to live. Magic was simply too powerful.


Another scent touched her nose. There was rustling in the trees, beyond the cemetery fence.


The hair stood up on the back of Victoria's neck as she heard a low growling.


The werewolf jumped over the fence easily. It landed not too far from Victoria and Kevin, its eyes glowing red. It crouched low to the ground, ready to lunge at anything. It sized them both up as it looked back and forth between the vampire and witch. The creature was massive, easily three feet tall at the shoulder.


It sat on its hind legs and howled at the moon.


The fear was written all over Kevin's face.


Victoria could finally feel her shoulder starting to heal. If she knew she'd have to fight a werewolf and a witch, she would have brought blood.

 “This could get interesting,” she said.


The werewolf lunged at her. A vampire had quick reflexes, but a werewolf was just as fast. She managed to get her arm up in front of her face before the werewolf was on top of her. They fell to the ground together.


She gritted her teeth as the werewolf clamped down with its powerful jaws, penetrating flesh and bone. Lashing out with her free claw, she caught the beast on the side of the head. The werewolf barely loosened its grip.


The larger creature tried to pin Victoria down with its paws. She grabbed the closest leg she could, reared her fangs back, and clamped down as hard as she could. The wolf howled and tried to back away, but she wouldn't let go. Victoria tried not to gag as the wolf's disgusting blood trickled into her mouth.


There was movement above the wolf, and the moonlight caught a piece of the knife as Kevin slammed it down into the creature's back. The wolf bucked wildly, throwing Kevin back into another tombstone, and nearly dislocating Victoria's jaw.


The wolf growled, and shifted its attention to Kevin. It charged at the witch, who was in an awkward position on the ground, wiping blood from his forehead.


She thought the young witch's life was over.


Kevin barely held up the chunk of tombstone in time.


The wolf ran into Kevin's outstretched arm and collapsed, like it had run straight into a wall. It yelped and backed away a few feet.


Kevin downed the last swallow of water and dropped the bottle to the ground. He pulled out a flashlight and covered the beam slightly, like he did before. He shined it first at the wolf, who growled and trotted away, then at Victoria. The vampire winced and could do nothing but turn her back to the light. She was still trying to clear the spots from her vision when she felt a pain in her back.


Kevin had stabbed her.


She whirled around and grabbed him by the neck with both hands. His eyes grew wide as he struggled to breathe.


Her limited patience had finally run out.


His neck snapped easily.


She dropped his lifeless body to the ground, his eyes still looking up at her, and scanned the cemetery for the werewolf.


It was gone.


Victoria cursed and slammed her fist down on the tombstone next to her. The wolf's scent was already fading.


Sighing, she slowly pulled the knife from her back and dropped it to the ground next to Kevin.

 “Way to go, kid,” she said.


She was irritated, but tried to think of the bright side. The werewolf was still on the loose, but she had disposed of the bigger problem, the most dangerous supernatural creature alive.


Even if it was only a boy.


The guilt clawed as her, but she pushed it aside. She had killed witches before.


Kevin's dead eyes still looked up at her. For all their power, witches were just as mortal as any other creature.

 “Stop looking at me like that.”


Kevin's power surprised her. Very potent, especially for one so young. Witches were always known for their power, even when they ridiculously chanted by a cauldron. Magic literally flowed from their fingers. Her hand still tingled from breaking it on the boy's magic shield.


A small smile touched her face as she looked at the graves surrounding her. She couldn't have picked a better spot to kill a witch.




Chapter 18
 


Kevin sucked in a breath as he opened his eyes. He tried to sit up, and slammed his head against something hard and wooden. Wincing, he put a hand to his forehead. His backpack rested on his stomach.


Darkness surrounded him. A sense of claustrophobia immediately overwhelmed him. He reached in front of and above him, and only felt wooden walls. The smell of pine and earth was all around him.


He was in a coffin.


Closing his eyes, he forced himself to stay calm. His neck still hurt from when the redheaded model-looking woman broke it with her bare hands. He didn't need to study his spell-book to know she was a vampire.


Whatever it was she had against him, he had no idea.


Despite his predicament, he allowed himself a small smile. He listened to his instincts, like Martha told him, and he was still alive. He had no idea he could make some kind of shield out of a rock, or touch a beam of light and make it blind someone.


He also didn't know he could mix grave dirt with his water to delay the healing it provided.


That last trick saved his life


He clutched his backpack and closed his eyes, trying to clear his mind. That's what he did with the werewolf and the vampire. Recipes flowed into his head during the fight, like Martha said it would. He only hoped he could use one to get out of the coffin he was in.


Nothing was coming to him.

 “Uh oh.”


He felt around in his backpack. Reading glasses, a set of keys, some sugar. Nothing useful for an escape attempt.


His fingers found his magic marker, and his flashlight next to him. He turned the flashlight on, but that only made him feel more confined. It would have been better not to see the walls of the coffin he was in.


He drew a large circle around the edge of the coffin, but stopped short of turning it into a portal.


What if he created a portal, but it didn't stretch beyond the coffin? Six feet of dirt would pour on top of him.


He thought of the portal he created at the library. That portal went through a brick wall. It wasn't thin at all, but it wasn't exactly six feet.


Was he even six feet underground?


It was a risk he wasn't willing to take, at least not yet.


He pulled his rock from his backpack.

 “Uh, Rachel?”


It was only a few seconds before her voice filled the coffin.

 “Kevin?”

 “Wow. You're not asleep?”

 “I've been up all night worrying about you. Where are you?”

 “Uh, that's a good question. I need your help.”

 “I'm sneaking out my window now.”

 “Thank you. Come to the graveyard around the corner from Lookout Point. And, uh, you might need to bring a shovel.”

 “What?!”

 “I gotta stop talking. Gotta save air.”

 “Kevin? Dammit.”


He shoved everything in his backpack and closed his eyes, trying his best to relax. Finally, his mind quieted down enough to think about his next move.


He needed to sit down and read his spell-book, cover to cover. There had to be something on vampires in it.


Shaking his head, he realized he was jumping to conclusions, and assuming Rachel was a fast driver and good with a shovel.


There was one thing he was convinced of after the fight.


He didn't feel out of his league. He had hurt both the werewolf and the beautiful vampire.


Of course, he was also in a coffin. That wasn't exactly a victory.


If he fought either one again, he would be prepared. He wouldn't get caught off guard a second time.


The woman didn't look frightening at all, until she showed those fangs of hers. She looked like she belonged on a magazine cover.


The werewolf was massive. Martha didn't prepare him for the size of the creature at all. Kevin knew he had to be careful with both of them.


But he wouldn't let fear control him.


He shifted slightly, and felt something near his feet. Flashing the light near the bottom of the coffin, he saw what looked like human remains.


He clenched his eyes shut and fought panic. The last thing he needed to do was lose control of his breathing in a coffin.

 “Kevin? Are you there?”


He lifted his rock to his mouth. “Yeah, haven't gone anywhere.”

 “'I'm at the graveyard. It's empty.”

 “Well, not quite empty.”

 “Are you...buried in here?”

 “Yeah, somewhere.”

 “I can't see anything. There's barely any light.”

 “Just look for a fresh grave.”

 “I'm trying,” she said, stress in her voice.


Several minutes passed, and Kevin started to feel sick. Whether it was a lack of air, or the remains at his feet, he wasn't sure.

 “Uh, Rachel? How you doing out there?”

 “I think I found it.”


He couldn't hear her digging.


That could only mean she was wrong, or he was deep.


He took a deep breath. There was no way he could stay in the coffin a minute longer.

 “Rach, back up. And be quick with that shovel.”


He placed his hand on the lid of the coffin. His hand tingled as the wood disappeared and the portal formed.


The lid of the coffin and three feet of dirt vanished. The dirt above the portal collapsed on him. He heard Rachel shouting and calling his name.


The soil was heavy, but loose. He thrashed wildly and tried to sit up. Reaching up with his hands, he thought he felt the night air.


A hand grabbed his arm and pulled.

 “Kevin!”


He crawled away from the grave while Rachel yanked on his arm. She fell on her rear and hooked Kevin under the arms, pulling him to her, keeping him close.


The night air blew through his hair. He wiped the soil from his face and looked at the grave he climbed out of. There was a noise as the portal vanished, the coffin and grave once again whole.

 “That was definitely...weird.”


Rachel let out a sniffle behind him. He tried to stand up, but she held on tight.

 “Rach? Are you okay?”

 “I just pulled you out of a coffin. What do you think?”


Pulling from her grasp, he turned around and stayed on one knee. She hugged her knees, burying her face. He grabbed her by the shoulders, and got dirt all over her shirt.

 “It's gonna be okay. They got me this time, but that won't happen again. Martha was right. Being a witch...it's pretty wild.”

 “They? Who are they?”

 “It wasn't just a werewolf. There's a vampire here, too.”

 “A vampire. That's just great.”


She stood up and paced, and he was smart enough to keep his distance.

 “I can do this, Rachel. I really can. I'm not afraid.”

 “Well, I am. I can't believe you're forgetting they put you in a coffin, and buried you.”

 “And I got out.”


She threw her hands in the air. He stepped forward and grabbed her by the shoulder to stop her. She threw her arms around him, not caring about getting more dirt on her.


He decided it was best not to tell her the details of the fight.

 “Trust me, Rachel. I'm telling you, it was crazy. Things just started coming to me, things I haven't read about. If I just clear my mind, I can do some pretty neat things.”


She squeezed him, covering her white shirt and shorts with soil.

 “I just don't want you to get hurt.”

 “I won't. At least, I'll try my best.”

 “That makes me feel so much better.”

 “Have some faith,” he said, laughing.


She held up her hand, not wanting to fight. “Let's just go back to my house. You can clean up, and I'll wash your clothes.”

 “Uh, your house?”


She reached for his hand and pulled him away from the graveyard. He grabbed his backpack on the way out.

 “Yeah, my house. You just fought a werewolf and a vampire. I'm sure you can handle my house.”


*****


Rachel parked her Mustang in the driveway as quietly as possible and looked over her house. No lights were on, no ghostly parent silhouettes in the windows.

 “Okay, let's go.”


Kevin followed her around the side of the house, amazed at the sheer size of the place. It was nearly as big as his entire apartment building.

 “This place is huge.”


She said nothing as she motioned for him to stay near her bedroom window. She left him for a moment to poke her head around back, to make sure her parents weren't having sex in the pool, an activity that had increased as of late.

 “You have a pool?” Kevin asked over her shoulder.

 “I told you to stay back there.”

 “Geez. Sorry.”


He pulled out his marker as they approached her window.

 “What are you doing?” she asked.

 “Making a portal.”

 “You are not drawing a hole on my house. Just climb in the window.”

 “Okay. You first. I'll boost you.”


He took a moment to admire her figure as he pushed her up to her window, then climbed in after her, trying his best not to get soil everywhere.


His jaw dropped when he stood up.


The room was bathed in soft light as she turned on her desk lamp. The bedroom was probably the size of his own living room. A few posters on the walls, a nice computer in the corner, a double-sized bed. There were two doors, one leading to the hallway outside her room, the other to her own private bathroom.

 “Nice room.”

 “Thanks. Take off your clothes.”

 “Huh? What?”


She smiled. “I'll wash your clothes while you take a shower.”

 “Shower? Like, in your bathroom there?”

 “Kevin, do you want to explain to Kristin how you fought in a graveyard with a werewolf and a vampire? Or do you want to get cleaned up here and go home?”


He thought for a moment before taking a step in the bathroom. He stripped down and handed over his clothes, making sure to keep his body hidden. She couldn't stop the smile from spreading across her face, until she noticed his shirt.

 “Your shirt's all torn up.”

 “Well, it was a fight.”


She rolled her eyes. “I'll be back in a minute.”


His nerves were frayed as he quickly rinsed off in Rachel's shower. Another confrontation with the vampire and werewolf were in his future, he was certain. Strangely, he wasn't afraid.


But the thought of Rachel's parents coming in and seeing him in her room was terrifying.


He jumped when he heard a voice outside the bathroom.

 “Kevin?”

 “Yeah, I'm in here.”


His eyes grew wide when he saw her shadow outside the shower curtain. He pressed into the corner and turned around.

 “Rachel? What are you doing?”

 “I have to stay in here. If my parents come in my room and see I'm there, but the shower's running, they'll know something's going on. Don't worry, I won't peek.”


He smiled. If their places were reversed, he wasn't sure his excuse would be quite as clever. “That's a good one.”

 “Thanks. I just thought of it.”

 “My clothes?”

 “I cleaned them up as best I could, but it'll be forever in the dryer. I grabbed some of my dad's old sweats.”

 “I really appreciate this, Rachel.”

 “No problem. Isn't that what girlfriends do? Help their boyfriends clean up after a fight with vampires and werewolves.”


He laughed. It was good to hear her making jokes.

 “Tell me about this vampire.”

 “She was very pretty. Bright red hair. Big fangs. She beat the crap out of me. Then the werewolf showed up, and we kind of went at each other.”

 “Why did she beat you up?”

 “I have no idea. She kept asking about my family, and said I had to die.” He turned the shower off. “Do you have a towel?”


She thrust the towel inside the curtain, nearly touching his chest.


He dried off inside the shower and wrapped the towel around his waist. She smiled when he opened the curtain.

 “Yummy.”


He was impressed when she didn't look away. The shy Rachel was nice, but he definitely didn't have an issue with the confident one.

 “Can I have those sweats?”


She faked sadness as she handed them over and turned around.

 “So, what's the next move?” she asked.

 “Do you have a map of town?”

 “I think so. Want me to get it?”

 “Please.”


He took stock of his backpack when she left the bedroom. The fight at the graveyard was taxing, going through every bottle of water and half of his invisibility potion. He needed to be better prepared.


He needed to study, read his spell-book.


Rachel tiptoed back into the bedroom with a map. Kevin took it and spread it across her bed.


He pulled his rock from his backpack.

 “What are you doing?”

 “Watch.”


He hovered the rock over the map and pointed his hand at the wall. An image of a house appeared, like his palm was a projector. The house was set back on the street, away from the other houses. There was a white dot on the map, hovering in the middle of Jewel Street.

 “How are you doing that?”

 “It's like a magical GPS. I slipped a rock in the vampire's pocket. I can track any of my magical rocks. I just have to concentrate on her.”

 “How do you know this?”


He laughed, a bit of nervousness in his voice. “I don't know. You wouldn't believe the weird magic stuff popping in my head.”

 “I recognize that house. It's across from Tessa Hayes' house, on Jewel Street. It's the one with the long driveway. What are you gonna do?”

 “After I get some rest, I'm gonna have a talk with her.”

 “And of course, I can't come, right?”

 “Right.”


They both looked at the door as they heard someone in the hallway.


Footsteps.


Rachel panicked, not having any idea how her mother would react if she caught Kevin in her room. She wasn't like other mothers. Mom wanted Rachel to have fun. She was thrilled that Rachel had a boyfriend, and constantly asked when she would bring him over.


But Rachel couldn't imagine any parent thrilled with seeing their daughter with her boyfriend in her room at three o'clock in the morning.

 “Hide!”


Kevin reached into his backpack.

 “Rachel? Are you still up?”


Mom poked her head into Rachel's bedroom. She only saw Rachel standing near her bed, looking over a map.

 “I thought I heard you talking.”


Rachel turned around, her heart hammering in her chest. Kevin was nowhere to be seen, his backpack gone from the floor.

 “Sorry, Mom. Didn't mean to wake you up. I was just talking to Kevin on the phone.”

 “Well, hang up and go to bed. When's he coming over for dinner?”

 “Soon, Mom.”


Mom laughed. “Did you tell him you were whispering his name when you were asleep on the couch the other night?”


Her face grew hot. “Uh, no, Mom. That hasn't come up yet.”

 “That was so damn funny. I thought your father was gonna have a heart attack from laughing so hard.”

 “Goodnight, Mom.”


Rachel was quiet as she listened for Mom's footsteps to fade away.

 “Kevin? Are you here?”


She gasped when she felt a hand on her hip and an arm around her shoulders. Kevin's body pressed up against her back, his breath on her neck.

 “Being invisible is fun,” he said. “Now what happened on your couch?”

 “Nothing,” she said, leaning her head back on his shoulder. “I'm sorry, but I don't think I'll be able to drive you home. Not with Mom waking up.”


He kissed her on the cheek. “That's okay. I don't mind the walk.”


She heard him making noise, shifting his backpack, moving near the window.

 “Thanks again, Rachel. I owe you.”

 “Yeah, you do. Starting with a kiss. Right now.”


She smiled as invisible hands touched her face and his mouth found hers.

 “Goodnight,” he whispered in her ear.


Her bed was two feet behind her. It was very tempting to grab him and pull him down. They were overdue for some teenage affection, and making out with an invisible guy was something she was sure not many girls could claim they'd done. But she let him go.


She heard him climb out the window and land on the ground just outside. He was nearly to the sidewalk when his invisibility wore off. She smiled and closed the window, and lay in bed alone.


She tossed and turned for five minutes before turning on her computer, and started to research vampires.


*****


Kevin slowly cracked open the front door to the apartment. Every light was turned out. He could hear Kristin quietly sleeping in her room.


He nearly tripped over Oscar as the feline walked by his feet.

 “Damn, Oscar. Don't kill me.”


He picked up his purring cat and hugged him a moment before letting him loose. He turned on the kitchen light to brighten up the dining room and pulled out his spell-book.


Kevin read. He didn't just search for journal entries on vampires and werewolves, but also every obscure recipe, every journal about hunting a random evil creature. Not everything he read was clear, such as the recipe involving the blood of a goat that granted no rest, whatever that meant.


He tried to steal himself for another confrontation in a few hours. He didn't know how it would go, but he was determined to not end up in a grave again.


Before falling asleep at the dining room table, he discovered a few interesting tricks concerning vampires, including one very interesting recipe.


The sun was up when Kristin shook his shoulder. She still wore her pajamas, getting ready to take a morning shower.

 “Hey,” she said. “What's going on? Are you reading?”


He closed his book and wiped his eyes. “Nothing.”

 “What time did you get in last night?”

 “I don't know. Three-something?”

 “Out with Rachel?”

 “Yeah.”


She headed to the bathroom, stopping briefly at the door. “My little brother, the stud.”

 “That's me. Listen, Kristin. I probably won't go to school today. So don't throw a fit when you get that little automated call ratting me out.”

 “You stayed out most of the night, and now you're not going to school?”


He nodded.


She came back to the dining room and sat at the table, quiet for a moment.

 “I like Rachel, Kevin. I do. But this isn't gonna end up with me getting called into your school, telling me how your grades are dropping, is it?”

 “Would they do that? You're not my mother.”

 “I know who I am,” she said, her voice rising sharply. “I'm your sister. Just...I don't want all of this ending badly.”


Last night it ended in a coffin.


It wasn't easy lying to Kristin, but it was too much to even put into words. Witchcraft, werewolves, vampires, magic.


For the moment, he was satisfied to let her think he was going through puppy love.

 “It won't end badly,” he said, a lump in his throat. “Don't worry, Kris, I'm not gonna let my new girlfriend take over my senior year. She wouldn't let me, anyway.”


She hugged him around the shoulders.

 “Okay, enjoy your day off.”


He doubted his day would be full of joy.




Chapter 19
 


Victoria threw the sheets off her, letting them land on the floor. It was nearly nine o'clock in the morning. She was supposed to be in the middle of a deep, relaxing sleep. Dreaming about Jake and rivers and rivers of creamy blood, but sleep eluded her.


She wrestled with an emotion that she normally did a much better job of handling.


Guilt.


Kevin's face kept staring up at her as she sealed him in the coffin and shoveled dirt on top of him. His neck broken, slumped to one side.


He was a witch.


Centuries ago, witches were deemed too powerful to be allowed to live. The Black Death that raged across Europe in the fourteenth century started as a witch's noble idea to cure aging. It went terribly wrong, and killed nearly a third of Europe's population.


Since then, every supernatural creature capable of thought had agreed that a witch, no matter if they were good or not, had to be put down.


Victoria had done it before, without hesitation.


So why was she losing sleep now?


Kevin was so young, no doubt still in high school.


That didn't matter. He was still a witch, and judging from his strength, a full-blooded one.


She did the right thing.


Didn't she?


She paced naked across her basement floor. It wasn't like her to doubt herself.


It was a common misconception among the humans aware of the supernatural world that vampires were these perfect creatures. A long life gave them wisdom, the blood made them beautiful. While partially true, vampires still made mistakes. Her instincts were wrong at times, like when she first met Alex a year ago, and thought he was evil.


It wasn't a matter of good or evil with a witch. Witches had to be destroyed. End of story.


Then why did she feel horrible?


Not bothering to put anything on, she picked up her phone and dialed a number.

 “Hello?”


She closed her eyes. His voice calmed her nerves.

 “Jake. God, I miss you.”

 “Victoria? Shouldn't you be in bed right now?”

 “I need to talk to you. I...killed a high school boy last night.”


Silence. 


 “You did what?”

 “But it wasn't just a boy. It was a witch.”

 “I hunt vampires, Victoria. I'm afraid witches aren't my area.”

 “Witches have to die. It's just how it goes.”

 “Was he doing something terrible? He was a bad guy?”

 “That doesn't matter.”

 “You sound just like me, last year, before you taught me different. I used to kill every vampire I could find.”

 “It's not the same thing.”

 “How so?”

 “Witches are so strong, even the ones with the best intentions can do serious harm.”

 “So, you don't even give them a chance? You ran into a boy witch, and killed him?”


She hesitated. “Yes. But it's never bothered me until now.”


Jake's voice grew louder. “You've done this before?”

 “Yes.”

 “You told me that not all vampires are evil, that I should judge them by their actions, and not by what they are. Is that what you did with him? Did you judge him by his actions? Are you gonna be the one to tell his mother what happened to him?”

 “Jake-”

 “Victoria, I have to go. We'll talk about this later.”


The phone went dead in her ear.


Her arm went limp, the phone falling to the carpet. She paced, balling and opening her fists. The rage built up as she felt a tear run down her cheek. Crying was something she hated. The last time she cried was over the death of her friend William Sloane.


She laid several towels on the carpet and grabbed a bag of blood from her refrigerator. Imagining it was a human throat, she tore into it. She relished the blood as it coated her fangs and ran down her throat. Some poured down her breasts and stomach and dripped onto the towels. Not satisfied with one bag, she grabbed another.


She panted as she lay curled up on the blood-soaked towels. Her eyes were as black as saucers.


She didn't bother cleaning up as she slipped on a robe and slippers, then turned on her laptop and adjusted her camera.


The vampire Bradley looked irritated, but smiled when he saw Victoria. If her robe shifted a few inches in either direction, he'd get quite a show.

 “Victoria?” he said, noticing the blood all over her. “Looks like you had some fun. I'm guessing the werewolf didn't have a master? You killed him?”

 “You knew there was a witch here, didn't you?”


Bradley's hesitation told her all she needed to know.

 “We suspected, we didn't know. There's been some odd stories in that area, even more as of late. Don't worry, you'll be compensated for any trouble you might have had.”

 “He was just a boy.”

 “And?”

 “Next time you need an assassin, call someone else.”


She disconnected the call.


The mess she made caught her eye. Her towels and robe were covered in blood. Pulling the towels off the carpet, she was relieved to see they hadn't bled through. Her temper was famous in certain circles, but rarely did it lead to bloodlust.


It was a good thing no humans were around.


She took one step toward the bathroom when she heard something in the living room above her.


Footsteps.


Very quiet, very deliberate. Someone was sneaking around.


The blood interfered with her sense of smell, but she finally picked up the scent.


A witch.

 “You're kidding me.”


A large part of her basement roof disappeared, leaving nothing but a hole in its place.


She didn't see the witch drop through the portal, but heard him land on her carpet, near the entertainment center.


There was a glimmer of light.


The light didn't only blind her, it burned her.


She shouted in pain as the beam of light caught her in the face, forcing her to turn her head and drop to one knee.

 “Neat little trick, isn't it?” Kevin said. “A witch can touch a mirror, and make it absorb daylight. And from what I read, you guys don't like daylight much.”

 “Kevin? Oh, thank God-”


She howled as Kevin shined the light on her again. It burned away an eye and part of her cheek. She collapsed on the floor, trying to pull her robe up to cover her head. He shined the light on her bare legs. The pain was agonizing as flesh melted away, leaving only bone.

 “You're one resilient kid,” she said, her voice sounding strange. Her tongue was burnt and swollen.

 “Yeah, they teach us a lot in school.”


He was still invisible, but his voice was close.


Summoning all her strength, she lunged to her feet. Her claws found his throat. She dug her fangs into his shoulder through his shirt. He cried out as his invisibility potion wore off.


The blood tasted horrible in her mouth.

 “I could kill you right now, but let's call a truce,” she said.


He grabbed her robe with his free hand, pulled it down as far as he could, and pointed his mirror at her chest. She tossed him across the basement before collapsing again. He sailed over the bed and smacked the wall. He grabbed for a bottle of water from his backpack as he pulled himself to one knee, blood trickling from his mouth.


Victoria put a hand to her breast, only to feel a gaping hole. Blood poured onto the carpet.


Surprise settled in when instead of feeling more light, she felt water being thrown on her.

 “Rachel?” Kevin said. “What are you doing here?”

 “Kevin? Are you okay? I got some holy water.”


It had been a long time since Victoria felt such raw pain. It had been even longer since she laughed uncontrollably. 



It hurt to laugh. She looked up with her remaining eye to see a dark haired girl with skin as pale as hers standing over her. The girl held a flask, and tossed more water on her. The hole leading to her living room above her closed up, becoming a ceiling once again.

 “Holy water?” Victoria said. “Did you bring garlic, too?”


Kevin slowly approached Rachel. The girl was obviously very dear to him. He was distracted, only for a moment, but a moment was all she needed.


Victoria jumped to her feet and grabbed Rachel by the throat. The vampire used the rest of her speed to cross the basement and lift Kevin by the shirt. Both teens dangled in her grasp, one in each hand.


She looked back and forth between the two of them. Her strength was waning, but she had to make her point.


Or there was the very real possibility he could kill her.

 “Kevin and Rachel. Listen. I could kill you both, right now. Oh, you might survive with your little magic, but she wouldn't. Don't make me kill an innocent girl. I want to talk. Can we have peace talks?”


Kevin looked at Rachel, who was struggling to breathe, her eyes full of panic.

 “Yes, yes,” Kevin said. “Let's talk.”

 “Good.”


She dropped them both to the floor. Rachel fell to one knee and clutched her throat as she coughed. Kevin knelt next to her and put a protective arm around her. He gingerly held a bottle of water to her lips.


Victoria noticed the witch was fond of water, no doubt another potion of his.


She limped back a few steps and dropped to one knee herself. The pain was starting to subside. Her body was trying to heal, but she would need to give it a little help.


Kevin approached her, Rachel a step behind, and offered her the bottle of water.

 “Drink this.”

 “I don't need your witch tricks,” she said, pushing his hand away.


She limped to the refrigerator, slipping out of her robe along the way. Kevin and Rachel gasped at the sight of the nude woman covered in blood.


Victoria went through bag after bag, draining each one. She drank slow and carefully, not wanting to spill a single drop.


Her body began to heal.


Rachel leaned into Kevin's arms and turned her head at the grisly sight. The hole in the vampire's chest closed up, and her eye grew back. The burns all faded away as new flesh took form.


He looked at the naked, beautiful vampire. She threw the last empty blood bag on the floor, no longer caring about trying to save the carpet.


She crossed the basement and opened a dresser against the wall. Rachel didn't take her eyes off the woman, making sure to stay close to Kevin.


Victoria shook her head as she tossed a pair of sweatpants and a tank top on the couch. She disappeared into the bathroom and started the shower, not bothering to close the door.

 “Holy water,” she called. “If I was really a dangerous, monstrous vampire, you'd be dead.”


Kevin leaned close to Rachel. “Only daylight and fire can kill a vampire. A stake through the heart just puts them in a coma.”


Victoria raised an eyebrow as she rinsed off, impressed with the youth's knowledge.

 “Well, that would have been useful to know before I came over here,” Rachel said, putting her hands on her hips as she gave Kevin an angry glare.

 “What are you even doing here, Rachel?”

 “I'm trying to help you.”

 “Hold it,” Victoria said, emerging from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her. She crossed the basement and dressed behind the couch.


The vampire laughed, and looked at the pair. Kevin had the look of the star receiver on the football team, all cute, lean, and muscular. Rachel looked like she belonged in the library. Not jaw dropping gorgeous, but cute, with a very nice figure. She had a look that told Victoria she probably got picked on a lot.


They were an odd pairing, but somehow fit.

 “Kevin and Rachel. You're dating, I presume?”


Rachel stood in front of Kevin defiantly, guarding her boyfriend, staring intently at Victoria.

 “You presume correct.”


Kevin smiled, a look of surprise on his face.

 “Cool your jets there, little girl. My name's Victoria.”


Rachel held up a finger. “Kevin, I've seen her before.”


Victoria adjusted her tank top and slipped on a pair of sandals. She stifled a yawn, wishing she was asleep, like she was supposed to be.

 “I doubt that, Rachel. Walton isn't exactly a hang out spot for me.”

 “No. On the internet. Tyler showed me the video a hundred times.”

 “Really? Would you mind showing me?”

 “They took it down, but Tyler kept it. I know his password. Hold on.”


Rachel sat at Victoria's chair and logged into the school's system, signing on as Tyler. Victoria and Kevin watched over her shoulder as she browsed his video folder.


Victoria shook her head as the carnage at Camden Yards filled the screen.

 “Wow. I don't think I ever saw this one.”


Rachel paused the video as Victoria sprinted by the camera phone. It was a quick flash, but it was definitely her, in the middle of a night she would never forget.

 “It's true,” Rachel said. “The terror attack in Baltimore, it was a lie. It was vampires.”


Victoria nodded. “Long story short, yeah. I helped keep it under control. Roll the video back five seconds.”


She shook her head as the camera caught a winged half demon flying across the field, one of her best friends.

 “If Alex knew there was such a good shot of him out there, he'd freak.”

 “Alex? That's the flying vampire there?”

 “Alex isn't a vampire. He's a whole other story. Let's get back to us. Kevin, I'm sorry I broke your neck and buried you in a coffin last night.”


Rachel looked at Kevin. “She did what?”

 “Apology accepted, I guess. I'm sorry I burned your face off and made a mess of your basement.”


Victoria laughed and looked at the blood everywhere.

 “This was brand new carpet.”

 “Like I said. Sorry.”

 “Eh, don't worry about it. Nothing a few phone calls can't fix.”


He laughed. “You don't act like a vampire.”

 “Oh, I don't? How do vampires act?”

 “I thought you'd be wearing tight leather, seducing men with your boobs hanging out.”


Rachel smacked Kevin's shoulder.


Victoria shook her head. Modern entertainment served a very important purpose in keeping the supernatural world a secret, but it filled people's heads with some ridiculous notions.

 “I only seduce one man, if he'll ever speak to me again,” she said. “Vampires aren't any different than humans, Kevin. We laugh, we cry, we make mistakes. And leather isn't comfortable.”


Kevin laughed.

 “Hold on,” Rachel said. “I'm glad we're all friends now, but why did you attack my boyfriend last night?”

 “Because you're a witch, and witches are dangerous.” Victoria felt a lump in her throat. She hoped she wasn't making a terrible mistake. “I'm hoping you'll prove me wrong.”


Everyone was quiet for a moment. Rachel reached for Kevin's hand. Victoria started cleaning up the empty blood bags on the floor.

 “How did you find me, anyway?”

 “Check your jeans,” Kevin said. “You'll find a pebble in there. It's like a tracking device.”

 “Witches and their damn magic. You'll be real helpful in dealing with this werewolf. Maybe you can help me get through to him.”

 “Get through to him?”

 “Yeah. He doesn't have a master, never been trained. We just have to talk to him, tell him he's not a slave to the moon. He can change whenever he wants. He has total control. Then the killing will stop.”


Victoria studied the young witch. Rachel didn't like her eyes traveling over her boyfriend.

 “Are you up for the task of hunting a werewolf?” Victoria asked.

 “Wait,” Rachel said. “Kevin, can I talk to you for a minute?”


Victoria nearly laughed as the couple walked to the far side of the basement, still well within earshot.


Kevin looked at Victoria, then back at Rachel.

 “Holy water?”

 “Oh, shut up,” Rachel said, turning red. “Look, I have a bunch of problems with this.”

 “Like what?”

 “Let's start with she tried to kill you.”

 “I almost burned her face off. I think we're even now. And she could kill us both right now if she wanted to.”

 “Okay, whatever. Then let her hunt the werewolf. You can stop worrying about all this.” She grabbed his hand. “You and I can go make out in the back of a movie theater.”


Kevin smiled, enjoying the thought. “Rachel, I have to see this through. I can't let anyone else get hurt.”


She leaned against the wall and crossed her arms with a frown on her face. “What if that lady kills you after you deal with this werewolf?”

 “I can take care of myself.”

 “I know you're feeling powerful and cocky right now-”

 “I am not.”

 “But that woman is dangerous.”

 “I know, but we both want to stop the werewolf.”


She threw her hands in the air. “This is all just silly. The full moon's over, anyway. Go do what you want.”


Rachel had one foot on the stairs when Victoria headed for the couch.

 “Rachel.”


Both Kevin and Rachel gave the vampire their attention.

 “Please. Come over here and sit a moment.”


Kevin met his girlfriend's gaze. He shrugged and gave her a sheepish smile. She rolled her eyes and led the way to the loveseat across from Victoria.


Victoria smiled at the two teens. They were young, and their body language was a glowing neon sign. Rachel was irritated, worried for her boyfriend, and just a touch jealous of Victoria. Kevin cared very much for Rachel, always leaning toward her and touching her. He was both excited and afraid of his magic.


Victoria felt sympathetic for him. She was familiar with not having a master, being forced to learn about herself with no help.


Rachel reached out and took Kevin's hand in her own.


Victoria smiled. Young love. It was an experience that was robbed from her. Even her relationship with Jake, whatever it was, was tempered with the fact that she knew she'd outlive him.

 “We didn't get off on the right foot,” she said. “Rachel's right. I am dangerous. But believe it or not, I'm one of the good guys.”

 “You heard-?”

 “Yeah. Vampires have strong senses. Kevin, most of us believe witches are too strong for their own good. Can you see why?”


Kevin laughed sarcastically and put an arm around Rachel's shoulders, leaning closer to her.

 “The lady drinks blood like chocolate milk, and she tells me I'm too strong.”


Rachel giggled.


Victoria shook her head. “Look, let's just put it this way. If you agree to not do any crazy magic things, I won't kill you. Agreed?”

 “Sure.”

 “Now, tell me about yourself.”


Victoria hung on his every word as Kevin told her everything. His parents, Martha, Oscar, Kristin, meeting Rachel. 



She couldn't help but feel she was in the presence of someone very special.


Living in a small town was a full-blooded witch. He had the power of magic literally at his fingertips, and wanted nothing more than to spend time with his girlfriend and pet kitten.


He didn't even have his own bed.

 “I bet this werewolf thing has really thrown you a curveball,” Victoria said.


Kevin swallowed. “We knew the two people he killed.”

 “Well, look. I'm here to stop the killings. Either I find this wolf and convince him to change, or I kill him. I would definitely accept your help. But I completely understand if you would rather not.”

 “Martha told me I wouldn't have any trouble with a werewolf.”


Victoria thought back to the pain she felt not even an hour ago. The boy had nearly killed her with a hand-held mirror.


He obviously had no idea how strong he was.


She missed the olden days, when witches were convinced they needed a cauldron to make magic.

 “I wouldn't doubt that. After all, you enchanted Rachel here.”


Rachel smiled and put her head on Kevin's shoulder.


He looked into his girlfriend's eyes. “I want to help.”


She took a breath and finally nodded slowly. “Okay. We have to wait another month for the full moon anyway.”


Victoria raised a finger. “Actually, not true. It'll look full one more night, maybe even two, and that's all that matters to an idiot werewolf.”

 “So, we go camping at the graveyard again?”


Victoria smiled. “Or we play it smart. You stabbed him with a silver knife?”

 “Yeah.”


The vampire stood up and stretched her long legs, then crossed the basement. She sat at her laptop and typed at blinding speed.


Kevin and Rachel traded glances, unsure if they were supposed to follow.


By the time they moved away from the entertainment area Victoria was already on her feet, stifling a yawn.

 “Okay,” she said. “That will take a few hours. And I really need some sleep. So unless you want to see a naked vampire in the next few minutes, you should leave. There's food upstairs in the kitchen, courtesy of my movers. Make yourselves at home. And for God's sake, leave that basement door closed until I come up.”


Victoria grabbed the bottom of her shirt and started pulling it over her head. Rachel and Kevin both turned their heads. She grabbed his hand and led him up the stairs.




Chapter 20
 


Kevin and Rachel rummaged through the kitchen. Kevin found a jar of peanut butter, Rachel some bread and grape jelly in the refrigerator. They were quiet as they made sandwiches at the counter.


Kevin dropped the knife on a plate and stared at his hands. Rachel touched his shoulder, concerned.

 “Kevin?”

 “If I took some garlic, salt, and sugar, mixed it with some water, and made someone drink it, they'd be sick for over a day.”

 “That's a little gross.” Rachel said as she took a bite of her sandwich. 


 “This stuff just pops in my head. I don't know where it comes from. I thought it was cool, at first,” he said, avoiding her gaze. “It might be too much for me.”


She hugged him and leaned her head into his chest.

 “When I got here, you had a vampire on the floor, bleeding all over the place. I'm the one that messed you up. I almost got myself killed. You're handling this okay. And besides, you got me.”


He squeezed her tight.

 “Thank you,” he said. It felt like he'd been thanking her a lot lately. “It's, uh, definitely been a weird day already.”

 “Yeah. And now we're eating lunch in a vampire's kitchen.”


Kevin laughed. “Please, let's do something normal.”


Rachel looked over the living room, impressed with the TV and stereo system.

 “Watch some television?” she asked.

 “Perfect.”


A voice rang out from the basement.

 “The TV's rigged up with the works,” Victoria called. “Order a movie if you want.”


He rolled his eyes as he took her hand. “I guess she wasn't kidding about the good hearing.”


Rachel fumbled with one of five remote controls as they sat on the couch. Kevin felt the tension drain from his shoulders as he sank in the cushions. It felt great to just sit, do nothing.


For the first time all day, he noticed what Rachel was wearing. Shorts, sandals, and a low-cut shirt. There was a beautiful vampire in the basement beneath them, and she didn't compare at all to Rachel.


He shook his head, in awe of his girlfriend. She wasn't even afraid of a vampire.

 “What?” she said, noticing his stare.


Kevin, always cool and confident, was nearly at a loss for words.

 “I'm fighting with Victoria downstairs, and I look over and see you standing there, two feet away from a vampire, throwing holy water on her. You're, uh-”

 “Amazing?” she said as she struck a pose.


His heart melted. “Yeah, you are.”

 “My magical boyfriend is calling me amazing.”

 “Where did you get holy water, anyway?”


She took another bite of her sandwich. “The church near my house. You should have seen the looks I got.”


Kevin laughed, feeling his confidence returning. “You know Homecoming is in two weeks, right?”

 “Yeah, don't remind me. Do you remember David Hicks? Before he moved out west, for one last big joke, he invited me to Homecoming last year. I should have known better. I bought a dress and everything. Then he moved three days before Homecoming. Lucky the store I got it from took pity and let me return it.”

 “I'm not David Hicks, but would you want to go with me?”

 “Really?”

 “Rachel, what part of the boyfriend girlfriend thing don't you get?”

 “You're not moving, are you?” she asked, smiling.

 “Nope.”


Rachel felt her face growing hot. She felt threatened at Victoria wanting to hunt a werewolf with Kevin, but he only had eyes for her, and she knew it. Insecurities and low self-esteem had ruled her life, but Kevin was quickly changing that.

 “Homecoming with you would be fun.”

 “Look, don't get too excited. I'll have to pick you up in my sister's car. Won't exactly be the coolest thing.”

 “We could take my car.”

 “I guess. But isn't the guy supposed to be all suave and pick up his girlfriend?”

 “I have no idea.”

 “Me neither. Never been to Homecoming.”

 “We'll figure it out.” She turned off the TV and brushed her bangs out of her eyes. “I can't find anything to watch.”

 “You barely looked.”


She simply smiled, and turned her entire body to him, hoping he would get the hint. 



It took a good five seconds before his eyes lit up.

 “Oh.”


Rachel laughed and gently pushed his shoulders back. She lay on top of him and kicked her sandals off.

 “Maybe this day won't be so bad after all,” he said.


Kevin's pulled her to him as he settled in on the couch. Being sexy wasn't her thing, but the look in Kevin's eyes told her all she needed to know.


They kissed, letting pent up emotions out to play.


*****


Victoria was surprised when she woke up and heard nothing from the living room above. No television, no music, no conversation. Her ears twitched as she opened the basement door and heard quiet breathing.


She smiled as she stood over the couch and watched Kevin and Rachel sleep together. Their clothes were a mess. Her shirt was pulled up, his was twisted. He had his arms protectively around her. Her leg curled over his waist, her hand rested under his shirt.


Victoria had no doubt they kissed and groped for hours before slipping into unconsciousness.


They made a cute couple.


She truly hoped she wouldn't have to kill him.


Deciding to be a little more civilized than earlier, she grabbed a glass from a cabinet and poured a blood bag, squeezing it to get every drop.


She turned on the living room light and shook Rachel by the shoulder.


Rachel opened an eye and looked up at Victoria. The vampire couldn't help but be impressed with the teen, and her loyalty to Kevin.


Victoria smiled as Rachel shifted her body to cover Kevin more, protecting him.

 “Relax, Rachel. I said we had a truce. No more fighting.”

 “What's going on?” Kevin said, stretching his arms.

 “It's time to wake up.”


Rachel sat up on the couch and turned red as she adjusted her shirt and pulled it down. Kevin yawned and stood up, helping Rachel to her feet.

 “Time to go find a werewolf,” he said.

 “Or we drive right to his house.”


Victoria produced a name and address and handed it to Kevin before grabbing her glass of blood and taking a deep drink.


Rachel grabbed Kevin's shoulder and gagged.

 “That might be the grossest thing I've ever seen,” she said.


Victoria licked her lips and fangs. “You watched me drink twenty blood bags this morning. I was naked and covered in blood. And this is gross?” Victoria said, raising her glass.

 “It was different this morning.”


Victoria laughed. She'd known Rachel only a few hours and already liked her.


Kevin held up the piece of paper.

 “This can't be true.”

 “What is it?” Rachel asked.


He handed her the paper as he watched Victoria drink. It was hard to imagine a beautiful woman living like everyone else, with a Porsche outside, a nice house, and drinking blood from a refrigerator.


Rachel shook her head as she read the name and address.


Walter Hawkins.


Their literature teacher.

 “What's the problem?” Victoria asked. “You know the guy?”

 “He teaches at our high school.”

 “I emailed a hacker buddy of mine to get some information. You stabbed the wolf last night with a silver knife. Now unless he feasted on around two or three people, that wound wouldn't heal right away. That name right there is the only guy who went to an emergency room to get a back injury stitched up.”


Rachel's cell phone rang. She frowned as she answered it, and squeezed Kevin's arm before crossing the living room and stepping onto the front porch to talk.


Kevin looked at Victoria. “There's just no way. He gives me a hard time every morning I come in late. He makes little jokes about not paying attention in class. He's a good person. There's no way he killed Paul and Donna.”

 “Maybe he didn't mean to, Kevin. I don't know yet. The first thing we need to do is go to his house.”

 “Okay. I know where that street is. Just let me get my backpack, and the three of us can get moving.”

 “The two of us.”

 “Look, I don't think you'll be able to keep Rachel away.”

 “No, but her mother will.”


Kevin frowned, and he turned to see Rachel arguing into her cell phone, pacing on the porch.

 “You can hear that?” he asked Victoria.

 “Yeah. She's getting in trouble for skipping school today.”

 “She's amazing. She did that to help me...fight you. No other girlfriend would help their witch boyfriend fight a vampire. Your ears are that good? Did you hear earlier?”

 “You mean did I hear you kissing and petting on my couch? Yeah, I did.”

 “Sorry about that.”

 “Don't worry about it. Rachel's a good girl. You hold on to her as long as you can. It won't be all candy and roses, but she seems like she's handling everything well. She really cares about you.”

 “What do you mean, candy and roses?”

 “You're a witch, Kevin. Relationships are crazy enough just being people. One of my best friends is a half demon. He's got a great fiancée. But there are times Cindy gets me in a corner and whines to me. Hell, just look at me. I'm having sex with a vampire-hunter.”

 “Thanks for that thought.”

 “I'm just saying. Enjoy things as best you can, and don't let her get away.”


Kevin smiled and nodded at Victoria. They had nearly killed each other over the past day. Now he was getting life advice from her.


Rachel looked dejected as she reentered the living room.

 “I have to go home,” she said. “My mom found out I skipped school, and she's not happy.”

 “It's probably for the best, Rachel,” Victoria said.


Rachel flashed the vampire a dirty look. “If anything happens to Kevin-”

 “Yeah, yeah. You'll come hunt me down with holy water and crosses.”


*****


Kevin and Rachel held hands next to her Mustang as Victoria carried a long case out of her house and locked up. He looked back and forth between the Mustang and Porsche. Everyone had a car, a cool car, except him.

 “Be careful with her,” Rachel said. “She seems nice and all. But don't let your guard down.”

 “You know she can hear you.”

 “I know. I don't care.”


He laughed as he looked at Rachel. Completely fearless, willing to stand in between a vampire and him.


He hugged her and lightly pressed his lips to her ear.

 “I had fun earlier,” he whispered.


She shivered, playing back earlier on the couch in her mind. “We have to do that more. I've never slept with anyone before.” She turned red at her choice of words. “You know what I mean, just sleeping. Well, I haven't done the other either, but...anyway, I'll shut up now.”


He laughed and gave her a long kiss.

 “I'll be careful,” he said. “I'll tell Mister Hawkins you said hi.”


She shook her head. “Mister Hawkins. I can't believe it.”

 “Me neither.”

 “I'll have my rock with me, if you need anything.”


He nodded. “After tonight, we stop thinking about crazy things, and start thinking about Homecoming.”


Rachel let out a bright smile. “I can do that.”


He took the moment to admire her figure as she climbed behind the wheel of her Mustang.


Victoria put a hand on his shoulder as Rachel drove away. He didn't flinch. The gruesome images of a wounded Victoria, covered in blood and naked, devouring bag after bag of blood would never leave him.


But he no longer feared her.

 “Homecoming?” she said.

 “Yeah. It'll be my first one.”


She climbed behind the wheel of her Porsche. Kevin hesitated for a moment, admiring the car, before sitting next to her.

 “I really am glad I didn't kill you last night,” she said as they pulled out of her driveway. “I felt guilty about it all night.”

 “Martha said witches are hated.”

 “They are. But that's a discussion for another day. Where am I going?”


Kevin guided her through town, and she parked in front a simple house. Nothing out of the ordinary jumped out at Kevin as they both climbed out of her car. A front lawn, truck in the driveway. A light in the living room was on.

 “This doesn't look like the home of a werewolf.”


Victoria raised an eyebrow. “Does your apartment look like the home of a witch?”

 “Well, I do have a black cat. And a broom. So, what's our next move?”

 “We could try knocking on the front door.”


Victoria took the lead, walking up the three steps and ringing the doorbell. Kevin shifted his backpack to his other shoulder.


No one answered.

 “Maybe your hacker buddy was wrong?”

 “Oh no, he wasn't. I can smell the scent of wolf all over. This is his place.”

 “What do we do? We can't just break in.”


Victoria looked around, making sure no eyes were on them.

 “Sure we can. Watch.”


She pulled her arm back, ready to break down the door. Kevin caught her wrist, and gently moved her aside, a hint of a smile on his face.


He grabbed his apartment key in his pocket, and touched the locks on the door with his other hand. Victoria hid her surprise as she heard the locks turn.

 “You're gonna have to get me a list of all the witch tricks you have,” she said.

 “As soon as I figure it out myself, I'll let you know.”


Kevin laughed as they stepped into the living room. It was exactly how he pictured Mister Hawkins. A bookshelf with old literature was against one wall. A painting of Shakespeare hung over the couch.


Guilt crept in as he stood behind Victoria.


There was simply no way Mister Hawkins was anything besides a nerdy literature teacher.


A voice called out from the basement.

 “Who the hell is in my house?”


Victoria smiled and looked out the front window. No moon yet.

 “And there's our werewolf.”

 “Victoria...do you go by Victoria? We have to be wrong. Mister Hawkins isn't-”

 “Oh yes, he is. It's him, trust me. And if you want to be friends, yes, call me Victoria.”

 “Friends with the woman who tried to kill me last night. What a thought.”

 “Hey, weirder things have happened.”


Victoria followed her senses to the basement door. It creaked as she pushed it open. She hit the switch on the wall, bathing the stairs in light.

 “Who are you? Get the hell out of here!”

 “Mister Hawkins?” Kevin said.


Victoria glared at him and put a finger to her lips.


They slowly walked down the stairs. Victoria had a feeling of what she'd see, and she wasn't wrong.


Kevin gasped. Victoria held out her arm to keep him from walking further.


In the corner of the basement was a large cage, large enough to hold a person. Hawkins, completely naked, was testing a chain and padlock wrapped around the gate. Satisfied the gate would hold, he grabbed a towel from the floor and wrapped it around himself.


Kevin saw the stitches on his back.

 “Kevin? Who's this woman? What are you doing here? You have no right. Please get out of my house now.”

 “How's the back?” Victoria asked.


Hawkins narrowed his eyes.

 “We know what you are.”


He looked at Kevin. “What's going on?”

 “You've killed at least two people,” Victoria said. “We're here to make sure you don't kill anyone else.”


Hawkins' face took on a look of utter despair. A tear ran down his face as he leaned his head against the bars.

 “I didn't mean to. Please believe me.”

 “Tell us what happened.”


He took a deep breath and tested the chain on the gate one more time, a nervous habit he developed.

 “Over the summer I went on a camping trip with some of my cousins, up in Virginia. I was skinny-dipping with a woman camping not far from us.”


Kevin laughed. “You, Mister Hawkins? Skinny-dipping?”

 “Yes, Kevin. Sometimes adults do things like that. Anyway, we got attacked by something. I thought it was a wild dog or wolf, but obviously I was wrong. Tore the both of us up. I spent a week in the hospital, needed nearly one-hundred stitches. But I healed, and came home.”

 “Then the full moon came up,” Victoria said.


He nodded. “I can't control it. I've tried everything. I tried going deep in the woods, hoping to be away from everyone. But I somehow found Paul and Donna, and...”


He wiped tears from his eyes and turned around a moment. Kevin got a better look at his handiwork. Fifteen or so stitches ran across his back under the shoulder.

 “So, last night, I tried locking myself in this cage.” He gestured to Victoria. “Judging from the wound you gave me, I guess it didn't work.”

 “Don't look at me. Look at your student here.”

 “Kevin? You-?”

 “I guess none of us here are what we seem, Mister Hawkins.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Let's worry about you first,” Victoria said. “Listen to me, very carefully. Yes, you are a werewolf. And the moon gives you great power. But it doesn't control you. You can change whenever you want. You think you lose your mind when you change, but that's not true. You can be in total control, if you want to be.”

 “Don't you think I've tried? You think I want this? I've tried to stop the change. I've tried to keep my mind. It just doesn't work. The pain starts, and I wake up in the middle of the woods naked somewhere.”


Victoria shook her head. “Walter, you've watched too many movies.”

 “What do you suggest I do then, lady? What is your name, anyway?” His eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute, I think I've seen you. Quick flashes, in my sleep. Did we...fight last night?”

 “We all did. It was a grand old time. Call me Victoria. Now, what you need to do is simply not turn into a wolf. It's that easy. Mind over matter.”

 “You're insane.”

 “Walter, I'm being very serious. I know you didn't have another werewolf around to teach you, but it's true. You're in control. Watch, look at me.”


Hawkins gasped as Victoria extended her fangs, and retracted them, several times.

 “See? Control.”

 “Are you...a vampire? Like in the movies?”

 “Let's forget any movie we've seen for a minute. Walter, just-”


Victoria went quiet as Hawkins howled in pain. He doubled over, clutching his stomach. When he looked up, his eyes were blood red.

 “The moon's coming,” he said, his voice deeper.


Victoria reached through the bars and took Hawkins by the hand. Kevin stood still with his mouth hanging open.

 “Fight it,” she said. “You don't have to change. It's the beauty of what we are. You're right, I am a vampire. But I don't kill people. Well, most of the time. You have a choice, too.”


Hawkins squeezed her hand and dropped to one knee. “I...can't...”


Kevin watched hair slowly cover Hawkins' body. He winced as bones broke and shifted, skin stretched, muscles ripped. Tears ran down Hawkins' face, which no longer looked human.


Kevin wanted to cry along with him. He took a step back and nearly vomited.


Victoria pulled her hand free and stood at Kevin's side.

 “Silly bastard.”


Kevin said nothing, unable to move his head or blink. Hawkins, now two times the size of a normal wolf, charged the bars. They held, but Kevin flinched anyway. The whole basement seemed to shake. The wolf looked back and forth between vampire and witch with penetrating red eyes.


Victoria noticed the white sheet that was Kevin's face.

 “Hey, are you okay?”

 “My...literature teacher is a werewolf.”

 “Yeah, and a rather weak one, too.”


Kevin jumped back as the wolf rocked the cage once again.

 “Did you say weak?”

 “He hasn't had a master to teach him anything. He's running simply off what he's seen on television. He's very dangerous, undisciplined, uncontrolled.”


She took a deep breath, and walked up the stairs, Kevin a step behind her.

 “What are you doing?”

 “I'm getting my blades from the car. We may have to kill him.”

 “You want to kill my teacher?”

 “What choice do we have? I certainly don't plan on staying in this town forever to babysit him. Do you want to do that?”

 “Just teach him. You keep saying he just needs a master, someone to teach him control.”

 “Do you think you can teach a werewolf?”

 “Of course not. I'm not a werewolf.”


She grabbed her case from the back seat, and they started back to the house.

 “In case you haven't noticed, neither am I.”

 “Yeah, but aren't you, like, old? You can't teach him?”

 “Watch your tongue, witch,” she said with a small smile. “I'm only thirty years old.”

 “Whatever. Look, there has to be something else we can do.”


They descended the basement steps once again. Hawkins continued to growl and test the gate. Kevin's eyes went wide as Victoria opened her case and pulled out two dangerous looking short swords. They gleamed as the basement light caught the blades.

 “I hoped I wouldn't have to use these. Didn't even bring them with me last night. I was hoping he'd listen to me.”


He grabbed her shoulder. “Victoria...”

 “Kevin, this is the only way. He doesn't want to kill anyone else. But unless you want to go searching the mountains of Virginia for the werewolf that bit him, and hope he's not a feral werewolf, we don't have a choice.”

 “Yeah, we do. We cure him.”

 “Cure him? There is no cure, my young friend.”


She watched with surprise and curiosity as Kevin set his backpack down on a nearby workbench. He pulled out an old, stained book. She watched over his shoulder as he flipped through the pages.

 “Here,” he said, tapping a page. “A cure for lycanthropy. Isn't that the fancy name for werewolf?”

 “Again with the TV. But yeah, you can say that. What is this?”

 “It's my spell-book. A witch's family hands this down and we add to it.”


She looked at the strange writing. She had seen many languages over her long lifetime, but none that were in Kevin's book.

 “It looks like chicken scratch to me.”

 “Only a witch can read or write it. It's a cure, Victoria.”


For all her centuries of being a vampire, it dawned on her that perhaps she didn't know as much about witches as she thought she did.

 “There is no cure,” she said again, her voice raising.


He read to himself. “It's an old-school recipe, not modern at all. Gross as hell. We need six frog legs, two whole earthworms, some bones from a chicken, and...whoa...”

 “What?”

 “Some hair and blood from the wolf you want to cure, taken while he's a wolf.”

 “Kevin, I've never heard such bullshit in my life,” Victoria said, rolling her eyes and pacing.


He met her gaze evenly, his eyes full of confidence. “I can cure him.”

 “I know you're trying to do a good thing. But this isn't a smart idea. The vampire attack last year? This is how that all started. Some good people were trying to cure vampirism, and it turned into what you saw on You Tube.”

 “I'm not gonna make a hundred werewolves, Victoria.”


She pointed at the book. “This is why witches are hated. Wild and reckless ones, like you, trying to do insane things, like cure werewolves. Your kind started the Black Death, Kevin, with your magic. This is a road you shouldn't be going down.”

 “Let me try. Let me make the recipe. If it doesn't work, you can do whatever you want. I'm not wild and reckless. I just want to help my teacher.”


She looked at the young witch. There was no cure for anything supernatural. Modern day science had been trying for decades. If science wasn't successful, there was no way markings from a witch's book would help.


Magic was powerful, but not that powerful.


But there wasn't any harm in humoring Kevin. He would see it was pointless, and it would reign him in somewhat.

 “Where the hell are you gonna get frog legs, and all that other crap?'


He smiled. “The lab in my school. I'll let you worry about the hair and blood.”


The wolf jumped at the gate again, rocking the cage. Victoria reached into her jeans and pulled out a set of keys.

 “Take the Porsche. I'll wait here with our hairy friend.”

 “Uh, take the Porsche?”

 “Yeah. You can drive, right? Get what you need, and get back here. But Kevin, this isn't gonna work. And then we'll do it my way, alright?”

 “Whatever.”




Chapter 21
 


Victoria couldn't believe she was doing this. She leaned against the workbench in Hawkins' basement with her arms crossed, watching as the wolf paced back and forth. He would occasionally leap at the bars, shaking the cage.

 “It's just me and you there, Walter. You'd better get used to my company.”


The wolf sat on his hind legs and howled. Victoria winced and covered her sharp ears.

 “Would you shut up? Don't make me muzzle your silly ass.”


She paced in front of the cage, almost in time with Hawkins.


The events of the past day rolled through her mind.


She fought a witch, and not only did she not kill him, she was rapidly becoming his friend.


The witch, the most dangerous creature alive, made out with his girlfriend on the couch above Victoria's very head.


Now she was entertaining the witch in his ridiculous fantasy of curing a werewolf.


In the mid twentieth century, Victoria had seen a witch hypnotize an entire army of soldiers, nearly robbing them of their free will, simply by waving a flag, no doubt dipped in some kind of potion.


That witch was the personal aid of Adolf Hitler.


She knew the power of a witch.


But curing anything beyond a mortal, whether it is a vampire or werewolf, was impossible.


She should have killed Hawkins the moment he changed.


Probably should have already killed Kevin.


One of her greatest weaknesses, and strengths, was the fact she didn't always do was she was supposed to.


Both Victoria and Hawkins paused as they heard a knock at the front door above them.

 “Great. Just beautiful,” she complained, looking at Hawkins. “Listen to me. If there's any part of you in there that can understand me, just keep your snout shut for five minutes.”


She walked back through the house and opened the front door. She dropped the personality she carried with her, and shifted into a thirty-year-old woman of the twenty-first century. It was a talent she'd mastered over the years.


Standing on the front porch was an attractive middle-aged man. She sized him up quickly. Good build, dark hair, strong personality, bright smile. A wedding ring, which meant if he went missing, someone would search for him.

 “Well, hi,” she said, flashing a bright smile.

 “Hello,” he said, extending a hand. “I'm Dan. I live next door. I haven't seen you before. Are you Walter's girlfriend?”

 “More or less.” She gave him a wink. “Why do you ask?”

 “We've been hearing some weird noises. My wife and I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”


Victoria cast a quick glance to the basement door. “Walter and I are...doing some work in the basement. Sorry if we're being too loud.”


Dan started to turn red. “Oh. Okay. I'll be going.”


She reached for his hand. “You and your wife aren't bored, are you? We could use some company.”


He went from red to purple. “Uh, no. You two have a pleasant evening.”


She watched as he turned around and walked away, trying not to laugh. Seduction was a tool she didn't like to use anymore. Every time she did, Jake's face popped in her mind. But if it chased away a nosy neighbor, so be it.


The basement door burst open behind her.


She barely had time to process what happened, even as fast as she was. She turned to see the wolf, squatting near the basement door.


Then she was on her back.


Hawkins pounced on Victoria, and the two tumbled through the front door. Her head bounced off the concrete, stunning her for only a moment. She watched upside down as the wolf pounced past Dan, more interested in freedom than a fresh kill.

 “What the hell!” Dan said, diving for the ground near Hawkins' car.


Victoria was at his side in a second, pulling him to his feet. The wolf sprinted down the driveway and up the street. Cars screeched to a halt as the wolf bounded by.

 “What was that?” Dan shouted.

 “Walter got a dog. A big one. Nothing can ever be easy.”


Victoria's Porsche was with Kevin, and she didn't want to waste time searching for Hawkins' key.


The foot chase was on.


*****


Kevin's heart was thumping hard for all the wrong reasons as he drove across town. He should have been worried about Mister Hawkins, and the horrible situation his teacher was in. Or perhaps the fact that he was building a friendship with, and putting his faith in a vampire who broke his neck and buried him in a graveyard.


Instead, all he could think about was how awesome it was to drive a Porsche. He smiled at the pedestrians on the sidewalk, giving them a wave.


He didn't worry about Hawkins or Victoria.


Martha told him to listen to his instincts.


His instincts told him he could cure Hawkins, and Victoria was trustworthy.


He glanced at the soccer field as he found a spot in the parking lot. The girls' team was in the middle of a game. Kevin felt very exposed as he parked and clutched his backpack. Every eye on the sideline was on him. Whether it was because he was popular, or the Porsche, he didn't know.


He grabbed the closest door to school and pulled, but it didn't budge. It took a magic touch and the key in his pocket to make it creak open.


The halls were dimly lit. Only the occasional classroom light was on. It was tempting to grab the flashlight from his backpack, but the last thing he needed was someone working late seeing a light bouncing in the halls.


He chuckled to himself as he made his way to Biology class, and couldn't help but think of all the papers he'd written on Macbeth.

 “Double, double toil and trouble,” he whispered.


It was dark in his old Biology lab. Flipping on the lights, his heart sank as he saw the refrigerators near the back of class. There was only one when he took Biology his junior year. Now there were four.


He smiled as the tool for the occasion popped in his mind.


Reading glasses.


The classroom changed as he slipped them on his face. The doors and walls vanished, leaving only a transparent image of them in their place. The outside wall disappeared, and he could see the soccer team still shouting and playing.

 “Now this is just freakin' cool.”


He looked inside the refrigerators, not needing to unlock any of them. He found what he was looking for in refrigerators one and three, and gripped the key in his pocket once again. The frogs and worms were gross. He made sure to seal them in zip-lock bags from the supply closet before stuffing them in his backpack.


Kevin stood near the front desk and stared at the procured chicken near the corner. He shoved it in his backpack, not bothering to be gentle.

 “Sorry, Miss Daily,” he said. “It's for a good cause.”


He didn't bother removing his glasses as he walked back through the school's halls, enjoying the feeling of seeing through everything.

 “I wonder if this would work on Rachel's clothes.”


He stopped in his tracks as he passed the English faculty's office, full of desks and offices. The glasses did their job, letting him see through walls and cubicle partitions.


There was only one lamp on at a cubicle in the far corner. Kevin caught a glimpse of two people having sex. A woman sat on the desk with her skirt pulled up to her hips, legs wrapped around the hips of a man. It was a strange sight, watching sex from a distance from the other side of a wall.


Kevin turned his head as fast as he could and quickly slipped the glasses off. He didn't recognize the man, but the woman was Mrs. Buchanon, the hot young teacher all the guys talked about. As far as he knew, Mrs. Buchanon's husband wasn't a teacher at school.


He laughed to himself. The night was already one he wouldn't forget.

 “Kevin. Are you there?”


It was Rachel's voice, coming from his backpack. They needed to come up with some kind of code. The last thing he needed was to be in a public place and have Rachel's lovely tone come out of nowhere.


He held his magic rock close to his mouth.

 “Yeah, Rachel. I'm at school just...stealing things from class. What's up?”

 “Are you okay?”


His brow furrowed as he left school and leaned against the Porsche.

 “Yeah, I'm fine. Why?”

 “A news report just popped up on TV talking about how a wolf is running free through the carnival. People are freaking out. God, I was afraid something happened to you.”


He closed his eyes. “No, but cross your fingers for me. It's gonna be weird.”


*****


Kevin parked the Porsche at an odd angle outside the carnival. He had no doubt that what Rachel told him was true.


The people fleeing in horror told him as much.


Couples, families, children, teenagers, employees, all screamed and shouted as they pushed their way through the gates. Dozens of policemen were nearby, trying to keep everything under control. There were a few wildlife rescue trucks scattered around.


Kevin clutched and unzipped his backpack, having the feeling he'd need every trick he could think of.


He fought his way through the panicked crowd. Right when he made it to the gate a police officer clutched his shoulder.

 “I can't let you go in there,” he said. “There's a wild animal on the loose.”

 “I've got family in there,” Kevin lied.

 “I'm sorry. We'll do all we can.”


Kevin grabbed his flashlight and shined the light in the officer's eyes. He squinted in pain and tried to block the light, but it was too late. He fell to one knee, blinded.


Kevin finally pushed through the crowds into the carnival. People were running in a panic. Games and rides were deserted.


He shoved his marker in his jeans and flashlight behind his belt, for easier access. He clutched his rock in his hand, and slipped the reading glasses on.


The games and tents faded. There were still people running, trying to climb the fences. Police were everywhere, talking into their radios with guns drawn.


Kevin did not see a wolf.


An officer tapped him on the shoulder as three of them ran by.

 “You can't be in here, kid. Go to the front gate.”


They stopped and looked at each other when the screaming started.


The officers ran to the screams, Kevin only a few steps behind. They bumped into each other and nearly fell when they found the source of the terror.


The huge wolf slowly made his way up a motionless Ferris-wheel, jumping from one seat to another.


Two young girls, stuck near the top, shouted at the top of their lungs.

 “Oh my Lord,” one of the officers said.


Kevin took a step forward, past the reach of an officer.

 “Hawkins!”


The wolf turned his head, but only for a moment, before leaping into the next seat.


The officers talked amongst themselves.

 “What the hell is it?”

 “Tell animal rescue we found it.”

 “Screw animal rescue. Look at the size of that thing.”

 “We have to help those kids.”


Kevin slipped his glasses off and looked at the girls. They couldn't have been any more than twelve or thirteen years old. One of them was trying to stand up in the seat, rocking it back and forth.

 “I'm gonna take a shot.”

 “Are you crazy? There's kids up there. Besides, I already shot it not too long ago.”

 “And it's still moving?”


Kevin knew the werewolf was tough from the night before, but shaking off bullets was a terrifying thought.

 “Don't happen to have silver bullets, do you?” Kevin said.

 “Get out of here, kid.”


An officer grabbed his hair in frustration, his eyes locked on the girls in danger.

 “What are we gonna do?”


Kevin grabbed the officer by the arm as inspiration hit him. “Find some rope.”

 “I said leave, now. You shouldn't be here. Taylor, would you walk this kid out of here?”


Kevin rolled his eyes as Taylor took a step toward him. He dropped his backpack and went to work, putting his marker and flashlight away and grabbing the item he would need.


His magic feather.

 “What are you doing?” Taylor asked.


Kevin looked up at Hawkins, who was only three seats away from the girls.


It was a long way up.


He sighed and clenched the feather tightly. “More than you, apparently. Get rope, a lot of it.”


Kevin sprinted to the Ferris-wheel. The cops shouted behind him, but made no move to stop him.


He jumped up, not anticipating the degree of weightlessness his feather would give him.


He soared further than he thought. 



Passing one seat easily, he had to grab the framework to keep from floating further away. He scaled up the framework with no trouble, gravity no longer an enemy, jumping ten feet at a time.


He stole a glance at the officers to see them standing with their jaws hanging open. Several more joined them, and a few animal rescue workers.

 “I said get a rope!” Kevin shouted.


Finally, a few of their legs unfroze, and they got moving.


The wolf took notice, and jumped one seat lower. He swatted and snarled at Kevin, only missing him by a few inches. Kevin jumped across the Ferris-wheel and landed on a seat on the other side.


He was close enough to hear the girls. There weren't any intelligible words coming out of their mouths. Just panic and high-pitched wails that threatened to rupture Kevin's eardrums.


The Ferris-wheel shook and the girls shrieked. The wolf had started climbing and leaping once again.


It was a race.


Kevin ran across the framework. He could feel the feather trying to lift him, but made it to the girls right as the wolf landed on the seat below them.


One of the girls, a blond, wrapped her arms around Kevin's neck.

 “Get us out of here!”

 “I will, I will.”


The seat rocked as the wolf swiped at them from below. The girls screamed and clung to Kevin.


Peeking beneath them, he saw the officers finally found a rope. He hoped it would have been in his hands by now, but that wasn't an option.

 “What's your names?”

 “I'm Amy. This is my friend Michelle.”

 “Okay, Amy, Michelle. You have to do exactly what I say, okay?”


They screamed as the wolf snarled again. If he decided to leap in the seat with them, they'd be dead.

 “Hold on to me tight. We're gonna jump.”

 “Are you crazy?”

 “Trust me.”


Kevin rubbed the feather through his fingers, to make sure he still had it. The girls embraced him from both sides, almost so tight it hurt. He held them as close he could. Amy cried into his shirt.

 “Please work,” he whispered.

 “What did you say?” Michelle said.


He didn't think it was possible, but the girls squeezed harder as they jumped off the Ferris-wheel, away from the wolf. Their screams filled his ears. They descended fast, and panic gripped Kevin.


Then they stopped.


Their fall slowed until they were about twenty feet off the ground. The officers and workers whispered under them.


They started to rise once again, the feather defying the laws of gravity.

 “Throw that rope!”


The officer named Taylor leaned back and threw the rope as far as he could. It landed in between Kevin's shoulder and Amy's head. He couldn't grab it without dropping either girl, and they couldn't loosen their grip on him.

 “Can you grab it with your legs?”


Michelle reached out with her ankle and wrapped the rope around her leg. The officers pulled them down as fast as they could, like they were a hot air balloon.


Amy and Michelle didn't even let go when their feet finally touched the ground.


Kevin sensed the eyes on him, all watching in awe.


No one had time to ask any questions.


The wolf landed on the ground not far from them. The officers tried to raise their weapons, but the snarling and drooling wolf was already moving.


Kevin wrapped his arms around the girls to try to shield them.


He caught a glimpse of his backpack, right where he left it, just out of arm's reach. There were more tricks up his sleeve, but he needed his backpack. As he saw the red in the wolf's eyes, he knew they were all in trouble.


He actually picked up a hint of the wolf's breath before it yelped in pain.


There was a flash of red hair and a cloud of dust. The wolf rolled on the ground, scratching and biting at a familiar beautiful woman.


They separated after a quick skirmish and circled each other.

 “You'd better keep your eye on me, little puppy,” Victoria said. “I'll mount your head over my fireplace.”


Kevin broke free from the girls and dove for his backpack.


He gave Victoria a quick glance, and was mesmerized in awe and fear.


Her eyes were as red as the wolf's. She crouched low, her hands open at her sides, claws instead of fingers. Her clothes were ripped and torn, revealing her stomach, which had claw marks trailing blood across it.


She had a sinister smile, revealing her fangs.


Kevin grabbed his flashlight as the werewolf and vampire charged each other.


He wanted to blind Hawkins, but couldn't get a clear shot at his face. They clawed and snapped at each other, at times moving faster than Kevin could see.


One officer led Amy and Michelle away. The others raised their weapons, but didn't dare fire.


Kevin wished he could help, but as much magic as everyone kept telling him he had, he didn't know what to do.


The fighting finally stopped when Victoria wrapped her arms and legs around the wolf and gripped him from behind. She held his mouth shut as blood dripped from her face to the dirt.

 “Kevin, now might be the time to use your little magical cure,” she called.


He nodded and searched around him. Terror and fear tried to cloud his thoughts, but he forced them all away. He did fine in rescuing Amy and Michelle, but now that he was on the ground, he was almost numb.


His eyes settled on a bucket of beer in ice near the controls to the Ferris-wheel, and finally got moving.


The officers and rescue workers, now numbering near twenty, made no move to stop him as he ran by. He emptied the bucket on the ground, leaving some of the water inside.


He rummaged through his backpack for the strange ingredients, and finally felt the zip-lock bags. In went the worms, as well as the procured chicken, and he used a dull pocket knife to cut the legs off the frogs.


After pouring in some bottled water, he gave it a quick stir.


Sweat beaded on his forehead as he took a cautious step toward Victoria. She still had the wolf almost in a sleeper-hold, but she struggled to hold him.

 “Any day now,” she muttered.

 “I need hair and blood.”


Victoria sighed, and reared her fangs back. Every witness, including Kevin, winced as she buried her fangs in the wolf's shoulder. He howled in pain and thrashed harder.

 “There's your blood. Get your own damn hair.”


Kevin pulled a few strands of hair from his side and held the bucket under his dripping shoulder. He stuck his finger in the disgusting mixture and watched it glow blue.

 “Open his mouth.”

 “Easy for you to say.”


Victoria grabbed his jaws and pried them open.


Kevin stopped short of pouring the cure down his throat.

 “Kevin?”


A terrible fact crossed Kevin's mind. It wasn't like the other awakenings he experienced lately, interesting magic tricks popping in his head. This was a realization that knocked the wind out of him.

 “You're right. The cure won't work.”


Victoria flashed him a dangerous look.

 “This might be the wrong time to say I told you so-”

 “The recipe's wrong. It's not done.”

 “Great.”

 “It needs sugar...and silver.”


He quickly went to his backpack, shouting at everyone around him.

 “Who has silver? It can be anything.”


A rescue worker removed a silver cross from around his neck and tossed it at Kevin. He caught it and shook his head at the irony as he dropped it in the bucket.


He grabbed a packet of sugar from his backpack and poured it in.


The mixture glowed bright red as he stirred it. The ingredients disappeared and turned into an almost soupy mix.

 “This is it.”


Victoria opened the wolf's jaws again, and Kevin poured the mixture down his throat, some spilling onto Victoria.

 “Be careful!”

 “Sorry.”


The wolf coughed and gagged, still struggling to get away from Victoria's grip. It was a strange sight, watching a woman that could easily be a model out-wrestling a wolf one hundred pounds heavier than she was.

 “It's not working,” she said. “I left my blades at his house. We'll need something silver to stab him through the heart.”

 “Uh, Victoria, it is working.”

 “What?”


Kevin took deep breaths, exhausted, as the wolf slowly shrank in size. He winced at the terrible sound of wolf shifting back to human. Hawkins howled in pain, and slowly that bestial howl turned in a human moan. The hair disappeared into his body.


Victoria loosened her grip as Hawkins rolled onto his hands and knees and vomited.


He looked up and stared at the full moon, a tear running down his cheek.

 “I'm me again,” he said.

 “Unreal,” someone said behind them.

 “Did you see that?”

 “What's going on?”

 “We're not out of this yet,” Victoria said, gesturing at the men behind her.


Kevin nodded. “What do we do?”

 “Do that blinding trick of yours. I'll take care of the rest.”


He walked casually to his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. Their audience was gathered in groups and talking amongst themselves.


Kevin grabbed his flashlight and shined it at the crowd. They did their best to cover their eyes and lean away.


He barely processed what happened next.


Victoria slung both Hawkins and Kevin over her shoulders, and ran through the grounds. She moved at supernatural speed, jumping over a gate with ease and running to her Porsche parked on the far side of the carnival. She dropped Kevin to his feet, and nearly manhandled Hawkins as she shoved him behind the seats.

 “Whoa,” Kevin said.

 “We have to move,” she said. “I'm hurt, and he's naked. You drive.”


*****


It was nearly midnight as the three of them sat in Hawkins' living room. Hawkins had changed into shorts and a tee shirt. Victoria leaned against the archway between the dining room and living room, dried blood still all over her. Kevin sat in a chair in the corner, Hawkins across from him.


No one said a word for nearly twenty minutes.


The events of the night were finally catching up to all three of them. Adrenaline was wearing off, and Kevin felt like he could fall asleep at any time.


Victoria was numb, excited, and terrified. Her gaze fell on Kevin's backpack, and she visualized the spell-book that was inside.


She was sure Kevin had cured Hawkins. The teacher no longer had the scent of wolf on him.


She didn't believe it possible.


A high school witch had discovered a cure for lycanthropy. He didn't study, didn't research, didn't spend any time in a lab. The cure was partially done in a book he owned, and with magic on his side, he finished the rest out of pure instinct.


What else was in that book of his?


Kevin caught her staring.

 “There's a few recipes in there you might be interested in.”

 “Keep your witch magic crap to yourself.”

 “Ah, so,” Hawkins said, gesturing to both of them. “Vampire and witch.”


Victoria raised an eyebrow. “A conclusion I'm sure you'll keep to yourself.”

 “No, I'm gonna tell all my classes,” he joked. “Of course I'll keep it a secret.” He looked at Kevin. “Speaking of classes, I guess it'll be hard to give you anything but an A.”


Kevin simply laughed, not having the energy to say much else.

 “So where do we go from here?” Hawkins asked.


Victoria shrugged. “Back to your lives. Might want to avoid the carnival for a day or two. Oh, and you're gonna have some funny conversations with your neighbor Dan.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “He thinks you're a bondage freak and I'm your plaything.”

 “Uh, wow.”


Victoria gave him a wink. “Well, I'm sure you want to sleep, I need a drink, and my young friend has school tomorrow. So, we'll be off.”


Hawkins stopped them both as they neared the front door.

 “Thank you,” he said, his voice shaking slightly. “Thank you so much.”


She smiled and put a hand on Kevin's shoulder. “You're very welcome.”


Kevin reluctantly gave up the keys to the Porsche. He nearly dozed off a few times as he gave Victoria directions to his apartment.

 “You're quiet,” he said as she drove. “Everything okay?”

 “Just surprised. Pleasantly surprised,” she said. “And, to be honest, a little afraid. Witches weren't as strong as you a hundred years ago.”

 “Maybe they were, but you killed them too quickly to ask them.”


Anger flashed across her face. “No, that's not it. Witches used to think they needed fire and cauldrons. Didn't even know the magic was in them. I guess everything changes.”


He took a deep breath. “Whatever. I just want to get back to normal. I wouldn't mind going my whole life without seeing another werewolf or vampire, except you.”

 “I'm flattered.”

 “So, what's next for you?”

 “I think I might hang around a little while.”

 “Make sure I don't do anything evil or destructive?”

 “Something like that.”


They turned into his apartment complex. Kevin leaned forward in surprise when he saw a familiar Mustang in the parking lot.

 “Rachel?”


Victoria laughed. “Looks like you have a personal fan club.”


Rachel was already out of the car and moving before Victoria stopped. Kevin climbed out right into an embrace from his girlfriend. She squeezed him tight, burying her head into his shoulder. He smiled and kissed the side of her neck. She kissed him on the mouth, and her adorable clumsiness sent them back against Victoria's car.

 “Hey, be careful there,” the vampire complained.

 “Your parents would flip out if they knew you were here. It's after midnight.”

 “I don't care.”


He pulled back and looked into her eyes. He saw relief, panic, happiness. It looked like she'd been crying.

 “I'm okay,” he said. “We handled everything. Mister Hawkins is fine. I cured him.”

 “I was worried,” she said. “I just kept thinking the worst things.”


Victoria laughed. “Kevin is the last person you need to worry about. Besides, I wouldn't let anything happen to him.”


Rachel shot her a look. “Last night you tried to kill him.”

 “Well, that was last night.”

 “I have to get some sleep before I pass out,” he said. “I'm fine, promise.”


She nodded with a huge smile. “I'll pick you up tomorrow.”

 “I'll be here.”


They kissed one more time. Victoria rolled her eyes, thinking they were going to swallow each other.

 “Teenagers. Good night, you two.”




Chapter 22
 


Kevin and Rachel walked into literature class hand in hand. He would have never thought he'd look forward to going to school. There was something beautifully normal about taking a shower in the morning, saying goodbye to Kristin before she left for work, and kissing Rachel at the front door.


No magic, no supernatural creatures, no backpack required.


Even the idiots in the halls who flashed them their disapproving looks were almost endearing.


He squeezed Rachel's hand and gestured to the front of class. Hawkins sat at his desk with his feet propped up, reading a newspaper. Noticing Kevin, he offered a nod and a small smile.

 “Kevin, glad you could make it in on time today.”

 “I could say the same thing about you.”


Rachel cupped her mouth to Kevin's ear. “It's hard to believe he was a werewolf.”

 “Yeah, I know. Trust me, I never want to see him naked again.”


Hawkins stared at Donna and Paul's empty desks before he started his lecture. Kevin felt terrible for him. He was a good man, but would have to live with his actions for the rest of his life.


The school morning was normal and boring, which only put a smile on Kevin's face. He went through his morning classes, even managing to pay attention in some of them, before the second best bell rang, the lunch bell.


Kevin stopped at his locker outside the cafeteria, and smiled as he felt a light touch on his arm.

 “Is that a hot girl touching me?”


His smile faded as he turned around. Instead of seeing Rachel, Melissa Johnson stood before him, a hand on her hip.

 “Well, I'd like to think so.”


He tried to hold in a frown. “What's up, Melissa?”

 “I was just wondering if you were still dating Rachel Evans.”

 “Yup. We are one hot little item.”


She took a step forward, nearly forcing Kevin against his locker.

 “You let me know when you get bored with her. And you will. Rachel doesn't strike me as the exciting type.”


Rachel swooped in out of nowhere, hugging Kevin around the neck. She surprised him with a kiss, and not the peck on the cheek kind. He was startled for a moment, but kissed her back with enthusiasm.


He tried to catch his breath as Rachel turned to face Melissa.

 “If you've got something to say to me, Melissa, say it to my face.”


Kevin's jaw dropped. Rachel's shyness was gone. She stared into Melissa's eyes, waiting for her to say anything.


The cheerleader simply huffed and walked away.

 “Holy crap. Now that was awesome,” Kevin said.

 “The kiss or the attitude?”

 “Both. I didn't think you could be any hotter,” he said, giving her another kiss. “But I was wrong.”


She laughed. “I'll go stand in line for our lunches. I'll meet you at the table.”


She gave him an ice-melting smile over her shoulder as she walked away. 



Kevin was the luckiest guy in school.


He finished filling his locker and was a step away from the cafeteria when two guys blocked his way.


John Crowe and Michael Johnson.

 “Maybe chasing werewolves wasn't so bad after all,” Kevin muttered.


John tensed his muscles. “What did you say?”

 “Nothing.” He looked at Michael. “See any more rats lately?”

 “Listen,” John said, trying to sound imposing. “You stay away from Melissa. We understand each other?”


Kevin shrugged. “Sure.”

 “Good. You stick with the nerdy girl you got. And if I catch you talking to Melissa again-”

 “Stop,” he said, holding up his hand. “I didn't think even you could get me out of the good mood I'm in.” He pointed at Michael. “Go away, this is private talk.”


Michael looked at John for approval. John nodded, and like a good little minion, Michael walked away.

 “Look, instead of worrying about me, maybe you should worry about Melissa. Buy her some flowers. Tell her how good she looks. I'm not the bad guy here. So, please, leave me alone.”


Kevin tried to hold in his laughter. John never intimidated him to begin with, but after fighting a werewolf and a vampire, John seemed like a little puppy.


He moved around John to get to the cafeteria, but stopped one more time.

 “And her name is Rachel. I will break you into pieces if you or any of your friends screw with her.”


He shook his head, but managed a smile as he walked into the cafeteria.


Boring classes, bully morons, nasty cafeteria food.


Life finally felt like it was getting back to normal.


*****


It was Friday evening as Kevin and Rachel once again turned watching television into a much more fun activity.


They lay together on the couch, kissing and touching.


Kevin loved the shorts she wore. Her legs were amazing, and he loved feeling them as she lay on top of him.


Rachel wanted to remove one article of clothing, just one. Neither one of them was ready for sex, but making out topless, she was ready for that. Her thoughts had finally drifted throughout the week from werewolves and vampires to being a high school senior.


That included enjoying her boyfriend.


She had her shirt nearly halfway off when her brain fought off her hormones, and remembered where she was.

 “I wish you had a room,” she said, pulling her shirt back down.


Kevin closed his eyes, catching a glimpse of her slim stomach, and part of her bra, before the show was over. His heart pounded in his chest, and she laughed as she shifted her hips onto his. Sweet, delicious torture, but still torture.

 “Believe me, so do I.”


He opened his eyes to see her smiling, her hair framing her face, deep in thought. Her hands were still near the bottom of her shirt.

 “How long do we have before Kristin gets home?”

 “Probably not long enough-”


Kristin opened the front door to the apartment. She kicked her shoes off and laughed when she looked down at the couch.

 “Do I have to put the hose on you two?”

 “Hi, Kristin,” Rachel greeted, trying not to laugh.

 “Hey. I thought tonight was the big night? Aren't you supposed to eat dinner at Rachel's?”

 “Yeah. I just wanted to stop here first.”

 “And get a little kissy-kissy time in?”


Kevin rolled his eyes as Rachel turned red.

 “Well, that, and there's soup simmering on the stove.”

 “Aww, thank you. You're my favorite little brother. And Rachel, you might want to hit the bathroom first. It looks like you've been fondling my brother on the couch. I'm not sure if you're family's ready for that image.”

 “Thank you,” she muttered, disappearing down the hall.


Kevin and Kristin engaged in small talk in the kitchen, checking on each other's days. He felt a surge of guilt as he realized Kristin was still in the dark about what he was, and what he'd been going through. He would have to tell her soon.


Rachel was quiet as they drove to her house. Kevin kept an eye on her, and saw her fuss with her hair three times in five minutes. He knew her well enough to recognize her nervous habits.

 “Are you okay?”

 “Just nervous. Aren't you?”


After what he'd been through, he wasn't sure he'd ever be nervous again.

 “Over spaghetti with your parents? No, not really. Should I be?”

 “I don't know. I've never brought a boyfriend home before. God, I hope they don't embarrass me.”

 “It won't be any fun if they don't embarrass.”


She smacked him on the shoulder.


Kevin tried not to laugh as they walked up the driveway to her front door. They held hands, and she purposely walked slow, trying to delay the inevitable.

 “Why did I let them talk me into this?” she asked.

 “Don't worry. I'll behave.”

 “It's not you I'm worried about. Listen, if this all goes bad, I'm really sorry.”

 “Rach, all I've been dealing with lately, I'm pretty sure I can handle your parents.”


Rachel stepped into the living room and nearly called out, but stopped short when she saw her parents dancing in the dining room. An orchestra played over the stereo while they held each other, Mom's head on Dad's shoulder. She said nothing and simply smiled, Kevin still holding her hand.

 “Have I thanked you for saving my parents?” she whispered.

 “Only every day for the past few weeks. And you're welcome.”


Kevin furrowed his brow as he watched Rachel's parents dance. He had no idea he could cure anything as devastating as multiple sclerosis until he did so with Rachel's mother.


Rachel's father was in the middle of dipping his wife when he noticed the audience.

 “Hey!” he called. “How long have you two been standing there?”

 “We just got here.”


Kevin nodded politely and extended his hand as they joined them in the living room.

 “It's nice to meet you.”

 “Same goes to you. I'm Chris, and this is my wife Tonya.”

 “We've heard so much about you,” Tonya said.

 “Probably too much. You're all Rachel talks about.”


Rachel's face turned crimson. “Uh, Dad, try not to embarrass me too much tonight.”

 “What's the fun in that?”


Kevin put an arm around Rachel's shoulders. “That's what I told her.”

 “I like this young man already.”

 “I'll go start on the sauce,” Tonya said. “Dinner will be ready soon.”

 “I'll help,” Kevin offered. “I love to cook.”


It was a fun evening. Kevin laughed as he helped Tonya with dinner. Rachel's parents teased her in a loving way, and he could see how close they were. That was a nice change from the constant complaints he heard in the school's halls about families.


They laughed and talked at the dinner table. It reminded Kevin of the times he ate dinner with his own family. He would make faces at Kristin when their parents weren't looking, and slip food from his plate to hers that he didn't like.


As much fun as he had, Rachel didn't waste time in hurrying out the door when it neared ten o'clock.

 “Don't be late,” Mom called from the front door.

 “I'm just taking Kevin home, Mom. I won't be long.”

 “You better not be. I know where Makeout Point is, young lady. Your father and I used to go there all the time.”

 “Mom!”


Kevin laughed.


He looked at his girlfriend as they drove back to his apartment. She finally seemed much more relaxed.

 “That wasn't so bad,” he said.

 “Yeah, they actually behaved. Next time you come over, I'll show you my room.”

 “I've already seen it.”

 “Yeah, I know. I mean with my parents knowing and everything.”

 “I'll do a little magic trick. Make us invisible.”

 “That would be fun.”


Rachel parked outside his apartment. She went to walk him to the door, but he stood motionless by her car. There was something he needed to do.

 “Hold on, Rach. You brought your purse?”

 “Yeah, why?”

 “Do you still have your rock?”

 “I bring it everywhere with me.”

 “I need it back.”


Her mouth fell as the color left her face. “Why? What's going on?”

 “Please,” he said, holding out his hand.


She said nothing as she walked back to her car and reached inside. Trying to hold in tears, she pulled the rock from her purse. It was silly, she knew, but the rocks they both had were a connection between them, literally. Kevin didn't have a cell phone, so she enjoyed talking to him late at night through magic.


Kevin took the rock from her and touched it to his own. There was a quick flash of light.

 “This is just a rock now,” he said, tossing it behind him.


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a necklace. The pendant was a beautiful amethyst.


Rachel's eyes lit up.

 “A little upgrade,” he said. “It's a little silly to carry a rock around in your purse.”


He touched the pendant to his own rock, and there was a glow. She lifted her hair as he clasped the necklace behind her neck. The amethyst fell against her chest.

 “There. Much better.”


She nearly tossed herself at Kevin, standing on her toes to meet his lips. He laughed as they kissed, putting his hands on her hips.

 “It's just a necklace. It cost ten dollars.”

 “Thank you. It's beautiful. I had fun tonight. And I think my parents love you.”

 “Yeah, they're cool. Smart, too, if they love me,” he joked. “I have some plans with Kristin tomorrow, but I'll call you when I get home.”


She nodded. “I'll be out running looking for a dress for Homecoming.”


He kissed her on the neck, and felt goosebumps ripple across her skin.

 “I have the hottest girlfriend,” he whispered. “I'll see you tomorrow.”


Kevin gave Rachel another glance as he went into his apartment building. She leaned on her Mustang, watching him. He gave her a wave, and she responded by blowing him a kiss.


Life was good.




Chapter 23
 


Kristin shook her head as she slid the driver's seat forward and set the cooler in the back. She pulled her hair in a ponytail and watched Kevin as he left the apartment building.

 “I get two days off a week,” she said. “And I'm spending one of them on a mysterious day trip with my brother. Something is very wrong with this picture.”

 “Which part? The two-day-off part?”

 “I thought you'd find a nice little corner somewhere and feel up your girlfriend all day.”

 “You're one to talk. I always have to crack the door open now cause I'm afraid I'll see you and your guy on the couch, which is where I sleep, in case you forgot.”

 “Yeah, right. Where are we going, anyway? And what are you up to?”


He looked at her as he double-checked the cooler. “Why do you have to say it like that? When was the last time you and I did anything together?”

 “I know, it's been a long time. Which makes me think something is on your mind. Come on, a few hours in the car?”


Kevin frowned slightly. “There's someone you need to meet. And we've got a lot of things to talk about.”

 “You didn't get Rachel pregnant, did you?”

 “No, Kristin! We haven't even...done that yet.”

 “Why not?”


Kevin rolled his eyes.

 “Are you moving out?” she asked.

 “No.”

 “Well, you've got me stumped.”


He took a breath, not looking forward to the conversation that was just over the horizon.


She gave him a look as he shoved his backpack next to the cooler.

 “Why are you bringing that with you? We've got school today?”

 “No. I always carry my bag with me now.”

 “You've got condoms in there, don't you? That's my brother, always prepared.”

 “You are insane. Come on, let's get moving. I'll drive first.”

 “No, I will. It's my car. We'll get some lunch, then we'll switch.”


The first hour of the drive was quiet. Kevin almost went into his rehearsed lines a few times, but Kristin looked like she was deep in thought, so he let her be. They drank a few sodas, and he reclined in his seat.


As the drive went on, Kevin grew more nervous. He thought there were only so many ways he could say I am a witch, but it turned out those words weren't as easy to say as he thought.

 “I'm sorry, Kevin,” Kristin said, breaking the silence.

 “Huh? For what?”


She was quiet for a moment, and Kevin's jaw nearly dropped when he watched her dab a tear from her eye.

 “I'm really sorry you have to sleep on the couch. You should have your own room, your own things.”

 “Kristin, our parents died. You've been watching out for me for years. We're doing the best we can.”

 “I barely have any money saved up. I can't help you with college. I can't even help myself with college.”

 “I'm not worried about college. After graduation I'll get a job. That will make the bills easier to handle. Or I can move out, and then you won't have to worry about me.”

 “Don't move out right away,” she said. “I'm sad and pathetic, I know. But just don't move out right away.”

 “Sisters aren't supposed to be guardians to their brothers.”

 “I'm not your guardian. We're just...roommates. Except one of us doesn't have a room.”


Kevin laughed.

 “Life changes fast, doesn't it?” Kristin said. “A few months ago we were both hermits. Now we're actually dating people.”

 “Yeah. We can go on double dates.”

 “Now that's an idea. Give me a water. And don't touch it. I'm not in the mood for your blue water.”


He took a breath. “Speaking of blue water, we have to talk about all of that.”

 “About what?”

 “My little magic powers.”

 “You're not gonna start obsessing about all of that again, are you? You used to drive me nuts, all that time on the computer researching.”

 “No, but you'd better brace yourself.”


*****


Rachel felt for the pendant around her neck as she dressed in her room. She slipped on a pair of sandals, nearly tripping over the bed, and grabbed her keys and purse from her desk.


Rubbing her pendant, she nearly spoke into it, wanting to wish Kevin a good afternoon, but managed to contain herself. It was bad enough she thought about Kevin as much as she did. There was no need to stalk him through the magical necklace he gave her.

 “Mom!” she called as she ran down the stairs. “I'm heading out.”

 “Okay, dear. Give me a hug.”


Rachel stopped at the front door and rolled her eyes.

 “I don't know how many seventeen-year-olds hug their mothers for no reason.”


Mom walked from the kitchen to meet her in the living room.

 “I don't really care. I have ten years of stand-up hugs to catch up on.”


Rachel laughed as she hugged her mother.

 “Getting a dress for Homecoming?” Mom asked.

 “Yeah. Just something simple.”

 “Kevin's really brought you out of your shell. I've never seen you so happy.”


Rachel simply nodded, and let a picture of her boyfriend roll through her mind. He would be special even if he wasn't a witch.

 “I've got my cell phone with me,” she said. “Call if you need anything.”

 “Okay. You might want to call before you come home, in case me and your father-”

 “Mom, please don't finish that.”


Mom laughed. “You have a good day, dear. I want to be the first person who sees the dress.”


Rachel climbed in her Mustang and headed to the mall on the other side of town. It was a week away from Homecoming. Some couples already had their plans in place months ahead of time. Kevin had only asked her a week ago. She hoped it wasn't impossible to get a dress.


It was a slow day at the mall. She smiled at the kids playing in the middle court, and stopped in her tracks as she passed the Halloween store.


Her eyes fell on a slinky witch costume, complete with a fake black cat and a broomstick. She'd never been to a costume party. Until she met Kevin, she never went to any party at all.


She had the feeling she'd attend a few this year.


Perhaps it was a silly costume to buy, but she couldn't help herself. The cashier smiled as Rachel set it on the counter.

 “The nurse costume was big for a few weeks, and of course, the French maid. Now everyone wants to be a witch.”


Rachel laughed. “I'm dating one. We have our own black cat.”

 “Yeah, I'll bet. I'm actually dating an asshole, no costume required.”


Rachel's good mood lasted all the way to the dress shop. She munched on a soft pretzel, and her face fell as she browsed through the store.


She didn't think of herself as picky, but nothing in the store caught her eye. Most of the pretty dresses were probably taken weeks ago.


There were a few other dress shops in town. She didn't want to spend the entire day shopping for a dress, but that's exactly what she would do.


The sun had already set long before she left store number four. Her good mood was gone, replaced by disappointment. If only she had kept the dress she bought last year, but she never thought she would go to Homecoming. Now, it was a week away, and she had nothing to wear.


The only dress that caught her attention was back in store number three, and it was nearly two hundred dollars. That was simply way too much.


Rachel stopped on the sidewalk as the doors closed behind her.


Melissa Johnson and two of her friends, Stacy and Tara, leaned against Rachel's Mustang. They talked to each other, and lit up when they saw Rachel.

 “There you are,” Melissa said, and looked at her friends. “See? I told you she came in here.”


Stacy shook her head. “I don't believe it.”

 “Are you shopping for a dress?” Melissa asked. “Why would you shop for a dress? I know you don't plan on wearing it.”


Melissa uncrossed her lean, tan legs and pushed herself away from Rachel's car. Stacy and Tara stayed where they were.


For years, Rachel was the school's punching bag. Everyone made fun of her, played jokes on her. Girls like Melissa and Tessa Hayes did everything they could to make her feel terrible. She felt small once again as déjà vu washed over her.


But only for a moment.

 “Would you mind telling your shadows there to get off my car?”


Melissa laughed, and her friends didn't move.

 “Whoa! Look who has a mouth now. I guess you think because Kevin's taking pity on you that makes you somebody?”

 “I was somebody before Kevin. Now excuse me.”


Rachel went to move past, but Melissa stopped her with a hand to her shoulder.

 “Hold on. We're not done talking yet.”

 “Hey, Melissa, look at this,” Tara said, reaching inside the open Mustang window. She pulled out Rachel's witch costume. “Looks like Rachel found a dress after all.”

 “Put that back,” Rachel said, balling her fists.


Tara tossed the costume to Melissa.

 “Wow. It's sexy, too. I always wanted a witch outfit. Can I have this?” She noticed Rachel's fists. “Are you gonna punch me, like a little kid?”


A new voice, off to Rachel's right.

 “Rachel? Is that you?”


Everyone turned, and even Rachel's jaw dropped.


Victoria had parked her Porsche on the corner of the street, and jogged down the sidewalk. She looked absolutely stunning. Tights jeans and a short white tee shirt that showed off a figure aided by the supernatural. Rachel could almost sense the jealousy surrounding her, and had to fight it off herself.


Victoria wrapped her arms around Rachel and gave her a big hug.

 “How have you been? I haven't seen you in forever.”

 “Uh, hi, Victoria.”

 “You shopping for a Homecoming dress? Is Kevin still taking you?”


Rachel smiled as she looked at Melissa and her friends. She could see them shrinking within themselves, like they made her feel over the years.

 “Yeah, we're still going together.”


Victoria grabbed the Halloween costume from Melissa's hands.

 “You'll look so hot in this. We'll hit up some parties this year. I think I might go as a vampire this year.”

 “Why does that not surprise me?”


Victoria gave a disapproving look to Melissa and her shadows.

 “Are these...your friends?”

 “Not exactly.”

 “I didn't think so. Why are they leaning on your car? If someone leaned on my Porsche, I'd rip their throats out.”


Melissa gestured to Tara and Stacy. “Come on, let's go.”


Rachel and Victoria watched as the trio crossed the street to get to their car. Victoria handed Rachel the costume as they drove away. The high energy vanished, and Victoria again assumed her serious look.

 “I tried to piss them off and make them jealous. You think it worked?”

 “I'd say so.”

 “I thought so, too. Teens aren't exactly great at hiding their body language.”

 “I didn't even know you were still in town.”

 “Yeah, just a while longer. Try not to look so disappointed.”

 “Well, you did-”

 “I know, I know. I tried to kill your boyfriend. Let's go to a restaurant.”


Rachel crossed her arms. “You're that bored?”

 “Stop being such a hard-ass, Rachel. We can be friends. Come on.”


She hesitated, then locked her Mustang and followed Victoria to her Porsche. Rachel kept an eye on the vampire every step of the way. Rachel didn't want to admit it, but her Porsche was amazing. 



Victoria quickly pulled out into traffic.

 “Uh, thanks for helping me back there,” Rachel said.

 “No problem. I was serious when I said you'd look good in that costume. You got the figure for it. You'd be a nerdy, hot witch.”

 “Uh, thanks.”

 “Sure. So, where's your guy? Every time I get that witch scent in my nose, you're not usually too far behind.”

 “He's with his sister. Guys are so lucky. All he has to do is get a nice shirt and pants and he's ready for Homecoming. I've been shopping all day, and no luck.”

 “Check behind the seat.”


Rachel narrowed her eyes at the vampire, then turned and felt behind her seat. She grabbed a dress wrapped in plastic, the same expensive one she saw before.

 “I saw you checking that out earlier,” Victoria explained. “It's yours. I'm quite sure it'll fit you.”

 “Victoria, that's way too expensive.”

 “Call it a peace offering.”


Rachel thought a moment. “That means you've been following me.”


Victoria leaned her head back and laughed. “Your suspicion is annoying, but it's not a terrible trait to have. You're a great match for Kevin. And yeah, after the sun went down, I figured I'd see what you were up to.”


Rachel stared at Victoria. The beautiful redhead was surprisingly charming. It was strange to think she had fangs and drank the blood of humans.

 “Thank you for the dress.”

 “You're quite welcome.”


Victoria pulled into the parking lot of a burger joint, and gave Rachel a smile before opening her door.

 “Can you eat?” Rachel asked as they approached the door.

 “No. But I love the scent of food. I like what I am, but there are many times I envy you.”


The pair sat at a booth and talked while Rachel ate a sandwich and fries. She found herself relaxing in the presence of Victoria, which bothered her slightly. It was hard to believe Victoria and Kevin had two intense fights, both leaving scars on the other.

 “So, how is your teacher doing? Mister Hawkins?”

 “He's doing fine. Happy, even. He was always a cool teacher, but now he's actually smiling and laughing.”

 “Rachel, you wouldn't believe the things I've seen in my life. But what Kevin did, I don't think anyone has ever done before.”


Rachel smiled proudly. “Kevin is special.”

 “Yes, he is. He'll need a strong support system. I'll be around when I can, but you and Kristin will have to be there for him.”

 “I will. You know, I was wrong about you. You're okay.”

 “It happens all the time. The guy I'm seeing now tried to kill me for twenty years. Now we're dating. Or at least, I think so.”

 “Now that's just weird.”

 “Yeah, tell me about it. What do you want to do after you eat? Catch a movie?”


Rachel laughed. Never did she think she would hang out socially with a vampire.

 “You're very...normal for a vampire.”

 “I'm on vacation from saving the world.”


Victoria treated for the meal, and the odd pair left the restaurant and crossed the parking lot. Rachel had one hand on the Porsche door handle, and Victoria was circling around to the driver's side.


Rachel never even saw them coming.


The van screeched to a halt only a few feet away. Four men jumped out from the side, each wearing masks. Rachel was surprised at first, then grew terrified when two of them pounced on Victoria, pinning her against her Porsche. Rachel didn't even have time to wonder how that was possible before the other two men tackled her to the ground.


She tried to scream, but a rag was held to her face. The last thing she saw before losing consciousness was Victoria being carried into the van, kicking and fighting.





Chapter 24
 


Kevin was quiet as Kristin parked the car across from Martha's house. Kristin hadn't said a word for the past hour, ever since Kevin broke the truth to her. She killed the engine, not bothering to remove her keys, and leaned back in her seat.

 “Well,” Kevin said with a bright smile. “We're here. We made it.”

 “So, this is your witch teacher's house?”

 “Witch teacher, that's funny. Don't worry, you'll like Martha.”

 “Martha the witch.”

 “Look, Kristin, I'm sorry. I had to tell you, and I figured you might as well meet Martha. I want you involved in all of this. You're family.”

 “A damn witch,” she said, not able to stop saying the word. “I don't want any nasty smelling crap in the apartment. Any witch crap you do, do it outside on the patio.”

 “That's not how it works. There's no burning fire or witch's brew, at least not usually. The invisibility potion tastes a little funny, but that's it.”

 “Invisibility potion?” Kristin said, her eyes lighting up.

 “Come on. Let's go meet Martha.”

 “Does she even know we're coming?”

 “No. And, uh, I don't see her car.”

 “Wonderful, Kevin. If we drove hours just to see an empty house, I'm gonna kill you.”

 “Let's just go knock on the door, before your hair catches on fire.”


Kristin laughed and gestured to Kevin's backpack as they marched up the sidewalk.

 “You always carry that now? Got all your little witch ingredients in there?”

 “Not all, but a few.”

 “You're serious?”


He only smiled as he knocked on the front door.


No one answered.


Kevin grew hot as the silence stretched. He wished he could shrink into his clothes, and could feel his sister's eyes on him, boring a hole into him.

 “Kevin-”

 “I know, I know. Death threats.”


He knocked again, and the door opened a few inches on its own.

 “Whoa, that's weird,” Kevin said, and opened the door wider. “Hey Martha, are you in here?”

 “You're gonna just walk in?”

 “Sure. Martha's cool.”

 “You said her car wasn't here.”


Kevin stopped as dread crept over him. A missing car and an open door didn't give him a good feeling.

 “Martha?” he called again. “It's me, Kevin.”


He pushed the door all the way open to see the living room was ransacked. The couch was cut open and laying on its back, along with every pillow. Every book on the shelf against the wall was on the floor, most of them destroyed.

 “Oh my God,” Kristin whispered behind him. “What happened in here?”

 “I don't know.”

 “Why don't you know? Aren't you both witches?”

 “That doesn't mean I'm CSI, Kristin.”

 “Oh, sorry.”

 “Martha?” Kevin said, his voice nearly gone. “Sebastian?”

 “Who's Sebastian?”

 “Her cat.”

 “Does every witch have a cat?”

 “Actually, I think we do.”


Kevin slowly moved through the house, Kristin a step behind him. The terrifying thought went through his mind of finding Martha hurt, or worse.


The kitchen wasn't in as bad a shape as the living room, but it had been searched. Drawers and cupboards were open, silverware scattered on the floor. A few dishes and glasses were broken and scattered about.

 “A robbery?” Kristin asked.

 “Maybe. I don't know.”

 “Look at this.”


Kristin gestured to a calendar on the wall. The word vacation was written with a line drawn through four weeks, including the current Saturday they were visiting.

 “Some burglars knew she was on vacation, and robbed her house,” Kristin said.

 “You think they were looking for something to steal in the kitchen?”

 “I don't know, Kevin. Look, let's just call the cops.”


Kristin opened her mouth to protest as Kevin grabbed the phone on the wall, but was too late.

 “Good idea. Let's just put our fingerprints all over the house.”

 “The phone's dead.”

 “I left my cell phone in the car.”


Kevin and Kristin left the house through the living room. They froze on the front porch.


Three men stood near the car, one with his head inside the passenger's window. Another was on a cell phone, and the third was writing down her license plate number.

 “Hey!” Kristin shouted. “What the hell-”


Kevin clamped down on her shoulder to quiet her down.


Something felt very wrong.

 “Kristin, be quiet,” he hissed. “Just walk.”


They cut across the yard and kept to the sidewalk. Kevin flashed a smile at the men, trying to look natural, but knowing he failed miserably. He shifted his backpack to one shoulder.


The men talked amongst themselves for a moment before slowly following them.

 “Get off me,” Kristin said, shaking free from Kevin's grip, but staying next to him. “What the hell is going on?”

 “I don't know. Just something's not right.”

 “Well, thank you, genius. I figured that part out. Those are probably the guys that robbed that woman's house.”

 “I don't think they're burglars.”

 “What the hell are they, then?”


Kevin was too afraid to turn around, but stole a quick glance into the side mirror of a parked truck as they passed. The men were still following them, one of which had his hand inside his coat.

 “Oh God, I think that guy has a gun.”

 “Are you serious?” Kristin said, turning her head.

 “Don't look!”


She snapped her head straight. “What are you doing? Where are we going? Oh no, my cell phone's still in the car.”


Kevin passed by a woman walking her dog, then two men delivering a couch to a home. Should he make a scene, shout for help?


He felt the weight of his backpack. Magic recipes flowed into his mind, but he couldn't bring himself to do anything but walk forward, away from the men.


A couple rounded the corner in front of them, heading toward them. They held hands and laughed as they talked, the man leaning over to kiss the woman on the cheek.


He thought nothing about the scene, until he saw the man reach behind his back.


Kevin grabbed his sister's arm and pulled her down in between a parked Jeep and Civic.

 “Kevin! What are you doing?”


He felt silly for a brief moment, until the gunfire started.


The headlight next to Kristin's head exploded. She screamed as she squatted and covered her head, trying to reduce her profile. Kevin took his sister in his arms as they kneeled and held each other. The Jeep in front of them shifted as one of its tires was shot. He was vaguely aware of people running for cover in the streets as more glass and plastic flew around them. He could barely think, but kept expecting to feel pain at any moment as a bullet struck him.


That never happened, and the gunfire stopped.

 “Kevin Mishnar,” a male voice called. “We only want you and the book. Your sister is free to go. If you don't give yourself up, we will kill both of you.”


Kevin pulled away from his sister's grasp to see her crying, glass and plastic in her hair. Her hands shook as she held him by the shoulders.

 “Book?” she whispered.


He said nothing.


Whoever the people shooting at them were, they knew. They knew of witches, of Kevin and Martha.


Kevin immediately thought of his sister and her safety. He went to stand up, but Kristin pulled him back down.

 “Are you crazy?” she said.

 “I'm not gonna let them shoot you.”

 “You have ten seconds, witch,” the same voice called. “If you don't come out, we'll go find your girlfriend and kill her, too. Everyone you love, dead. It's an easy choice. Don't be a hero.”


Something inside Kevin snapped.


Kristin flinched as his face took on an angry, hateful look.

 “Kevin?”

 “Enough,” he said, dropping his backpack from his shoulder to the ground. “Everything's worked against us all our lives. Losing our parents, our stupid apartment. I'm sick of it.”


He grabbed a piece of broken plastic and emptied a packet of sugar on it. Kristin watched in amazement as he poured a drop of water on the sugar and made a tiny cut on his finger with a pocket knife.

 “What the hell are you doing?” she said.


A single drop of blood fell to the plastic shard. He took a drink of water to heal his cut.

 “I'm still waiting, Mishnar!”


Kevin ignored the man, and looked into his sister's eyes.

 “I've fought a werewolf and a vampire, twice, and I'm still here. These are just people. People are nothing.”

 “Kevin-”


He pulled away from his sister's grip and stood up. The three men that were following them hid behind a car, guns drawn. The couple ahead of them was nowhere to be seen.

 “That's it. Just walk on out, slowly.”


He sneered before tossing the plastic at the men.


The explosion was deafening. The men dove in different directions as the car they hid behind lifted several feet off the ground before landing at an odd angle. They bled from cuts on their faces and arms and struggled to get to their feet.


Kevin turned to grab Kristin's arm, and saw the fake couple ducking behind a truck parked across the street. The woman lay prone on the ground next to a tire, taking careful aim.


His hand shook as he instinctively reached into his backpack. He never had a gun pointed at him before.


Kristin noticed the woman under the truck a moment before she pulled the trigger.


Kevin's hand shook and throbbed in pain as his rock absorbed the force from the bullet. Holding the rock outright, he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him as the bullet floated in midair, then fell to the ground in front of him. He thought his instincts were wrong when they told him the rock would block bullets as well as punches.


He was glad they weren't.


Another car pulled up next to the injured men as the couple opened fire.


Kristin screamed and covered her ears, trying to press herself more into Kevin's side. Every shot fired sent excruciating pain through Kevin's hand, and started to flow into his arm, but every bullet also stopped a few inches in front of Kevin's rock.


Two men jumped out of the car that stopped in the middle of the street. One went to check on the injured while the other took up position near the driver's side door.

 “What's going on?”

 “The witch is here. The full-blood.”


The driver joined in the shootout, and Kevin felt a bone in his hand break. The magic in his rock was holding up fine. It was the force from the rock to his hand that would do him in.


Crying out in pain, he held on to the rock with both hands as tight as he could. The pain split between both hands, but he didn't know how much longer he could hold on. Bullet after bullet stopped in front of him and fell to the ground.


Kristin finally came to her senses and gripped his shoulder.

 “Kevin?”

 “Get the flashlight out of my pack.”


She did so, nearly dropping it to the ground twice.


The woman finally had to reload.


Kevin held the rock with one hand while taking the flashlight from Kristin. Several more bones broke as he turned on the beam and aimed it throughout the street.


The firing finally stopped as the shooters had no choice but to cover their eyes. Not even the bystanders hiding in a corner shop were safe, as the light caught their eyes as well.

 “Come on,” Kristin said. “We have to go!”


She tried to haul him to his feet as he shoved everything in his backpack. He didn't dare try to move his hand. Kristin pulled harder as she saw their attackers slowly start to look around.

 “Dammit, Kevin. Get up!”


The rock slipped from his grasp as he nearly stumbled over the curb, dragging his backpack with his good hand. Kristin led him between two houses.


She cried out and fell against the side of a house as they opened fire once again. Kevin grabbed her hand and pulled her along. Glass flew around them as house windows were shot out. There were screams from inside, and Kevin could only hope the people hiding in their homes were safe.


They sprinted through a backyard into an alley. Kevin didn't risk looking behind them, but could hear voices not far away as their attackers collected themselves.

 “What's going on?” Kristin asked as she struggled to keep up with her brother. “What do those people want?”

 “I don't know, Kris! To shoot me, maybe?”

 “Where are we going?”

 “Away from them.”


Kevin stopped and Kristin slammed into him as a car pulled up at the mouth of the alley. The same three men jumped out, not even bothering to close their doors. Kevin and Kristin turned to reverse course, but their pursuers emerged from in between the houses. They were trapped.


Kevin didn't hesitate, running for the closest house next to him with Kristin a step behind. He already had a key in his hand as he pulled open the screen door. Wincing, he ran his broken hand across the door lock, then the dead bolt.

 “What are you-”


Kristin didn't have time to finish before Kevin pushed the back door open.


The smell of ground beef touched Kevin's nose as a woman worked over a stove. She turned at the noise, and screamed at the top of her lungs, nearly knocking the pan to the floor.

 “Jason!” she called.

 “Diane? Are you alright?”


Kevin nearly bumped into Jason as he stepped into the kitchen. He grabbed Kevin by the shoulders and stared at Kristin.

 “What the hell is going on here? Who are you?”


Kevin tried to push past the larger man and move through the living room, but his gaze fell on a shelf behind Diane.


A shelf of random herbs and spices.


He stole a quick glance out the back window to see four men and one woman running across the backyard, nearly to the door.


Kevin broke away from Jason and moved toward the spice shelf. Diane ran into Jason's arms as Kristin stood near the archway to the living room.

 “Kevin! Come on!”

 “I'm calling the police,” Jason said.

 “Do that,” Kevin said. “It would be nice to have some damn help.”


Potions and recipes flooded his brain as he looked across the spices. He didn't even know what half the spices were, but that didn't matter. Basil with catnip and lemon juice would cause unbelievable pain. Cayenne pepper with garlic, sugar, and water would cause temporary amnesia.


Panic began to set in. Nothing was coming to Kevin that was useful. Every recipe either needed to be swallowed, or was too destructive.


His eyes finally settled on a salt shaker.

 “Kevin!”

 “I know, I know. Just hold on.”


He poured some salt into his palm and turned on the sink faucet, trying this best to ignore Jason as he grabbed a phone from the wall. He mixed the salt with a packet of sugar and shoved his hand under the running water.


Diane screamed as the back door burst open. Kevin glanced up to see a man stepping into the kitchen with a gun, several more behind him.


He rubbed his hands together and tossed the sugar and salt in the air.


Everyone began coughing as a thick fog filled the kitchen. Before Kevin lost sight of everything he saw Kristin drop to the ground. He did the same and crawled to where he thought she was. There were shouts of confusion and the sound of someone stumbling and falling.


Kristin shouted as he grabbed her shoulder. 


 “Hey! It's me.”

 “I can't see anything.”

 “That's the idea.”

 “Was choking the idea too?”

 “Shut up and start crawling.”


Someone tripped and hit the floor not far away. They couldn't see anything in front of them, only white fog, but crawled through what they thought was the living room. Kevin smacked his head against a door, and reached up to feel for a knob.


He pulled the door open to see a front yard in front of them. Kristin stumbled past her brother and fell to her knees on the grass. Kevin closed the door and backed away, his eyes still on the house.


Fog leaked under the windows, even on the upstairs floor. There were coughs and shouts still coming from inside. Kristin grabbed her Kevin's arm as he backed up next to her.

 “What did you do?”


He glanced around as guilt began to creep in. Jason and Diane would be fine after the magic fog dissipated, but no doubt they were terrified. They were in their own home with a group of people with guns.


Kevin came back to reality as he noticed heads poking out their front doors and people stopping on the street, all watching the fog pour from the house.

 “I slowed them down. Let's go.”


He reached for Kristin's hand and pulled her along. Kristin tried to make a left as they made it to the end of the street, but Kevin stopped and tugged on her arm.

 “No! This way.”

 “Where are you going? The car is this way.”

 “We're not going to the car.”

 “Why the hell not?”


Kevin said nothing. He went to grab her shoulder. Her face scrunched up and she winced as she pulled away.


Somewhere in their run she had been shot.

 “Kristin!”


She looked down at the blood staining her blouse. Touching a finger to her shoulder, her knees shook as she looked at her own blood.

 “No, Kris, come on,” Kevin said, catching her before she could fall. 



His eyes fell on a shopping center not too far away. There were plenty of people pushing carts in and out of a grocery store.

 “Let's go.”


He had to drag her along for a moment, but she quickly started running on her own. Kevin didn't look behind them, but heard a door open, along with coughing and angry shouting.

 “They're behind us,” Kristin said.

 “I know, I know.”

 “Where are we going?”


They weren't far from the side brick wall to the shopping center. Kevin's pack bounced too much on his back for him to reach inside.

 “Give me your lipstick.”

 “What?”

 “Come on, Kris!”


Kristin fished in her purse and handed over her lipstick as they approached the wall. Kevin quickly drew a circle and created a portal. Kristin gasped at the magical doorway, and forgot all about the people chasing them with guns. Kevin almost had to force her inside.


They barely noticed they were in a supply room.


He ran to the only door he saw and pulled, but it was locked. He almost grabbed a key in his pocket, but another idea popped in his mind.


A smile crossed his face as he created another portal, just next to the door. The hallway outside the supply room was empty. Sticking his head through, there were a few offices to the right and what looked like the grocery store itself to the left. A mother pushing a cart passed by and Kevin pulled his head back so he wasn't seen.


Kristin was right behind him, trying to move around to step through the portal.

 “No, Kris,” he said, grabbing her by the good shoulder to stop her.

 “Well then what did you put the hole in the wall for?”


He searched through his backpack and found his invisibility potion.

 “Drink some of this. Just a swallow.”


Kristin nearly gagged as she tasted the disgusting mixture. Kevin took a quick swallow and covered her mouth, leading her away from the portal. Their pursuers stepped into the supply room from the outside, using the portal Kevin created.


Kevin felt his sister's breathing hitch as she vanished a few seconds before he did.


He could finally study them as Kristin and he hid in the far corner of the supply room. Nothing stood out about them as they glanced around. They were dressed in jeans, tee shirts, sneakers. They looked like ordinary people, except they carried guns and were trying to kill Kevin.


A man with red hair and freckles held out a hand as he peered through the second portal.

 “They're in the store. The kid's got enough crap in there to make anything magical he wants. Remember, he's the target, not his sister. Spare her if you can.”

 “Should we call Santos?”

 “Not yet. Let's deal with this first.”


They filed through the portal, one by one. Kevin held onto Kristin's hand, not letting go long after the wall reclaimed the portal or their invisibility wore off.


Several minutes passed before he stepped away from the wall and paced.

 “I'm the target, huh? When I get done with them they'll wish they never even heard the word magic. That guy wasn't lying, I can make so many potions here. I could kill them all with a bag of flour-”

 “Kevin!”


He turned to face his sister.

 “I've been shot, you ass! I'm bleeding.”


His senses came back to him and the anger faded as he watched his sister slide down to the floor. Half of her shirt was stained with blood. Sweat beaded on her forehead.

 “Oh God, Kristin. I'm so sorry,” he said, kneeling in front of her. “Are you okay?”

 “What do you think?”

 “You look sick, real pale.”

 “I feel like I'm gonna throw up.”

 “From getting shot? Is that normal?”


Anger flashed across her face. “How the hell should I know? Do something. Use your magic or whatever.”


He fought panic as he stood up. He finally noticed they weren't in a supply room, more like a washroom. There were cabinets and shelves lining the walls, and also a sink and hand dryer against the back wall.

 “Give me some of your water,” she said. “That'll heal me.”


Kevin shook his head. “Not with a bullet in you. I need a magnet.”

 “A magnet? What for?”


He didn't respond as he searched the supply room. He was calm at first, quiet. As the seconds stretched into a minute, he started to fear he couldn't help his sister. Paper towels, soap, rubber gloves, trash bags. No magnets anywhere.

 “Kevin.”


Turning on his heels, he looked down to see Kristin holding up her purse. The color was gone from her cheeks as she waved it weakly back and forth.

 “My purse has a magnet that keeps it closed. Will that work?”


Kevin dropped to one knee in front of Kristin, his hands shaking as he prepared. He dumped all his bottles of water on the floor and grabbed the closest one, watching it turn blue from his touch. Kristin handed over her purse. He opened and closed the flap several times, feeling the magnetic pull. Kristin gasped as he started hacking at the flap of her purse with his pocket knife.

 “What are you doing?”

 “I need to hold the magnet.”

 “Why?”

 “That's how the magic works. By touch.”

 “I don't think bullets are magnetic,” she said, laughing weakly.

 “The outside part might be. Anyway, that's not important. I'm just doing what the voices in my head tell me.”

 “Are...you serious?”


He said nothing as he leaned closer to his sister, running the magnet between his fingers.

 “This is going to hurt. A lot.”

 “Why? What-”


She was cut off by the worst pain she ever felt in her life.


Kevin held the magnet near her shoulder. Kristin winced in pain and shouted. The bullet inside her ripped through tissue and muscle and shot back through the entry wound, colliding with the magnet in Kevin's hand.


Kristin ripped the bottle of water from his hand as he tried to hand it to her. She drank deeply, blood flowing from her wound. Kevin pulled her blouse away from her shoulder and watched the wound heal, though she was still covered in blood.


The ordeal was finally over. Kevin nearly collapsed on the floor. Kristin rolled over to her hands and knees and vomited. Part of Kevin thought someone should have heard Kristin's screams of pain and would burst into the supply room any second. But no one came.


He looked at the bullet and magnet in his hand, and then dropped them to the floor.

 “Are you okay?”


Kristin shook her head as the last of her stomach emptied before her. “What a stupid question.”


Kevin managed a small laugh before the anger took over again. “They're in the store. We have the element of surprise now.”

 “What in the hell are you talking about?”

 “I'm saying we attack them this time.”

 “That is the dumbest thing you've ever said. How about we go to the police?”

 “And tell him what, Kris? That some guys are chasing me because I'm a witch?”

 “Well, what's your plan? Go all Rambo on them in the damn grocery store?”

 “Rambo's got nothing on me. They wouldn't even see me coming. Martha told me there's nothing more powerful than a witch. I could make so many potions-”

 “Will you just listen to yourself? They have guns, and they're shooting at us! Hell, they shot me. And you want to play hero? I could have been shot in the head, and I'd be dead.”


Kevin finally started to calm down, Kristin's words finding their mark. The fact that he could have lost his sister weighed on him.

 “You're right. God, I'm so sorry.”


She pushed herself away from the pool of vomit. “Don't worry about it. Let's go to the police.”

 “No. That's still not a good idea. I know someone that can tell us what's going on. We have to go back home.”

 “You mean drive back? I don't think we're just gonna climb in my car and drive back. Those gun freaks are probably watching it.”


Kevin climbed to his feet and helped Kristin up. He slung his pack on his shoulder. Grabbing his magic marker, he created a portal leading back outside and gave Kristin a sly smile.

 “Don't worry about it. Just stay close.”





Chapter 25
 


The first thing Rachel saw when she regained consciousness was a black cloth in front of her eyes. There was a bright light somewhere in front of her. It took her a few seconds to realize her head was covered.


She heard a familiar voice, just next to her.

 “I don't know what you want,” Victoria said, panic in her voice. “Look, me and my friend were just having fun in town. We don't have anything you could possibly want. Please don't hurt us.”

 “Victoria?” Rachel muttered.

 “Rachel, you're awake! Do you know what's going on?”


A new voice, a man.

 “Good. I thought she'd be asleep forever.”


Someone yanked the bag from Rachel's head. She squinted as her eyes adjusted to the light.


Her heart pounded in her chest as she looked around. They were in an empty warehouse of some kind. A carpenter's work-light was just a few feet away, throwing lights and shadows everywhere. She tried to think of any warehouses in their town, but none came to mind.


The fear she felt turned to terror when she realized she was handcuffed to the chair she was in.


Victoria sat next to her, tears streaming down her face. Rachel watched as she struggled against her handcuffs, and had to wonder if handcuffs could restrain a vampire.


There were four men in front of them, no longer bothering to wear masks. Two of them casually sat in chairs and read magazines, as if they didn't have a care in the world. One paced as he fiddled with a gun. The final man stood just in front of them, looking back and forth between them. 


 “These guys kidnapped us,” Victoria said. “Right outside the burger place.”

 “Look,” the man said. “We don't want to hurt you. Just answer some questions we have, and we let you go. It's that simple.”


Victoria sobbed and shook her head. “I keep telling you. We don't know anything about anything. Just let us go.”

 “Will you please shut up? You've ran your mouth for ten minutes straight. Please, just shut it.”


Rachel had trouble speaking. “Look, mister-”

 “Please, just call me Tommy.”

 “Mister Tommy, I really don't know-”

 “We know your boyfriend's a witch. By pure luck, some of our associates ran into him earlier today. He disfigured three of my friends. We need to find him. So, please, tell us where he is. We've been watching you, and we know how close you two are.”

 “A witch?” Victoria almost spat out. “Did you say a witch? Please, what drugs are you on, and can I have some?”


Tommy clenched and opened his fist. The man pacing with the gun took a step forward, but Tommy stopped him with a wave of his hand.

 “Frank, relax.”

 “I don't care how pretty she is,” he said, locking eyes with Victoria. “Her voice is getting on my nerves. I'll beat her till she can't talk.”

 “Victoria, that's your name?” Tommy said. “Please, don't say another word. I won't be able to keep Frank calm forever.”


Victoria looked down at her lap, then up at Frank.

 “Sorry. Please, just don't do anything to us.”

 “I don't know where he is,” Rachel said. “I haven't seen him all day.”


“Fine. But I know you can talk to him. We don't know how they do it, but we know witches can talk to anyone they want, anywhere in the world. Probably one of their little magic trinkets, and we know he would have given his girlfriend one.”


Rachel's breathing hitched. The beautiful necklace around her neck suddenly felt like it would strangle her.

 “I...don't know what you-”


Frank stepped toward Rachel. Tommy pushed him back by the shoulders. The other two men finally jumped to their feet to help keep Frank under control. Rachel cried as she tried to shrink in her chair. She pulled uselessly against the handcuffs.

 “Give me five minutes alone with her,” Frank said. “That's all I need.”

 “Frank,” Victoria said.


All eyes went to the beautiful vampire, who finally sounded like the woman Rachel remembered. She looked up at Frank, a dangerous gleam in her eye.

 “Don't threaten my friend again.”


Frank shifted his attention to Victoria. The two men behind him laughed. He kneeled in front of her and placed the barrel of his gun against her leg. Only Tommy had a curious, almost confused look on his face, like he could sense something wasn't quite right.

 “Or what?” Frank asked. “What will you do if I threaten your little friend again? Please, tell me. Oh, let me guess, you'll kill me?”


She smiled. “Not right away. I'll make you watch as I kill your family first. Trust me, the last thing you should be worrying about right now is any old witch. You should be worried about the next thing that comes out of your mouth.”


Frank looked scared, but only for a moment. He took a step back and pointed his gun at Rachel.

 “We should kill them both,” he said. “The witch will come to us if his friends are dead.”


Victoria spoke again. This time her fangs slurred her voice.

 “Silly mortal.”


Rachel barely saw what happened next.


Everything happened in quick flashes. Victoria moved nearly faster than Rachel could see, and it created a strange effect, like strobe lights going on and off. One second, Victoria was still in the chair. The next, she was gone, and Rachel looked up to see her with her fangs buried in Tommy's shoulder. He fell to the floor, screaming in pain, and she was gone again. One of the men fired a single wild shot before he was on his knees with part of his face peeled away.


Victoria stood a few feet in front of Rachel. The vampire held Tommy easily off the ground, a hand wrapped around his throat. Although, it wasn't her hand that held him. Her fingers were longer, unnatural looking, with huge claws jutting from each fingertip. Her eyes glowed red as blood dripped from her fangs down her blouse.


This was the same woman Rachel foolishly doused with holy water.


She was also the same woman Kevin nearly killed with his magic.


A shiver went up Rachel's spine.


Rachel had no experience with dead bodies, but she had serious doubts the men on the floor in front of her were alive.


The sounds of violence were gone. The only sound in the warehouse was Tommy struggling to breathe.

 “Laughlin?” Victoria asked. “Santos? Miller?”

 “S-Santos.”

 “Ah. Who hired him?”

 “Don't know.”

 “How long have you been on the job, spying on Kevin and Rachel?”

 “Just-just a week.”


Victoria dropped him. Tommy fell to his knees and clutched his throat, coughing up blood.

 “No one comes to harm,” he said. “Not his girl, not his sister. Only the witch.” Tommy looked up at Victoria. “A vampire. You missed our radar completely. Why is a vampire helping a witch?”

 “Because he hasn't hurt anyone, and he's my friend.”


Despite the shoulder wound and the claw marks around his neck, Tommy laughed.

 “Friend. You know how dangerous they are. I wouldn't be surprised if you've killed a few wicked witches yourself in your time. Maybe even a few not-so-wicked ones. You know the rules. It doesn't matter if they're good or evil. 'Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.'”

 “Cute. Real cute.”


Rachel flinched as Victoria slapped him hard across the face. Blood sprayed from his mouth and ran down his face as she grabbed him under the jaw.

 “Listen, very carefully. Tell Santos the job is over. If he doesn't back off, I will kill him and his entire team, which includes you, and everyone they're close to. Do you understand?”

 “You damn blood-sucker.”

 “I'll take that as a yes. Now run, very fast, before I remember how thirsty I am.”


Rachel and Victoria watched as Tommy sprinted across the warehouse. He jumped in the same van they used to kidnap the both of them, and sped away through the open warehouse door.


Rachel trembled as she locked her gaze on Victoria. The vampire searched the bodies of the three men on the floor, and found a set of handcuff keys in Frank's pocket. She undid the broken handcuffs on her own wrists then circled around Rachel to free her.

 “What the hell just happened?” Rachel asked.

 “Witch-hunters. Santos, in particular. Believe it or not, Santos is a good guy. He just hunts witches blindly. He doesn't do a great job with hiring, though. I've dealt with others like him. Hell, the guy I have sex with right now wasn't too different from Santos not long ago.”


Rachel replayed the night's events in her mind. Victoria showing up to greet her on the street, acting terrified when they were in no real danger.

 “You knew this would happen.”

 “I had a hunch. It's the only real reason I've been hanging out in your boring town.”

 “Do you know who hired this Santos guy?”

 “I have a good guess.”


Rachel narrowed her eyes at Victoria as another thought crossed her mind.

 “You knew the witch-hunters were watching us? You used me to lure them in?”

 “I guess you could look at it like that. Or you could think that maybe I was watching out for some people I've come to like, and that includes you.”

 “Thank you,” Rachel said sheepishly. “Were you serious about...killing all of them?”

 “We'd better get moving. I don't know where we are, but we're not in Walton. Probably just a town or two over. We weren't in the van too long. We need to get cleaned up, get a ride back, and find Kevin. Sounds like he's had a fun day.”


Rachel was unnerved at Victoria ignoring her question.

 “I can call Kevin on the necklace he gave me. It's magical.”

 “Good. You do that.”

 “What about these guys?” Rachel asked, gesturing to Frank and his associates.

 “Nothing we can do for them. They're dead.”


*****


Kevin kept an eye on Kristin as she pulled up to their apartment building and killed the engine. She leaned back in her seat, not bothering to leave the car. Kevin shifted and took a drink of water.


Kristin hadn't said a word the entire drive home.

 “Uh, Kris? You okay over there?”


She closed her eyes and let out a weak sigh.

 “So, tell me, what did you do to that guy watching the car?”

 “Invisibility potion to sneak up on him. A little bit of grass, sugar, and water to make him think monsters were attacking him.”

 “And the voices in your head tell you how to make all this stuff?”

 “It's not really voices. Just suggestions. The ingredients pop up, and I make them. It's how I cured a werewolf, too.”

 “A werewolf?” she said, her voice getting louder. “A freaking werewolf?”


He put a hand on her shoulder. “I'm really sorry, Kris. But this is who I am. I didn't want it to all come out like this. I wanted you to meet Martha, and she could help me explain all this to you. But she's on vacation and, well-”

 “And people are trying to kill you and her because you're witches.”

 “Yeah. Looks that way.”

 “We're supposed to just go into our apartment and pretend like this didn't happen?”


Kevin had already noticed the Porsche parked a few cars over. He hoped the night would get better, and not worse.

 “Let's just talk inside.”


They left the car and entered the apartment building. Kristin's hand shook as she lifted her key to the front door.

 “The door's cracked open. The jamb's all busted up.”


Kevin took a deep breath. “It's okay. I think I know who's waiting for us.”


He was surprised when Kristin opened the door and they saw not only Victoria, but Rachel as well. They both sat at the dining room table, Rachel with a soda in front of her. Oscar was curled up on the couch. He greeted Kevin with one open eye and a yawn before drifting back to sleep.

 “Kevin!” Rachel said. “Where have you been?”


She nearly tackled him around the waist. He held her in his arms, only for a moment, before she kissed him as hard as she could. She looked Kristin up and down, at her ruined clothes.

 “What the hell happened to you guys? I've been trying to get a hold of you, through the necklace.”

 “Yeah, well, I lost my rock. It's been a weird day.”

 “Same with us.”

 “Who is this?” Kristin asked, gesturing to Victoria.


Victoria rose from the table and politely extended her hand to Kristin.

 “I'm Victoria, a friend of Rachel and Kevin's.”

 “Are you a witch, too?”

 “No,” Rachel interrupted. “She's a vampire. Some people kidnapped us, but Victoria went all vampire on them.”


Kevin and Kristin spoke at the same time. “What?”

 “I can't deal with this,” Kristin said. “I just can't deal with this right now.”


She stormed down the hall and closed the bedroom door behind her. Kevin went to follow her, but Rachel held him by the arm.

 “Let me talk to her,” she said.


He hesitated. “Okay. I would probably say something stupid right now.”


She gave him a tight hug and kissed him once again.

 “I'm so glad you're okay. I was worried.”


Rachel walked down the hall. Kevin took the moment to appreciate and admire her as she knocked on the bedroom door and stepped inside. He didn't know why she was so worried, but dreaded the answer he knew was coming.

 “Rachel's one tough young lady,” Victoria said. “So is Kristin. They'll both be fine.”

 “I hope so.”

 “It sounds like we've all had an interesting day.”


He took a deep breath and sat across from her.

 “I guess we'd better fill each other in.”


Kevin and Victoria recounted the day's events. He almost felt sick when she told him about their escapade at the warehouse.

 “Rachel could have been hurt,” he said, his face twisting with emotion. “They tried to attack my girlfriend. They shot my sister. Victoria...I want to kill all of them.”

 “I understand, believe me. I've run from quite a few crossbows and flaming torches myself. But Kevin, whatever anger you're feeling, you've got to get a grip on it. When I get mad, people get hurt. I'm just a lowly vampire. When you lose control, and act out of anger, let's just say the numbers are a little higher.”

 “How am I supposed to keep calm? Am I supposed to pretend today never happened? Just go on right back to school?”

 “Relax. When Kristin calms down, we'll head back to my house. Let me handle things.”


He rested his head in his hands as he stared down at the table.

 “I was so out of control,” he said. “For a while, I wasn't even thinking about Kristin. I just wanted to hurt them.”

 “But you did think about Kristin, and you took care of her. I'm proud of you.”

 “Thanks,” he said, finally managing a small smile. “Rachel and Kristin shouldn't even be involved in this.”

 “I know. Your enemies won't have a problem using your loved ones against you.”

 “Enemies. I have enemies. Wow.”

 “I hope it's something you don't have to get used to.”


Rachel and Kristin emerged from the bedroom ten minutes later. Rachel gave Kevin a subdued smile and sat next to him. She held his arm and rested her head on his shoulder. Kristin had changed into a clean pair of jeans and a tee shirt. She stood in the hallway and took a deep breath, staring at everyone at the table.

 “Kris? You okay?”

 “I will be. So, is anyone thirsty? I could use some Jack Daniels. You said your name was Victoria? I'm guessing you don't drink.”

 “Oh, I drink, but not Jack Daniels. Thank you, though.”

 “I was kidding. We don't have Jack Daniels here. Kevin, Rachel? Want something to drink?”

 “I'm good, thanks.”


Kristin popped the top on a soda and took a deep drink.

 “Oh, Kevin?”

 “Yeah?”

 “Thank you for taking care of my shoulder today. I would hug you, but we have company over. And you know I don't hug you when we have company.”

 “No problem, Kris.”

 “Actually,” Victoria said, rising to her feet. “I was hoping we could all make one more stop before the night is over.”

 “I had a feeling we weren't done yet,” Kristin said with a sigh. “Is it at least a close drive?”


*****


Kevin, Rachel, and Kristin followed Victoria through town. Kevin and Rachel sat in the back and held hands. Kristin seemed to be in a better mood, but still didn't talk much.


They pulled into the familiar driveway and parked behind Victoria. Kristin gave the vampire an envious look as they climbed out of the car.

 “Nice house. Nice car. Having money must be nice.”


Victoria turned on the light as they entered the house. She crossed the living room to the hall and opened the basement door. Kristin was still standing by the couch, looking around.

 “Nice TV.”


Victoria laughed. “I don't think I've turned that one on a single time.”


They followed Victoria down the basement stairs, and Kevin gave the new carpet a glance.

 “The carpet looks good.”

 “Well, it was either replace it, or leave it looking like a bloody murder scene.”

 “What happened?” Kristin asked. “Did you have a fight down here or something?”

 “That's one way to say it,” Victoria said, and gave Kevin a smile.


Kristin admired the well-furnished basement and noticed the lack of windows.

 “If you're gonna have a coffin, I guess you might as well have one in style.”


Victoria flashed her a look, obviously unhappy with Kristin calling her basement a coffin.

 “Make yourselves at home,” she said. “Have a seat on the couch and relax. But please, be quiet unless I say otherwise.”


Kevin and Rachel looked at each other in confusion.

 “What are you gonna do?”


Victoria sighed, and with all that Kevin and she had been through, he thought he saw concern flash across her pretty face.

 “I have to make a call.”


Victoria sat at her computer desk and launched Skype. She brushed her hair behind her shoulders as she waited for an answer.


Bradley answered the phone wearing only a robe. It was five hours ahead in the United Kingdom, and he looked like he was ready for a good day's sleep.

 “Victoria? This is a surprise. How have you been? What can I do for you?”

 “You can call off David Santos.”


Bradley and Victoria stared at each other for a few moments before he cleared his throat.

 “Straight to the point. I didn't ever dream you would let a witch live, but after our last talk, I started to wonder. I hired Santos, not thinking he'd need to do anything besides gather information. So imagine my surprise when he tells me there are two witches not even two hours apart, and you didn't kill either one of them.”

 “He's a good kid. We don't need to kill him.”

 “Are you listening to yourself? I don't care if he's a saint, much less a good kid. He has to be put down. You know this better than anyone. Weren't you in Paris in 1940?”


Victoria pushed the memories of World War II aside. She heard Kevin shift uncomfortably on the couch.

 “Bradley, Kevin is-”

 “Kevin? You know his name?”

 “Not only do I know his name, but he's my friend. Tonight, I killed some of Santos' crew to protect his girlfriend.”


She could almost see the rage behind Bradley's eyes.

 “What's happened to you, Victoria?”

 “Nothing at all. Look, I think the good this witch can do outweighs the bad. He's done some pretty amazing things.”


She decided not to go into details about the werewolf.

 “Are you willing to bet your life on that? Because that's what you're doing, you realize.”


Victoria looked to the couch.

 “Come over here, guys.”


The three of them awkwardly stood in front of her laptop as she introduced them.

 “This is Kristin, Kevin's sister. This is Rachel, his girlfriend. And this is Kevin. I wanted you to meet them, to see them.”

 “And you thought this would pull at my tender heart?”

 “I know you've got one in there somewhere.”


Bradley let out a tiny smile, and Victoria finally felt maybe she was getting somewhere.

 “I'd like to talk to Kevin alone.”


Kevin watched as Victoria led Rachel and Kristin up the basement stairs. Victoria gave him a nod of encouragement, while Rachel blew him a kiss.


He gave Bradley a wave and a smile.

 “Hello, sir.”

 “Sit down.”


Kevin was a little embarrassed at how quickly he followed the vampire's instruction. Bradley said nothing for nearly a minute. He simply stared at Kevin, making him even more uncomfortable.

 “You have one of my oldest, dearest friends, who I trust with my life, standing by your side. She's accomplished things even you, with your magic, could never hope to do. I hope you appreciate how much of an honor that is.”

 “I do. Victoria's awesome.”

 “Awesome, indeed. I want you to know none of this is personal. I'm not one of your Bond villains, scheming because I hate you, and neither is Santos. We've always felt witches were dangerous, and if you knew the things I do, and seen the things I have, you would understand my position.”

 “I've never seen any James Bond movies.”

 “Shame on you. Good entertainment.”

 “Sir, all I can say is, I'm not gonna do anything evil.”

 “That's not all there is to it. You're telling me you don't enjoy the power you have? It doesn't excite you?”

 “Some of it is cool,” he admitted. “But people shooting at me in the middle of the street? Going after my girlfriend and sister? Not so cool.”

 “You're honest. And intriguing. A witch raised away from the umbrella of magic.”


Bradley went quiet again. Kevin nearly felt sick. The vampire's eyes burnt a hole right through him, and all he could do was fidget in his chair.

 “If you make me regret this,” Bradley finally said. “The consequences will be more than you can imagine.”

 “I understand.”

 “I'll contact Santos, pay him to leave the job. He won't be happy, but you'd be surprised at how soothing money can be. You have Victoria to thank for this. Do not let her, or me, down.”

 “Thank you, sir.”

 “Go fetch her, please. I'd like a word.”


Kevin nearly ran up the basement stairs and threw the door open. Rachel paced in the dining room, while Kristin sat on the couch. Victoria leaned against the wall with a smile on her face, no doubt having heard everything they said. He gestured to the basement.

 “Yeah, yeah. I'm going.”


Rachel clasped her hands together near her face and stood in front of him as Victoria went back to the basement.

 “Well? What's going on?”

 “The people who attacked all of us today, he's going to call them off. I think we'll be okay.”


Rachel embraced Kevin. He closed his eyes, realizing he could finally focus once again on his life instead of witchcraft. He planned on doing a lot of focusing on Rachel.

 “Who is he? He sounded British or something.”

 “One of Victoria's friends, I guess,” he said with a shrug. “Whoever he is, I'm gonna stay on his good side.”


The three of them sat on the couch and watched TV until Victoria reemerged from the basement. They all turned to look at her as she shut the door.

 “Is everything alright?” Kevin asked.


She flashed a smile and a thumbs-up. Kevin turned the TV off before they joined her in the dining room.

 “He made it clear to me that I owe about twenty favors, but the witch-hunt is over. There are a few clauses.”

 “Like what?”

 “You're in my care. I'm responsible for you.”


Kristin took a step forward. “No, I am. You're not his family.”

 “I'm not gonna start cooking him dinner,” Victoria said, rolling her eyes. “But if I'm relaxing back in Baltimore, and strange things start happening out this way, I'm gonna be the first person called.”

 “Victoria, I told him, and I'll tell you, too. I won't do anything crazy or weird.” He squeezed Rachel's hand. “I just want to go to Homecoming and be left alone.”

 “I believe you. And I haven't said that to too many witches.”


Kevin smiled. “What are the other clauses?”

 “Eventually, he wants to meet you.”

 “Should I be scared?”

 “You should be honored. Bradley is a politician, but he's a good man.”


They were quiet for a moment. Kevin watched Victoria's shoulders slump, like she was drained and finally relaxed. Kristin put a hand on her brother's shoulder.

 “Can we go home now?”


Victoria laughed, and for a moment, Kevin thought her fangs were out.

 “That isn't a bad idea. That sun comes up faster than you think.”




Chapter 26
 


Kevin paced in the dining room as Oscar watched him from the table. Kevin stopped for a moment, petted his cat on the head, and continued to wear out the carpet. He walked down the hall and stepped into the bathroom to stare at the mirror one more time.


His white dress shirt fit nicely. The khakis were just a tad long, but Kristin's simple sewing skills helped solve that problem. His hair was passable. He wanted to think he looked good, but overconfidence had no doubt killed many guys' moves with women before.


Kristin sat on the couch with her legs tucked under her, watching a movie. She shook her head at him as he paced once again.

 “Would you calm down over there? It ain't like you to worry, and you're starting to freak me out.”

 “Do I look okay?”

 “You look great. Now stand still.”

 “She's running late.”

 “Rachel's a woman. She'll always be late. And this is Homecoming. I'm sure she wants to look extra good for you.”

 “Maybe she changed her mind. Maybe she's not coming.”

 “Did something that stupid really come out of your mouth? Didn't I just catch you guys half naked on the couch for the thousandth time last night?”

 “Maybe one day you'll signal before you come in, like I've been asking.”

 “And miss the fun? The embarrassment? The red faces? No way.”

 “I think I'm gonna be sick.”

 “Then drink some of your magic water.”

 “That's not gonna help this time.”

 “Kevin, I'm serious. Sit down, or I'll hit you with a chair.”


He finally did so, stroking Oscar's fur with one hand and rubbing his face with the other.

 “I'm actually going to Homecoming with Rachel.”

 “Yes, you are. Are you two gonna have sex tonight?”

 “Kris!”

 “Hey now, just wondering. Every time I catch you two I wonder, 'What if I waited five more minutes?'”


Kevin felt his face turning red. “I think Prom is when the sex is supposed to happen.”

 “You're waiting for Prom?”


Kevin said nothing, and Kristin laughed at his silence.

 “My little brother is all grown up.”

 “Shut up, Kristin,” he said, and had a sudden desire to change the subject. “I wish I had a car. It feels weird, Rachel having to drive us.”

 “You can borrow the car if you want.”

 “And show up in that thing? Please.”

 “Why don't you ask that vampire chick if you could borrow that Porsche of hers?”


He smiled at the thought. He kept in touch with Victoria over the past week, mostly by phone. She was preparing to leave Walton, probably in the next day or so. He didn't want to admit it, but he would miss her.

 “I'm not gonna ask to borrow Victoria's car. That's just tacky.” He looked down at the floor. “I wish Mom and Dad were here.”


Kristin rose from the couch, pausing to look at their parents' picture. She sat next to her brother in the dining room and wrapped an arm around his shoulder.

 “So do I. They'd be proud of you.”


A knock came at the door. Kevin felt Kristin tense up for a moment. Bradley was true to his word. No one had attacked Kevin or his family and friends. But Kristin was still jumpy, and he couldn't blame her.


Kevin took one final deep breath at the door, but it wasn't who he expected.

 “Victoria?”

 “Hey,” the vampire said, flashing a bright smile. “You didn't think I'd miss your big night, did you?”


*****


Rachel stopped on the shoulder of the road for the third time. She fussed over her hair and double checked her makeup. Not having any experience with makeup at all, she had to get her mother to help her.


The dress that Victoria bought for her was stunning. White, strapless, it fit her frame and showed off Rachel's assets beautifully. She frowned during her first stop, as she noticed the dress rode up her legs more than she would have liked. She had to remind herself it stopped right at her knees when she stood up, like it was supposed to. She would have to be careful sitting down the entire night.


Convinced she wasn't hideous, at least for the next five minutes, she pulled her Mustang into traffic once again. She was nervous, and knew she shouldn't be, but couldn't help it. It was Homecoming. It was a dance. There would be people talking, dancing, drinking, getting their pictures taken. That was it. It wasn't rocket science or brain surgery. It certainly wasn't werewolves and vampires.


Kevin probably wasn't nervous at all.


He didn't even seem nervous last night, when they both took their shirts off before kissing on the couch.


She grew hot at the memory. In a rare, bold move, she slipped off her bra before he could say anything. Feeling his skin against hers as she kissed him was a moment that would stay with her a long time.


Her boyfriend definitely had magic hands.


Compared to last night, Homecoming would be nothing.


Yet that thought wasn't easing her nerves.


Perhaps it was because she knew it was only a matter of time before sex was on their doorstep. Finally, the werewolves, vampires, and witch-hunters were all gone, and she could be a high school senior once again, with a very attractive boyfriend.


If Kristin hadn't come home from work when she did, one bold move may have led to another. Rachel barely had time to slip her shirt on, and had to settle for shoving her bra in her purse, something Kristin probably noticed.


She pushed the thoughts from her mind as she pulled into Kevin's apartment complex. Homecoming first, possible sex with her boyfriend later.


Rachel smiled when she saw the Porsche parked in front of Kevin's building. She should have known Victoria would stop over. It was only fair that Victoria would get to see Rachel in the dress she gave her.


Rachel giggled as she grabbed Kevin's gift from the passenger's seat. She knew it was strange, getting a gift for a guy for Homecoming, but had the feeling he would like it.


Kevin answered the door, and froze, his face completely blank. Rachel had just enough time to worry about what he thought of her, then his jaw hung open and he had trouble forming words.

 “Uh, wow, Rachel. You look, just...uh-”


She laughed. He was just as nervous as she was. He was cute when he was nervous. A surge of confidence swept through her.

 “So, you like?” she asked, twirling in place.


Kevin said nothing. He simply turned red and gave her a thumbs-up.

 “Well, ain't you hot,” Kristin said from the dining room table.


Rachel smiled and stepped into the apartment. She waved at Kristin and Victoria, and gave Oscar a kiss on the top of his head. She could see from the look on Kristin's face that this was a big moment for her, even though she did a good job hiding it.

 “I got you something,” Rachel said, and handed the tiny box to Kevin.

 “Ah, Rach, I didn't get you anything.”

 “It's okay, don't worry about it. It only cost five dollars.”


A smile touched his face as he pulled the ring out of the clamshell box.

 “Is this like a pre-promise ring?”

 “It's just a quartz ring, goofball. You didn't get another rock, did you, to replace the one you lost?”

 “Nope.”

 “Well, there you go. But if you want to think it's a pre-promise ring, that's fine, too.”


Kevin laughed as he slipped it on his right ring finger. He kissed her on the cheek, locking eyes with her a moment, and rested a finger on her necklace. She gasped quietly as he touched his ring to her stone, and a quick flash lit up the room.

 “There,” he said. “This is a lot better than carrying rocks around.”


She closed her eyes as he leaned in for a kiss.


Kristin's voice cut in to the moment.

 “This just warms my heart,” she said. “But don't you guys have a dance to get to?”

 “Right,” Rachel said, trying to make her heart beat slower as she stared at Kevin. “I hope you don't mind, but after Homecoming, Mom wants us to stop by the house. She wants to take like a thousand pictures.”

 “Hey, I forgot all about that,” Kristin said, and rose from the table.

 “Kris, I swear, if you go for that camera,” Kevin said. “We have to go. No time for pictures here.”


Kristin disappeared down the hall as Victoria approached them. She put a hand on both their shoulders and gave Rachel a hug.

 “You look beautiful.”


With a smile, she reached into her jeans and held out the key to her Porsche. It took a moment for the teens to get her meaning.

 “Are you serious?” Kevin asked.

 “Of course.”


He looked at Rachel with hopeful eyes. “Do you mind giving the Mustang a rest for the night?”

 “Only if I get to drive, too.”


The witch hugged the vampire and he quickly led Rachel to the door. Kristin managed to snap off one picture as she left the bedroom.

 “Kris, are you driving Victoria home? We're stealing her Porsche.”

 “I can,” she said, and gave Victoria a look. “Or you can hang out here if you want. I was just gonna watch TV.”

 “A relaxing night in sounds nice.”

 “Okay, we're off,” Kevin announced. “We'll be back...sometime later.”


Rachel squeezed his hand. “I'm driving first.”

 “No, I am.”

 “But I gave you a present.”

 “Hey, that's not fair.”


Rachel laughed as she slid in the passenger's seat. Kevin looked right at home behind the wheel of Victoria's car. She gave him another long kiss before he started the engine. She was going to Homecoming with her sexy boyfriend, in an amazing dress her vampire friend bought for her, in a beautiful Porsche. Life couldn't get much better.


*****


Victoria sat on the couch as a movie played on television. Kristin stepped out of the kitchen with a bag of chips and a soda.

 “Sorry, I don't have any blood in the fridge.”

 “That's a shame, but I'm okay. I got something to drink on the way over here.”

 “I don't want to know what, do I?”

 “Probably not.”

 “Do you kill them?”

 “Of course not. You don't have to kill a cow to get some milk.”


Kristin laughed and sat next to Victoria on the couch. “How old are you?”


Victoria smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Not many people are brave enough to ask me that. They always dance around the subject.”

 “And you didn't answer.”

 “True.”


Kristin shook her head as the John Wayne movie they watched broke into a commercial for The Walking Dead.

 “This is funny, watching TV with a vampire. I wouldn't think a vampire would just sit around and lounge.”

 “You sound like my friend Alex. He said the same thing when we first met.”

 “Is Alex a vampire, too? Or is he a werewolf?”

 “Neither. He's a demon. At least mostly.”

 “Oh. Mostly demon. Of course.”


They sat in silence for a moment until Kristin grabbed her camera from the coffee table and smiled at the picture of Kevin, trying to escape the apartment with Rachel a step behind. Victoria noticed her body tense up slightly.

 “Everything okay?”

 “Yeah. It's just that my little brother isn't so little anymore.”

 “You've done a great job taking care of him. A fine young man. If a lot of young ones had the power he had, I'm not sure what they'd do.”


Kristin rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah, I've done a great job. He doesn't even have his own bedroom. Some months we can barely make rent. He has to chip in money with some side job that he works, but apparently they don't need him now.”

 “You're being too hard on yourself. You should be-”


Victoria froze. A noise touched her sensitive ears that was out of place. She tuned out the television and listened to the world around her. A leaky faucet in the apartment upstairs. A couple arguing about in-laws one apartment over. Oscar snoring quietly on Kristin's bed.


Two or three people moving through the trees behind the apartment complex.


Two or three suddenly became six or seven. Three more entered through the building's front door.


She jumped to her feet.

 “Kristin, get to the hall closet. Now.”

 “Why? What's-”


The sliding glass door next to them shattered. Glass flew across the living room. Victoria felt shards stick in her shoulder and neck as she dove on top of Kristin and forced her to the ground.


Victoria's keen senses knew what was happening, without having to use her eyes. Three men kicked open the front door. Four more came in through what was left of the sliding glass door. Oscar cried out from the bedroom.


She attacked the first one that set foot in the apartment. There was no plan, no strategy. She simply had to lash out, to stop these men from doing whatever it was they had in mind.


Her quick mind studied all she could as she ripped out a throat with her claw. Thirteen, maybe fourteen people in total. Mostly men, but a few women were in the mix. All wearing black, from their masks all the way down to their boots. They were all armed, and she even picked up the scent of propane. Victoria didn't get along with flamethrowers very well.


She slashed one face, and bit into another's neck, before the gunfire started. Kristin screamed as she covered her ears and crouched against the wall. Victoria flinched as the pain spread across her back, then she turned to take four more rounds in the chest.


The agony was overwhelming, but she wasn't done yet.


Lunging forward, she grabbed one of the few women in the group and raked a talon across her chest, exposing flesh and blood. She moved for the next closest person, but was shot in the knee. She buckled for a moment, and that was the opening they needed. Four of them tackled her to ground.


Kristin tried to jump on someone's back, but the man easily flipped her over his head, and she landed awkwardly on the floor. One strike with the butt of a gun, and Kristin was out cold.


Victoria kicked with rage, and managed to connect with someone's kneecap. There was a sharp crack, and the man fell near her feet. She managed to break the man's jaw with a single kick before two more held her legs down.

 “Get the wood!”


She tried to gather more strength, but the gunshots were taking their toll. One of the men held a wooden stake to her chest while another pounded with a hammer. She shouted in pain and bit into her lip with her fangs. The hammer came down a second time, then a third, until the stake finally pierced her heart.


*****


Kevin reached for Rachel's hand as they crossed the school parking lot and headed for the gymnasium. He sensed quite a few jealous eyes on them, and it was hard to hold in a smile. Whether the looks they were getting were from the Porsche, or how gorgeous Rachel looked, he wasn't sure.


Rachel's hand felt clammy as the gymnasium grew closer and the small crowds in the parking lot gave way to larger groups of friends loitering outside. They could hear music now, along with laughing and talking.

 “Are you alright?” Kevin asked.


Rachel stopped in her tracks. Her face went white as she stared ahead.

 “What am I doing here?”

 “You're going to have fun with me. Maybe eat something, dance a little.”

 “I can't dance. Even if I tried, I might throw up.”

 “You were fine ten minutes ago, laughing in the car.”

 “Well, that was ten minutes ago. Maybe if I had some of your magic water.”

 “I left my backpack at the apartment.”

 “Great.”

 “I'm sure they have water inside. But we'll actually have to go in there.”

 “Do I look okay? Seriously? You're not just saying that-”


He cut her off with a kiss. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he figured the best way to convince her was to show, not tell. She grabbed his shoulders, responding exactly how he hoped she would. Couples walked by, whistling and shouting, as they kissed in the middle of the sidewalk, but Kevin and Rachel didn't hear them.

 “What were we talking about?” Rachel joked.

 “We were saying how much fun we're gonna have.”


She gave him a bright smile. “Let's go.”


They did have fun. Kevin could tell Rachel was a little nervous, but that faded away as the night went on. She expected people to play a joke on her, or simply be mean. She confided that much to him. But other couples and teachers approached them, said hello, complimented Rachel on her dress. A few people even congratulated Rachel on her amazing new car. Kevin was a little jealous they assumed it was hers, and not his.


His jealousy spiked when a few guys asked Rachel if she wanted to dance. It was to be expected. She was absolutely stunning. But he had to admit the green monster was gaining some steam as he politely told the last brave soul she was already taken, and led Rachel out to the floor for a slow dance.

 “Wow. Half of everyone here wants to get with my girlfriend.”


She giggled. “Weird, isn't it? I thought all the girls would be giving me the icy eye because I was with you. Didn't think it would be the other way around. This dress must be better than I thought.”

 “It's not the dress, but what's inside. I'm gonna have to break open the book, come up with a little spell to keep the guys away.”


She laced her hands behind his neck. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

 “That's me. The smooth-talking witch. Is it working?”


She gave him a kiss to answer his question.

 “So, what do we have planned for the rest of the night?” she asked.

 “Well, we still have to get our pictures taken. And you said your parents want pictures, too.”

 “And after that?”

 “We'll have to give Victoria back her car.”

 “And after that?”


Kevin flashed a look of confusion, and felt sheepish. “Uh, sorry, I didn't think that far ahead. Do you want to get some dinner or something?”


She playfully ran her hand down his chest and let it rest on his stomach. He felt the butterflies as her meaning became clear.

 “Or something.”


Kevin had fought vampires, werewolves, and witch-hunters, and had never been more nervous in his life.

 “I, uh, my sister, I think she's in all night.”

 “We can find a place,” she said, holding his gaze and smiling.


Victoria kept telling him how powerful he was, but he simply couldn't say no to Rachel, not that he wanted to. He was ready to agree to do whatever she wanted when there was a voice behind him.

 “Kevin.”


He tensed when he turned and saw John Crowe and his crew. John held Melissa Jackson's hand as her brother Michael whispered in his date's ear behind them. Kevin recognized Michael's date, but didn't know her name.


Kevin looked around for anything out of the ordinary. He was expecting a confrontation. It wouldn't be a Homecoming dance without one. He looked for some tar and feathers, pig's blood in the ceiling, anything at all.

 “John,” he said. “I see you and Melissa are back together.”

 “Yeah,” Melissa said. “He bought me like ten vases of flowers. Isn't he great?”


Kevin thought back to the last time he talked to John. At least John took his advice about focusing on Melissa to heart.

 “Yeah, he's just amazing. What do you want?”

 “You live in that apartment complex off Oakwood, right?”

 “Yeah. Why?”

 “My brother works as a volunteer firefighter. Our mom called me up and told me the place is on fire or something.”


Kevin was quiet for a moment. He expected something obnoxious, but not cruel.

 “John, come on. You don't like me. I don't like you. But that's not cool.”

 “Dude, I'm serious. My brother's over there now, trying to put it out.”


Kevin searched each of their faces, even Michael's nameless date. There wasn't any smirking, snickering, or smiling.


John was serious.

 “Your apartment complex is big,” Rachel said, grabbing his hand. “Someone's dinner probably got out of control. I'm sure everything's okay.”

 “Can I borrow your phone?”


He dialed Kristin's number, and his anxiety grew with every passing ring.

 “She's not answering.”

 “Maybe they're outside watching whoever's place is on fire. Or maybe she went out with Victoria to get something to eat.”

 “Kristin wouldn't leave her phone at home. And you know Victoria doesn't eat.”


Melissa let out a tiny laugh. “Doesn't eat? What kind of friends do you have?”

 “Do you want to go home?” Rachel asked.

 “Please? Just for a minute. You're right, it's probably nothing. But I just want to make sure.”

 “Okay. Let's go.”


Despite his worry, Kevin's heart melted as Rachel laced her fingers with his. She didn't get angry, didn't get upset, didn't complain that her Homecoming would be ruined. She simply led Kevin across the floor to the exit doors.


It was only when Kevin slid behind the wheel of the Porsche did he notice John Crow and his gang getting into their own car a row over.

 “What are you guys doing?” Rachel called.

 “We're heading over with you. We'll be right behind.”

 “Weird,” Rachel said, closing the car door behind her. “Better than getting soda poured on me, I guess.”


Kevin was quiet as he broke the speed limit on the way back to the apartment. He expected to pull into the lot and see everything would be okay. A year ago, Mister Jones, who lived in the next building, fell asleep in his recliner and dropped his cigar to the floor. He nearly burned down his entire living room. It was probably something like that. Kevin would pull up, see Victoria and Kristin watching the fire department, like it was entertainment, and he could turn around and enjoy the rest of the night with Rachel. Maybe even entertain some of the ideas she had in her head.


His stomach sank when he turned into the parking lot.

 “Oh no. No, no.”


Rachel gasped next to him. “Oh my God.”


Two fire engines were parked near the curb in front of Kevin's building. The entire building was engulfed in flames. Families that Kevin recognized in passing held each other and cried. Firemen sprayed water as paramedics checked on people. Residents from the other apartments watched from their balconies and windows.


Kevin and Rachel jumped from the car and ran toward the building, only to be stopped by a police officer.

 “Back away!” he shouted. “It's dangerous!”


Kevin did as he was told, grabbing his hair in frustration. Rachel pressed into him as John and his crew ran up behind them, nearly running them over.

 “Is that your building?” Melissa asked.


He didn't answer as he searched the area for Kristin.

 “Kris! Where are you?”

 “I don't see her,” Rachel said, who was crying now.

 “Kris! Victoria!”


John pushed his way next to Kevin and gestured to a fireman who was checking on a woman in a robe.

 “Hey, Billy!”


The fireman named Billy looked up at John and made his way over.

 “Get out of here!” he said. “Aren't you supposed to be at Homecoming? This isn't a bonfire, man. Mom will kill us both if she finds out I let you hang out at a fire.”

 “Our friend lives here,” John said, patting Kevin on the shoulder. “What's going on?”

 “I don't know. I'm hearing the people saying some weird things. Something about being forced out of their apartments by some guys, then they set them on fire.”


Kevin searched one more time for Kristin, and couldn't find her.

 “My family's in there. My sister. My cat.”

 “Stay here,” Billy said, putting a hand on Kevin's chest. “Let us do our jobs.”


Kevin said nothing as Billy jogged away. Rachel leaned her head on Kevin's shoulder. He didn't even need to think about what he needed to do. He already knew.


He grabbed her by the shoulders and looked in her eyes.

 “I need to go.”


She simply wiped a tear from her cheek and nodded.

 “I know. But Kevin, you listen. Be careful, okay?”

 “I will.”


Kevin kissed her hard before he turned to the building and took a deep breath.


He ran.


That's when the fear hit him. Flames spilled from the windows and balconies, and he was foolishly rushing toward them. The smell of smoke grew stronger and the flames seemed to get larger. John and Melissa shouted behind him, and several firemen and policemen started screaming at Kevin, ordering him not to approach the building.


He didn't listen, and noticed someone sprinting toward him from the side. Taking a quick look, he saw it was Billy, John's brother. The fireman had the angle, and would easily tackle Kevin before he made it to the front door.


Kevin turned his newly-given ring, so the stone faced the inside of his hand. Whatever magic he poured into a rock, it could stop bullets and an angry vampire's punches. He had no doubt it could stop a charging fireman.


Billy lowered a shoulder as he drew closer. Kevin was about ten feet away from the front door when he stopped and held out his hand. Billy crumpled just an inch short of Kevin's palm, like he'd run into an invisible brick wall. The fireman collapsed on the ground, holding his head.


Kevin threw open the door and stepped into the apartment building. Smoke poured from the apartments and filled the stairwell. He coughed immediately and fell to one knee. Shielding his eyes, he made his way down the single flight of stairs, staying as low to the ground as he could.


He didn't think twice about reaching for the doorknob, until it seared his palm.


Crying out, he cradled his hand and tried to block out the pain. He needed to get into his apartment, and only one idea came to mind.


He stared at the quartz stone in his ring. It would certainly make a nice line across his door.


Kevin kept the portal small, starting just under the doorknob. He placed his hand on the warm door, and watched the bottom half disappear.

 “Kris!” he called as he crawled inside. “Are you in here?”


Fire danced through the living room, and smoke covered the ceiling. It was difficult to breathe, but Kevin moved on his hands and knees, crawling past the coat rack. He only made it another few feet before he bumped into a motionless figure on the ground.


Panic overwhelmed him, but he noticed it wasn't Victoria or Kristin. It was a male wearing all black, with a burglar-type mask on. A pool of blood was under him, soaking into the carpet. His neck was ripped open.


Kevin rose up on his knees, and saw five or six figures similarly spread out through the apartment. Blood was everywhere, on the walls, the furniture, the table. Flames spread across the couch and chair.


There was a figure in between the kitchen and dining room, not like the others. Feminine figure, red hair, a wooden stake jutting from her chest.

 “Victoria!”


He crawled over three dead bodies in the way and leaned over his friend. Her hands were still talons, her fangs protruding from her mouth. Blood covered her face and clothes.


He tentatively grabbed the stake, almost afraid to touch it. Taking a deep breath, he gave it a half-hearted pull. The stake didn't budge, and he only managed to lift Victoria a few inches from the floor.


The image of pulling Victoria up from the carpet by a wooden stake nearly made him sick.


Kevin heard a quiet cry, and recognized it as a cat's meow.


Tracing the sound to the kitchen, he saw Oscar, in between the refrigerator and counter. The kitten took one hesitant step toward the witch that saved his life.

 “Oscar!” he said, calling to the kitten.


The kitten crossed the dining room, the fire giving his eyes an eerie glow, and lay in front of Kevin.


He scooped the kitten up and looked down the hall. The entire hall from the bathroom down was covered in flames. Kristin either wasn't home, or she was dead, which he couldn't allow himself to believe. She was somewhere else, and he had to find her.


After he saved Victoria and Oscar, assuming Victoria could be saved.


He grabbed his backpack from the dining room table and slipped it over his shoulder. Oscar struggled a bit in the crook of his arm, but Kevin held him close as he grabbed the stake in Victoria's chest, like it was a handle. He awkwardly pulled her across the carpet with one hand while keeping Oscar close to his chest.


There was the sound of structural stress, like metal or wood creaking under a great weight. Kevin barely had time to realize what was happening when the ceiling above collapsed and rushed toward him.


Clenching his eyes shut, he let go of the stake and held his palm up. The noise hurt his ears. Debris fell all around him from the apartment above.


But not on him.


He opened an eye, and his mouth hung open.


Floating an inch above his ring was rubble from above. Part of the floor, a burnt coffee table, an ottoman. His magic had kept him safe once again.


Still, the rubble above him wasn't weightless.


His entire right arm throbbed in pain as another part of the ceiling fell on the invisible barrier. The pain shot into his back as the weight pushed him closer to the floor a few more inches. Victoria's lifeless body was still near his feet. His first instinct was to let Oscar go, so he could brace himself with his other arm. But the kitten might run away if he did that. He couldn't move, not with one arm around Oscar and the other holding up burning wreckage from the apartment above.


A loose floorboard fell, aiming right at Kevin's face. He clenched his eyes shut and turned his head. It stopped a few inches above his nose and fell on its side. The barrier was holding, and even covered his face, but his arm wasn't doing so well.

 “Kevin!”


The muffled voice came from behind. Turning his head as far as he could, he saw Rachel, along with John and his crew, on the patio looking through what was left of the sliding glass door.


The dining room table collapsed near Victoria's feet. There wasn't anything he could do if her body caught on fire.

 “Help,” was all he had the strength to say.


Rachel led the way inside the apartment and dropped to her knees next to Kevin. She paused for a moment to look at the mess floating above his hand, along with the dead bodies that littered the place.

 “Take Oscar.”


She took the cat from his arm and ran back outside. John took a step forward, and gaped at the strange scene before him.

 “What the hell is this?”


Kevin finally had the use of his other arm. He pushed against the barrier, giving needed relief to his right arm and back.


Using his feet, he spread Victoria's arms apart and dug his heels under her armpits.

 “Drag us out of here!”


John and Michael hooked Kevin under the arms. Kevin pushed against the barrier still as they dragged him across the carpet. The debris started to fall as the barrier shifted, narrowly missing Victoria's feet.


Kevin was disoriented as the night air hit his lungs. He sat in the grass and let his pack slip from his shoulder to the ground. Michael's date screamed and started crying at the sight of Victoria with a stake through her heart. John and Michael were shouting at Kevin, who barely heard them, about how there was part of the second floor floating above him. Melissa, who hadn't said a word, stood perfectly still and stared straight ahead. Rachel handed Oscar to Melissa and knelt down to wrap an arm around Kevin's chest protectively.


The shock started to wear off as John and Michael's voices assaulted his ears.

 “Did you see that shit? Tell me I'm not going crazy. There was crap floating in the air!”

 “I saw it, man. I saw it. Look. That woman, did someone stab her?”


Rachel squeezed Kevin gently. “Kristin?”

 “She wasn't inside.”


He glanced at Victoria, and quickly went to work. Grabbing his pack, he emptied its contents in the grass, not even bothering to rummage inside.


His book was gone.


He hesitated for only a moment, taking a deep breath before grabbing a bottle of water.


John let out a strained laugh. “Yo, I don't think a bottle of Aquafina is what that woman needs-”


They all went silent as the water glowed blue.


Kevin handed the bottle to Rachel and leaned over Victoria.

 “This is the really gross part. John, could you give me a hand?”

 “Nope. I'll pass on getting close to the dead woman.”

 “Michael? Please?”


Michael sighed before looking at his date. “Come on, Marie, give me a hand.”


The couple knelt down on the other side of Victoria. Marie looked like she'd get sick at any moment.

 “What are we doing?” Michael asked. “Carrying her to the cops?”

 “No. Grab that stake.”

 “What? No way in hell.”


Kevin was losing patience. “Look, just grab the stake with me, and help me pull.”


Marie didn't help. Everyone watched, mesmerized, as Kevin and Michael slowly pulled the stake out of Victoria's chest. John leaned over and vomited as the sick, sloppy sounds of wood being removed from flesh became too much for him.


Kevin tossed the stake aside after it cleared Victoria's chest.


Two seconds later, her eyes sprung open.

 “Here,” Kevin said, offering her water. “Drink this.”


Kevin didn't even see the movement. Victoria was on her back one second. The next, she had Michael's date Marie pinned to the ground, her fangs deep in the girl's neck.

 “Hey!” Michael shouted. “Get off her!”


He tried to pull Victoria off by the shoulders, but she didn't budge. He wrapped his arm around her throat. That annoyed Victoria enough to shove him by the chest, easily throwing him back into John. She snarled and went back to Marie's neck.

 “She's killing her!”

 “No, no,” Kevin said, standing in between them. “It's okay. She just needs some blood. She won't hurt Marie.”

 “Needs some blood? Are you crazy? What, she thinks she's a vampire or something?”

 “Well, now that you mention it-”


Michael balled his fists and paced. “She's hurting her.”

 “Actually,” Melissa said, finally able to speak. “It looks like she likes it.”


Kevin turned around. He wasn't an expert, but he had seen enough movies and spent enough time on the couch with Rachel to recognize when a woman was enjoying herself. Marie's fingernails dug into Victoria's back as she moaned with her eyes closed.


He remembered the effect of a vampire's feeding from his book. The human brain interpreted the feeding as sex. What better way to keep the prey from running for help than to introduce sex into the mix?


He also remembered that not too long after the climax was death.

 “Victoria,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You'd better stop.”


There was a strange plopping sound under Victoria. Kevin leaned down to see that her body was rejecting bullets. One spit out of a wound on her chest and fell onto Marie. The wound closed, along with the gaping hole in her chest, leaving only a mark of blood. Several more rolled out from under her blouse and fell on Marie's stomach.


It was Kevin's turn to nearly get sick.


Victoria withdrew her fangs, licked Marie's puncture wounds to heal them, and sat up. Leaning her head back, she sniffed the air and rolled her head from side to side, looking like a feral animal.

 “Delicious,” she said, the word sounding strange through her fangs.


Kevin and Rachel helped Marie to her feet. Her legs shook and she had a big smile on her face. Michael held her face in his hands as Rachel put a water bottle to her lips.

 “Are you okay?”

 “Never better,” she said, leaning in for a kiss.


Victoria licked a stream of blood from her lips as she stared at the apartment building. She looked back and forth between Kevin and Rachel.

 “I take it they took Kristin?”

 “Who are they? Victoria, what happened?”


She paced in front of them. It was a strange sight, a woman as beautiful as Victoria looking like a caged beast. The dried blood all over her nearly matched her hair color.

 “Don't know yet. Too early to tell. But obviously, you're the target, and Kristin makes a nice hostage. The assailants, I see they burned the building. Highly organized and skilled. I could only kill five of them before they got me.”

 “You...killed five people?” John said.


Victoria stopped pacing. “Who are these people?”


Kevin opened his mouth to answer, but a voice cut him off.

 “Witch? Hey, witch boy? Are you there?”


Everyone searched for the voice, until Victoria pointed at Kevin's hand.


The voice came from Kevin's ring.


Kevin held his hand near his face.

 “Who is this?”

 “My name is David Santos. Do I have your attention?”

 “How are you doing this?”

 “You dropped your magic rock-phone or whatever you want to call it back in Virginia. Remarkable little gizmo. You remember that, right? Right after you turned three of my friends into dog food?”

 “They were trying to kill me. Listen, please, don't hurt my sister.”

 “We don't want your sister, witch. We just want you. So, the trade is simple. You for her. Come alone to the old church on Patterson Road, in Queens Falls. Then your sister walks. Don't keep me waiting.”


There was the sound of the rock bouncing off a tree, then splashing into water. Kevin could almost see in his head Santos tossing the magical item far away. Santos was smart. Kevin wouldn't get a lot of information out of his magical GPS trick if the rock was in a pond somewhere.

 “Queens Falls. Where the hell is that?”

 “That's like a half hour down the highway,” John said. “We have football games there sometimes.”

 “Santos,” Rachel said, almost spitting the name.

 “Bradley lied to us,” Kevin said. “He said he'd call him off. He said I'd be safe if I kept a low profile and didn't do anything stupid.”

 “So much for low profile,” Victoria said, gesturing to the teens behind him. “Bradley didn't betray us. I've known him too long. No doubt Santos simply took whatever bribe was offered to him and used it to expand.”

 “Should we call Bradley? See if he can help us?”


Victoria's lip twitched into a sly smile.

 “I've got a friend who's a little more local.”


She tried her phone, and snarled when it didn't work. Rachel handed over her phone, her hand shaking.


The vampire brushed hair out of her eyes and licked her lips as she dialed a number.

 “Unbelievable,” she complained. “The one night she lets it go to voicemail. Alicia, listen, this is Victoria. Tell your brother to buy a damn cell phone, and I need his help, immediately. Tell him to get to the church on Patterson Road in Queens Falls, as fast as he can.”


She hung up and tossed the phone back to Rachel.

 “Come on, let's go.”


Victoria circled around the apartment building without looking back, not caring at all that she was covered in blood.


Kevin paced for a moment. Everything was happening so fast, but he knew it needed to, if he wanted to save Kristin.


He held his girlfriend by the shoulders.

 “Rachel-”

 “I can't go with you,” she finished for him. “I'd only get in the way. I'm not a witch, or a vampire.”

 “Yeah.”


Her shoulders slumped. “I wish I could help.”

 “You did. You saved my life. And you can help more.” He talked as he put his magic touch in every bottle of water he had. “Go around front and give a drink to everyone that needs it. I'll see you soon.”


Rachel grabbed his shirt before he could get away, and pulled him in for an embrace and a kiss. Despite his nerves, he held her close and kissed her in return. Part of him wondered if he'd ever see her again, but he shoved those thoughts aside.

 “You be careful, Kevin Mishnar, and come back to me. Show them what a witch can do.”


Kevin had the most amazing girlfriend in the world.


He gave Oscar, who was still relaxing in Melissa's arms, a scratch on the head as he walked away. The teenagers talked amongst themselves.

 “Okay, guys, everybody take a bottle. Anyone that's hurt, let them have a drink.”

 “What is this, like magical Gatorade?”

 “I'll tell you one thing, man, this is a Homecoming I'll never forget.”

 “I'll bet you won't. I think your girlfriend made out with a vampire.”

 “Shut up, John.”


Despite everything, Kevin managed to smile as their voices faded.


Victoria pulled up to the curb in her car. The fire was slowly dying, but there were still plenty of paramedics and firemen scattered about. He drew a few looks as he slid in next to Victoria, but paid them no mind.


She sped out of the apartment complex without saying a word.




Chapter 27
 


Kevin and Victoria were quiet as she weaved her way in and out of traffic on the highway. The adrenaline was wearing off, and Kevin's body felt exhausted. His mind, however, was racing. The night flashed through his brain. Saving Victoria and Oscar. His home reduced to burnt ruins. Santos' threat of hurting his sister.

 “He said to come alone,” Kevin said. His voice sounded gruff from being quiet so long.

 “That's not an option.”

 “I'm not doing anything to get Kristin hurt.”

 “Look, Kevin, I really don't believe Santos will hurt her. He fancies himself a champion of good. He thinks he's the good guy, and you the bad guy.”

 “Yeah, well, you've been wrong before.”

 “About what?”

 “About Bradley getting Santos to leave me alone.”

 “Look, witch, if you tell every teenager in your school what you can do, you'll never be left alone.”

 “If it weren't for them, you'd be dead.”


There was a long silence.

 “Thank you.”

 “You're welcome.”

 “I'm sorry I let them get her. They masked their scents somehow. I didn't even know they were there until they were on top of the place. It's embarrassing, really. I've killed twenty, thirty people at a time before. Five or six newborns, no problem. But the damn goon squad takes me down.”

 “Am I still not supposed to kill them?”

 “Kevin, you have to stay calm.”

 “Are you joking? This coming from the rage princess.”

 “I told you before. I get mad, people die. You get mad,” she paused, as if looking into the past. “Genocide happens.”

 “What is the plan? I mean, what are we gonna do?”

 “We get your sister, and get out. Leave Santos to me. I don't want you doing any witch magic crap.”

 “We might need my witch magic crap.”


Kevin stared at the houses as they arrived in Queens Falls. It was a struggle to get his nerves under control as he took note of the street signs.

 “I don't get this. People are out on the streets. The church is probably surrounded by houses. How can they even do this?”


He finally understood when Victoria turned down Patterson Road.


The church wasn't on the street, but on top of a large hill, complete with an old iron gate and winding driveway. The grass was overgrown, windows were missing, holes were in the roof. It was out of the way and obviously abandoned.

 “That answers the question,” Victoria said. “Looks like a pretty nice trap for a witch and a vampire.”

 “We need to get to a store first.”

 “Why?”

 “I need supplies.”

 “Kevin, I said-”

 “Nothing crazy, nothing explosive. I'm not gonna kill anyone.”


Victoria shook her head and continued down the street.


She found a Rite Aid three blocks away. Shoppers in the aisles, even Victoria herself, had to stare at the unusual mix of items in his basket. Bottles of water, plenty of sugar, cinnamon, salt, pepper, flour, a collection of flare pens, empty plastic bottles, a spray bottle.

 “And just what the hell are you gonna make out of that?”

 “Well, I always carry the water for healing, pens for portals, salt and pepper for...”


Kevin froze in the middle of the aisle. Victoria watched him for a moment as he stared off into space, almost in a trance.

 “Kevin?”

 “Shhh. Something's coming in.”

 “Coming in? What?”


A small smile crossed his face as he looked at Victoria.

 “We need more stuff.”


She didn't bother questioning him as he gathered more items. A few cans of Coke, a bar of soap, rat poison, shampoo.


She nearly bumped into him as he stopped in his tracks one more time and closed his eyes, like he was listening for something.

 “Okay. I'm done.”


They left the store, and Victoria watched as he mixed certain items in the empty bottles.

 “I don't have a cauldron,” he said. “Some of this won't be as good.”

 “Did you just say cauldron?”

 “Or stove. Whatever.”

 “We have to get moving. We have a time limit here. I'd rather not have that sun come up on me.”


Kevin zipped his pack and hung his head low. His thoughts were jumbled and clouded. He was terrified for his sister, and in the middle of that terror, recipes and ingredients flooded his mind, making it almost impossible to think about anything else.


That last recipe certainly caught him by surprise.

 “I think I'm ready.”


Victoria grabbed him by the shoulders. “Look, everything will be fine. We'll get your sister, okay? I'm sure Santos has a lot of guys working for him, and they'll all have guns. But I'm a very old woman, and I plan to get even older.”


Kevin nodded, trying to keep his fear under control.


*****


Something felt very wrong as Victoria drove up the driveway to the church. It was close to eleven o'clock. There were no people out, and only the occasional car on the road. There were no cars near the church, no snipers or lookouts on the roof, no welcoming light.

 “This isn't right,” Kevin said. “They told me to come alone. We just can't drive up to the church.”

 “Kevin, just hush.”


She parked the car near the front door and closed her eyes. He fidgeted in his seat, looking nervously around. Only the moon above kept them company. He felt so exposed, sitting in Victoria's Porsche with the top down.

 “Are we just supposed to go in there and walk out with Kristin? I don't think it's gonna happen like that.”

 “Well, you're right. No one's inside.”

 “How do you know?”

 “No scents, which I know I've been fooled on before. But no heartbeats, either. The place is empty.”


Victoria left the car, Kevin right at her heels. There was a note on the front door. It was a crudely drawn map, with an arrow pointing at some trees behind the church.


Kevin walked to the corner and looked at the woods. They were dense and dark, a perfect place to hide and setup an ambush.

 “I guess that's where we're heading?”

 “Looks that way. Just keep close to me.”

 “Victoria, this isn't right. If they see me, they'll just shoot me.”

 “Look, I know you're scared for Kristin. But you're the same person who pulled me out of a burning apartment. I don't want you killing anyone, but these people, they're just that, people. Mortals.”


They circled the church and entered the woods. Kevin could barely see in front of him, but Victoria had no trouble navigating in the darkness. She took Kevin's hand and pulled him along. They walked for nearly ten minutes until Victoria stopped.

 “What is it?”


She sniffed the air and cocked her head from side to side.

 “Fire. They're close. Whatever magic tricks you got in that bag of yours, get them ready.”


Victoria dropped his hand as they made their way through the trees and into a clearing. Kevin gasped behind her and she heard his heartbeat quicken at what they saw.


Kristin was tied to a large wooden cross in the middle of the clearing. There were fire drums spread around. A man in his fifties stood not far from Kristin, reading through a book. Victoria recognized it as Kevin's spell-book.


David Santos. He was alone. His men were no doubt in the trees. They hid their scents before, but Victoria could pick up traces of them now. She had to fight through the scent of pine and nature, but sweat, deodorant, a woman's monthly cycle, they were there.

 “Have you ever wondered how witches do it?” he asked Kristin. “I wonder if they even know. I can't make heads or tails out of this chicken scratch. They all write differently, too, but can read each other's writing. I've tried burning the thing, but that doesn't work.”

 “When my brother gets here-”

 “He will die. And the world will be just a little safer. Did you know that some of us think that AIDS came from a witch's magic?”

 “That's just insane. You're insane. You burned down our home. And not just ours, everyone in our building.”

 “I had to make sure I got your brother's attention. Don't worry, no one was hurt. I try, usually with success, not to hurt anyone.”

 “No one was hurt? You killed Victoria!”

 “When my employer changed his mind, and paid us to back off the witch, I knew the vampire had something to do with it. I'm sorry, but she chose her side.”

 “My brother's never hurt anyone.”

 “Is that a joke? You were right there when he hurt three of my people, nearly taking their faces off. He's the most dangerous creature in the world, and the sad part is I don't think he knows it.”

 “Bradley decided to give the kid a chance,” Victoria said as she stepped from the woods into the clearing. “After centuries of distrust and hate, he figured, why not? I've already seen the good a witch can do.”


Santos shook his head at the vampire.

 “Wow, you're a tough one to kill. You're willing to risk the destruction they're capable of with just a why not?”

 “I was just like you once, Santos. I'd kill a witch without hesitation. I've ruined friendships because of it. But the power they have, it can go both ways. Come on, let's talk. Maybe you can see another side of things, just like I have.”


He held up a hand. “Spare me, please. Let me make it clear. Witches have died here, in this very spot, before, and I see no reason to break tradition now. Where is he? If he doesn't show his face, now, I will kill this woman. I won't enjoy doing it. But I will do it, because someone has to.”


The red beams of multiple laser scopes appeared from the trees, all converging on Kristin's chest.


Kristin started to cry. Victoria tried to hold in a smile, as Santos' people gave away their positioning. Still, she couldn't outrun bullets.

 “Whoa! Hold on. Kevin is right here-”


She expected him to be just behind her, hiding in the trees. His scent still filled her nose, but he was nowhere to be seen.

 “Where is he?” Santos shouted.


She smiled. “That's actually a good question.”


*****


Kevin gripped his feather in one hand as pushed himself from one tree to another. He clutched a low hanging branch, hovering nearly two feet from the ground. The combination of the gravity-defying feather and his invisibility potion worked perfectly. He avoided the crunchy leaves and twigs below, and didn't make a sound as he made his way through the trees around the clearing.


There were men in the trees above. He couldn't see or hear them, but they had to be there. Santos wouldn't be alone, and Kevin's suspicions were confirmed when they aimed their scopes at Kristin.


Terror gripped him, but along for the ride was another emotion.


Anger.


Kristin was ten feet away. Kevin pushed off the tree closest to his sister, and tucked the feather in his pocket as he did so. He landed softly in the grass, just behind Kristin. Victoria continued to stall for time, arguing with Santos over where he was.


Kristin tried to scream as he covered her mouth from behind. He wanted to talk to her, warn her, but Santos was still too close. Her arms were outstretched, her wrists tied to the cross. He rubbed her shoulder, hoping she would realize it was him.


She was quiet as he uncovered her mouth and grabbed his pocket knife from his pack.


Kevin glanced at Santos as he worked on the rope binding Kristin's wrists. Santos was threatening Victoria, as some of the laser scopes left Kristin and pointed at her instead.


Kristin wisely kept her left wrist still as he freed it and started on the right. He grabbed a potion before cutting the rope all the way through.


He tossed the potion near Santos' feet as he finished freeing Kristin. Santos was startled for a moment, and the last thing Kevin saw before the fog filled the clearing was the anger in his eyes.

 “The witch is here!”


Kevin grabbed Kristin by the shoulder and pulled her down. The cross exploded into splinters as Santos' men fired where Kristin was only a second ago.

 “Come on!”

 “Kevin? I can't see you!”

 “If you see them, fire,” Santos called. “I don't care about the blond or the vampire. Kill everyone.”


Kevin led Kristin through the fog. The red lasers moved about wildly, looking for something to shoot. There was a scream up in the trees, followed by branches breaking, then a thud on the ground.


Victoria was going to work.

 “Victoria!” Kevin called.

 “Go on,” she said, her voice moving through the trees at an unnatural speed. “I'll see you soon.”


Through the fog, Kevin saw fire up in the trees, and the sound of a flamethrower. He was worried for a moment, but there was another impact on the ground, along with what sounded like bones breaking. Someone moaned in pain, and it wasn't Victoria.


They were nearly out of the clearing when Kevin felt pain in his leg, just above the knee.


He fell to the ground, Kristin nearly tripping over him. A pool of blood formed in the dirt. He tried to stand up, but his leg felt like it was on fire.

 “I've...I think I've been shot.”

 “Come on, Kev. We've gotta move.”

 “I can't move my leg!”

 “I got shot before, and I could run.”

 “Shut up!”


There was a shadow, just in the fog, behind Kristin. The first thing Kevin saw was the light of the laser, moving just past Kristin's hip, pointing at his chest. The barrel of a dangerous looking rifle was next, followed by the outline of a man dressed in all black, like at their apartment.


Kevin reached into his pack as the man raised his weapon.


Kristin noticed the red dot, and dove on top of her brother.


Kevin pulled the trigger on the spray bottle. The stream shot through the fog and hit the man directly between the eyes, soaking into his black mask.


The witch hunter immediately fell to his knees, screaming and clawing at his face.

 “What did you shoot him with?”

 “Just something I cooked up. He'll be hallucinating for a week.”


Another shape moved toward them through the fog. Kevin was ready to fire again, until he recognized the red hair.


Victoria scooped Kevin up and slung him over her shoulder without saying a word. Kristin didn't even have time to say anything. It was all she could do to keep up with the vampire, running through the woods.


She screamed when a bullet struck a tree next to her, tossing bark in her hair.


Santos was shouting at his men back at the clearing, trying to regroup.

 “What are we doing?” Kristin shouted.

 “We're running,” Victoria said. “I killed four before I heard Kevin go down. There's plenty more, though.”


There were more shots, and Victoria flinched, only for a moment. Kristin managed to catch up.

 “Are you okay?”

 “I'm fine. Keep moving.”

 “We can't just keep running,” Kevin said as he bounced on her shoulder. “We'll never get rid of them.”

 “I know.”


Victoria stumbled once again as they made it to the rear wall of the church. She dropped Kevin, but he caught himself and leaned against the wall, keeping his weight on one leg. He grabbed a marker from his pack.

 “You're bleeding,” Kristin said to Victoria.


The vampire nodded. “They're using some big damn bullets.”


Kevin created a portal and nearly shoved Kristin inside. Victoria regained her footing and helped Kevin walk into the abandoned church.


It was nearly pitch black, and Kevin tripped several times. Kristin nearly fell over a pew, banging her leg into the wood.


A flashlight shined through the portal. Victoria pulled Kevin and Kristin down on top of her between the pews. Santos was just on the other side of the portal.

 “I'm not walking through that thing. Circle around.”


The portal closed, and Santos shouted orders at his men as they circled the church to the front door.

 “Maybe fifteen people still,” Victoria said.


Kevin winced in pain and nearly cried out as he held the magnet over the hole in his leg. Victoria had to cover his mouth as the bullet shot through his skin into the palm of his hand. He drank more water than he meant to, but the wound healed nicely.

 “I've got plenty of tricks left,” he said, slipping out of his pack.

 “No. No more tricks. Kevin, do you still have some of that invisible juice left?”

 “Yeah, a little.”

 “You and Kristin get out of here. I'll handle this.”

 “No way.”

 “I'll take some shots, I know. But trust me, none of them will leave here alive.”

 “How come it's alright for you to kill?”

 “Not now!”


Santos' men opened fire as they entered the church. There was no searching, no warnings. The pews were torn to shreds around them. Kevin tried his best to maneuver around Victoria. She covered Kristin, and he in turn covered Victoria, holding his ring over his head. His hand shook as the wood and bullets flew around them, hitting the barrier his quartz rock created.


The assault finally stopped, but Kevin was too afraid to move. There was an eerie silence, followed by Santos' voice.

 “I know you're here, witch. If you're still alive, give yourself up now. I know you may not believe me, but I don't want to hurt your sister, or the idiot vampire. If you come out, they can walk.”


There was a tapping sound near the church door. Kevin looked up quickly, and saw Santos tapping his spell-book on the pew. 



The thought of Santos holding his history, his legacy, infuriated him.


Santos' men formed a circle around the perimeter of the church. They moved efficiently, holding their weapons outright. Two of them fired a stream of flame above the pews.

 “We'll burn this whole place to the ground, if we have to, witch. But I want to give you a chance. Do the right thing, and come on out. No one else has to die. Only you.”

 “Don't you dare move,” Victoria whispered

 “I won't let you two get hurt.”

 “Go invisible, and get Kristin out of here. It's the best way.”


Kevin felt a sudden heaviness in the air, and started to sweat. He thought it was Santos' men at first, playing with their flamethrowers. Victoria also looked puzzled before a slow smile crossed her face.

 “Or maybe not.”

 “What's going on?”

 “Just cover your head, and try not to be scared.”

 “Scared of what?” Kristin asked.


There was a low, menacing moan. It was soft at first, and then grew in intensity. The first moan was joined by several others. It almost sounded like animals being tortured, but it wasn't an animal Kevin had ever heard.


The hair stood up on the back of his neck. 



Santos' men waved their flashlights around, searching for the source of the noise.

 “What the hell is that?”

 “Where is it coming from?”

 “Listen!” Santos shouted. “That noise isn't real. It's another of the witch's tricks.”


Victoria laughed quietly.

 “He's in for a surprise.”


One by one, their flashlights started going out as the moans grew louder. Then there was laughter, although it didn't sound human.


Kevin looked up over the pew.


There was a shout of pain as one of Santos' men flew over his head and crashed into the wall, missing an arm.


They started shouting and firing blindly. They fired at the shadows on the walls, which seemed to be moving. Kevin's eyes met Kristin's, and he could see the terror in them.


A man fell into the aisle, just a few feet away from Kevin. He reached for Kevin, not to harm, but to ask for help. Kevin tried to grab his hand, but the man was pulled away screaming.


Kevin was aware of something above his head. He looked up to see a figure floating near the ceiling. He thought it was a man, at first, but noticed the huge wings keeping him in the air.

 “Remember what I said!” the stranger called. “No killing. And don't maim, either. I'm not spending half the night mopping up your mess again. You want to taste a finger or two, fine. But just subdue them, contain them, whatever.”


There were a few moans and screams in response.


The winged creature floated down, its wings beating slower and slower. Kristin tried to crawl away, but Victoria held her.

 “Relax. He's a friend.”

 “Are you kidding?”


Victoria stood up, Kevin and Kristin right behind her. Kevin couldn't believe what he was seeing.


What looked like fifty or so creatures had the run of the place. They varied in shapes and sizes. One creature had six legs, and was chewing on a man's foot. Another had no legs at all, and tried to crawl its way up someone's chest. One of the larger ones grabbed a man and tossed him across the church like he was nothing.


Kevin instinctively knew what they were.

 “Demons.”


Kristin leaned over and vomited.


The demon with the wings landed in the aisle next to Victoria. He looked like a man. Well built, short brown hair. He didn't wear a shirt, only a pair of jeans. He flashed Victoria a smile, and Kevin realized he wasn't a monster.

 “Had to be a church, didn't it, Victoria? You know I don't like churches.”

 “You sure took your sweet time getting here.”

 “Give me a break. I've been flying for almost two hours. My wings are killing me, and I got lost. Had to talk to three ghosts just to figure out where to go. Cindy says hi, by the way.”

 “Kevin, Kristin, this is one of my best friends, Alex Teague.”


Alex waved and gave Victoria a hug. First with his arms, then his wings followed.


Kevin was still watching the carnage around him. Blood was everywhere. There were fingers and toes scattered on the floor. The sounds of demons drinking and sucking blood filled the air.


He looked at Victoria.

 “And you thought I was the dangerous one that needed to be killed?”


Kevin saw Alex roll his eyes, and in that moment felt guilty. This was Alex, Victoria's friend that she talked about, and he no doubt had his own story.

 “You're welcome,” Alex said.

 “What kind of witchcraft is this?” Santos shouted.


Kevin turned toward the witch hunter. Santos was on his knees, with two things that looked like zombies holding him by the arms. For the first time since Kevin saw him, Santos looked terrified, and he couldn't blame him. They were surrounded by the stuff of nightmares.


Nightmares that apparently Alex could control.

 “What do you want to do?” Alex asked Victoria. “I told my little boys not to kill. But, what now?”

 “I'm trying to set an example for Kevin,” she said under her breath.

 “You'd better kill me,” Santos said. “Witches have to die. You all know this.”

 “I could send them to the demon world,” Alex suggested.


Kristin couldn't take her eyes off Alex. She ran a hand along his wing, feeling the tiny hairs along the skin.


He shivered. “That tickles.”

 “Sorry. What is the demon world?”

 “You don't want to know,” he said, then looked at Victoria. “So, what's up? Are we committing mass murder here?”

 “I'll tell you what we'll do.”


They all turned to face Kevin, who stood in the middle of the church holding his spell-book.

 “We're gonna have ourselves a fun little ritual.”


He grabbed a potion from his pack, rubbed it on his hands, and dumped some on a nearby pew. It burst into flames.


Even some of the smaller demons recoiled at Kevin's voice.

 “Kevin?” Victoria said. “What are you doing?”

 “These people tried to kill me. They've shot all of us here. They destroyed our home, and almost killed my cat.”

 “Kevin-”


He cut her off as he grabbed different things from his pack and mixed them in a bottle. With the open spell-book in one hand, he held the bottle to the flame.

 “They deserve the nastiest potion I can come up with. Some of the things I've read in this book-”


Victoria approached him slowly as he mixed in some rat poison, then sugar, and a bit of Coca-Cola.

 “You have to calm down.”


He took a deep breath and let some blood drip into the bottle from the pew next to him. As he held it to the flame, the potion turned a deep shade of purple.

 “I'm not gonna kill anyone,” he said. “Just because I'm mad doesn't mean I'm a murderer. One drink from this, and they forget everything for the past year. They forget me, you, everything. They'll wake up, and not know how they got here. They won't even know each other.”


He handed the bottle over. Victoria turned it over in her hands and studied it.

 “Kevin, this is amazing.”

 “I told you I had more tricks.”


Victoria handed the bottle to Alex.

 “Okay, listen up,” the demon said, his voice no longer sounding human. “I need open mouths. Do not rip their jaws off.”


The demons did as they were told, holding Santos and his men upright with their mouths open. Alex walked to each person and pulled their hoods off, forcing them to drink. After a single swallow, they fell on the church floor, unconscious.


They saved Santos for last.

 “This doesn't change anything,” he said. “Others like me will find you.”

 “I wouldn't worry about that,” Victoria said. “I'd worry about what Bradley will do to you when he finds out what you did here tonight. The funny part is you won't even remember so you can defend yourself.”


Alex poured what was left of the potion down Santos' throat, and took a step back when he fell on his face.

 “Your services are no longer required!” Alex shouted.


The demons spoke in one voice.

 “We want to kill.”


Kevin and Kristin both shivered.

 “No killing tonight. You are dismissed.”


The heaviness in the air lifted as the demons slowly vanished, one by one, leaving only their mess behind. Blood, loose fingers and toes, a few eyeballs, all littered the church.


Alex pulled his wings in behind him, like a giant bat, and Kristin jumped when they shrank into his back.

 “Well, looks like my work is done here,” he said.

 “Thanks, Alex.”

 “Anytime. It's always fun to meet people still trying to figure out what they are.”


He gave Kevin a wink.


Kevin hugged his sister. She was shivering, and it took all his willpower not to do the same thing.

 “It's over,” he said.

 “Yes, it is, but we'd better leave. This is all for nothing if they wake up and see us here.”


The four left the church and approached Victoria's Porsche.

 “So, Alex, what's with you?” Kevin asked. “With the wings and everything?”

 “It's a long story.”


Kristin shook her head. “This isn't right. I'm the only one here that's human.”


They shared a laugh.




Chapter 28
 


Kevin stumbled once again. The blindfold held tight to his face, not letting him see anything. The only reason he didn't fall was Rachel's arm around his waist, which he didn't mind so much.

 “Ouch!” Kristin cried.

 “Watch your step,” Victoria said.

 “Easy for you to say. You put bondage hoods on us and walk us around a strange hotel. You could at least not bump us into stuff. I can only imagine the looks we're getting.”

 “They're not bondage hoods. And yeah, you are getting some funny looks.”

 “Gee, thanks.”


Kevin shivered as Rachel whispered in his ear. He knew she did it on purpose. She liked his reaction.

 “Are you okay?” she said.

 “Yeah. Where are you two taking us?”

 “I told you. It's a surprise.”


The past two weeks had been difficult. Kristin and he had been staying at a hotel, with Victoria graciously covering the cost. Kevin knew he should be thankful, and he was. He was alive. Kristin was alive. Even Oscar was fine, though he didn't like the confines of the hotel room.


But they had lost everything. Their home, Kevin's favorite jacket, the picture of their parents they kept on the coffee table, all gone. They didn't know what they could do, and Kevin heard Kristin crying herself to sleep a few nights.


The only thing that kept Kevin in one piece was Rachel. She took care of him, even cooking dinner at her place when her parents went out themselves. They ate, watched television, spent time on the couch and her bedroom.


Kevin flinched as the cool night air hit his face. He sensed people around him as Rachel guided him across the sidewalk.

 “Victoria can't eat, so we're not going to dinner.”

 “Would you stop trying to guess?” Rachel said, laughing.

 “Rachel,” Victoria called from a distance. “You're good, right?”

 “Yeah. See you in ten minutes.”

 “What's going on?”

 “Kristin's riding with Victoria. You're with me.”

 “Ooh. Mysterious.”


He leaned back in his seat as Rachel drove, playfully grabbing her leg a few times, only to have it swatted away.

 “We'll have time for that later,” she said.

 “So, I guess this explains all those secret calls you've been having with Victoria?”


She said nothing, only running a hand through his hair.


They arrived at their destination, and Kevin heard a series of car doors shutting. The scent of a charcoal grill was in the air. Rachel helped Kevin out of the car. He took the chance to grab her butt.

 “Can we take these stupid things off now?” Kristin asked.

 “Not yet. Let's get you all lined up.”


Rachel and Victoria removed their blindfolds at the same time. They looked at Victoria's house in front of them, then at each other in confusion. Alex Teague stood on the front porch, leaning against the door with his arms crossed. He looked much different than the last time Kevin saw him. He looked normal, and not something out of a horror movie with wings and demons surrounding him.

 “Uh, wow,” Kristin said. “You took us to your house. But, I will say, Alex is looking pretty yummy up there. Is he for me?”

 “Sorry,” Alex called. “I'm already taken.”

 “Rachel, that's Alex,” Kevin said. “The, uh, guy I told you about.”


Victoria placed an arm around Kristin's shoulders and slipped a set of keys in her hand.

 “And it's not my house. It's yours.”

 “What?”

 “I'm finally done here. It's time to get back to my beautiful mansion in Baltimore, and leave this shack to you.”

 “You're joking.”

 “Well, there's a ton of paperwork to fill out. But yeah, it's yours.”


Kristin's knees shook. Kevin had to grab her to keep her from falling. They were both speechless. Rachel held Kevin's hand with a huge smile.

 “Victoria,” he said. “I don't know if we can-”

 “Sure you can. I know you guys lost a lot in that fire. But this is a chance to make a fresh start. I was gonna keep this house, as a vacation home. So, as long as you let me come down to visit, we're all good.”

 “We'll keep the basement just the way it is,” Kevin said.

 “That won't be possible.”


Victoria gave Rachel a glance and a smile. Rachel pulled Kevin up the front steps, but Alex stopped the couple before they could walk through the door.

 “I've got burgers on the grill on the back deck. Stop on out when you're done.”


Rachel led Kevin through the house and down into the basement. He couldn't believe it was the same place where Victoria and Kevin nearly killed each other.


The basement had been completely redone. A new bed was in the corner under the stairs. The refrigerator where Victoria stored her blood was gone. A large TV was mounted on the wall. A new computer and desk sat in the far corner.


Rachel sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs.

 “I picked out the bed.”

 “Is it comfortable?”

 “Come on over and find out.”


They enjoyed each other, and the new bed, for ten minutes, kissing and touching. Kevin could not see how life could get any better.

 “Hey!” Kristin called from the back deck. “Dinner's ready. Stop doing whatever you're doing, get your clothes on, and get out here.”


He rested his head on Rachel's bare shoulder and laughed. She kissed him on the lips and reached for her shirt.

 “Maybe you should cast a magic spell on her.”

 “Speaking of magic, are you ready for the best magic trick of all?”


Rachel sat up. “You've got everything here?”

 “In my pack, in your car.”

 “Okay. Let's give it a shot.”


*****


Victoria tried to hold in her laughter on two fronts. Alex was telling Kristin the story of how the vampire and half demon met, and that always brought a smile to her face. She could also hear Kevin and Rachel making out in the basement. That was a good sign he approved of his room. He certainly didn't waste any time in testing the bed. The sounds of moaning and skin smacking only stopped when Kristin shouted for them.


She watched Kristin and Alex eat cheeseburgers and hot dogs. Kristin thanked her for the twentieth time, to which Victoria just nodded and waved her hand. Kevin and Rachel joined them on the deck, their hair a mess. Alex handed them both a cheeseburger and gave Kevin a wink.


She was going to miss them all, but would check in from time to time. Maybe she could even convince them to stay a weekend in Baltimore one day. 



Victoria had spent most of her life afraid of witches, of the power they had. Curing the curse of a werewolf, stealing the memories of mortals, Kevin was a powerful full-blooded witch.


She wasn't afraid of him.

 “This is so good, Alex,” Rachel said.


He shrugged. “They're just burgers.”

 “It's weird you can't eat with us,” Kevin said, looking at Victoria. “I'll serve you up some blood.”


She laughed. “You want to pour me some blood? Check the cooler, near my luggage by the front door.”


A few minutes later Kevin was back on the deck, handing Victoria a filled plastic cup and drinking a soda himself.

 “Please tell me you didn't make a mess in the kitchen,” Kristin said.

 “I didn't make a mess, Kris. Stop whining.”

 “We should have a toast,” Rachel said.


Kristin paused for a moment, and then raised her glass.

 “To...very strange family and friends.”


That drew a chuckle.


Victoria didn't want to drink all the blood Kevin poured for her, but didn't feel comfortable giving him a half full cup to dispose of. She enjoyed her new friends for another half hour, talking and laughing. The night was quickly slipping away, and Alex and she needed to drive back to Baltimore.

 “Okay, guys. I have to leave. I have a very upset man who's waiting for me back home. I'm gonna have to suck up to him, and suck from him, if I'm ever gonna be on his good side again.”


There were moans and sighs at her announcement. Kevin and Alex helped load her luggage into the car. Alex shook everyone's hand and jumped in the passenger's seat. Rachel actually cried a little as she gave Victoria a tight hug.

 “Take care of Kevin,” Victoria whispered. “He may have magic, but he needs you.”

 “I will.”


Victoria gestured for Kevin to walk with her down the driveway, out of earshot from everyone else.

 “I'm...very glad we didn't kill each other.”


Kevin laughed, and gave her a nod.

 “If you ever need anything, just call me. Okay?”

 “Yeah. And the same goes for you. You never know when you might need some magical help. Thank you. For everything. Thank you saving me and my sister's life, I don't know how many times.”

 “You're very welcome. You've been there for me, too.”


The pair embraced, and Victoria kissed him on the cheek.

 “I'm certain we'll meet again. You just keep low, and be safe.”


Kevin, Rachel, and Kristin watched Victoria and Alex drive away. They waved as they vanished down the street, the engine growing softer in the distance.

 “I'm gonna miss her,” Rachel said.


Kristin raised an eyebrow. “I'm gonna miss Alex.”

 “You wouldn't say that if he didn't have wings.”

 “No, I'd still miss him.”


The three laughed, and Kristin took a deep breath while staring at the house from the driveway.

 “We'll have to go pick up our stuff. And Oscar. I can't believe she gave us her house. We'll never be able to repay her.”


Kevin laughed as he put an arm around Rachel.

 “I wouldn't say that.”


Kristin glanced at her brother and Rachel as they exchanged a look and a laugh.

 “What did you do?”


Her cell phone rang before Kevin could answer.

 “It's for you.”


He looked at the phone strangely. He didn't get calls, except from Rachel.

 “Hello?”

 “Me and Sebastian get back from the Bahamas, my house is ruined, and there's police tape all over the place. Why do I have the feeling you had something to do with this, Kevin?”


He hung his head low, his face getting hot at the voice on the other end.

 “Hi, Martha. Look, it's, uh, a long story.”

 “Well, that's good, because guess who's coming down to visit while my house gets fixed up?”


She hung up. Kevin shook his head and handed the phone back to Kristin.

 “Two witches in one house. This should be fun.”


*****


Victoria brushed her hair aside as she drove on the interstate. Even with the Porsche's top down, Alex didn't have to shout because of her sensitive ears.

 “You guys fought a werewolf? And he cured it?”

 “Yeah. The kid's tougher than he looks. And don't tell anyone else this, ever. But he beat the snot out of me, too.”

 “Are you joking? I have to tell Alicia and Cindy.”

 “Alex, I swear-”

 “Okay, okay.”


It was just after midnight when the pain hit. Victoria had felt the heat of the sun, and the raw agony of Kevin's magic, but had never felt the pain that gripped her chest before. It settled slightly, but then the dizziness took over.

 “Something's wrong,” she said, one hand slipping from the wheel. “Alex-”

 “Victoria?”


The last thing she remembered before falling unconscious was Alex trying to steer them to the side of the road.


She didn't know how long she was asleep. The first thing she heard was Alex's voice next to her. The faint scent of dust was in the air. She still had on the same clothes, but was covered by a thin sheet in an uncomfortable bed.

 “We'll be home soon, Cindy,” Alex said. “Victoria just got sick. We had to make a stop.”


Victoria could hear Alex's fiancée Cindy on the other end.

 “She got sick? What the hell can make a vampire sick?”


Victoria tried to sit up, and was surprised at how tired she was. She let out a quiet moan. Her fangs were out and rubbed against her bottom lip.

 “She's up now. I'll call when we're on the road. Love you.”

 “Love you, too. Tell her I hope she's okay.”

 “Alex?” Victoria said. “What happened?”

 “You passed out last night behind the wheel. We're in a nice, dirty little motel. You feeling okay? You've been asleep a while.”


She barely managed a nod. “What time is it?”

 “Three o'clock in the afternoon.”


Instinctively, she pulled the sheet up to her shoulders.

 “Relax,” Alex said. “I've got garbage bags on the windows. But...”

 “But what?” she said, irritated at his pause.

 “I think Kevin did something to you.”


Victoria nodded grimly. “My blood. He tampered with my blood.”

 “I brought your luggage in and was gonna lay out clothes for you. I found this.”


He handed over a note.


This recipe was actually in my book. You wouldn't believe some of the disgusting things I had to get. I hope you enjoy. Kevin.


Taped to the bottom of the note was a pair of sunglasses.


Victoria locked eyes with Alex. Neither one said a word. Alex simply flashed a small smile and shrugged.


She stood up and crossed the hotel room, running her tongue along her fangs. The scents, sounds of people walking outside, Alex's heartbeat, they were all still there. She was still a vampire.


Grabbing the bottom of the garbage bag, she ripped it from the window in one pull.


The sun was so bright she had to put an arm in front of her eyes. Cars drove by the motel as a cleaning lady passed the window, giving Victoria a strange look. A stray dog ate food scraps next to a dumpster. A couple argued near their car over the quality of the motel.


All simple events, but from a perspective Victoria hadn't experienced in centuries.


Alex put a hand on her shoulder and handed over the cheap sunglasses. A single tear ran down her cheek as she slipped them over her eyes.

 “Thank you, Kevin.”
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