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    To my family and friends!


Much Love…and I miss our just as crazy road trips!
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El

Val cracked open her bottle of vodka while she and I waited for Mina to hurry with her last final before we booked it away from campus.  We had literally just got back to my car after our last exams.  Val apparently was ready to cut loose the second she set her pencil down.

Mina and I shared the same sentiment I am sure.  However...I can wait until we are no longer in a vehicle, to intentionally break the law!

I was so nervous while we waited.  Campus security was buzzing around the lot in a modified golf cart, his gut hanging over his altered gun belt that held only a mag light and radio...since he is only daytime parking security and not real police.  Superiority plastered across his face as he chewed his gum like a cow chewing grass.

Condescending, disrespectful, and horribly judgmental on my part...absolutely.  Although, I knew that very man had so much power over determining how our next week was going to go if he decided to stop and ask what we were doing.  

I just knew this entire vacation would be gone if we were caught drinking on campus.  Open container, minors in possession of alcohol.  We are packed, which implies I intended to drive, possibly intoxicated.  This could have led to parental lockdown at home instead of that wonderful beach house awaiting us.

“Val...put that away.  We’ve been planning this for months now...you’re going to blow this entire trip.  Come on!”  I groaned arguing with her.

Her long tresses hanging loose around her thin face in a sad effort to conceal what she was doing.  Her murky brown eyes narrowed on me while she made a face and shrugged between sips.  “What?  He’s not going to know what we’re doing in here.”  

I tip my head to the side making a face in return, raising my brow.  “Oh really?  You think that brown sack covering that bottle you’re sucking on won’t tip him off.”  

Scoffing...I roll my eyes adding mockingly.  “Oh no...that’s something no one else has tried before.  Like the scent of fabric softener really hides the smell of weed in the dorms.”  My words or latter comment made her choke on her sip coughing and sputtering as she tried to swallow.

Last year someone was busted for pot in the dorm weekly.  Almost daily the first term, until people finally got...just don’t bring weed to the dorm no matter what you ‘think’ can actually cover that aroma.

Val had crumpled her tall frame trying to hide below the car window in the back seat.  Dragging the back of her hand across her mouth, she glares at me.  “Geez El.  Are you going to be this bitchy all week?”

I smile and wave glancing up through the windshield as I catch sight of Mina sprinting toward my car.  

Poor thing had this giant bag on her back weighing her down like it was full of rocks.

Snorting I answer Val.  “Not if we get out of here now.”  I start the car making sure to unlock the front passenger door so Mina could jump in.  

We chuckled at the huge grin on Mina’s face while she ran across the courtyard.  Little legs propelling her body and that bag forward.  I had a feeling she was about to slam into the side of my car from the momentum she’d built up.

We had already packed the car before we took the last of our finals this morning.  Then it was off for Spring Break at my parent’s beach house.  

We had a roof over our heads for the week at zero cost to us.  

We had plenty of cash for food and to go out if we wanted.  

Or...we could opt for an entire ten days in the sun just us.

As Mina hit the side of the car, as predicted, she jerks open the door tossing her bag to Val and flopping into the front seat at the same time.

“How’d it go?”  I laugh at Mina trying to catch her breath to speak as she jerked so hard on the seatbelt it locked several times making her repeat the tugging.

She nods curtly while wrestling with the seatbelt and turns to Val and me smirking once she was belted in.  “I think I nailed it.  How about you ladies?”

I nod and shrug my shoulders once.  “I’ll worry when we get back.  Not like I’m graduating soon...so I can slack and worry about getting’ my drink on with my girls instead.”

Mina giggles when Val makes a ‘hoot’ sound.  “I second that emotion!”  Val’s statement already slurred.

Mina and I jerk our heads back towards Val in surprise.  “How much of that is left?  You cracked that like five-minutes ago.”  I ask Val with wide eyes.

Val sticks her finger into that brown bag pulling it back to glance at the bottle inside.  “Over half....why?”

Mina and I both snort.  I shake my head thrusting my car into gear.  “Juuusssttt curious.”  I laugh and pull out onto the road.

All I can think of is how long this hour drive is going to seem if Val is already buzzed and it’s barely ten in the morning.

You know what...who cares.  After this week...this break will be bliss!
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Mina, Val, and I met at school freshman year.  We room on the same hall in the dorms...well we did that first year.  

This year we applied and got into the apartments near campus that the school also owned, so it was covered by our scholarships.  But it was only the three of us sharing one bathroom and not an entire floor of random people.

It’s much better this way being roommates now.  Dorm life didn’t suit.  If we were going to be forced into some sort of communal living, this was a far better arrangement than the dorms...trust me!

We have also shared several classes, getting our freshman and sophomore basics out of the way.  Attending summer school together, so we could get started on our individual degree pursuits faster.

Val...she got here on a track scholarship...and is a business major.  Super smart and professional strictly as needed...and party girl at the center of her golden heart.

In fact sports and high academic scores got all three of us here.  Scholarships, since none of us are from the wealthiest of families.

I know my parent’s owning a beach house makes it sound that way...however...that was a house purchased from a deceased relative’s estate.  

My namesake actually.  They needed to liquidate all real assets because her will only stated where she wanted her money to go...not any property.  Well...except for a necklace she specifically left me as her namesake.

I’m not even sure how many ‘greats’ went in front of it...but she was a great aunt on my mother’s side.  She had no children...no grandchildren...but I do remember spending a lot of time with her as a little girl.  

El...Focus!

Anyways!

So Val is our runner and go to for anything requiring an ‘executive decision’.  Like which party should we attend...where’s the best place to buy coffee if you’re in a hurry to get to class in a timely fashion...or what guys you DO NOT want to go near.

She’s tall, thin, her long dark hair is stunning, and she is the life of the party wherever we go.  She’s pretty and knows it.  A little maintainancy, more with guys, than she is as a friend.  But I love that she is one of the most optimistic people I know.  

Boy-crazy...not even an accurate description to the way she goes through dates.  Not that she’s a total slut or anything...she just likes attention...especially from men.

Mina...our curvy and cute little volleyball player...who is also studying to be some type of counselor or psychologist.  She is still undecided the clientele she preferred to serve.  Her specialty.  I know she had mentioned either children or addiction treatment.

Growing up...her life wasn’t the greatest...which is driving her to have narrowed down to only those two specific areas.  She may not always see it the same as I...but she never let any of that negative stop her in anyway or even slow her down.  A quality I greatly admire in her...strength.

She is the opposite end of the spectrum from Val.  Mina is not a big attention seeker...minimal maintenance as a friend or with guys...and she is the best listener you could ever know.  

Val is the friend that listens too.  Although, she’s the hugging, ‘we’ll get through this together friend’.  She’ll even cry with you because she feels your pain too.

Mina...she will listen to your words...endure the tears and all your stories no matter what she has going on.  She’s the one that can show you what went wrong and how to never make that mistake again.  Yet...in a way...she can make you feel good about being a dumbass because she does believe change is possible for anyone.

She believes different, but...Mina’s as beautiful as Val, with her shoulder length black hair and entrancingly contrasting light green eyes.  And she’s neither an optimist nor a pessimist...she’s a realist.  

To her...there’s a difference.

Which basically means she sugar coats nothing and will tell you the truth no matter how bad it stings.  

Usually there is no sting because she can sell anything and make you see the error of your ways yet not belittling a person so they’re kicking themselves for silly things.

She can see both good and bad in any situation never recommending what is best even in her black-and-white world.  ‘That is for another to choose’ she always says.

Then...somewhere in the middle...is me.  They call me ‘El’ short for Elsbeth not Elizabeth.  

I am slightly shorter than Val who’s nearly six-feet tall...definitely as leggy...but taller and far less curvy than our dear Mina.  

Gymnastics and science were what brought me to our hallowed halls.  Chemistry and biology in fact...the gymnastics just helps pay for it all.  I couldn’t decide which field I more liked and excelled at both...so a double major made sense...and it opens many doors for me in life.

My father hopes I will be a techy like he is and is saving a seat in his program design department for me.  Although my mom sees me as a way to extend her brand of natural products and multitude of items she says are necessary for all around healthy living.  

I am undecided on both and am waiting to make a decision until I have at least my core classes out of the way.  Either way...sure, it’s our family business and I am guaranteed some job...but what if I decide to move and make fireworks in China instead.

Never know...it can happen!
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Drew

“Thanks so much for heading over here with me guys.”  I tell my roommates Mike and Jake as we pull into the driveway at my parent’s beach house.

“Don’t ‘thank’ us for helping you on this man.”  Mike pats my shoulder while we wait for the garage door to open so I can hide my car inside.  “I’ve been dying to meet your sister anyway.”  A sly grin growing across his face.

“Down boy!”  Jake jokes leaning forward clutching maniacally to the back of my seat as he’s looking to Mike who’s laughing.  “Not everyone is ‘fresh meat’ for YOU!”  He calms abruptly and shrugs smirking as he adds winking.  “Never know...she might be a little more my type.”

Shaking my head as I park in the garage I try to ignore their banter asking over their noise.  “Can we refrain from ‘hooking’ up with our charges while we are here please?  That was not why my mother sent us.”

The guys laugh playfully shoving each other as we get out of the car grabbing our stuff from the trunk.

Mike furrows his brow looking passed Jake, who’s leaning into the trunk, and asks.  “You never did fill us in on that entire story.”

Shrugging my shoulders, I huff out a sigh looking between Mike and Jake while closing the car trunk.  “I never was able to get any more info from my mom than what I had told you both.”

I motion my hand for them to follow me into the house searching for the key on my ring for this door and reiterating the story was sold to get us all here.  “All I know is mom had some dream...vision...whatever she called it, and we needed to be here to watch El and her friends.  Something was wrong but nothing’s clear yet.  Until we know anything further...we watch them.”

Jake snorts as they follow me in, Mike closing the door behind us, as we make our way towards the kitchen.  “So...we’re basically babysitting your adult sister and her friends on Spring Break?”  Jake states more as a snide question.

I raise my brow his way pursing my lips.  “In a way...yes.  And yeah...I get the inappropriate absurdity of this and...all of my mother’s suggestions.”  

Turning towards Mike and Jake both, I shake my head.  “I couldn’t quite understand my mom when she asked.  But...she had a very specific plan that she outlined...since she became aware of our special skills.”  I sigh heavily.  “Wouldn’t explain that either.”

My jaw twitched slightly as I added glancing between the guys truly embarrassed I roped them into this at all.  “Mike she wants you watching El because of your combat skills and experience.  She’s got a mouth and is scrappy when pressed...she needs an experienced match for that.”

Pointing my finger, my eyes move, and I finish mother’s ORDERS.  “Jake...she thought you would be good to watch El’s friend Mina.  She’s mild mannered for the most part, yet honest to a fault.  I guess mom thought she’d suit your patient nature.  Said the ‘girl needed balance in her life’.” 

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that.  Mom’s odd rants when she was skirting the truth.

Mike clears his throat before asking me   Eyes narrowed at mine.  “And who is it you are assigned to?”

Wagging a finger towards them both I chuckle raising a sarcastically joyful brow.  “Oh...I have the best job.  I get to watch El’s friend Val.”  

Folding my arms at my chest I explain.  “Now I met her...and she’s a bit of a handful.  Chatty...but I didn’t really get to know her.  However, mom said that El has complained since I visited last year about Val going on and on about me.  My mother thought I could keep her reined in.”

Jake, his brow knitted as he drops his bag moving to fold his arms.  “Exploit the crush.  Nice tactic!”  He takes in a sharp breath.  “Now why is it you get the easy one and not a complete stranger?”

I had to laugh at that before I answer.  “Who said she was easy?  Besides El....but she says the same of me.  Meaningless!”  

Leaning against the wall I look at both Mike and Jake.  “My mother was really worried about a house here.  There’s some new people that our mother...well for some reason...doesn’t want my sister involved with.  The ‘threat’ she saw in her vision.”

“What is this threat I keep hearing about?”  Mike looked to me puzzled and I could only shrug not really having an answer.

Exhaling heavily I look to Mike.  “She wouldn’t tell me much really.  Just that they were a dark coven.  Some people our mother knows told her one of the houses here was passed on to family of some coven she’s done business with.”

I lean my head back against the wall to finish.  “Instead of the house going to the couple’s children...someone else in their family got it instead.  They are dark and very dangerous from what she was told.  That’s when she rambled on about them taking my sister for some reason I can’t know.”

Mike shook his head.  “That makes no sense unless your sister has shown powers.  I mean I know you have witch bloodline or you never would have had to speak with your mother at all.  But you said you had no gifts.  Why would a dark coven need your sister...and who knows for a fact they’d kidnap her?”

I nod to Mike.  “That’s right I haven’t displayed any gift, and far as I know...neither has El.  Anything our mother knows is kept top secret unless deemed necessary to share...and we were led to believe this was only a recent ‘hobby’.  To my knowledge El has been told nothing.  Covens and vampires exist in books to her.”

“Then what would a dark coven want with your sister if neither of you had magic?  I still don’t get that.”  Jake tilted his head to the side quizzically.

Shaking my head I answer.  “I don’t know either.  To be honest...I’m wondering if our mom is concerned El might develop some gifts.  Maybe that’s why we’re here to help or watch her.  Our mom wouldn’t explain.”

Motioning my hand before me, I lift my head looking at both the guys.  “All my mother was adamant about was keeping the girls away from these people.  She said they would do anything necessary to get to El.  She never explained other than that is what her vision showed her.  They were going to take my sister and do who knows what with her or why.”

Mike raised his brows at me twisting his lips around.  “You don’t think they’re so dark they’d sacrifice her or something?  Are they that kind of ‘dark’?”

“Nah.”  I take in a sharp breath through my nose.  “From the way my mother spoke...I think they want to keep her for something.  I was able to get out of her that it had something to do with that aunt of ours my sister’s named after.  I guess our aunt did practice the craft and was well known for her strengths.”

Giving a knowing nod Mike looks to me.  “Then they think the gift went on in the family because it can go either way if your mother married a human.”

I raise a brow at Mike.  “Or...they think our aunt’s still here.”  

Biting my lip, I explain.  “I heard this aunt had been sought before...for what I don’t know...but she had very coveted gifts I hear.  Now...my parents bought this house from her estate when she died.  However...both our names are on the deed with our parents in case anything happens.”

Mike gave me an understanding look and nods.  “They could have easily accessed those records and think your sister is actually that aunt.  Didn’t you say they shared a name?”  I quickly nod in response.

Jake agrees adding.  “Family estates do that all the time.  Many do it in preparation if that person was alone and had no one to take care of their affairs if anything were to happen.  If her name is still on anything...or your sister’s name I should say...one could assume that is the case with this house.  They may not even realize your aunt is gone at all.”

I close one eye as I thought.  “No...I think that older couple who owned that house knew our aunt...our family actually.  We spent a lot of time with them growing up.  Their kids too.  Our parents made friends with them all.  However, we know nothing of grown grandchildren since it’s been some time since we’d seen anyone other than the couple who lived there.”

Mike points a questioning finger my way.  “But I thought you said you and your sister both use this place often instead of going home?  They never had anyone come by?”

“We do, but we don’t get to always see all the neighbors.”  I glance towards Mike.  “I didn’t know until recently, when our mom found out, that the old couple had passed away rather close together.  None of their children had been by that I’ve seen.  My sister may not even know honestly.  She usually keeps to herself when she comes alone.”

Making a clicking sound with his mouth, Mike pats me on the shoulder.  “We’ll get this handled.  Everything’s going to be fine.  Whether we have the whole story or not...they girls are very safe this week.”  

“Your sister is in good hands my friend.  Which room was hers again?”  He snickers biting his lip making no attempt to keep his face serious.

Wagging my finger at him, while he and Jake both laugh, my voice stern all of the sudden.  “Yeah as far as those hands...be careful with my sister.”

Mike’s mouth drops open and he gasps pretending to be offended.  “I won’t do anything to your sister...geez man.”  He turns mumbling.  “Unless she asks.”  

Jake snorts from behind him.  “So I take it anything is fair as long as Mina agrees?  I never heard a warning specifically.”

Waving my hands before me I shake my head at them both.  “Look...I know I can trust the both of you or I wouldn’t have asked.  But...it’s not my job to hook my sister up...or her dear friends...we are on guard duty.  Beyond that...keep me blissfully ignorant...please!”

Mike smiles bowing his head to me.  “Cool...so I can check out your sister as long as I don’t tell you about it.”

Giving my head a shake to the side, I huff out a frustrated laugh at Mike’s joke.  “Yeah...we’ll start with that.”  

He and Jake burst into laughter at the look on my face when I began moving my finger, pointing as I spoke.  “Mike...end of the hall...and yes, you will take the bed opposite my sister.  Jake...guest room’s over there...hands off Mina unless she comes on to you first.  Remember...the girls don’t know our truths either.”

Mike had already taken a couple steps down the hall before he turns back giving me a furrowed brow.  “And where will you be Prince Charming?”

I step forward towards the hallway.  “I will be in the middle room praying Val can stick to her side.”  Making a face I shake my head staring into the distance in thought.  “Something in my mother’s cryptic words and her urgency...we can’t afford distraction.”

Jake laughs shooting a look to Mike who snorts.  “Right...and that’ll last all ten days.”  

I had to turn hiding the sudden smirk on my face when the thought crossed my mind how easily I can be distracted with a beautiful woman around that’s pleasant to talk to.  Plus that mention of any ‘crush’...true or not...still flattering.

Jake glances at me and asks.  “I thought this Val chic was fine...just a ‘handful’ according to you...so what’s the issue now?”

I look at both guys twisting my lips at the side of my mouth.  “She’s our weak link.”

Heavily sighing...I felt bad but needed to be on point when I added.  “She loves attention...too trusting...and most likely to bring one of those ‘nice’ new people back here.  That is why I am supposed to let her maul me instead.”

My brow rose as my hand pointed towards my chest.  “I am not sure I wish to be mauled because I don’t think she needs to know anything that’s happening.  I also do not wish to...as was mentioned...’exploit the crush’.  That’s messed up....not strategy.  None of them need near any of this at all.”

“You don’t think they can handle the truth or facts of anything?  Your sister will eventually notice man.  She will question you.”  Jake asks curious, yet warning if the truth were to remain hidden for long.

I glance over my shoulder towards Jake near the guestroom.  “We’d rather try to get through the week with nothing coming out.  However...my sister finds out the truth first in any case.  Then she can tell her friends if she thinks they can handle it.”

My breath came out heavy and my voice almost resentful.  “We can spare my sister as much of ‘mother’s world’ unless necessary.  I won’t wait and play mom’s game anymore...I tell El when I believe she needs to know.”  

I reach for my doorknob frowning.  “Not simply for her safety...but El’s sanity.  Mom can live how she wants...El’s not suffering for it anymore.  My sister’s grown and mom can no longer control the flow of information.  She’ll get the truth...the girls all will...when it’s right.  I’m not forcing either way.  That will be far worse for them.”

The guys both nod in agreement that sounded fair enough and we take off in separate directions to get settled in our separate rooms before prepping for dinner tonight.

Grocery shopping and offering a barbecue is my way of buying El off so she won’t have a conniption the entire time we’re all here.  I should have got her ice cream...that would have almost guaranteed no fight at any sudden plan change.
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Closing my door behind me I toss my bag on my bed heaving out a heavy breath thinking of my sister...who’s probably barreling towards this place as I think about it.  Music blaring...girls squealing, singing with the radio, and hyper for fun.

We guys still had to unload the cooler and few groceries from the car and our bags...we can unpack later.  We also need to get everything set up outside so it’s ready for the girls arrival.

I expect my sister won’t be that excited to see me when she and the girls first arrive.  I have visions of a fight in my future.  That must either be a gift from our witchy relatives...or...my sister is just that predictable.

Our mom had told me El was very excited to have a ‘girl’s weekend’ after her finals before Spring Term started.  She has a lot coming up this spring other than school.  

I can imagine my sister will be a tad pissed to find out we’re here.  We had other plans too that we dropped when mom called...and none that included my sister either.

We’ve always had a sort of love-hate relationship.  Especially if she thinks I’m ‘babysitting’ her or creeping in on her space when she’s trying to have fun.  Then she really hates me.

However, I had no real choice in the matter once mom said my sister was in danger...even if we didn’t understand what that danger was.  That’s my little sister...I won’t allow anyone to mess with her for any reason.

My only excuse to give El in the meantime...it’s our last Spring Break before graduation.  Then it’s off to the firm and graduate school.  This may be my last vacation with my sister for some time.

Quite some time actually...especially once we go to the firm.  That’s Mike, Jake, and I all working together for a firm that recruited us early in school.  

The firm was also handling our graduate school arrangements and we’d be attending together as well.  Our internship credits for one...and they paid their interns an actual salary that was more than livable.  

El’s known about that job offer since I visited her last year when she first went off to school.  That’s when I met Val...but her friend Mina was out of town for the weekend or something.

Much has happened since then.  All things I knew necessary for the future...that’s why I went to see my sister first...after I received the offer.  I had to know she would be ok no matter how I moved forward in life.  

I never even considered my parents...just my little sister.  It killed me that in many ways I would be saying ‘goodbye’ forever to her.  Now I know El has never been very reliant on me or ever needy.  But it is nice to be able to be there when she has or may need me.

I always knew...even before that weekend...my sister has a bright future ahead.  And even with the choices I made...I can still be a part of her life for a little while longer.  Although sooner rather than later...that will become increasingly difficult.  For many reasons!  

That’s the only regret I have...that her heart may be broken when she learns the truth about me.  My friends.  Our prospective careers.  What our firm really does...and what is required far beyond a drug screen.

However, right now...I’m really concerned with the truth behind what our mother sent us for...who these people are that may be after my sister.

I never did understand my mother and this vision she had.  I had spoken to Mike and he seemed to have considerable knowledge about the supernatural world already.  He jumped at the mention of my mom’s dream, and even made some contacts within the firm just to let others know in case we needed back up. 

I guess he did a lot of research before he chose the firm.  I had no idea there was a supernatural world beyond us yet.  I had no clue I could ask for help.  

Jake went into this full force and no questions asked.  Mike...he wanted to make an informed decision...so I guess he put some work into this.  With me...I just needed to know I wasn’t leaving my sister stranded in this life.

I am glad I did.  Especially after finding we had witch bloodline.  That’s the only reason I had any conversation with our mother.  

That conversation was as fun as pulling teeth...but I managed to get some information from her.  Once I told her what I am now and got her to cut the crap so she’d give me some truth.

It wasn’t the whole truth obviously...but it was a start.  I can get more details as I go as long as I ask her the right questions and leave her no wiggle room to dance around the issue.

Certain choices were made to be a part of this organization.  Decisions I knew I could mention to our mother, AFTER the fact...but my sister has no idea.  

She has no idea what I did or what she may be facing in life now that I have this knowledge.  The reality hidden just behind the reality she has only ever known.

My little sister has no clue other people are after her for something I stumbled upon by accident.  Things our mother refuses to tell her because...well...I really don’t understand the reason why.  

I know mom’s concerned for El’s safety...but I am too.  However, I don’t entirely know what we’re protecting her from.  How helpful are we really?

This world still only exists to my sister in literature she uses for escape...entertainment.  

How is she safe never learning what she’s been taught was fiction is real?  

How are we going to hide all of that and still manage to keep her safe this entire time?

Maybe mom’s concerned El won’t take it well...or she’s worried El may decide to explore the potential she has gifts.  

I don’t know why that would scare our mother so bad if Aunt Elsbeth was such a powerful witch and that was supposed to be carried on.  

Our supposed potential destiny too.

But for some reason this is and has always been some weird tightly guarded secret in our immediate family.  I wish I knew why.  

I really wish I could simply tell my sister and what she does from there is none of my business since she has mom to help her.  I will be of no use having no magic as that.

I do have one secret of my own she may not deal with easily.  

One I am more than willing to share if that is what it takes to keep her safe in the end.  

That I was warned might be a risk in this...anything else...I guess we’re on our own to figure out.
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El

The ladies and I arrived at my parent’s beach house still fairly early Friday morning.  Well...it wasn’t noon yet so we had plenty of time to get settled in.  Each of us in good spirits and overly energized, nearly breaking down the front door to get inside, and unload all of our stuff.

That was until we walked down the hall and I found bags in my room that weren’t mine.  “What the?”  I blurted and dropped my stuff right there in the hall looking bewildered...at first.

Turning to look at both Val and Mina I narrow my eyes.  “We need to check my brother’s room STAT.”  I was beginning to get angry and nearly kicked open his door.  There right on top of the bed was his giant bag he drags to mom’s to do laundry.  

Growling now, I feel my eyes bulge, as we move to the guest room.  Same thing.  Luggage I can’t recognize.  I turn to the girl’s folding my arms.  “That son of a....”  

I cut short, motioning my hand towards the girls to explain, while trying to keep my temper in check.  “Ok...so apparently my parents double booked this place for the weekend or that jerk didn’t care we already had plans.”

Val gets this huge grin on her face.  “Nice!  Is this the brother that came to visit you?”  She wiggles her brows to Mina popping her gum at the same time.  “He’s yummy.  Too bad you missed him.  Dibs!”

I scrunch my face looking at Val making Mina laugh.  “Ew...hand me that vodka so I can forget I heard that.”

Val passed me that stupid brown sack giggling.  “Now it’s a party ladies.”  

I tip my head back taking a big burning gulp while Mina and Val toss their arms into the air hooting and hollering.  Sputtering, I hand the bag and bottle back to Val, coughing as I held my throat.  

“Uh.”  I grunt looking to Val replacing the cap on the bottle after offering Mina a sip too.  “I hope you brought more of that.”  She only giggles and I motion my hand for the girls to follow to the kitchen.  “Let’s go see what we can find to mix that with.”  I call back as I ran from the hall.  My girls hoot and cheer behind me.

Stopping cold in my tracks, surprised at seeing my brother suddenly in the kitchen.  He was in front of the fridge waving a bottle of orange juice in front of him with a huge smirk on his face.  

“What are you doing here?”  Annoyed, I jerk the bottle from his hand, hip bumping him so I could pass, and grab glasses from the cupboard.

Val offered him a wave and her patented, ‘not very coy at all’.  “Heeeyyy!”  Batting her long lashes his direction.

My brother laughs out.  “Nice that someone is happy to see me.  Hello Val.”  I shoot a glare his way, passing him to hand glasses to my girls.  

I could feel him staring at me.  Attempting to ignore him entirely he asks motioning a hand towards Mina.  “Would you care to introduce your friend?”  He asks with a raised brow as if I was the rude one here.

Scowling I answer him snidely.  “No!  I know where you’ve been.”  I look to Mina, who was trying so hard to bite back a laugh, and nearly spat out.  “You don’t want to know him...trust me.”

Val huffs, giving me an eye roll, and tossing her hair over her shoulder with her hand.  “God El...so rude.”  Smiling wide, she giggles nauseatingly innocent, glancing between my brother and Mina.  “Mina...this is El’s ‘big’ brother Drew.  Drew...this is our little Mina.” 

Mina smiles offering her hand for him to shake, which he does graciously.  “Pleasure to meet you finally Mina.”  My brother smiles wide, glancing towards me, refusing to release Mina’s hand when he asked me.  “So...we pick rooms yet?  Roommates are preassigned.”  Mina jerks her hand back, as if suddenly uncomfortable after his remark, and my brother chuckles catching her blush.  

Val laughed as I growled and pretended to shoot lasers from my eyes at him.  “Yeah...about that!  You are an obnoxiously unsubtle flirt, and you can get whatever other pig you brought with you, out of my blankets.  Thanks!”  I snapped before shooting him a fake smile.  Motioning my hand animatedly, I point towards the girls, and back to me.  “WE...will stay in my room with the locking door.  So I’ll do you a favor and save you some heartache...you can cut the charming act, because it’s getting you nowhere.”

“Hey!”  I hear another masculine voice from behind me and turn startled at the greeting.  To my pleasant surprise, I see two very nice looking guys walking in that back screen door from the beach.  Board shorts...bright smiles...and....

Ok...I didn’t see a thing else after noting they had no shirts either.  They looked as just having stepped out of a male model calendar. 

HELLO!  Oh...these boys are too tasty to be hanging with my brother!

My mouth dropped open reflexively, as I glance up towards my brother, blushing now.  His grin smug, watching me squirm. 

My brother and I can be great friends...but we at times are better enemies.  He does know exactly how to get under my skin.  Oh...don’t get me wrong...I always hit back and hard too.  

He makes my friend blush, when even I know he was kidding...yeah, I am so making out with one of his boys before they leave.  See...I know what buttons to push...and which to stomp on when he needs put back in place.  

I don’t care if he is older...one day...he will learn not to test me!

Mimicking the best ‘mom’ voice I could.  Sweet, inviting, enough to draw them in...he’ll know I’m baiting my trap...but the super hotties won’t.  

“Well Drew...why don’t you introduce your friends here.  They seem like nice boys.”  I offer a raised brow and smirk while I thrust my cleavage out leaning over the counter resting my chin in my hand waiting intently for introductions.

Drew scoffs at me, motioning his hand out, while the two guys offer us handshakes.  “We have Jake and Big Mike.”  My brother shifts on his feet uncomfortably next to me, as if he just realized his latter introduction was unusual with the nickname.

I think he realized that peaked my interest when I bat my lashes averting my eyes his direction, just as Mina suddenly blurts out towards Mike.  “And which room is yours?”    

Jake, Mina, and Mike laughed.  Val gasped as if really shocked.  My brother’s face paled as I watch with glee when ‘Big’ Mike responds cheerfully.  “Uh...purple one I believe...end of the hall.”

Giggle playfully, I glance coyly back to Mike.  “Well hey roomie.”  He bows his head and smiles.  I drum my hands on the counter stuffing my tongue in my cheek, eyeing my brother like I had already won something.

I feel like I won.  I really do!

A finely crafted chunk of man handed to me.  Drew just now realizing...he did that!  The priceless dumbstruck look on his face reevaluating this entire situation was prize enough...but if this eye candy is the bonus...I’m not turning that down!

And just think...this week of fun filled and healthy competitive family time is just starting.  I’m obviously lucky today and pray for a streak of luck beyond this.

Val clears her throat as it had gone awkwardly silent.  “Anyone care for a beverage?”  She giggles nervously.

Oh...my brother all of the sudden was the perfect gentleman and is apparently at her beckoned call having whatever her little heart desired.  Pig!

“Oh here Val...let me grab something for ya.”  He flashes his pearly whites reaching for the fridge.  Watching her nearly melt under his dreamy ‘TV Vampire’ stare...I want to puke already.

This is getting stopped fast.  I am not listening to her gush over him for the rest of the year.  Not again!

I really don’t understand why she would think I cared that she thought my brother was ‘yummy’.  

Not my job to hook him up!  If he’s who she picks...fine...good luck with that.  But I better not be the target if anything goes awry...EVER!

Drew helps a nearly giddy Val fill her glass and turns to offer Mina some juice to add to her half glass of vodka Val had kindly poured for her.  

Turning towards me he snatches my glass from the counter to add juice to my vodka as I make a snotty face at him.  He sighs setting the glass back on the counter looking into my eyes earnestly when he spoke.  “Would you relax a bit?  I didn’t come to crash your party.  I promise.”

“Then why did you magically appear my not-so-Lucky Charm’s?”  I snipe at him.  

Poor Jake and Mike noticeably uncomfortable at my comment.

Val seeming already drunk, whisper shouts at Mina.  “Magically delicious.”  That was all I caught her say before a giggle fit kicked in.

Drew just chuckles obviously hearing Val’s not so concealed comment.  Twisting his lips at the side he raised a brow at me.  “Our Spring Break too and last I checked we share this beach house since mom and dad don’t use it.”

Turning, I face my brother, placing an irritated hand on my hip.  “I thought we determined a long time ago we can’t share.”  He shakes his head smirking at me as I huff blinking for a long moment before I ask.  “Ok, then how do we make this amicable?”

We both jerk our heads hearing Mike clear his throat.  His demeanor so calm and collected, as he spoke.  “Why don’t we just have fun?  Pretend you’re not siblings...just friends.”  His intense blue eyes settle on me.  “I am sure we can figure something out.”

I don’t know why but I got that giddy teenage girl feeling looking back into Mike’s entrancing eyes.  All I could do was giggle and nod at him.  “Ok.”  My stupid smile wide and goofy.  My voice annoyingly bubbly.

I don’t get like this around guys ever and Drew noticed this too.

Mike is very nice on the eyes.  Jake isn’t so bad either...but there is some reason I am drawn towards ‘Big’ Mike here.  

Not sure if it’s his espresso colored hair I can imagine is silky against my fingers.  The thought of my hand gliding over his chiseled features, including those abs and that chest.  His voice like tendrils drawing me closer and leaving me wishing his voice was whispering against my ear.

Drew rolls his eyes catching me biting my lip lost in thought, as I stared dreamily at Mike’s lips smiling at me.  His voice suddenly stern and bassy like dad’s...strongly suggesting...or more ordering.  “We’re changing rooms.” 

I gasp placing a hand over my heart looking up at him with such innocent surprise.  “What?  Why?”  Shaking my head and furrowing my brow now painting on my ‘hurt’ face.  “I would never toss you to the street my brother.”

Giving me a snarky look Drew leans down narrowing his eyes at me.  “Very funny sis.”  Averting his gaze towards his boys he finished.  “You were right...I should have asked if you were cool with this since I knew you were coming too.  I was wrong to find it amusing or assuming this wouldn’t be complicated.”

I wave him off relaxing a bit after the few sips of my drink kicked in.  “Forget about it.  I’m actually fine with this.”  Pursing my lips I shrug my shoulders to let him know I meant what I said.  

He leans next to me on the counter and I offer him a sip of my drink, which he accepts graciously as a truce.  I waited to see the glass near his lips to speak.  “You didn’t bring that guy you roomed with first year...so we are great actually.”  I joke.

Drew almost spit the drink out as he began to laugh.  “Oh god.”  He managed to speak after choking the sip down.  “I did bring that guy out here once.”  He laughs shaking his head towards the floor.  “Total catastrophe.”

The girls and I snicker as Jake and Big Mike ask simultaneously.  “Is that the guy you found in your parent’s room?”  Noting both their smiles huge as they asked, which indicates to me this has a good story.  However I am still taken back actually.

I gasp looking towards my brother.  “That room’s off limits and locks from the outside...what was he thinking?  So rude!”

Jake wiggles his brow facing Mike who was biting back a laugh.  “Notice she didn’t ask ‘WHAT he was doing in there’.”  My brother was making a face at Jake’s remark, shaking his head...so of course I had to know.  

“That is a good question Drew?”  I remark watching his pinched face glance at Mike and Jake who were both laughing.  

Val and Mina ‘clink’ their glasses giggling when Val adds.  “This has to be an epic story.”

I twist my lips at the side motioning a hand out as I look at my brother.  “Well...you going to keep me in suspense?”

Drew waves his hands before him as he looks at me.  “Ok...before you freak out...I had everything professionally cleaned before we fixed the damaged lock.  And yes...our parent’s already chewed me out...so I need no lip from you too.”

I huff out a surprised laugh as his friends lost it laughing.  Val and Mina move closer to listen.  Tongues in cheeks and wide curious eyes the girls waited to hear more.

My brother was still making faces as if trying to choose his words carefully...or he was having digestive issues.  “The guy was just sleeping...when we found him.”  Abruptly jerking the cup near his face, hiding behind a sip of the drink we were sharing.  

Drew’s eyes darting around the room, avoiding any eye contact, as if expecting me to blow a gasket.  Jake and Mike were nearly falling out of their chairs around the bar counter.  The girls and I patiently wait for the rest of this story.  Impatiently, I motion my hand so my brother will hurry this along.

He huffs uncomfortably raising his hand to scratch his brow with his thumb and gulps noticeably.  “Ok...ripping the Band-Aid off.”  

With another sigh he finishes speaking rapidly; most likely hoping I miss some of this.  “The guy was naked when we found him asleep in their bed.  His clothes and puke covered our parent’s bathroom.  And none of us know where the cat came from.”

Val, Mina, and I could only stare stunned, mouths agape, and silent.  None of us knew what to say or how to react to...THAT.  Jake and Mike were near tears from laughing.  My brother...his brow furrowed as if still trying to gauge my reaction.

After a couple minutes and several sips from my cup, I offer to the drink back to my brother, and all I could manage to come out with was.  “Ok...well...as long as you learned your lesson.”

My calm response earning me a curious raised brow from Drew.

Val was hysterically laughing when asks Drew.  “What happened later?  Did he ever tell you what he remembered?”

Jake nearly knocked Mike out the chair he was laughing and tossing himself about hysterical.  Mike raised both their drinks out of the way to avoid them going spilled.

My brother only made a snort sound before he answered sheepishly.  “Nah...he left the next morning back to campus.  He ended up transferring when he got sick of getting ‘meowed’ at.”

Hiding my stunned laugh behind my hand I blurt out.  “Oh my God!”  Mina was biting her thumbnail as she giggled with Val not having a clue what to add to that.

Drew refills the glass we’d been sharing and offers it back to me.  “I can imagine how you would have dealt with that knowing how the house parties go along this strip.  Never know who may stop by with a pet at any given time.  So Jake and Mike kindly offered to come chaperone us all.”

Closing his eye and shaking his head Drew shivers.  “Because...I couldn’t handle that again.”

The girls and I raise our glasses towards Mike and Jake.  “And this is the only time I will ‘thank’ anyone for chaperoning us.”  I joke and hip check my brother getting him to laugh.

After we take our sips and laugh some more.  Val changes the subject by asking.  “So...what’s the plan then?”

Drew offers her a smile.  “Well first...we are setting up the grill to cook you ladies an incredible meal for crashing your party.”  He offers me a head bow as I raise a happily surprised brow passing him our cup.

Jake adds.  “Then...we kick this off with our own party.”  We cheer and raise our glasses around at that idea.

I raise a brow joking with Drew.  “You think food is payback enough?  I may have had big plans this week.  Things you’d prefer not to hear.”  

Our group laughs and he snorts mockingly at me.  “Yeah...that’s why I paid my friend to room with you.  BLOCKING!”  My mouth drops open as I playfully swat at him while he laughs.  

Mike calls out to clarify after my brother’s remark.  “No money exchanged hands.  He just showed me your picture and I accepted.”  Making a click sound with his mouth he adds a dazzling smile my way.  “Don’t worry...I’m not much of a screamer.  However...you can make all the noise you feel the need to.”

Drew and I both stopped catching his comment and jerking our head his direction.  Val and Mina made ‘O’ shapes with their mouths unsure how to react to that and trying to not laugh at the expression on Drew’s face at the same time.  

I catch my brother glare at Mike who only shrugs.  “Sorry man...she’d be much better to wake up next to then Jake or you.”  Mike snickers as Jake gives him a playful shove.

Drew jabs his finger at Mike noticing I was getting that goofy grin again.  “You...are sleeping on the couch.”

Innocently I reach back running a hand over my neck, trying to hide the fact I was actually blushing, and tell my brother.  “Oh...he’s fine.  His stuffs already in there...it would be rude to shut him out just because he’s your friend.”

Drew turns his glare on me and I couldn’t help but laugh poking him in the chest with my finger.  “It was your mistake to start...you shouldn’t have introduced him as ‘Big’ anything...I wouldn’t be so intrigued.”  

The others laugh as I mischievously eye my brother over my glass taking a slow sip.  He makes an agitated face reaching for Val’s bottle of vodka while the rest of us laughed harder.  “Ew...I didn’t need to hear that.”  He snarls at me.

I was the next to get swats from Val as I nearly spit out my drinking laughing and blurt out.  “Funny...I said the same thing when Val called dibs on you.  I mean...your room.”

The rest of the group chuckled at my misspoken words.  Drew smiles glancing towards an embarrassed and blushing Val.  “Well...as long as there’s no stray cat involved...she’s welcome to stay.”  Our entire group lost it laughing again.

“How’s the water?”  Mina asked once our laughter calmed.  I think she spied a few people surfing out the back window and appeared interested while she watched.

Jake smiles her way when she glanced back to us all.  “We got boards out back.  The water has been very nice all morning.”  He turns motioning his head towards the back door beckoning Mina to follow.

Mina shook her head almost nervous.  “Oh...I don’t know how to surf.”

Jake offers her his arm like he planned to escort her outside.  “I have been told I am a very patient teacher.”  He motions his head again to the door.  “Come on...it’s not as bad as you think.”

I notice Val roll her eyes as Mina giggles gently intertwining her arm in his with that same goofy grin I had for Mike.  “Ok.”  Mina blushes as Jake takes her outside.  

Mike looks over at me smiling.  “Well roomie...shall we?”

I giggle drumming my fingers on the counter.  “I need to grab my board from the garage.  Who’s teaching who?”  I joke.

He smiles giving me an impressed look.  “Let’s see what you got first.”

Drew shook his head at Mike, his face straight, as I smirk.  “She is sickly competitive man...you don’t know who you just challenged.” 

Mike just wiggled his brows.  “You know me...always up for a challenge.”  He glances towards me.  “I’ll meet you out back.”  I giggle excitedly and rush to the garage.

I turn to call for my brother noticing my board had been placed up in the trusses of the garage ceiling.  I startle, clutching my chest and gasping, not realizing he was already behind me reaching for my board.

I had no clue he followed me or how he did so fast.

Drew chuckles caught off guard at my reaction pulling my board down for me.  “So...you’re really fine with us being here?”  He asks me with pleading eyes.

Making a face at Drew I nod, slowly allowing a smile to creep up my face.  “Yeah...we never hang out anymore.  This will be a good time as long as you don’t pick any fights with me.”  I tap the tip of his nose with my finger.

He placed his hand over his heart faking a hurt look.  “I even brought playmates and this is what I get?”

I smile wide wiggling my brows.  “And I will say thank you for that.”  I jab my finger his way.  “But hands to yourself with Val.  She’s really a good girl, no matter what she’ll let you believe, and I can’t have you corrupting her.”

Drew smiles offering a head bow.  “Point taken and I request the same of poor Mike.  He is such a good guy...I really should have rethought those room assignments since you are the incorrigible one.”  

I snicker at his comment, sticking my tongue between my teeth and Drew laughs.  He follows me back through the garage, holding the door for me to walk through with my board in hand, and out to the back.  

Mike was waiting, broad charming smile across his face when he looked up towards me.  “Ready?”  He asks me.  I jerk my sweatshirt off, already in my bathing suit, nodding as I tossed my sweatshirt at Drew who scoffs catching it with his face.

Wiggling my brows at Mike I joke.  “Hope you can keep up.”  

Without giving him time to answer, I take off running towards the water.  Mike was soon beside me and we jumped into the water at the same time.  Landing on our boards, we cut through the water as a wave passed over us, and we surfaced paddling out like a trained team.

Oh yeah...this guy is already too perfect.  Thank you my brother!

This is going to be such an awesome vacation...I can tell already!
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Drew

Watching El and Mike take off, I may have been laughing along with the others, but I caught something the others missed.  They’re a little too perfectly, evenly matched.  So out comes the over protective big brother.

I mean geez...they even ran as if choreographed.  That’s more than just a budding tight knit friendship thing.  I really hope our mother wasn’t using me to play matchmaker too.  El and I hate that.  We even swore NEVER to purposely do that to the other.  

However...now that our mom is involved...I am the big brother that is left feeling protective over my sister, with a friend I shouldn’t even be questioning.  

This is the definition of being stuck ‘between a rock and a hard place’.  

On one hand...I don’t want El involved in anything that has to do with my job after...and that includes being too close to one of my associates.  This is where friendship and business gets messy.

On the other hand, I want her happy, even with all this other stuff going on she is unaware of.  That was the point of my visit before I made any ‘permanent’ decisions.  To know that even without me she would be happy, healthy, and above all safe.

Why would our mother go to this trouble if she wants El ignorant to the existence of any other life than she’s ever known?  If mom doesn’t want even me knowing about our own family history...why would she purposely drag El into this at all?

Wait...maybe I’m looking at this from the wrong angle.  After all...there is some reason our mother really does not want us involved or she wouldn’t have been so tight lipped about everything.

I need to step back and look at this objectively because our mother wouldn’t submerse my sister into a world she wants her kept away from without a damn good reason.  

Unless she’s hiding her in plain sight so to speak.  Protecting her in the very world El is to believe only fiction because no one will look for her.  El’s safe so long as the whole truth doesn’t come out and in this world discretion is key to existing.  She can be safe and kept uninformed easily.

This is going to require careful thought to wrap my head around it all.

Ok...so mom thought Jake a good match for Mina having met them both on separate occasions of course.  However, I can see it.  Just as I am watching Jake work with Mina here in the sand before they even go out to the water...I can see one great point.  They are building trust.  

Now...my sister needs to trust in order to follow another’s lead without argument or question.  I should know that.  If she trusts Mike, he can keep her safe, and unaware of our other world.

Maybe that’s what our mother wanted.  El to have someone she trusted because I was needed to keep Val entertained and I couldn’t help my own sister.  Who are we kidding...she would have argued with everything I said!

So...ok...maybe Mike was better designed for this task considering El’s nature.  I really hate the thought mother would be using something as a young girls crush as leverage by putting me with Val.  And...Jake seems to be great with Mina.  So in a weird way mom may have a workable plan.

That doesn’t mean I am not nervous, nor do I believe this the only option to have handled her ‘vision’ or my sister.  I don’t want El or her friends sucked into this world, just as bad as our mom loathes the idea for some reason.  

Besides the actual consequences...I can’t help but be concerned with what is surrounding her...El will find out eventually.    

That is a terrible mistake to make with El...to underestimate her.  

She’s not only very smart but wiser than most her age.  She is not blind and in fact is more intuitive than others realize.  She definitely isn’t afraid to ask questions or seek answers herself if she has any suspicions about what is occurring around her.  

I wonder if it will be better if I just tell her.  I don’t mean in front of everyone...just her and I.  That would eliminate much concern and give El a chance to decide for herself if this is a world she’d want a part in.

That’s one thing that’s killed me about my choice...it made me lie to my sister.  I never had anything I ever needed to hide from her.  I had one thing that was my choice...and something that should have never touched us at all.  

I wonder if that’s why El is so gifted in science.  Maybe that was some witchy characteristics seeping out.  She could have talents or gifts we aren’t even aware of.  

Well...superintelligence is a gift if that counts as magic.  It’s not as she was ever tested or trained for anything else.

Our mother was self-taught for the most part.  She had lost most of her family young and only had Aunt Elsbeth to rely on.  

Mom told me her training stopped around the time our parents married.  Part of the reason they’re still distant now.  She knew when they married she wouldn’t be able to hide this...the magic. 

Our father is a non-believer, and according to mom, he was never real receptive the times she had tried to approach the subject with him to be honest.  She just loved him that much, if tucking that part of herself away meant she kept him, that’s all she needed.  

Now...she’s practicing again.  Behind closed doors of course.  Which added resentment to their marriage and led her to question her past decisions.  Reminisce about what she may have missed.

Aunt Elsbeth, years ago, had worked with her on rare occasion after our parents married...simply to keep her skills strong...fresh.  Later...mom was busy with dad and us kids...and just life happening was enough to interfere.  When we slowly left the nest...she began to pick up her gifts again.  

To keep our father from knowing all of this time because of mother’s fear she’d lose him because his non-beliefs were so strong...that meant none of us could know.  She obviously went to great lengths to ensure that happened.  

That’s how I know how much they still mean to each other.  She isn’t resentful or angry enough to give up and leave.  

I know dad loves her so much he would try to understand if mom just believed he would be fine if she came clean.  But she never gave him a true chance.  He may have been surprisingly accepting loving her just as much.

That may be the best solution with my sister.  Give her the truth.  Our mother must understand that I cannot always be at her beckoned call simply because El can’t know any of this for some reason.  This was her mess in the first place.

Who’s going to be there for El because I can’t be eventually?

This won’t be the only time my sister will encounter danger in her life I am sure.  Danger surrounds us...lurking in our very own homes.  This won’t be the only vision or dream our mother may have about that.  

What happens to El when no one is there to warn her because our own mother won’t because she’s more concerned with covering her own ass after years of blatant lies? 

I don’t know.  Maybe I need to speak with the guys about this first.  At least Mike.  He seems to have a pretty good head already about this world that is still very new to me.  

Even though he had only been turned just before Jake or I...he seems as he trained or was already open to this world existing...because he easily slid into this life as if it was a natural fit all along.

Mike’s knowledge of this world and the many creatures that do and do not exist is remarkable for newbies as we.  I have no idea how he found the time.  With wrapping up at school, prepping for grad school, and soon we’ll be starting at the firm.

I better come right out and ask him to share some of that wisdom so I can help my sister beyond this single vacation.  I may not be here for many others.

That is just going to be the thing that I forever kick myself about.  I understand we may wish but can’t expect our parents or anyone to be around forever...but your sibling...that is the person you share an actual lifetime with.  

I...me...I made a choice and changed all of that.  I hid it from her and now...I’m hiding things that directly affect her.  Like her safety until she lives out her natural days.  

God...I never even had the forethought to really look at how my life will be without her in it.  Not just how she’ll manage without me because of the life path I have chosen...but how will I manage without her.
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I made Val go out to the water with me.  She really didn’t feel like surfing but we paddled out and watched El and Mike show off a bit.  I dropped in on them a few times, the waves were pretty decent today, and we had so much fun.

We got to sit back and watch as Jake tried helping Mina surf.  It was actually cute watching Jake this way with Mina.  He really was a patient teacher actually.  He’s being genuinely nice to a girl and not laying on his newfound charms.

This is the closest to human I think we’ve felt in some time.  I mean we do lead the same lives as we had before.  We aren’t trapped indoors because we can’t go in the sun.  I do have the one cooler to hide from my sister and her friends, until I decide what or if to tell her a thing.  

Honestly...other than our future jobs...we really don’t have much to hide.  That and the fact if others found out what we truly were...they’d either laugh never believing us...or they’d burn us at the stake.  

Who knows’...now a days, it would probably be seen as ‘cool’.  I never gave it much thought before, so I was rather indifferent until the moment came.

I feel silly admitting right up until I felt those teeth in my neck...I actually wondered if this was at all true.  Did this world truly exist?  Even though I’d already bought it...I even signed a contract that this would be a part of my job requirements.  Although I don’t know what court would hold that contract as valid?

I knew the truth when I woke hours later in my bosses guest room and my throat was on fire with a craving I never had before.  A craving I had no idea what it would take to quench until my boss and the guys checked on me later providing me my first toast to a longer life.

All we do is discreet and very civilized.  None of us has desired to go on any rampages or killing sprees...so I guess this life isn’t as the movies or the books my sister can gobble up in a weekend.  At least not so far...for me or the guys.

Truthfully, I am half-turned, because of the witch blood.  That keeps me slightly more...mortal than say Mike or Jake.  

Plus...my vampire senses heighten every characteristic of me and I stand a greater chance of developing gifts because of the preexisting magical bloodline.  

That is if I chose to study magic or try at all to test myself.  The idea is being debated as an asset to my future job performance.

I swear we know so little about this firm...we may as well have just signed our lives over to the mob or something without a question.  

I get the vampirism because they want employees they can trust for as long as they can keep them.  But what will magical skills do to serve our firm unless there are other plans for me beyond the office.

That’s actually how this favor my mother asked felt.  The less I knew the better...and I only had a single task.  I wonder if that’s what our work will be.  Like old school gangster movies.

Not quite what I envisioned when I signed on.  However, if I can make it through one of my mom’s plans the firm will be cake!  We just have to see how this week pans out.
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I noticed Mike and El had stopped picking surfing opting to drift around on their boards as the rest of us.  All seeming lost in thought as the water cradled us in the sun.

El had her usual contemplative look when she was lost in her own mind wandering about.  Mike and Val both appeared ready to fall asleep stretched out on their boards.

Jake and Mina were quietly conversing, sharing stories about school, and what their future plans were.  Minus a few details on Jake’s end of course.  He never lied...just omitted the vampire part.

To anyone...the firm was simply a multi-national financial advising corporation.  At least that was the story we had to memorize.

I had no idea finance was an area of Val’s study.  She had many questions that of course...I could not answer.  I finally had to tell her they only gave us so much detail until we actually fill the job.  That got the machine gun questioning to stop at least.

Don’t get me wrong, she is a nice girl, and beautiful both inside and out.  I do like her.  She is a great and fun person...but she can get on one’s nerves.

In other words...she’s self-absorbed and needy with attention.  She is simply not self-sufficient at a personal level as she is maybe at a work level.

When I met her last year, I thought her excited chattiness was enduring.  However, I am left wondering if she only does that when she’s nervous or maybe she’s trying too hard to impress when she doesn’t need to.  

I’m not that kind of guy anyway.  I like real girls not ones that curtail their personality to what they believe suits my needs.

Ugh!  I should take Mike’s advice.  Treat this as a vacation just knowing I need to watch our backs.  But I can’t help treating this as some mission.  

Maybe that’s why I’m being so hard on Val, thinking she’s a distraction instead of simply trying to get to know me.  Like a girl who isn’t supposed to know what is really going on.  I need to make an effort to keep that in mind.

When Val paused for a breathe I took that chance to gather everyone’s attention.  I was starving and knew the girls had to be.  

Noting the position if the sun compared to when we got in the water I knew we’d been out for a while.  It had to have been long passed lunch and nearing dinnertime.  The entire group seemed agreeable and slowly began to move about on their boards ready to head in.

Now...I never mentioned anything...but I couldn’t shake this creepy feeling we were being watched too.  Initially I blew it off watching the other vacationers coming out to the beach while we goofed off.  But the feeling just intensified and I knew it was not a neighbor scanning the water or us.

It was probably a better idea we get back and make that dinner we promised.  Take it easy for the night.  Sometime before we find out why I suddenly have this strange sensation or who is causing it.

Maybe I’ll get a chance to speak with Mike and see if I should just tell my sister the truth.  She can handle it and it would relieve my mind greatly getting this out on the table.  I hate lying and I can only keep up this act so long.

Mike could suggest some ways to prepare her for when I do tell her...or offer me something to prepare her for life after.  So El won’t be truly abandoned to figure this all out herself like I was in many ways.  

Well...I know what’s expected of me as far as the firm and our creators...but what about the entire lifestyle?  That I will have to pick Mike’s brain about too.  How can I prepare El for anything when I don’t fully understand myself?

I can even get an opinion about that from Jake as he’s taken to this new world as at ease as Mike.  A little too much at ease actually.  

Jake was the quiet and reserved one of the group...until he was turned.  The first thing he did was build up his charming skills and his ego.  Maybe that was why it was so refreshing to see him with Mina, as he was earlier.  

Reminded me of the old Jake...only chattier with a pretty girl...and he didn’t need the charm at all the way Mina took to him.  She truly liked him without it.  

With Mike and my sister it seemed the same.  Very casual as friends...very natural as if we’d been friends for a long time once we got passed all the flirting.

We just need to get back and see if we can salvage something out of the week together before we head in separate directions again.  I’m over analyzing and giving myself a headache.  I need to bring myself back to why we’re here for fun and to look out for my sister...that simple.

I can smell someone’s grill already going and my stomach growls.  Val heard it and giggled, but I said nothing.  Mike and my sister were ready to dash off to catch a ride in.  Mina and Jake paddled back chatting up a storm.

Val was quiet on the trip back.  Maybe my conversation was not to her liking, but I honestly didn’t have much to say.  She seems the type that prefers to talk anyway...so I played the listener.  

Like I said...I was more distracted in my own head than actually listening.  I felt bad because I wasn’t intending to be rude to Val.  

That is one crappy part of this lifestyle...human things are not as interesting as they were once.  Not as Val is the strongest conversationalist anyway...but the things she spoke about...not very intriguing to me really.

I hope she snaps out of that soon...or this is going to be an extraordinarily long week.  Maybe I should be straight with her too.  Reassure her she can drop the act so we can really get to know each other without the superficial crap.
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El

We showed off our moves to all on the beach as the other vacationers slowly trickled in behind us.  Each household seeming to cluster close to their houses and their barbecue areas.

Honestly it looked more like a resort than a line of privately owned beach homes.  With our very own stretch of also very private beach.  

Every house had nearly identical set ups in the back, down to near identical deck furniture, and the space was entirely open...no fences at all...simply sand and water undisrupted for all to enjoy.  

Each had a fire pit with chairs off the back of the house in the sand but up away from the high tide mark.  Most had decks with these fancy outdoor grilling stations for big outdoor parties. 

By the end of the week everyone along this strip of houses will be well acquainted and usually...you just bounce from fire pit to fire pit...like a long communal street party.  Food and drinks overflowing the beach.

Drew and I already know most of the neighbors spending nearly every break or vacation here as kids.  However, there’s a couple houses that are strictly rentals, so you do get to meet new people on occasion.  

I don’t ever remember having a bad time here...and this isn’t a place where anyone complains about the noise of any party.  Technically each household ends up a part of the party so there is no one left to complain.

Our parents hung onto this house for Drew and I, since we’re the only ones to ever get any use of it.  

I’ve thought about moving here to work after graduation and Drew mentioned having the same idea.  I told him I’ve been his housemate already and had no issue sharing since our parents couldn’t come out here.  

I shouldn’t say couldn’t...more like won’t.  

Our parents have been going through a separation since I left for school last year.  They’re supposed to be trying to work things out and not end up divorced...but Drew and I aren’t sure how that will work out.  

Not like they have made it a point to work on anything.  Both refuse to take any time off work and in fact they’ve each poured themselves into work since the separation.  

Our father started up his own tech firm about seven years ago, give or take.  That’s required a lot of his time getting appropriate talent to build elaborate security systems, business packages, and ‘smart home’ devices he makes, sell, installs, and maintains.  

Mind you...all with simply himself and a few employees.  He also has designs sold globally and maintains those all through this little laptop he had surgically attached at some point as much as he works even at home.

Our mom....well...after Drew left for school; she began her ‘spiritual journey’.  

That meant she burnt a lot of incense, collected rocks, and turned Drew’s old room into a meditation space filled with books and assorted finds to awaken the inner ‘HER’ I guess.

When I left for school two-years later...my room got filled with baskets.  Drew’s room she finds peace...and my room...obviously the ‘junk’ room.  Every house needs one, right?

Actually, mom decided to start up a little business of her own.  Herbal gift baskets.  Soaps, natural shampoos, candles, polished stones, and other assorted items she makes or barters for.

In a blink, she had deals with local shops offering a wider array of items worldwide being an e-business...and it took off faster than she was ready handling every detail by herself.  

I don’t think she has any help except for one friend that helps her package up bulk orders for shipping.

And some actually believe self-employment is easy.

I get this is off topic...but I honestly wonder if she’s gotten a little into witchcraft or something else.  I’m not judging...but it is quite the switch from the cookie baking, mini-van driving mom she had always been.

I think that helped drive the distance between my parents.  They grew apart and not together.  Mom is not a techy person and dad...he just doesn’t get the difference between lavender infused and lavender containing.

Drew has tried to reassure me they’ll figure it out.  They’ve loved each other nearly all their lives...since middle school I think.  

They had us to keep them busy for so long they just need time to remember what being a couple was like.  To remember each other before and why they fell in love in the first place

I’d rather stay out of it all.  I have a decent enough relationship with both my parents and I am selfishly focusing on me for now...so...I will let those kooky kids figure it out on their own.

Not my marriage, not much I can add to help.  Drew and I are both grown so they don’t need to explain anything to us.  We just want them happy.

So...to keep with the spirit of denial and refusing to deal...we kids just head to the beach house instead of ‘home’ for vacations.  

Let them figure out what they need and maybe one day we’ll all meet up here again.  If not...at least I have my brother.
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“Hey...El...hello!”  I glance up to see Drew staring at me as I was sprawled out across my board on the water just drifting along with my thoughts.

I shake my head leaning up on my elbows as my brother laughs.  “What’d I miss?”  

He chuckles.  “I’m starved and it’s going to get dark in a bit.  Let’s head back and grab dinner before the party gets started here.”

Val, Mina, and the guys seemed very agreeable with that idea.  

I nod to my brother.  “Yeah...my buzz wore off.  I need some energy if you boys still plan on cooking for us.”  I smile innocently at my brother who laughs.

Drew then tips his head.  “But of course.  We got steaks, chicken, and tons of stuff in the fridge to whip up something good.”

Mike sat up on his board patting his stomach.  “Food first, then more liquor.”  

That earned him several cheers from the group.  My girls cheering and waving their arms in the air as if dancing.

I glance back seeing a decent wave coming and turn to joke with Mike.  “Race ya back.”  He agrees and we dig out in a hurry to catch this last ride in back to the shore.  

It’s a fun way to save of us the trouble of paddling all the way back.

Jake and Mina just paddled back to shore.  Mina didn’t fare so well with her first official surf lessons so Jake stuck by her side to make sure she made it back.  

Val was chatting Drew’s ear off earlier but had quieted as they lead the way for Jake and Mina.

Mike caught the wave seconds before I did.  He had the perfect ride.  

I was too busy gawking at what he was doing I bit it hard just after dropping down and got stuck under the water.  Being spun around in the churning waves I was trying not to panic...but couldn’t help it.  

I barely had a chance to gather my thoughts to get out of this mess when I felt a hand plant firmly on each arm jerking me from the water.  I was gasping and sputtering trying to get air while spitting the water I did take in out of my mouth.

“Hey...no showboating on my account.”  I rub my eyes opening them to see Mike smiling at me helping me back up on my board as he joked trying to keep me calm.

My board was tethered to my leg and had shot up from the water when I went down.  That’s what got him over to me so quickly to pull me out.  It was bobbing on the water straight over me.

I thanked him when I caught my breath and we paddled the little bit back towards the shore.  We hopped off out boards to walk the rest of the way in as everyone else was making it to the beach as well.

Drew was laughing at me and thanked Mike for not letting me suck up the ocean.  “You hurt?”  My brother asked.  “You went down hard.”

I glance around noticing I had a couple scrapes remembering there were a few rocks I bumped into while being spun around stuck in the wave.  I giggle showing my war wounds to Drew.  “I wasn’t even paying any attention.”

He grimaces noticing a significant gash on my elbow and one even worse on my knee.  “We need to get those cleaned up.  I think there’s a kit in that front bathroom.  That knee looks bad.”

I nod and something off to the far end of the beach caught my eye.  Glancing over I see a few people sticking back in the shadows of this house at the far end of the beach, but they were watching us.  I could feel the intensity of their stares.

I recognized immediately that those were not the same people that lived there before.  That was an older couple and I don’t remember seeing their family in years.

I must admit...this spooked me a little...and I’m not sure why.  I couldn’t figure out if it was them watching as they were or if it was because I had no idea who they were or why they were at that house.

What happened to the owners?  I liked them.  They were always so nice.

Scooting closer to my brother I speak through clenched teeth.  “Check out that last house.  What happened to the owners?”

Drew nonchalantly glances up then replies the same as I spoke.  “Not sure.  Maybe it’s a rental now.  That couple was getting up there.  Probably over the party scene.”

I raise a brow.  “I’m getting a little creeped out...how long have they been watching us?”

Drew shook his head at me glancing from Mike to Jake.  “Don’t know...but it is a bit weird them hanging back like that when everyone else is milling about the beach.”

Mike nods.  “Let’s just get in and get El cleaned up.  We’ll do dinner and keep an eye out.  Some of these rentals...you don’t know who they attract.”

Jake furrows his brow at me.  “I know Drew is a nickname...but what’s El short for by the way.”  

I smile at my brother.  “Elsbeth.”  The group gave me a strange look as Drew chuckles.  “Yeah...both get old family names and mine you are limited on shortening.  I hated being called Beth...so El just stuck.”

Val gave me a curious look glancing to Mina.  “Why is this the first I heard that story?”

Mina shrugs pointing her hand towards herself.  “I knew.  You should try listening when other voices besides your own speak.  It’s called ‘con-ver-sa-tion’.  ”

Val swatted her on the butt with her open palm as Mina giggles running towards the house.  Val gave chase while the guys and I hung back taking turns checking out that house.

Jake and Mike suggested putting the boards up for now in the garage after Drew gave another glance that way announcing to us we were still being watched.

I couldn’t help but look over after he said that.  The guys gathering up the surfboards Drew grabbing two to carry in.  

Gasping startled I bump into Mike when I had looked up, and met menacing eyes attached to a very large shadowed form, directly focused at me from that house.   

Mike swiftly behind me.  “You alright?”  He moves around me as if to block me from view.  

Drew eyed me concerned and I nod I was fine.  We moved in unison up the back steps into the house.  Mike covering my back and Drew at my front.

What the heck would they be looking at me for?  What was that large beings problem?  The way those eyes caught me was disturbing.

I hadn’t lost my suit getting twisted in the waves so I was good there.  But what would those people find so interesting about us or what would we have done to cause that look of anger I received.

Ugh!  Gives me chills meeting that guys ominous stare by chance.  His eyes were so dark...intense.

I think Mike could tell because he found some way to cover me from sight as we walked up and into the house.  Even using a board raised up in his arms to shield my last steps through the back door.

Once back inside the others went to the separate bathrooms to get washed up, and changed out of their sandy, wet clothes.  

Drew was more worried about checking my wounds first so he and I stepped into the little bathroom just off the kitchen so everyone else had space for showers in the other rooms.

Since we were alone I asked my brother what he thought about those people lurking in that house’s shadow.  He just shook his head unsure what to think really.  

“You know...sometimes these places just change hands...and odds are you’ll get at least one weird neighbor.”  Drew shrugged as he was examining the cut on my knee.

“But why would someone take a house on a beach to lurk in the shadows?”  I ask.  “They were awful heavily clothed for the warm weather too.”

Drew snorted glancing up to me as he was cleaning my knee the best he could.  “Yeah...they look like a few of those people mom works with.  Gothic wear I call it.  Thick wool long coats in the summer and leather boots.  The one looked like he was wearing a hooded cloak.”

My eyes go wide hearing that.  “You think they could be witches?”  I blurt out with an awe to my voice not fear.

He shook his head at me laughing.  “What?  Our mother is not a witch.  Naturalist, sure, but definitely not a witch.  Anyways...last I checked...witches had nothing against the sun.”

I sigh twisting my lips at the side.  “Ok...well maybe not mom...but how do we know that some of these people she has business dealings with aren’t?”

Straightening to standing before me, Drew gave me another shoulder shrug.  “Who knows what half those people do...but I won’t worry until I start seeing mom drawing circles on the floor and dancing in a hooded robe below the full moon.”

I giggle at his comment as he points speaking seriously about my knee.  “See how clean you can get that in the shower.  I can butterfly that closed once all the sand is out.  I would rather not scrub that out myself if we can avoid it.”

Looking down I raise my knee to examine the cut that was much larger than I realized with all the blood cleaned away.  When I saw it...that’s when it began to sting.  “Oh...Drew...this is bad.”  Glancing up to him I cringe a little.  “You sure that’ll work?”

His brow rose.  “Unless you feel like making a trip for stitches.  Dad will know if you use the insurance and I doubt you have enough cash for the bill on you.”  He offers me his hand to help me from the counter.  “Dad will want you home.”

I nod agreeing as he helps me down.  “Ok...I will take your word for it.”  Drew reaches to open the door and I stop him before he could.  “You think our parents would know who took that place over?”

My brother offers me a wink.  “Why don’t we just keep to our side of the beach and not worry about it?  We’ll make appearances with the neighbors we know and stick around here beyond that.”

Folding his arms at his chest Drew adds.  “I noticed Mike was a bit creeped out following you into the house too.  Kept looking over his shoulder that direction.  I’ll see what he thinks.  He’s pretty good at reading people.”

“That one guy was watching me.  I assume it was a guy.  The form in the shadows was massive.”  I look up to my brother as his eyes go wide.  “I looked over for a mille-second and he was staring right at me.  That’s why I stumbled into Mike outside.”

“Which guy was that?”  Drew asked concerned.

“The guy I just mentioned.  He was more a dark mass in the dark...but I could see those eyes.”  I answer squirming a little like a finger just drug up my spine.  “It was weird...like I could feel them watching us.  More menacing than curious you know.”

Drew appears to be sucking his teeth as he thought.  “Probably what Mike was keeping an eye on?  He can read people’s vibes.”  He offers to open the door for me.  “We’ll have a chat before dinner and just stick close together all week.  Unless they end up leaving before us.”  I nod agreeing and step out of the bathroom.

My brother caught Mike already showered and dressed, as we were coming out of the bathroom in the hall, and struck up a conversation with him.  

I headed to my room to get cleaned up, having an idea what my brother would be mentioning, and knowing I didn’t need to remain for this.

Val and Mina were giggling and talking when I entered my room trying to not get sand everywhere as I went straight to the bathroom promising to hurry out and join my girls.

I winced getting undressed in my bathroom.  My knee was beginning to really throb since Drew had tried to clean it up.  Now I have the pleasant job of scrubbing this thing out in the shower so he can bandage it up.

So much for surfing for a couple days for me.  Oh well...I got enough to be entertained if the others want to go out.

Mina will probably stick at shore with me and probably Val.  I just hope we won’t be on total lock-down because the new neighbors creeped me out.

If my brother isn’t too worried yet...I won’t get all worked up either.  Not like we’re alone here.  Actually...now that we’ve been here a while today...I’m actually glad the guys showed up after all.  

Val, Mina, and I won’t be locked in the house being too freaked out.  Or worse, we could have been completely oblivious enjoying the week of parties, and randomly ran into these characters then.  

Probably part of some cult or something.  I bet Val would have tried to bring one back here.  She’d pick that creepy guy too...he looked like a total serial killer. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


6 

[image: ]




Drew

“My sister knows.”  I frantically whisper to Mike in the hall when El took off to get cleaned up.  My eyes wide when they met Mike’s, obvious tension in my voice, and I have no clue what to say to her now.  

I wanted to tell her the truth...but, in that moment, I was caught off guard with her comment.  My instinct was to deny, deny, deny...and that’s what I did.  I lied to her again.  I covered up for mom once more enabling the secrets and half-truths to continue, while my sister is left in the dark with no idea she has anything to be on guard for herself.

Now what can I say to fix that?  How do I tell her the truth after I just spat more lies right in her face when she needed and deserved some truth?  How do I begin to explain what I did and who I am now because of my own decisions?  What reason have I given for her to even trust me?  

My sister is not stupid.  She has apparently noticed enough to rouse her suspicions and she came to me for clarity.  Trusted me with whatever answer I gave her.  Why did I do that?  I had the perfect opportunity to catch her up on what little I know.  To purge all of the secrets I’m holding.

I’d been mulling this over and analyzing this as long as I have known.  I thought I decided I was going to break mother’s vision cycle and be honest with my sister.  My only issue thus far...how to tell her?  I had the perfect moment and I let it escape.  Now what?

Mike’s brow rose as he eyed me a bit startled at what I blurted out.  Noticing the nervous, pleading look in my eyes, he appeared prepared to help me.  “Would you care to explain what she knows and who told her?”  He asks keeping his tone low as the others were running between rooms preparing for dinner.

Jake walks into the kitchen to start helping us haul food out for the grill.  “What’d I miss?”  He jokes wrapping his arm around my shoulder.  The gesture was actually comforting but I was too wrapped up in kicking myself to be jovial about anything.  

Although Jake hadn’t a clue what was going on.  I groan running a hand down my face instantly mad and in need of a target to vent.  Shrugging his arm off my shoulder, I snap at Jake.  “Why would you ask her to speak her name outside?  You think that didn’t grab anyone’s ear?”

We three guys knew that one thing.  Mom had warned us even with as little detail as she had provided that somehow we expected Aunt Elsbeth was in some way a part of this.  

Not personally, of course because she’s been gone for years...but someone was looking for her.  Or at least was searching by name.  What could happen to my sister even if this were a simple case of mistaken identity due to a name?

Mike’s eyes go between Jake and me.  He appeared concerned by my reaction yet curious as I to hear that answer.  “I was wondering that myself.  Then Drew has a question to answer as well.”  His eyes set on me before Jake spoke.

Jake eyed me furrowing his brow.  “Sorry man.  I had forgotten.  But maybe if they did hear her...they could tell she isn’t who they’re looking for.”

Mike rolls his eyes.  “Doubt that.  We found out about Drew’s blood by pure accident.  They can sense magic...even if dormant.  They’ll never bother to put together who’s who when they’re chasing a name for all we know.”  

His eyes go to mine as I feel my chest constrict at the thought they could sense my sister...our blood.  Mike asks.  “Care to enlighten us on what you just said to me?  What did El say she knew?”

I nod as Jake steps closer to Mike to listen to me explain.  “Ok...so I was cleaning El’s knee and she...she asked me if I thought those people were witches.  She also made a comment that she suspected our mother was a witch too.”

Jake releases a soft gasp.  “Did she ask anything about us?  Why we’re here?”

Mike nods tucking his hands in the pockets of his jeans.  “How about we start at the beginning and move on to what did you tell her?”

Motioning my hands out at my sides shrugging I look between them both.  “I denied it.  I played dumb.  It was total reflex, following mom’s orders, and I’m kicking myself for not being honest with her then.”  

Averting my gaze, I bite the inside of my cheek.  “I lied to her about mom and she never asked a thing about us.  Something or someone at that other house freaked her out.  All I could tell her was not worry about it and reiterated our point about sticking close to our side of the beach.”

I wave my hands frustrated.  “I don’t know what to tell her.  It’s not fair she’s in danger and unarmed because we withheld some significant information.  I’m terrified to think what could happen to her and she’d never know why.  On the other hand, it scares me to find out what happens if she gets a glimpse at the truth.”

Mike takes in a deep breath exhaling slowly as Val and Mina run passed us giggling towards the back deck.  “There are too many unknowns to consider here either way.”  He spoke casually as if engaged in simple conversation.

Once the girls disappeared through the door, he looks into my eyes, his tone hopeful.  “Ok...I think I have an idea how we can get through this with little incident.  I already have someone at the firm looking into the house.  We’ll get a call if we need to take the girls and go.”

“How did you get them to take this?”  I asked Mike folding my arms at my chest eyeing him a bit puzzled.  

His smile goes wide.  “We have people for everything...even if not on the job yet.  Let’s say they take care of their employees even ensuring they get to start their job in the first place.”

I shake my head still not understanding.  “But this is about my sister...not me.  How did you know to go to them anyway?”

Mike motions his hand out taking a second to ensure we’re not being heard.  “Our recruiter...he took me under his wing a bit.  Gave me some insight into the firm and a little about what we will be doing.”

He shrugs glancing between Jake and me.  “That’s how I know so much.  He gave me the ‘crash course’ on the supernatural world...and I gladly listened to every word.  Gives out team a huge boost and saves us years of learning on our own.”

His jaw tenses and his speech speeds up hearing El’s shower cut off in the other room.  Pointing his hand towards me, he hurriedly informed us.  “Look...when they found out about your bloodline...that made you quite the asset to the firm.  With El’s science background and the possibility that any powers can be awakened in either of you...”

Glancing around again his voice had trailed off.  Mike’s gaze instantly locks on mine.  “They may have an interest in her as well.  That is the ‘asset’ they keep mentioning about you specifically.  Magically gifted employees are a shrinking group...and when paired with a vampire’s abilities and lifespan...that gives a lot of room to move you around as needed.”  

He motions his hand before me seeing I was becoming upset.  “Don’t.”  His tone calming as he reassured me.  “It’s not a bad interest they have in either of you.  There are no plans to exploit her talents or yours.  Just an option if she so chooses...just like the offer was afforded to us.”

My head bobs back stunned listening to Mike here.  Jake hasn’t said a word and appears a little shocked by this news as I.  “How are we planning on telling her any of this?”  I ask blowing a slow breath out through my mouth as I mentally count to ten.

Mike gives me a reassuring nod.  “El can handle this...we simply need to ease her into this knowledge.  Spring a little on her at a time.  She seems open minded and what little fears she does have I am sure we can erase with a little truth.”

I jab my hand into my chest looking Mike square in the eyes.  “Do you realize I have been kicking myself for all of this because of my sister?  I can’t tell her any of this...I’ve been lying to her for how long?  And our mother does not want her to know.”

Motioning a hand towards that tiny bathroom El and I had our discussion.  “How do I blatantly lie to her face when asked a direct question and then turn around dumping all of this in her lap?  I don’t know enough to answer all of the questions she may have.  Nor do I know enough to suggest how she can protect herself with gifts we don’t even have.”

Mike takes his hands out of his pockets then folding his arms at his chest, eyes narrow on mine.  “And what happens if your magic awakens as that doctor told us at the firm?  We each heard him clearly, so we can protect you if that were to happen.  What do you think that will do to your sister?”

Jake nods pulling his lips tight as he glances at me.  “He told us...even if you hadn’t turned...just the sense or feeling of danger could awaken even long dormant gifts.  That could happen to El while we’re here if that danger is real and her abilities react.”

“How do you think El would deal with that if suddenly she had magical gifts purely because something she had no clue lived inside her suddenly burst to life as a protective measure?”  Mike raises a brow my way when he asked.

I was at a complete loss here.  They were both right and voiced what I couldn’t as reasons El needed to know the truth.  Tossing my hands up in defeat, I huff out a whimper looking between the guys.  “I don’t know what to do.”

Mike’s head tips to the side, eye roving the hall at hearing El moving about in her room.  “Look...”  He turns back to Jake and me lowering his voice more.  “I can lay the ground work...but we only discuss this with El.  I throw something out about the witch thing...test the waters and see how she responds.”

I cross my arms, one hand rubbing my chin.  “That’s good.  Then we’ll ease her into this as you said or just stop if it’s too much for her to handle.  You can gauge her moods and reactions probably better than even I can.”

Chuckling as we agree bumping fists, Mike tells me.  “It’s a gift.”  We startled hearing El’s doorknob turn for her bedroom and then sounds as if she had turned back for some reason before coming out of her room.  

Jake adds with a pat to my shoulder.  “We’ll get through this one way or another.  She may not even want to know.  We get to be the great protectors and she gets to be happy.”

Mike’s eyes go wide hear activity at El’s door again as if she were hurrying out this time.  “Get the food outside.  I’ll stick back to speak with El.”  He tips his head towards the back door.  “Keep the girls entertained.  Remember to keep them close...they’re a way to get to El if someone wanted to go that far.”

Jake and I nod exchanging quick glances.  In a flash, we had all we needed from the fridge and were at the back door just as El emerged from her bedroom waltzing into the kitchen.

Mike grabs the door for us, offering me a final glance as Jake and I walk outside.  “Don’t worry man...I have sisters...I know how to handle this delicately.”

“I trust you.”  I bow my head his way, then smile nonchalant to Val and Mina.  Jake and I carrying the steaks and chicken for the grill I joke with the girls.  “Anyone hungry?”  Their cheers were my answer.

Mike smiles looking around the deck.  His face now mischievous and voice loud enough for all to hear his flirty joke.  “I’m gonna grab a beer.  We’ll be right out after I ‘handle’ your sister.”  He smirks playfully closing the door.  

I shoot a glare his way not appreciating his comment no matter the context.  The girls laugh as Jake sputters taking a seat next to Mina who ‘suddenly’ had all sorts of questions about the ‘weird people’ from that other house.

Wonderful!  Mike just told us to keep our mouths shut until he could determine the best approach to, at the very least, tell my sister first.  I guess we can pacify the girls as I had with El...deny, deny, deny.  Mike will get us moving from here.  I know I can trust that.

I need to find out a few more details about what the hell is going on around here.  I know I won’t get the truth from our mother.  Is this event simply getting blown entirely out of proportion because of mother’s dramatics about a vision and our lack of understanding as a whole group to any truth?

Maybe Mike can get something from the firm like he suggested.  I mean...if they’re watching El...I know they were keeping an eye on me.  I hadn’t realized we had been monitored as closely as Mike pointed out, although I understand why. 

Was that doc correct when he said that about powers awakening just sensing danger conscious or subconsciously?  

I am glad Jake was paying attention during that discussion because apparently I had blown it off as not even a possibility at all.  I never had magic...why would I worry.  However...it was powerful enough to only allow me to be half turned...so there must be something to that ‘dormant gift’ theory.

Maybe that’s something I might mention to our mother.  That’ll get her to spill the truth...especially if I tell her the firm may have an interest in El but I do not know why.  I wonder what she’d have to say to that.

I’m questioning why they’d look so closely at my family.  But if this is as Mike said and they need more magical practitioners...my bloodwork was sufficient proof I was not alone...why wouldn’t they explore that?

The real question here is if our mom knew about the potential for powers later.  That being half-human and half-witch didn’t simply mean your body picked one or the other to favor more.  

If mom had known...what exactly was her plan to tell either of us later...if these magical gifts suddenly appeared one day like in El’s books.  Did she really just shut that door...for love mind you...and expect nothing to ever come of it?

I guess that is what makes the least sense.  We were taught forethought, consequences, and making informed decisions.  Never leap without knowing where you may land.  El and I got this concept.  

What could our mother have been thinking?  And how did she teach something she herself refuses to practice?

It’s truly shocking my sister and I turned out pretty normal and productive citizens being raised by a narrow-minded conservative father and a mother who later became a total lying flake.

Wow!  I’d never belittled my own parents like that.  I must still be slinging daggers of anger at being stuck in this position in the first place.  Oh...and cleaning up mommy’s mess this time.

As many times as she was up our asses about picking up after ourselves...I know I never left anything this messed up!
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El

Smelling the grill, I hobbled out of my room, drawn to the aroma, and see the others had gone out to the deck while Drew manned the barbecue.

Mike was at the door and I heard he’s planning to grab a beer.  He chuckles turning and catching me enjoying the smells from whatever masterpiece my brother had tossed together.  My eyes rolling back into my head making ‘yummy’ sounds as I inhale deeply.

“How’s that knee slugger?”  He jokes noting my slight limp as I had stepped back when he needed to get by.  

I felt like a baby but I couldn’t help it.  There was no pain until my knee was pointed out to me and then poked at to keep infection away.

Resting my elbows on the counter I return with a joke to answer Mike.  “I hope the screams didn’t catch too much attention as I scrubbed that out.  Drew wouldn’t do it so I had to get all the sand out.”

He turns grimacing and setting his beer down to rub his palms together rapidly.  “Ok...let me take a look.”  He parts his hands and lifts me up onto the kitchen counter, a hand under each arm, before I had a chance to answer.

I felt suddenly awkward not used to being simply handled as a tiny person...like Mina.  Then again...Mike wasn’t manhandling me so I will take his gesture as that of a nice guy.

His brow furrows while examining my knee.  He ever so gently ran his thumb near the wound, but I winced sucking in a deep breath anyway, even though his touch was in no way rough.

Actually quite the opposite.  His hands were nice and his touch...I could feel my skin becoming tingly and reactive...responding to the slight brush of his thumb on my knee.  Soothing yet oddly sensual.  Am I just being weird?  

What is it about this guy that has even my body reacting?  I can’t explain it...but somehow I know this goes beyond some simple physical attraction.  This feels...chemical.  

Something very deep within me really likes this guy and there is some purpose for me to know him.  Some invisible force is drawing me to him.  And I don’t mean I like him because he’s an especially HOT random guy...but I feel...pushed to him or maybe something’s trying to pull him to me.  

Even though we just met I already feel, as I know him and can trust him for some reason.  He feels interestingly familiar, like Drew, but I definitely don’t look at him in a ‘brotherly’ way.  

That would be really gross...considering my mind wants to throw Mike down on this counter and make out with him until my lips hurt!

Mike clearing his throat, almost sounding as he’s covering a surprised laugh, broke me from my thoughts.  “That’s a pretty clean slice for a rock.  Lucky you it’s easy to fix.”  Mike glances up meeting my eyes.  Noting a twinkle in his, and a slight smirk on his lips, I was intrigued what he was thinking at that moment.    

My breath hitches when he stands and leans his hand on the counter next to me...his voice soft near my ear.  Or maybe he just felt that close.  “Drew told me he was going to close that up for you.  Where’s that kit?  I’ll hook you up.”

He smiles as I point towards the small bathroom off the kitchen and was back in a flash with that kit.  I watch as he cautiously cleaned the wound area again making sure to put some antibiotic cream across the gash carefully before he closed it with those butterfly strips.

How is everything this guy does HOT?  What is wrong with me?  I don’t get this wound up about guys EVER!  Nor has any past doctors’ visit made my heart flutter and skip.

I am sitting here watching him closely and he appears to have the skill of someone in the medical field...yet that is only making me wonder what else those hands are capable of when dealing with flesh.  How sick am I?  

And why does Mike have this gentle doctor feel...his work on my knee here is truly impressive.  I looked as my knee had been filleted before and now...I don’t even think it may scar.  How? 

My eyes caught his as he offered me his hands to lift me from the counter.  He smiles wide as I could feel myself giving him that girly dreamy eyed look again and he speaks as if I had asked my last question aloud.  “I was pre-med for a year and changed my mind.”

Surprised, yet still trying to play it cool, I giggle eyeing him coyly.  “Shame.  You have a pleasant bedside manner.  I am happy to be the benefactor of your knowledge.  Thank you.”

I’d totally play doctor with him anytime.

He tosses his head back laughing and offers me a beer from the fridge.  “I appreciate that El and you are very welcome.  But it really wasn’t my calling.”  

Removing the cap and setting it in the sink before handing me the beer he adds.  “Not all patients are easy to deal with as you or I might have stuck around.”

I raise the beer to take a sip nodding a ‘thank you’ beforehand.  Drew pokes his head in through the screen door making his voice gruff.  “Hands off my sister punk.”  He smiles at his own joke as he steps inside.  Val hot on his heels.

Drew’s going to get sick of that fast!  Oh well...I warned her not to chase him too hard.  That tends to send him running the opposite direction.

My brother steps around the counter as I raise my leg showing him that Mike patched me up.  “Oh...ok.”  Drew looks to Mike.  “I’ll let this slide since that’s a better job than I could have done.”

Mike smiles appreciative and offers to grab him a beer from the fridge.  Jake hollers in through the open door.  “We need two of those out here.”

Mina giggles adding.  “Please.”  

Mike raises his brow still smiling behind the open refrigerator door and hands my brother the beer to take outside for us all.  

Val steps close to me almost whispering.  “So...what is up with those people down the way?  Mike and Drew were saying we needed to stick close.  Mina’s freaked and Jake’s already glued to her hip.  Not that she seems to mind.”  

I giggle to myself detecting a hint of jealousy in her tone at that comment.  That must really bother Val that my brother isn’t hovering over her the same, as Jake may appear to be with Mina.

Mike offers my brother a fist bump joking to answer Val.  “Ah...nothing to worry about yet.  No one’s got out of hand.  We were just trying to keep all the pretty girls to ourselves.  Totally selfish on our part...but we have to keep an eye out for any possible competition.”  Drew chuckles at his comment.

Val huffs out a stunned breath at our collective calmness and snickers at Mike’s response.  “I don’t know...the way they just appeared when Bloody Mary here was walking up the beach.  Kinda creepy.”  

She glances at me genuinely concerned when Drew, Mike, and I only laugh at her words.  “I wouldn’t laugh El.  That guy was staring at you like you were lunch.”  Gasping and clutching my arm, eyes wide when she suggests.  “Maybe they’re a cult of fake vampires.”

My brother stops laughing and looks at Val.  “Wait...you saw that guy?”  She nods in reply.

Val nods affirmatively.  “Yeah...he was in the shadows but I could tell he had a long coat or something hiding most of him.  El told us about the ‘eyes in the shadows’.  I had just happened to get an actual look at the stalkers when we walked up.  You couldn’t miss him...he was huge...like a heavyweight MMA fighter.”

Mike raises a brow at my brother as he tips his head back to sip his beer saying nothing...but there was meaning in that look. 

Why do I suddenly have a feeling we are missing something here?

Drew sighs running a hand down his face.  “I’ll go check with some of the neighbors.  Everyone else it out barbecuing too so I’ll see what anyone knows.”

I couldn’t tell if that was real concern or irritation in his voice.  Like we had him checking for monsters in the closet.

I glance from my brother to Mike and back pointing a finger watching them exchange more glances as if speaking telepathically.  

Val didn’t seem to have noticed...but I saw the looks they gave each other and how my brother’s demeanor abruptly changed after Val’s comment. 

My finger still pointed at the guys accusingly more than questioning.  “Wait...what are you not saying?  What was that look?”  I ask them both knowing something is going unsaid.

It’s like being around mom and her evasiveness with any question about her supposed ‘work’.  I still say she’s a witch and afraid to disclose!

Ha!  Whom would I tell if she did?

Drew shared a glance with Mike and he shrugged innocently.  “I didn’t have any ‘look’.”

Mike answered trying to appear relaxed.  “I got a strange feeling from them too and mentioned it to your brother and Jake.  I didn’t like the way those people were watching you girls.  I have sisters...I get protective.”

He motions a hand out casually.  “I’m sure it’s nothing...I am just overly suspicious by nature...what can I say?  And now I know that was a guy...I’m really questioning intentions.  There are some sick people out in this world.”

Plausible...but I’m not sure if I’m biting yet.  My mind is saying trust the guy, but I also have to trust my BS meter, which is squealing in my brain.

Drew fist bumps Mike and speaks before turning to head back outside cutting the discussion short.  “Well...you’ve always been right when we needed to watch our backs...so I’ll take your word for it.”  Quickly he turns and moves towards the back door.

Geez...he is more like mom than I thought.  I don’t believe either Val or my nerves are completely relieved yet.  Points for the brush off...they can ignore me all they want...I know what I saw.  Something is up and they know, but won’t share that info.

I watched Val chase my brother out the door like a not so careful stalker that didn’t care if she got caught.  Rolling my eyes before I turn back to Mike leaning on the counter opposite of me.

Mike snorts.  “What was that look for?  Or maybe I should say who was that for?”

My eyes spring open wide realizing he caught me.  Bashfully looking up at him shaking my head keeping my voice low I reply trying to not sound annoyed.  “My brother makes her sweet tooth ache.  She’s been all over him since he visited last year.”

I scrunch my nose adding.  “Well...not exactly all over him...but she wouldn’t mind that.  Until then she’ll just hover until she gets the green light to make a move.  Which he’ll never give to the overly clingy.”

Mike smiles at me.  “Ah...she seems like good people.  Plus... if he minded I am sure he would have said something already.  Drew can be tactful even telling someone to give him a little breathing room.”

I wave my hand in front of me.  “Oh no...she is a great friend...just gets herself hung up too fast.  My brother’s not into needy high maintenance types.  I know he wouldn’t purposely hurt her feelings...but you can never predict how she’ll take feeling blown off no matter the ease of his words.”

He chuckles softly.  “So what type are you?”  His eyes set on mine curious...yet smoldering.

I better try playing this cool just in case I’m getting the wrong message here.  I mean Mike is my brother’s friend and I’m probably just seeing what I want to see...like interest in me.

Although...I wouldn’t turn him away if that were the case.

I giggle setting my beer on the counter and try to joke.  “Well...I’m the type that can get all cut up at the beach and am unfazed...yet new neighbors make me paranoid.”

Mike’s smirk disappears even when I laughed so he knew it was a joke.  Glancing down towards his shoes he asks.  “Can I say something...just you and me here?”

My head bobs back a little surprised.  “Sure...I don’t gossip if that’s what you mean.”

His eyes shift around making sure we’re out of earshot of anyone before meeting mine.  He was twisting his lips at the side.  “We’re sticking to this side of the beach.  Let’s just say...I got a feeling they aren’t our kind of people to party with.”

Judging by the face he was making I felt there was another message in his words but it went over my head here.

I purse my lips and nod once.  “Well Mike...if my brother trusts you...I will take your word too.”

He gave me an odd look then flashes me that smirk again.  “I figured you’d have all sorts of questions.”

I giggle wiping off a little beer that had splashed onto my cheek.  “I have learned...sometimes the less I know the better.  If my brother agrees...I know I don’t need to ask anything, because he already has.  Plus he told me you can read people...so I will go with your gut if you aren’t comfortable with them.”

Mike rubs his chin thoughtfully.  “That’s good you trust him like that.  Because you’re right.”  He leans in closer to me, his voice barely above a whisper.  “That’s both that he did question me...and yes...I think they’re witches.  Not the good kind either.”

I gasp covering my mouth.  “He told you what I...are you serious?”  My hand drops as I stare at Mike shocked.  I don’t know if I was more surprised my brother repeated what I said or that Mike told me I was right.  But I had to know why he thinks that.  “How do you know that?”

He shrugs his shoulders.  “I’ve seen folks like that before and know a little about people that like to believe they’re mystical creatures.  And sometimes...I just know things.  Bottom-line...I trust my gut...and it hasn’t steered me wrong yet.”

“Fair enough.”  My voice breathy as I was still staring in disbelief at his words when Val calls through the screen that dinner was ready.  Jake and my brother calling too for more beer already.

Mike and I share a chuckle being sucked back into the moment.  He opens the fridge passing me a few beers to carry out and grabs some himself.  

He motions his hand for me to go ahead of him.  So of course, I giggle, and hurry passed him towards the door.  

Just as I move my hand to slide the screen open...my fingers slowly glide over bare flesh.  

I gasp not expecting that at all and find as I turn my head I was glancing at Mike already at my side opening the door for me.  My hand still on his arm and he offers me a smile.

How does he always move so fast?  

Actually...I have quite a few questions considering the conversation we just had.  But I won’t say anything to anyone but Mike, which means that, will be a discussion for much later.  That’s going to drive me nuts!

Oh well...this dinner smells too wonderful to bother with silly questions.  

You know...I can always wait and keep my new ‘roomie’ up all night talking.  I hope he’s nowhere near as evasive as my brother...or my mom.  That’s something to look forward to instead of letting it gnaw at me all evening when we’re supposed to be having fun.

I set my feet on the deck and stop to take in the mix of smells when Drew opens the grill to fill more plates.  They had steak, chicken, and tin foil wrapped vegetables on the grill.  I can feel my eyes roll back into my head as an ‘ummmmm’ escapes my throat.

Mike closes the door and laughs at me handing out beer around the table, and then reaches to pass out the bottles I held too. 

“I think Drew will be our official chef for the week.”  I giggle when our eyes meet handing him the last beer.

“I know right?”  Val voices as she watches Drew too intently.

One of our neighbors hollers over.  “Hey...whatcha got there.”

Drew and I turn waving next door.  Drew calls back motioning his tongs towards himself.  “Grab the wife...head on over.  Cold beer in the fridge waiting for ya.  Got plenty of everything to share.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”  The neighbor rushes back towards his wife telling her ‘get that butt moving’ they had a dinner invitation to the house that smells good.  

Drew sticks his tongue between his teeth, as he looks at me both laughing.  

“Who was that?”  Mina asks smiling at that adorable man.

I wave my hand at her.  “The Willows.  Longtime friends of our parents.  Since they bought this place I think.  Always had us around the fire pit visiting late into the night if it were summer.”

Drew wags his tongs at me sparing a glance briefly in that direction.  “The pulse of the neighborhood too.  They’re year round...not just vacationers.”

Oh...they would totally have the info on everything going on around here.

I gasp pointing up to my brother.  “Good thinking boss!  That man has info on everyone around here.”

Drew snorts shaking his head as he moves towards the house to grab more dishes for the Willows to join us.  “Boss?  What are we investigators now?  And when would you let me lead?”

Smirking his way sarcastically I answer.  “Sure...we’ll put you in charge of ‘probing’ those that are concealing something.  I have no issue letting you handle that.”

We laugh as Drew shakes his head...straight faced.  “Why do I always get the shit jobs?”

Val turns around joking as she bats her lashes at my brother.  “How do you know that would be a bad job?  What if I were concealing something?”

Mina and I both scoff rolling our eyes as Mike and Jake bite back their laughter as they wait for Drew’s response.

My brother bows his head smiling to Val.  “Then I would suggest the interrogation begins once the kids are asleep.”  Her cheeks redden as she giggles behind her hand.

Leaning back in my chair with a huff.  “God Drew...don’t tease her.  It’s like waving a biscuit in a dog’s face and then never tossing it.”

Everyone thought that was hilarious...except for Val who jerks her head my way with a gasp.  Her glare would have been terrible if her eyes had lasers.

Drew took that moment to step into the house before he hurried back with settings and beer for the Willows.

“El...why would you say that?”  Val asks softly as if hurt but her eyes told a whole other story.  

She was furious and I did feel bad for stating things that way...but my goodness...I needed to get her to back off a bit and knew no other way.

Not for me because I couldn’t care less if she picks my brother or someone else so long as her heart never gets broken.  My brother is not known for great break ups if even the slightest thing is off because he’s too lazy to work at anything.

Or...he’s the ‘commitment avoidance King’...and I their ‘Queen’.  I’m not lazy...just practical who my energy is devoted to for any length of time.  I got things to do and not many get my way of prioritizing life.

I shake my head at her.  “Val...I was joking.  Not intending to be rude or hurtful.”  

Speaking softly I lean forward in my chair to speak to her.  I knew the others could hear but at least Drew wouldn’t.  “Seriously...tone it down though.  I’m cool with it if you like my brother...but you need to play it cool yourself.  Trust me...I know what he responds to and repels.”

Mike leans in close to me as he speaks to Val so sweetly.  “You don’t have to chase so hard...he likes you too.  He’s into confident ladies anyway.  So how ‘bout you have some faith in yourself and just be Val.  He appreciates that more.”  

With that Val’s spirits lifted, as did her brow, as she looks to Mike surprised.  Blurting out the only part of Mike’s entire speech she heard.  “He...he likes me too?”  Her voice soft and oddly surprised.

I glance at Mike offering her a soft smile and a nod as he replies.  “Drew thinks you’re a great person...but he’s used to being the chaser if you know what I mean.  The self-sufficient type, which you are, yet allow him to lead in certain circumstances.”  He winks flashing that smile and her cheeks flush again.

The look she was giving Mike and his charm radiating off him...I admit...I almost got a little jealous.  Not eye gouging jealous...but I didn’t like seeing he had the same effect on her as he did me. 

I’m most likely making more of this than it was...but I so want to ensure all know I got DIBS no matter whom I have to throat punch to get that across!

Maybe I was right to pull back on Mike until we get to know each other better.  I don’t think he’d put up with that type of person and I don’t know when I became that person.  Perplexing!

Maybe he’s just got that personality.  The flirty and enticing personality that draws everyone in and he has no clue he does that.  Friend or otherwise.  Completely possible since he’s supposed to be good with people.

Well...I’m aware...and that needs to stop.  She can save her squishy feelings for my brother.  Mike is mine for the week at least.  Well...not ‘mine’ per say...but he’s my roomie and NO I do not share!

Drew returning in time to greet the neighbors snapped me back into the moment.  I hadn’t even noticed the Willows had already headed this way.

I happen to glance over seeing Mike leaned back in his chair with this odd smile on his face as he stared at me.  I giggle nervously asking him ‘what’ feeling awkward that my thoughts keep drifting in odd directions.

The others were busy with introductions when Mike answered me keeping his voice faint.  “Nothing.”  He says at first...then adds.  “You are cute when you’re jealous.  Even though you aren’t that type.”

Is this guy in my head now or what?  Ok...now that is getting both creepy and annoying.  

“And what type am I?”  I joke resting my gaze on Mike’s incredible eyes hiding any idea I questioned him at all.

He smirks answering simply.  “Practical.”

I felt my brows scrunch at his answer.  “And what does that mean?  Good or bad?”

Mike chuckles answering quickly.  Drew directs his attention our way for introductions.  “It’s all good.  Means the chase will be fun requiring creativity and work on my part.”  He winks abruptly turning to shake hands with our guests.

Trying to hide my dumbfounded look, I stand to hug Mrs. Willows, who I hadn’t seen in some time.  She immediately diverted my attention from Mike sitting close to me and pelting me with questions about my parents.

I could use the distraction after what Mike just said.  What does that mean...’the chase will be fun’...and ‘his part’?  Does he mean like Drew and Val?  Oh!  I can totally deal with being chased by this guy any day of the week.

However, I don’t think either of us are the spring fling type...so I may be lucky after all and the chase could continue after vacation is over.  I wouldn’t turn him away at all.  

Glad to know I wasn’t reading too much into this...but I’m still going to be cautious just in case.  Unless...well...he does have that flirty nature.

Oh god El!

Now I’m even using that to question him and not simply my own social skills or otherwise.

Why must I overthink EVERYTHING?  And I was forcing my advice on poor Val...what is wrong with me?

Oh great and divine spirits...please let me get through this vacation happy and with my sanity intact.  

I am not quite sure why I ask this...

But I have this strong feeling I just should!
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Drew

Everyone got seated and dug right into dinner.  I was pleased to hear so many yummy sounds and voices telling me how delicious this was.

Funny considering I had no clue I was that skilled at the grill here.  Nevertheless it certainly was a boost to the ego at least.

I let everyone know I appreciated all the compliments and was glad everyone was enjoying the meal.

“You met the new tenants yet?”  Mr. Willows asked us all and El shot me a glance before I could answer.  I take it we were both surprised he started the conversation before we had the chance to pump him for information.

I called him the pulse of the neighborhood for a reason.  The man probably already knew we had questions.  Actually...if memory serves...I think I had spotted him outside earlier when we came in from the water.

He probably saw us and noticed us watching that house noticing all those people watching us.

I clear my throat after finishing my last bite and run a napkin over my face.  “You know...my sister and I were going to ask you the same.  We noticed ownership has changed hands.”

Mrs. Willows visibly shudders but keeps her voice low as she spoke.  “They are an odd bunch.  Not real talkative but they watch everything and everyone.”

El glances towards Mrs. Willows with concern on her face.  “Yeah...we noticed the spectators when we were in the water earlier.  I have to admit...you aren’t alone in that feeling.  I was uneasy being gawked at myself.”

Mr. Willows glances towards El over the rim of his glasses.  “I noticed the ‘sharks’ appeared just after you got banged up in the water.  You doing ok hon’?”

My sister smiles glancing to Mike when she answers pointing her finger his way.  “Yes, thank you for asking.  Mr. ‘Pre-med until he changed his mind’ fixed me right up.”  She shows off Mike’s handy work to which both the Willows appeared impressed.

Mr. Willows narrows his eyes on Mike quizzically.  “You gave up pre-med...to do what?  That’s some good work there son...don’t want to waste your talents being indecisive.”

His wife shakes her head at him.  “Don’t be so intrusive.  He’s a grown man.”  

Mr. Willows replies with a laugh.  “What?  I’m not being nosey.  Fine young lad like that...and being a doctor...that’s a walking chic magnet if I ever met one.”

I think Mike and El laughed the hardest at that joke.  I forgot how fun a lot of these older couples could be on this strip of beach.  Young at heart and as incorrigible as we children with the festivities.

Mike didn’t miss a beat answering rather quickly.  “I take no offense.  I am honored getting to know any friends of Mike and El’s.  I also welcome the advice.  My parents were never real eagerly encouraging anyway.”  

He smiles wide as the Willows nod appreciative and sharing their pleasure to meet the others too.  Glancing almost vulnerable to Mr. Willows, Mike answers him honestly.  “I switched to finance after an incident with a friend.”

I can’t believe I had nearly forgotten about this.  He hates this story.  

Big part of the reason he joined the firm, although they had to do a few adjustments with his change in major.  Does explain how he had the opportunity to learn so much more than Jake or I.  Our duties etched in stone from the word ‘go’.

Mike was planning to be a ‘company doctor’ and on occasion would have to serve as a ‘field doctor’ depending on the case or client.  So he had to learn many things about many species.  Things Jake and I don’t need to know.  

All things Mike will never have to worry about again either.

Mike paused for a sip of beer averting his eyes to the distance as he continued.  “You see...you can get a little cocky getting into that program.  I did...until something happened to a friend of mine...and I froze.”

Shrugging his shoulders lifting his beer ready for another sip Mike finishes.  “The one thing they always warn you about...being too close to a case.  I nearly lost my friend who trusted my empty boasts and brags because I was the invincible ‘doc’.  So I ensured that mistake will never happen again.”

El...I believe out of instinct...reached taking Mike’s hand in hers as they met eyes sharing a look.  She was feeling true empathy for that weighing on him all this time and altering his life so much.

What I found odd about this was Mike didn’t pull away.  He allowed her to be comforting.  He’s not that way with this specific story.  He’s always felt guilty and believes he deserves zero sympathy for his mistake.

Easy enough as a vampire.  Not many of us are sympathetic beings.  Well...that sense of humanity fades the longer you’re ‘around’.  Just as his feelings remain as intense as when it happened.  Not enough time has passed to heal that wound...it’s still too raw.

I notice El offer him a soft smile.  “I don’t think ever caring enough to try to help a friend is a mistake.  You can’t fault yourself for something that could and probably has happened to even the most seasoned in that field.”

With a soft giggle she grins a little wider.  “I can’t speak for everyone at this table...however, I know I too have thought myself invincible...unstoppable.  That will always be a test that teaches us something.”

Mina adds.  “You may only believe you froze...but in reality sometimes you have to step back and look at the situation to come up with the best solution.  Maybe that was your instinct and you misinterpreted it because it was someone you were close too.  Misplaced guilt over a situation you had no control over in the first place.”

Jake tips his beer towards Mike.  “Told you man.  You are your harshest critic.”  Everyone at the table voiced their agreement with that statement.

Mike glances back to El and he gives her little hand a squeeze.  “I appreciate the kind words from you all.  I haven’t taken that completely off the table.  However, for now...I believe I need to be exploring other career possibilities.”

El’s eyes never left his.  “There’s no harm in that.  I think any knowledge is worth pursuing.”  

She huffs contorting her face turning her gaze to me almost appalled.  “Oh my god.  I sound like...mom.”

That got us all laughing.  Mike seemed to relax again and asked El if she’d help him grab a few more beers from inside.  She giggles as he helps her stand and Mike never released her hand as they walked inside the house.

She didn’t seem bothered in the least.  That charmer!  

Wait...he better not be using compulsion on my sister.  Although...I think Jake and I would have noticed if he was.

Plus...El hasn’t had the same reaction with Jake or I, and Jake always lays on the charm thick.  That explains Mina’s non-issue with having this man she just met watching her every move almost fiendishly.

But El has only shown reaction to Mike...and he’s been simply acting as I know Mike.  Sure he makes his jokes but he is no player...that’s why I know I can trust him with El and so does our mother.

He has a lot of respect for woman actually.  He has five sisters and a mother that would probably kill him if he didn’t!
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Even after Mike and El returned my thoughts wandered off from the conversation occurring around the table.

We are missing so much in all of this.  We have such small shards of information it would be impossible to piece all of this together.  I wonder if speaking to my sister at all would help or hurt the situation more.  

Just as I understood Mike’s guilt...I too have felt that guilty never speaking with her when I visited.  She may have had great insight to offer and been the supportive sister I know she can be.

I guess no one will ever know that now.

I made my choices alone and never once consulted her...heard her feelings or considered what they’d be.  I am only left to assume...and my assumptions are all worst-case scenario.  

She’ll be hurt I am sure.  Beyond that I can only speculate and my imagination takes off in a far different direction than what may actually occur just to prevent me for doing a damn thing.

I can’t help but think about what Mike mentioned.  How the firm may be considering my sister as well and she has no idea who they are or that they’re watching.  How much did I hurt her bringing this to her feet?

I never wanted her involved at all and now look.  She’s surrounded by an entire world she has no idea is real.  Something our mother and now I am trying to keep her protected from.  What will it cost my sister not knowing compared to knowing and at least having an opportunity to prepare?

What if they’re right?  What if either one of us or both develop some gifts?  What will we be utilized for then?  I’m not even entirely clear on my job description as it stands now.

If the firm is most curious about El’s science background...are they considering her for an alchemist type positions...or something far different?

I’m going to have to ask Mike many of these questions and I can’t even be sure he’d have an answer.  Other than what he could offer me earlier...that may be all he was informed of.

Maybe he has a direction to point me.  Possibly his mentor could give me some advice.  Speaking with our mother is out of the question.  Even if I demanded answers, that’d make her clam up even tighter than now.  

Or...maybe this is something El could help me investigate.  

If she doesn’t get the answers she wants from our mother...El will hit like a tornado until the answers get pulled to the surface.  That is always a huge mess our mother hates, when all she’d have to do to avoid ‘Hurricane El’, is answer questions.

I could always take that threat to our mother and not involve El at all.  That may be enough to get the answers we both need and this would all be far easier coming from me.  That is for both our mom and El.

Mike already tested her openness by mentioning his ‘gut feeling’ that backed up El’s...that the new people were witches...but he gave away nothing more.  He told me she seemed fine so maybe I am working myself up over nothing.  Maybe she can take all of this news and digest it fine...just as Mike said she could.

That doesn’t mean I am one bit happy this world is going to change her life forever.  Hell...I still buy what that fictional crap tells us and consider myself an evil creature.  An evil I would never want around my baby sister.

Yet...here I am...and I’m half-responsible for the road that lay ahead of her.  She’s blindfolded, being guided to it, like a lamb led to the slaughter.  What happens to her when that shield is removed?

I definitely need to let my mother at least be aware of what we have caused.  Give her the opportunity to right at least that wrong.  The other...I did that...I have to figure that out on my own.  

I can only pray I don’t lose my sister over this.

Well...I don’t think I’ll lose her completely.  However she’ll never trust me again.  That alone changes everything about our relationship as siblings...we’ll never be friends again without trust...we’ll be strictly siblings.

The thought of that is like taking a stake to the heart.  Losing her trust...her friendship...that is losing my sister.

[image: BD14710_]

My focus snapped back to the group as everyone seemed finished with their meals.  After dinner chat was kept quite short.  The Willows both curiously in a sudden hurry to head home not long after dusk came.

El and the others seemed confused that everyone along the beach appeared to be clearing out for the night.  No noticeable or obvious reason such as, clouds rolling in for an unexpected storm.

The Willows only thoughts on the matter...when it was mentioned were...‘this was only the first night’.  Everything will begin to pick up later, once all are settled in.

They sounded hopeful...but the look on Mrs. Willows face made me suspect there was a reason behind this out of character behavior for this entire section of homes.

That was leaving this beach eerily quiet for here and this time of year with Spring Break excitement...that is in no way normal.

El seemed to buy their excuse adding.  “Oh yeah...everyone is tired night one.”  Although you could tell she noticed it as odd, but remained visibly relaxed rationalizing with her idea.

The Willows hurried off with promises of stopping by again since we’ll be here all week.

I felt awful realizing I had completely forgotten Val was sitting right next to me this entire time until she offered to help us clean up once the Willows had left.  I had been so lost in my own head...I never stop to consider how long we’d been out here...and I haven’t spoken one word to her.

Grabbing dishes I follow her into the house.  She stood stacking everything to be rinsed for the dishwasher.  Never glancing at me when I handed her the dishes I had.

“Is everything all right Val?”  I ask as she shifts uncomfortably and trying to smile without meeting my eyes.  

Mike walks in passing me some dishes and Val only nodded in reply to me adding the dishes to her organized stacks.  Jake and Mina were carrying empties in to rinse for recycling.  Lining those up on the counter on the opposite side of Val.

I had no time to jerk my head around hearing the clattering of something falling from outside that screen door.  I caught a breeze blow the hair from Val’s shoulder causing us both to glance to my side and Mike was already out the back door.

“El...”  Val gasps finally meeting my eyes as I turn hearing her.  

For some reason it seemed we were moving far too slow to catch up.  I had to shove my way through to get my head out the door first.  Seeing my sister leaned against the table...silverware and whatnot at her feet.

Mike’s shoulders were back...his chest out...as if he’d been ready to attack something.

But besides Mike and El...no one had been outside.

What could have happened?

El has been at tad jumpy since we’ve been here.  I even startled her in the garage...and that was before we spotted the ‘Gory Bunch’ living down the way.

My sister has never been one that startles easy.  Her ‘freak outs’ are always after the fact.  Reactionary and her outbursts are dependent upon the situation.  And...these are usually significant matters.  

However, little things don’t get to her...like simply creepy people who stare...unless they suddenly come at her or she believes they might.

I know Mike was right that we should ease her into this information we have to share.  

However, I fear that once the story begins to unfold for her...this will go from easy to crash course in like two-seconds knowing my El.

Hopefully, she can handle this with ‘ease’ as Mike said.  

Seeing her now...I have a feeling whatever happened here might have something to do with what we have all been keeping from her...and determines how quickly we tell her the truth.

At least we can ease her mind before she begins believing she’s crazy.  That’ll be a bonus!

But will she be able to absorb the reality of what she was taught is unreal?  Mere fantasy, most of which exist on pages for her to enjoy and escape the real.

What if our mom’s vision was completely wrong and sounded the alarm for a dream?  Beyond that...what if El never develops any gifts that will require future explanation?  

Then we threw my sister into this for nothing.  

Do I take the chance and keep my mouth shut hoping that be the outcome and El never has to know?  

Or do I suck it up and be the big brother I claim to be telling her the truth of who we are?

To admit to that little face what I did without fully considering consequences for us.  I mean I understood the words...but I never thought how either of us would feel.  Maybe I couldn’t admit to myself how that would tear me up.  
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El

Dinner with The Willows was great.  Got them all caught up on us, our parents, and managed to get a few hints about those new neighbors.  Barely more information than we already knew or could see ourselves.  More gossip than actual info.

This group on the end were supposed grandchildren to the owner that took over from their parents.  Which is funny, because I don’t recall that couple being that old.  

However, I do have some memories of family.  My parent knew their children...and I do recall grandchildren, but none I had seen in years.  Naturally they’d be grown now too.  I don’t know why I never thought of that.  

Maybe I can’t imagine someone my age taking over a house.  It’s much easier just visiting here and everything else is my parent’s responsibility.

According to the Willows, they are quiet...keep to themselves...have gardeners to keep their landscaping immaculate.  Which we happened to notice on the way by today.

There seemed to be more ‘family’ that joined over time.  No one is even aware if they come and go at all unless they catch them by chance.  Nor has anyone got an exact head count of residents.

Perfect neighbors!  Or perfectly suspicious!

The Willows didn’t stay long actually.  It was odd...the entire beach seemed to be heading in early for the night.  I questioned, but we followed suit taking our party inside once we got everything cleaned up, and brought indoors.

I was outside alone, for a fraction of a second, and happen to look up...feeling an obvious need to do so. 

There was this massive guy standing in the sand not but twenty-feet or so before me in the sand.  I think this is...that guy...from earlier.  His eyes piercing right through me...oh yeah...I know those eyes.  But he uttered not one word...just stood there staring me down.  

Shoulders square, long dark coat, face unreadable, disheveled hair, and generally unkempt appearance.  But...his eyes....like he was set to attack...or even scream loud because I obviously did something to piss him off.

I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped being startled at his sudden appearance before me...and out of nowhere.  My hand immediately went to my chest as I stumble back a step and my shoulder bumps something solid causing me to drop a handful of silverware to the deck.  

Not knowing immediately why but I held my breath until I heard Mike’s voice soft in my ear.  “What happened?”  Grateful at his sudden closeness.  I blink and that guy...vanished.

Oh great....now I’m seeing stuff too.  

Huffing out a breath of relief feeling my shoulders drop knowing I was out of immediate danger.  I step forward leaning on the table.  Without looking up I ask Mike.  “Please tell me you saw that?”

I couldn’t take the silence turning around and I finally glance to Mike over my shoulder just in time for the others to come running out.  His brow was raised confused as he glanced around.  After a moment his face went stone serious.  His eyes meet mine and he offers a nod saying nothing more.

I don’t know if he actually saw anything...but his look was knowing.  He believes me.  That look communicated volumes...almost like he was reading my mind and saw what I had.

How does he do that?  That is more than simply an ability to read people!

“What happened El?”  Drew came through the door seeing all the silverware strewn about the deck.

Mike fakes a smile trying to come up with a quick cover to divert further questioning I’m sure.  I don’t think either of us understood what just happened...or why?  

His laugh actually had a hint of nervousness to the tone when he joked weakly.  “Sorry...I startled her.  Then I threw her over the table and told her to get a hold of herself.”  Drew eyes us both suspiciously, when even I laughed at how that sounded, and he offers to help us pick up the mess I made without saying more.

Apparently Mike’s diversion worked...so I will not argue.

I could see glances exchanged by Drew and Mike, but I don’t think they realized how close I’m paying attention to everyone now.  Some crazy crap is happening around here and I’m going to be on my guard. 

That’s like the glances the guys all exchange.  All appear loaded as if some secret conversation is going on between them at all times.  But I am on to them and will proceed with further questioning later.

Even if I feel its information being withheld.  I won’t prod in front of the others...but I will be straight with Drew or Mike and outright ask.  Right now...I’m really wondering what I am missing.

All I know is I wanted just one...only one...completely uncomplicated week.  I guess I learned to be careful what I wish for instead!

Lesson learned!
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The others decided to not fight over rooms or shuffle anyone around.  My brother’s room and mine both had two beds.  The guest room, with Mina and Jake, there’s a couch and a bed.  
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