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The Vampire’s Witch

The Realm of the Vampire Council, Book Three

Damian Serbu


TO DON AND MELODY, 

for sharing your family with me, 

with love


Part One: Chaos

 


One: Dusk

19 APRIL 2010

Chicago, Illinois

 

Even after three years, living in a big city still creeped Jaret Bachmann out. He hated his fear of dark corners and alleys, not to mention his concern about getting beat up as a gay guy. Straight guys, no matter how peaceful they looked, worried him. In broad daylight, he felt more secure as long as he watched where he went, kept his head up, and stayed in populated areas. And he loved living in the Rogers Park neighborhood. Being in a metropolitan area was so much better for him than small town Colorado. Still, he only had a little light available before the sun went down tonight.

He giggled at himself to release some tension. His mind went to some weird place about the sun setting, like a vampire might jump out and attack him. As if.

Heading out to meet his best friend, Brady, Jaret relaxed once he got to the path along Lake Michigan. He passed several joggers, almost got hit by a bike, and meandered his way south. He contemplated taking the “L” but had plenty of time to walk. The spring weather warmed up Chicago, still a comfortable seventy degrees, even as the sun slowly descended in the west. The weather was perfect. Besides, he could always use the exercise.

Jaret felt safer and got his iPod out to search for music. He loved Lady Gaga; why not a little monster love? Or Train’s latest CD rocked. Still, he paused at “Relax” and grinned. That song totally kicked ass. Totally. And, he hadn’t listened to much of his favorite singer’s first album in a long time. If he loved Lady Gaga, then words couldn’t describe his adoration for Mika.

He popped in his earbuds and picked up his pace. He even danced a little, despite being in public and seeing the few passersby glancing his way as if he’d gone insane. 

The path grew darker with the setting sun and the trees lining both sides of the trail. This dance mix steeled Jaret’s nerves. He wiggled his butt, jumped to the side, and smiled at a little old lady and her dog as they walked by.

A few yards later, he was alone. He fretted a little but cranked the music to ignore the world around him. To comfort himself, he reached into his pocket and rubbed the ruby necklace he always brought along for protection. All the Bachmann heirloom jewels empowered his witchcraft and kept him safe, and he loved the beautiful rubies most of all. In a pinch, he could always use his magic to ward anyone off. He’d never had to use his ability to defend himself, except from ghosts, but knew he could if needed. Being a witch had its advantages.

Jaret almost missed the group of four guys sitting off to the side, watching the lake or something. He slowed when he glimpsed a bright-red shirt and thought of his boyfriend, Steve. He’d seen Steve earlier in the day, wearing this totally hot red T-shirt that clung to his chest and showed off his gorgeous biceps. He couldn’t remember the shirt exactly, though he thought it had a University of Nebraska logo on the front.

Jaret lurched to a stop when he bumped into someone. “Uh, oh. Sorry. I didn’t see you.” He glanced up to see another guy with a pretty big belly, yet tons of muscle, not to mention a wicked scowl.

The guy yanked out Jaret’s earbuds and glared down at him. “Fuckin’ fairy. Watch where you’re walkin’.”

“Sorry,” Jaret barely whispered and started shaking. He’d heard about gay bashings but had never experienced one. In fact, he had never been in a fight. He could see this dude meant him harm by the way he loomed over him.

Jaret reached into his pocket for the necklace. His shaking hands got the better of him, and his finger got stuck in the little coin pocket instead. 

Growing more afraid, Jaret stepped to the side to continue until the guy moved with him and blocked his way. Jaret stared at the familiar logo of Northwestern football on the purple T-shirt. He often saw the very shirt on Steve. This guy was enormous. Not good.

His heart racing, Jaret scanned for anyone nearby watching. He spotted the group of four guys out of the corner of his eye. Any chance for help evaporated when two of them moved closer, and he saw they, too, wore Northwestern football gear.

One of them grinned and clapped. “Caught yourself a little fag, Mikey? What you gonna do with him?”

Mikey laughed and crossed his bazooka-sized forearms over his chest. Then he reached down and petted Jaret on the head like a dog. Jaret had little time to act to protect himself. There was no time to get the necklace out. He shot to the side to move around the asshole, but the guy put out his leg and tripped Jaret. He sprawled onto the path, skinning his elbow.

Jaret’s heart pounded as fear almost overwhelmed him.

Instead of jumping to his feet, he fumbled into his pocket again to get the ruby necklace out. If anything, he could cause a diversion to pull their attention away from him while he ran. He raised the rubies into the air but fumbled with the necklace, tossing the jewelry a few feet away when he tripped.

The big fat guy hovered above him, snarling. Three of his buddies from across the way started toward Jaret, laughing and pointing. Though he reminded Jaret of Steve, that was where the similarity ended. This guy was muscular and angry-looking. 

Jaret tried to find the necklace but Red Shirt Guy stood in his way. He sensed the gems nearby and rolled to the side to find them, but another huge leg blocked him from going farther.

His heart pounding in terror, Jaret heard nothing the four said as they laughed and sneered. He hardly saw them moving as he lay on the ground. He tried to summon the necklace back to him but could not concentrate on a spell or command. The necklace lay mocking him a few feet away. He was frozen with indecision due to fear, anger—and rage.

Where the fuck were all the people? Millions of people in fucking Chicago and no one on the main path along the lake this evening?

Jaret started to come to his senses when all four guys towered over him. “Maybe he needs a yellow shower,” one hooted.

Fuck their masculine football bullshit. Jaret felt the tingling in his legs and arms as he called forth magic to protect himself. Too late, though. His delay had given his enemies too much time.

One of them stepped behind Jaret and pinned his arms to the ground as he thrashed his legs around and kicked another one in the shin. They laughed as the big guy he’d run into smacked him upside the head.

Jaret prepared himself for the beating of a lifetime. To his surprise, the huge beast instead snatched his iPod, while two others held him to the ground—one on his arms, the other on his legs.

“You can let the fairy up. I got payment for disrespecting me.”

“Hold up.” Another one, whom Jaret had barely noticed, looked down at him. “I think he needs to apologize. Don’t you, Bill?”

Bill smiled and nodded. “Yep. Ditto, Kellen.”

“What about you, Mason?” Bill shouted back. “You think he needs to apologize?”

“I did,” Jaret said. He relaxed his muscles. He would never win a physical confrontation, couldn’t reach the necklace, and so could only try to negotiate his way out of this mess. 

Kellen knelt over and grabbed Jaret’s chin in one hand, then shook his head back and forth. “Don’t get mouthy. Or I’ll be the one giving you a yellow shower. You need to mean it, little guy.”

Red Shirt Guy moved closer to the side but still kept his distance.

“What ya think, Mason? Yellow shower? Apology?”

Mikey had moved to where the guys had sat off to the side of the path earlier. He was now playing with Jaret’s iPod and ignoring the chaos he’d instigated. Another one of the men moved away, too, after kicking dirt in Jaret’s face. Now Bill continued to hold Jaret, with Mason standing to the side.

“I think sorry’ll do.” Mason looked at both of his buddies, while never even glancing at Jaret. Was he apprehensive about their actions? “You don’t want to show him your cock, cuz he’d like a stiff one.”

Kellen and Bill laughed loudly, too loudly, in the fake-jock, we-are-hilarious way when no one else in the world found their joke funny. Who among them really wanted to see Kellen’s dick?

Bill laughed so hard some of his spit landed on Jaret’s face. Again, Jaret peered around to see if anyone approached on the path to help him. Nothing.

“I’m sorry. Really.” Lame. They would never go for his whining supplications.

Kellen reached for Jaret’s wallet. He opened the billfold and, one item at a time, threw the contents on the ground after pocketing the cash.

“Please let me go.” Outwardly, Jaret sounded deferential. Inwardly, he seethed at all of them, at his own helplessness, and perhaps most of all at straight-man macho bullshit. Not to mention the fact he had a necklace that could have gotten him out of this mess if he’d acted more decisively. What good were witch powers if he fucked up using them?

“One more thing, pretty boy.” Kellen stood up and unzipped his pants to howls of laughter from the others. Even Mason let out a chuckle though his face had turned bright red.

“I ain’t afraid of his liking my meat. Giving him a little thrill as payment for the cash won’t hurt. He probably wants a bit of my love juice.”

Jaret squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his lips together, determined to live through the humiliation so he could injure them all with his own powers when they released him.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Out of nowhere, Jaret heard a male voice from behind Bill. He took a second to place the accent. British. Had a British bobby come to save him?

Jaret opened his eyes to see Kellen zip his pants and punch a fist into his other hand. The guys holding Jaret down glanced up nervously. Mason, the coward of the county, sprinted down the path with Mikey in tow.

Great, the awful and depressing Kenny Rogers song sprang into Jaret’s head. He had come pretty close to becoming his own version of poor Becky, the woman who gets raped by the Gatlin Brothers, prompting her husband, previously known as a coward, to go kick some ass in the local bar. Fucking awful anyone ever thought to commit the story to a song. Country music was so fucked up. No, fucked up was contemplating country music when three jocks and a British intruder prepared to duke out their differences with me sprawled on the ground.

Get a grip. He closed his eyes again, unsure what else to do, and heard scuffling. Someone still held onto him, so he decided not to move.

Jaret opened his eyes when the last dude released him and he heard shouting. At first, he assumed the three guys had turned their attention to this new person. His eyes deceived him. Kellen was hanging about twenty feet in the air from a branch. His pants were gone—underwear too. Bill suffered the same fate on the other side of the path. What the fuck?

Out of the corner of his eye, Jaret noticed the nameless one struggling against a very muscular man with long blond hair. 

Time to get the fuck out of there. Jaret scrambled to his feet, commanded the necklace to return to him, and dashed down the path. Thank goodness he ran every morning with his dog, Darth, so he had enough speed and stamina to get far away. He dropped onto the grass and drew in a deep breath.

“You okay?” A kind-looking woman stopped her own jog.

“Yeah, fine.” Jaret hardly wanted to explain his predicament to a complete stranger. 

She nodded, but seemed unconvinced.  Jaret grinned and lay back on the ground to ignore her. Thankfully, she moved on, away from him and in the opposite direction from the shitheads who attacked him. 

He still had his phone; somehow they missed stealing it. With shaking hands he texted Brady he was running late. 

He took an inventory of himself to see if he could even go out without running home to change. He needed a washroom to scrub off his face and clean his bleeding arm. His clothes were dirty but could probably pass in the darkened bars. 

Jaret brushed off his shirt and thought about just going home. But the thought of hanging out alone and rehashing this awful scene over and over held no appeal. He needed to stay out and get away from his thoughts, lose himself with other people or risk spiraling into madness and fear.

Besides, he really had no desire to head back north and end up in a tree without his pants. Except they stole his wallet and ID. Frozen with inaction again, he wondered if the guy who saved him was still there so he could get his billfold.

Shit. He had to get a grip. No way those guys were as high up in the tree as he assumed. Not unless the guy who saved him knew magic or something. That made a little sense, at least. If Jaret had a full complement of the family jewels, he could have sent them all into trees and commanded the gems to de-pants the guys too. 

Did another witch come to his rescue?

He laughed. Nope. Must have been a vampire, what with the sun setting and all.


Two: Meeting Anthony

19 APRIL 2010

Chicago, Illinois

 

Jaret sat recovering near the pedestrian path when his senses tingled. A slight ache crept into the back of his head, and his witch instincts told him to get up and run. Too late, he looked up and saw a long-haired gentleman strolling toward him, smiling.

Jaret had better presence of mind this time to grab the ruby necklace and clutch it as the guy came over, still grinning. “May I?” he asked and pointed to a spot on the lawn next to Jaret.

Jaret hesitated, glanced around, but nodded. His senses shifted from fear to lust. This guy was hot, whatever his intentions.

“I think this is yours.” The guy handed Jaret his iPod, wallet, and other belongings as he sat.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Sorry about the assholes. I’m glad I came along when I did.”

Jaret nodded, unsure what kind of conversation to engage, wondering if the dude wanted to protect him or put a spell on him. The ruby necklace tingled in Jaret’s hand, without giving off serious alarm—more like a mild warning of something a little off.

“Did you find the other two? I mean, and—” Jaret had no idea how to finish the sentence. He wanted to continue with “string them up in a tree.” No, he decided against the truth. The truth might bring Jaret’s sanity into question. Or worse, expose the guy as a witch and thus force him to attack Jaret too. 

“And hang them in a tree?” the man spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. Like people hung from trees without their pants on all the time. “Yes.”

No other explanation. 

The absurdity of the scene hit Jaret full force, and he started laughing. Near hysterical, losing his breath, the laughter forced him onto his back as he clutched his side. He choked when he thought of the dude swaying in the wind, utterly humiliated as his pecker hung out there. Asshole. Plus his laughter was harder in reaction to the extreme fear that had peaked and now flooded out of his body. He had to laugh or risk crying.

His savior found something funny, too—maybe Jaret’s laughter—and laughed along with him.

“Good. That’s awesome,” Jaret said.

When he calmed, Jaret checked out the man as he smirked while watching people. Jaret became completely self-conscious. The guy was stunning and totally beautiful. Tall, with gorgeous wavy blond hair falling to the middle of his back, he had steel-blue eyes. And ripped—as in muscles—a powerful guy right out of a porno flick.

Any sense of danger passed, even though Jaret’s stomach turned into another knot. The ruby necklace stopped buzzing in his hand. Jaret saw the guy’s Rolex and diamond earrings. He appeared older, like in his late twenties or early thirties, so he had a real job. A good real job.

“Are you okay?” the guy asked when Jaret quieted.

“Yeah.”

“May I take you to the water fountain and help you clean up? It’s right there.” He pointed a few yards away, still close to other people.

“That’s a good idea.”

Jaret followed like a puppy as they went to the fountain. Once there, Jaret first swallowed a big drink of water and then cleaned his elbow. The wound stung, but he sighed in relief. Without the dirt and dried blood, the damage proved less an injury than he first thought. Jaret splashed some water on his other arm and then brushed off his clothes as best he could.

He didn’t realize he had dirt on his face until he heard, “Here, let me help.” Jaret stared at his biceps as the hotty cleaned and wiped his face. Jaret glanced down the hard chest in front of him, intoxicated by the brush of his firm hand across his cheek. This touch sent another wave of feeling through Jaret, more absolute desire. The guy smiled at him when he finished. “That’s better. I thought a handsome young man lurked under all the grime.”

Jaret blushed.

“Do you want to sit for a minute?” He pointed to a nearby bench.

Jaret nodded and led the two of them back to the grass, farther from prying ears on the bench.

“So, uh—thanks again.” Jaret held up his iPod. “Really. You a cop or something? I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t come along.”

“Good thing you don’t need to worry about what would have happened. And no, I have no connection to law enforcement. I was merely enjoying an evening walk. Fools. Too macho for their own good.”

“Did you strip them to emasculate them?”

This time the stranger laughed. “I suppose to humiliate their masculinity.”

“How will they get down?” Jaret asked.

The guy shrugged. “I’ve no idea. Don’t care. Do you?”

Jaret thought for a moment, and then he shook his head.

“Good.” One of those powerful hands patted Jaret on the back. “Because they deserved what they got. They’re lucky to be alive.”

What did he mean? Jaret decided to leave the idea alone. He’d already dealt with enough weird shit for the evening. Well, maybe. But he also had questions. He really had to find out if another witch sat next to him.

“So, how’d you get them up there?” Jaret asked. “You know, put those guys up in the tree?”

He smiled and pointed to his arm.

Wow. So hot. Jaret almost stopped himself from saying anything, lest his words sound confrontational. But he needed to know the truth. “Um, hanging people in a tree takes more than just muscle strength.”

“Not really. I suppose they looked higher up to you because you’re short.”

“I’m not that short. Or delusional.”

“Sometimes my strength surprises me. Adrenaline takes over. I get irate when people victimize the innocent. I just snap, and before I know what hits me, someone’s hanging precariously from a tree.”

“Clear up in a tree with the birds.” Jaret squinted at him.

He just laughed again. Okay, so the dude didn’t want to answer. Cool. Jaret thought he better keep his distance. On the other hand, his hormones beseeched him not to walk away too fast. So he just sat there.

“Why did they attack you?”

“I ran into one of them by mistake.” Jaret contemplated going into the long sordid story but skipped the details. “And maybe because I’m gay.” Jaret’s heart beat harder, still afraid in the initial moment after coming out to someone.

“They love to target us, don’t they? Can’t deal with their own masculinity. So somehow coming after gay people makes them feel better.”

Us. He had said us. Oh my god, he’s gay!

“By the way, my name is Anthony.” He held out his hand.

“Jaret.” They shook hands and held them together for a moment before Anthony released Jaret. Whoa, was this guy hot and chivalrous. Jaret swooned.

“Pleased to meet you,” Anthony said. “Would you like to continue your walk? I could accompany you.”

Jaret wanted to stay with Anthony because of the infatuation and because he still desired to know how the big bad football players had ended up in the tree. Yet Brady must be worried to death by now. As if on cue, Jaret’s phone belted out Mika’s “Billy Brown.” 

“Excuse me.” Jaret grabbed his phone. Anthony stood and walked a few feet away.

“Where the fuck are you?” Brady slurred. “I’m getting snookered alone. Sad. Very sad.”

“Hey. Something came up. I can’t make it tonight.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Fine. Great. I’ll fill you in tomorrow. Or later tonight. Okay?”

“Sure. I’m headed downtown to meet everyone before I become the poor lonely fag drinking his sorrows away.”

Jaret laughed and said goodbye. Now, what to tell Anthony?

“Do you have somewhere to be?” Anthony asked.

“No.” Jaret shook his head. “I’m not going. Just some friends hanging out at a bar. I think I’ll just walk for a while.” He motioned down his soiled clothes. “I’m not very presentable anymore, after what happened.”

“May I join you?” Anthony asked. Such a gentleman. “You look presentable to me.”

Jaret’s heart leapt. “Sure.”

They walked in quiet for a long time, past Belmont and toward the city. 

Jaret’s mind raced a mile a minute. First he calmed himself about the attack. The fight frightened him, and then totally pissed him off. He cursed himself for being too slow with his jewels and for failing to watch his surroundings. Being so careless would never happen again.

As if that wasn’t enough, along came his hormones. One second he wanted to jump Anthony’s bones; the next he remembered he was in a committed relationship with Steve—even if things had gotten rocky lately. He had every intention of breaking up with Steve, who had taken to putting football above his boyfriend. Jaret decided to exercise caution around Anthony, who had strange powers but refused to admit them. Still, he acted the perfect gentleman the entire way.

“Come over here.” Anthony wrapped his arm around Jaret and guided him off the path and toward the lake. Still plenty of people about, despite the late hour. Anthony sat on a ledge overlooking Lake Michigan. Jaret watched a barge when Anthony pointed to his right. “It’s a great view of the city.”

Jaret peered at the skyline reflecting back at him. “My favorite’s the John Hancock Building.”

“Mine too.” Anthony jumped to his feet. “Come on.” He held his hand out to Jaret and pulled him to his feet. “I have an idea.”

Anthony hurried them toward Lakeshore Drive and took a pedestrian tunnel under to a side street where he could hail a cab. Against his wiser judgment, Jaret hopped in with him. “The Hancock,” Anthony told the driver.

Before long, Jaret sat in the Signature Room on the 95th floor of the John Hancock Building, with a perfect view of the city, compliments of the hundred dollar bill Anthony slipped the maître 'd. Went with the Rolex, Jaret guessed.

Jaret’s mixed feelings about Anthony became clearer. He had studied Anthony and asked the ruby in his pocket for an evaluation. The gem couldn’t give him definitive answers, but the magic could give him a general feeling about anyone.

Anthony posed no immediate danger. He liked Jaret, possibly in the same way Jaret liked him. He had a protective aura about him. Despite the show of strength and evasiveness about his aptitude, Jaret trusted him with his personal safety—much like he’d felt with Steve until the last few months when Steve’s actions became unpredictable. Jaret adored the sense of safeguarding offered by a powerful man, and Anthony fit the profile.

Anthony sat across from Jaret with perfect posture, his already tall frame made even more striking by his presence and long blonde hair. He acted like the superrich businessmen portrayed on television.

“What do you do for a living?” Anthony asked while they waited for their drinks.

Jaret longed for a chocolate martini. His nerves had rattled a little when he had a moment in the bathroom stall to contemplate his close call with mortality, or at least mortification. Until that point, he had mostly lost himself in Anthony’s presence. Yeah, a drink would be great.

“Do for a living?” Jaret giggled when Anthony arched his eyebrow. “Oh, work. Nothing. I mean, college. I’m still in college.”

Anthony nodded. “Studying?”

“History.”

Anthony asked several other questions about Jaret’s studies. Jaret answered, excited someone took an interest in his academic pursuits. Steve always acted so put out if Jaret launched into some intellectual inquiry. “I want to go to graduate school.”

“A noble endeavor.”

Anthony sounded so aristocratic or even seventeenth century. “What do you do?” Jaret asked.

“A number of things. I’m primarily in finance. I work at night and sleep all day.”

Jaret sensed the avoidance again. “Interesting. Like stocks and stuff?”

“Pretty much.” Anthony ran his finger along the rim of his glass. He even had sexy fingers. “Rather boring.”

Jaret wanted to say his job must be lucrative as he glanced at the Rolex. Nah, poor taste to ogle over the watch. Instead, he took another sip of his drink.

They moved to other topics, such as hobbies and favorite music. Jaret kept his love for Mika controlled so as not to sound like a total freak. Anthony said he had no family, but a lot of friends who more than made up for it. Jaret told Anthony about his sister, Jenn, his closest friend in the world.

A couple more times Anthony shied away from a subject or line of inquiry. He never got angry or defensive, but issued vague statements or steered the conversation artfully away. His dodging piqued Jaret’s curiosity.

They chatted amicably until Jaret thought of the LGBT history exhibit at the Chicago History Museum. He told Anthony about the display. “Do you ever come out through the day? Because the museum’s only open during the day and you really should check it out.”

Anthony called for the waitress and ordered a second round. This time, however, the sparks practically lit the room on fire as Jaret’s magic picked up on Anthony’s unwillingness to answer the question.


Three: Coming Out a Second Time

20 APRIL 2010

Chicago, Illinois

 

The awkward pause made Jaret look all over the room to avoid eye contact with Anthony. He noticed a clock on the wall, surprised the time had passed eleven o’clock. What had gotten Anthony so worked up? Jaret covered a slight hole in the tablecloth with his napkin—a hole that his magic had burned into the fabric through his fingertip when he realized Anthony was hiding something.

Staring out the window, he realized clouds had rolled in off the lake and now hid many of the buildings below. Only the tallest skyscrapers peeked out, blinking a warning to airplanes. And perhaps to Jaret?

Then the answer dawned on Jaret. The witchcraft. Certainly Anthony understood or had figured out he hid a secret too. If Anthony used magic to defeat the jock brigade, then he may wonder why Jaret kept his power hidden. With a really nice buzz and loving the atmosphere, Jaret risked another step.

“Not to dwell on it, but—” Anthony glanced across the table at Jaret with wide eyes. “Well, I just. It’s, uh, you did some freaky stuff this evening. I’m grateful, don’t get me wrong. Amazing how you saved me. I’m so cool with being saved—no matter how. But, well, I want to be honest. And I sense you’re worried. Or maybe you know something but don’t want to say what you think. So, let me put the issue out there.” Jaret paused, worried when Anthony sat rigid, and his smile disappeared. Did Jaret sound like an idiot lush? Jaret took another gulp of his martini and then drew in a deep breath. “I’m a witch.”

Jaret’s hands shook, and he reached under the table for his ruby in case this went badly.

But Anthony’s posture relaxed. “I’ve never had someone come out to me as a witch before. Tell me more.”

“It’s a family thing.” Jaret shrugged. “Goes back centuries. See, my family has always had one male warlock per generation who protects the family. I have these jewels I inherited to give me power.” Jaret set the necklace on the table to show Anthony. 

“Keep going.” Anthony rubbed the necklace and then handed the jewelry back to Jaret.

“You sure? Most people don’t believe my story.” Jaret twirled a finger beside his head. “Think I’m fucking nuts.”

“Try me.”

“Well, my great-great-grandfather, Henrik, sent his wife and two sons to America. He was killed before he joined them in Nebraska. He’d already scouted the area and built a house. When he returned to Prussia to get more of their belongings, his male lover freaked out and killed him instead of coming to the states. This was in the late 1800s, so being gay could get you killed. Well, being gay could today, too, right on the bike path. Anyway, Henrik’s spirit returned to Fremont and haunted my family for generations. It’s kinda ironic, because he became a complete homophobe and killed most of the warlocks to prevent them from using the Bachmann magic or learning about him.”

Jaret paused, embarrassed the alcohol prompted him to tell this much of his fanciful background to a stranger. Yet Anthony watched him the entire time, unawed by the odd tale.

“Don’t stop,” Anthony said. “This is the most fascinating thing I’ve heard in a long time.”

Jaret’s face flushed. Was Anthony mocking him? Still, he pressed onward. “Okay. Well, I learned about Henrik. Figured out I was my generation’s warlock when I returned to Nebraska from Colorado, where we live now, for my gramps’s funeral. That’s when my power came to me. I had to combat Henrik and protect myself and my family. I trapped him in a magical iron box. He’s still there.” Jaret laughed. “You must think I’m a drunken nut.”

“Not at all.” Anthony smiled. “You’re charming and a lot more forthcoming since you’ve had a drink. I’m enjoying your story and believe every word.”

Unfortunately, at this point the story reminded Jaret of Steve because they met during the Fremont fiasco. Still, telling Anthony felt good. Why, he wasn’t sure. Perhaps Anthony’s age comforted him, or was it the way he had saved him? Jaret felt so comfortable with him and had already explained more than he’d ever told other people.

When the waitress returned, Anthony started to order another round. Jaret panicked, remembering how much drinks cost up here. Two drinks already equaled more money than Jaret had in his pocket.

“Uh, I’m good.”

Anthony scrunched his eyebrows. “Done?”

Jaret’s face turned red. “I forgot to go to a cash machine,” he lied.

“Nonsense. Everything is on me.” The waitress grinned and scribbled something on a notepad before walking away. She returned a few minutes later with two more martinis and chocolate fondue.

“Thank you for sharing your story,” Anthony said.

“Oh, yeah. Well, I thought you should know. Actually, I felt like you were worried about something. I told you so you’d be comfortable.”

As if reading Jaret’s mind, Anthony responded. “So I’d be comfortable telling you I know magic too?”

Jaret smiled and popped a chocolate-covered piece of banana into his mouth. “Yeah. Yep.” He nodded. “What’s your story?”

“I learned magic from friends. A group of us. We all know sorcery. We use the power to protect people. We vowed to conceal our ability from everyone else and only use it for the good of humanity.”

“Which is why you saved me, right? You’re kind of like the police. Or maybe more like superheroes. Were you afraid to tell me about magic?”

Anthony hesitated. “Yes. Not everyone reacts well to such news.”

Jaret knew Anthony lied again from the pause before he spoke. He recognized the subterfuge even before he glanced down and saw the ruby glow a warning.

“Yeah, it’s not usually a great conversation starter.” Jaret grinned and ignored the ruby. “Hi, I’m a witch. I know magic. People usually freak.” They both laughed. “So, you got those guys in the trees with magic, right?”

Anthony twirled the same piece of pound cake in the chocolate he started with. “Precisely. Can you forgive me for not telling you?”

“Yeah. I get it. It’s cool. And thanks again for saving me. And for the drinks. I can’t really afford this place.”

Jaret stopped himself from any more drunken chatter, afraid he’d sound like some twinky call boy to Anthony and the patrons around him.

“You’re more than welcome for everything. Actually, I have one more confession, if I may?” Anthony played with the stem of his martini glass. “May I take you on a proper date next weekend? When you haven’t first been attacked? Not that you don’t make a beautiful damsel in distress.”

Jaret blushed. A date? With this total Greek god sitting across from him? Wow.

Shit. Steve. 

“Well, um.”

Anthony seemed to slump. “It’s not a command or expectation.”

“No. But I’m in a relationship.”

“I see. I didn’t mean to be forward.”

Before he totally lost the moment, Jaret let the drunken chattiness come roaring back. “No, let me explain. I’m breaking up with him. I have to. I’ve actually been thinking about splitting up for a long time. He’s turned into an ass. Or he’s afraid or something. My magic indicates something is wrong, but I can’t tell what. Anyway, I need to end our situation. I delayed for a lot of reasons. Probably a bunch of psychological bullshit in my own mind, you know?” 

Jaret paused, took a big drink from his glass, and shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “Here’s the thing. You know the guys on the path? Well, they all play football with my boyfriend. They’re his friends.”

Jaret allowed the bombshell to sink in before he said anything else. He could almost see the wheels churning in Anthony’s mind.

“Was he part of the attack?” Anthony asked, a slight smile at the corner of his mouth.

“No.” Jaret shook his head. “He wasn’t there. But if we go out and he sees them, he has me stay behind and pretends not to know me. I doubt he’ll do anything about what happened.” 

“You sound like you have another story to tell me.”

“More like part of the one I already told you.” Shit. How did this guy get him so chatty when he usually shied away from conversation?

“I’m all ears.” Anthony grinned and leaned toward Jaret, his eyes sparkling up this close. He reached over and brushed a strand of Jaret’s long hair behind his ear.

Jaret paused, wondering how to begin this sordid account. “Well, first you have to know we were way too young to get as serious as we did. I mean, we started dating just a few years ago. We hadn’t even finished high school when we met and got serious. It’s embarrassing.”

“I was young once too. Relax. We all grow up, look back, and think about the mistakes we made. Youthful indiscretions are what shape us into the adults we become. We can’t regret them forever.”

Funny, how again Anthony sounded so mature yet appeared only a few years older than Jaret.

“Right, well, mistakes. That’s a good word for it. During all the shit with Henrik, I met Steve in Fremont. He’s a football player. I fell for him, because of his body and this mesmerizing masculine charm. Believe it or not, he protected and nurtured me through the mess at my gramps’s.

“We fell in love. Or, we felt like we were in love at the time. Now I wonder if our emotion was more lust. Teenage dreams, not reality. But we fell hard. I mean, really, really hard.”

Anthony laughed at the double entendre, which caused Jaret to join him.

“Yeah. Lots of hardness.” When he controlled himself again, Jaret continued the story. “Anyway, we both graduated a few weeks later and arranged to go to Northwestern. We planned to live together. But before we got here, Steve decided to move into the dorm where all the football players lived. His coach said he needed to be a good teammate, all in and shit. I was so disappointed. But now, thank God we didn’t ever start rooming together. Sharing a room would be awful, since it’s all falling apart. 

“See, we moved here as boyfriends, planning to live out and proud. Which I do. Steve, not so much. Instead of using Chicago as a safe zone, he closeted himself more and more because of the football team. Yet I stayed with him because of who he used to be. And because I feel like some entity took control of him. Like a spirit infiltrated him.” Jaret sighed. “I’m pretty sure, though, I made up the possession part to explain how Steve came to love football more than me. And his teammates are super important to him.”

“The charming group I met earlier?” Anthony asked.

“Yeah. Them. Well, Steve and I grew farther apart as he got closer and closer to the football team. I think he got more afraid of coming out here than when he was in fucking Nebraska. Because being on the team meant so much. And I met my best friend, Brady, who’s also out like me. And Steve likes him okay, but he hangs out more with the team, and I like being with Brady. In fact, since I have Brady, Steve decided he could stay in hiding to protect his standing on the team. To the point we can only see each other in private or at some distant location. Steve even put a halt to our trips to Boystown. He went to a gay bar one time after we turned twenty-one. Now he refuses to go back. Whenever we discuss being out, my magic tingles with alarm, so I drop the subject.”

Jaret almost told Anthony about his big fight with Steve the other night. Too embarrassing. Steve came over to Jaret’s for a night together. They’d barely started eating when things turned bad.

*

“We could go downtown this weekend.” Jaret took a bite of pizza and measured Steve’s response, who ate in silence. No reaction. “There’s a new gay bar close to Michigan Avenue. A couple guys went last weekend and said it rocks. Brady’s going.” Brady actually disliked Steve. For Jaret’s sake and because of their friendship, Brady never dwelled on his feelings about Steve. But hiding his thoughts was not one of Brady’s strong points either.

“I gotta go to clubs with the guys, you know. To keep up appearances. You could go with Brady. We’ll meet after.”

“Romantic.”

Steve dropped his pizza onto the box lid and stood up. He grabbed at his football jacket and toppled the chair over.

Jaret’s dog, Darth, reared up and put her forty-pound self between Jaret and Steve. Despite her medium size, she cast a fierce presence when upset. She had the colorings of a Doberman, a short stub of a tail, and pointy ears. The hair on her back stood straight up as she glared at Steve, so Jaret patted her butt to calm her down.

“What?” Jaret asked. Dumb. He knew “what.” He pulled Darth to him, not worried about Steve’s latest little outburst. His temper flared all the time. He never got violent because the protective football jock inside of him kept him from lashing out at his gal. A pounding headache roared into Jaret’s mind, like the one he used to get when the angry ghost Henrik haunted him.

“You can’t accept who I am, can you?” Steve shook his head and righted the chair. He sat and ran his hands through his short brown hair. “I’m not some prissy guy who wants to go dancing and have trolls stare at me. I love football. I live for it. You knew what football meant when we started dating.”

“Prissy, like some fag with long hair and no muscle tone?” Jaret tilted his head so his own long hair fell to the side.

“Don’t turn this on me. You know what I meant. I love the way you look. I’m just different. I can’t be like you and play football.”

“So football means more to you than me?”

Steve slammed his jacket to the ground. “No. You mean the most. I just gotta be me, too.”

As they argued, his headache continued to tell Jaret some force affected them, but again and again no concrete explanation came to him.

They bickered for a few more minutes before Jaret cried from the frustration of wanting something Steve never intended to offer. His tears prompted Steve to soften and nurture him. 

“Babe, I’ll come with you Friday for a little while. Don’t cry.” Steve rubbed Jaret’s back and they made up, even though each knew he lied through his teeth.

*

Nope, even with his drunken chattiness and lust for Anthony, Jaret did not want to share that charming memory. His own passivity embarrassed him.

As if sensing his thought, Anthony moved their conversation forward. “So why are you still with him?”

“Good question. Our history? I still kinda swoon when we’re alone.” He hoped his admission would not lose Anthony, but continued as if someone had injected truth serum into his veins. Or a lot of alcohol. “Steve acts like the big jock protecting and loving his girl. Maybe I need a therapist, because I love when he treats me that way.” He laughed at himself, and thankfully so did Anthony. 

“What else?” Anthony asked.

“Bottom line?”

“Cut to the chase.” Anthony nodded.

“I guess I keep hoping the loving, protective guy who helped me through the problem with Henrik will return and become the man of my dreams. At least, I kept up the illusion until the last couple weeks when it hurt too much to ignore the truth.” Jaret sighed. How could he segue back to Anthony? Maybe he needed this opportunity to give him the courage to move forward. “Anyway, if you don’t mind, I’d love to go on a date. I promise I’ll be single by next weekend. If you can deal with my situation, I’d love to accept. I know my handling of the circumstances sounds slimy and all.”

“Not in the least.” Anthony smiled and lifted his drink in the air. “A toast. To new beginnings.” They clinked their glasses together. “I’ll pick you up at seven, one week from today.” Then he frowned at Jaret. “Provided you’re single.”

Jaret knew he had a big sloppy grin on his face. He couldn’t help the feeling. They got up to go, Jaret wondering how to get home. He figured Anthony didn’t live in Rogers Park. More like Lincoln Park. Or the Gold Coast.

“Would you like a ride home?” Anthony asked.

“Sure.” 

“Follow me.”

Anthony led them to a back elevator and then on some behind the scenes journey through the John Hancock Building, including parts Jaret had never seen. They stood in front of a convertible Porsche in a matter of moments.

“This is yours?” Jaret asked.

“Yep.” Anthony opened the passenger door for Jaret.

On the exit ramp toward Michigan Avenue, Jaret glanced at Anthony. “How did you get your car to the John Hancock Building if we came in a cab?”

“I live here.”

Jaret gulped and looked straight ahead. A rich witch. That didn’t suck.
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Jaret burst into his apartment and greeted Darth. “Hey, girl. What you up to? Was your night as exciting as mine?”

She wiggled her little tail at him before spinning around in a circle. Jaret almost belly flopped onto the couch, while Darth hurried to the side and started licking his face. He reached down to pet her.

After taking Darth outside to do her business, he thought about going to bed. Nope, way too much energy coursed through his veins. Instead, he jumped up and ran over to his iPod, putting it into the stereo so he could listen to Mika. His mind raced with thoughts of Anthony and their date next weekend.

Jaret turned the sound up to drown out the other music blaring throughout the building. He usually hated these nights when everyone at once defied decorum and blared their shitty music, forcing everyone else to suffer listening to it too. Like they all lived in a dorm instead of an apartment building. Some of these people worked. As in adults with real jobs. Yet tonight he joined the revelry.

Too giddy to sit tight, Jaret leapt to his feet, gave Darth a big kiss on the head, and turned off the music. He headed for his computer, wanting to watch a video instead of just listening to the music. He loved Mika. A perfect way to celebrate this totally rocking night.

Who would have guessed, as Jaret lay in the middle of the bike path, waiting to get pissed on by an asshole, the evening would turn around to one of wonder?

As the computer booted up, he glanced at the picture of Brady and him at last year’s Pride Parade, smiling and barely holding back a major laugh-fest because of something one of them had said. If Jaret’s family provided an anchor of love and support, Brady offered a life line to reality and good times. 

They’d met their first year, in an English class, when they were thrust together by the professor to analyze some awful poem. They did the usual dance of exchanging names and pleasantries and then tried to dive into the literature.

“Um, I can’t tell if the butterflies are insects or little penises floating around.” Jaret snorted.

Brady laughed very loud, covering his mouth when the professor glanced over. “Then the author isn’t a size queen.”

Soon enough, they had each other laughing and a burgeoning friendship developed, first because of their shared sense of humor, and later over beers when they exchanged coming-out stories. They enjoyed academic discussions, music, hanging out in gay bars, and simply making life fun. Jaret had never had such a close friend outside of his relatives.

Brady was cute as a button with black hair, deep brown eyes, and a slight build. Not Jaret’s type, which actually helped because Brady felt the same way about Jaret, so they never had to deal with any sexual tension.

They could almost always make each other laugh. Over the last couple years with Steve going more and more haywire, Brady yanked Jaret into reality by taking him out to clubs, laughing, and reminding him he had a lot more going for himself in life than misery with a closeted jock.

And Brady introduced him to Mika.

Jaret sighed when Mika stared back at him from the computer screen. So cute, with those big brown eyes and curly hair. Jaret fell in love with his music from the internet. When Brady showed him Mika’s picture they both swooned and turned into total fanatics. His music was powerful and original. The sound transported Jaret to a happier place and helped him escape reality. Then total insane lust took over for them when Mika admitted he was gay. 

A couple of Mika’s sad songs spoke to Jaret too. He hated and loved the one Mika sang about a lover slipping away while he slept. Hated the lyrics because they reminded him again and again how many times Steve performed the role to perfection. Loved the song because he felt connected to someone else who’d experienced the same devastation.

Wow, Mika dancing around in his underwear to start this song. To die for.

Jaret spun around and belted out the lyrics to “We Are Golden” along with Mika. He jumped and then grabbed up a batch of gems. Jaret still grinned when he thought about the fact he possessed family heirloom jewels that held magical powers only he could control. He tossed them in the air and watched them sparkle to life, creating a disco right in his own bedroom. Then he commanded them to create the image of Mika. 

A ghostly Mika and Jaret danced all over the room. Jaret laughed and picked up Darth, her body going rigid as usual when she lost control of herself. Against her will, she danced in Jaret’s arms until she licked his face and lurched away. Darth shook off and straightened her collar before turning in circles and lying down with a canine harrumph. 

When the song ended, Jaret ordered the gems to return to their box and then flopped onto the floor next to Darth. She licked his hand.

“You love Mika, too, don’t you? Is he your favorite singer?” 

He hugged Darth, and she gave him a big lick across the cheek. Moments like these reminded him how much he depended on her and had his entire life. Growing up, when Jaret felt so different because of the ghost visions and his sexuality, she remained the rock in his life. Loving him. Seeming to get inside his head and know what to do to make him feel better.

Not wanting to dampen his mood, he ignored the gray hair on her snout, concentrating on the fact she still jogged with him at her age, albeit a little more slowly.

He scratched behind her ears and then pulled her close when his phone rang. Another Mika song as his ringtone, this time “Billy Brown.”

“Hey, Brady. Why are you calling so late? No late-night hookup tonight? What’s up?”

“Dude!” Brady screamed into Jaret’s ear. “A lost night of finding love has turned to gold. You won’t fucking believe what I just found out!”

Jaret held the phone away from his head. “Uh, what? You’ve gone deaf and have to shout everything?”

“Uproariously funny. Change your tune, or I’m keeping the news to myself. Trust me—you’ll be pissed you didn’t give me some love.”

Jaret laughed. Brady always made him laugh. Thank God for good friends or Steve would surely have driven him right to the loony bin. “Okay, I give. What has you screaming excited?”

“Mika! Fucking Mika, dude!”

“You’re fucking Mika? I am jealous.”

This time Brady laughed. “No. I wouldn’t have called you in the middle of hot sex. Only afterward to rub it in. Mika’s coming to Chicago this summer.”

Jaret took his turn to squeal. He hopped up off the floor and jumped up and down. “No fucking way!”

“Yes, fucking way. Right to Chicago, so we don’t have to plan a trip anywhere.”

“Awesome!” Jaret danced around the room. “When can we get tickets?”

“Soon. I’ll keep you posted. Should I get ’em?”

“Sure. Sounds good.”

“How many?” Brady asked.

“Just me.”

“Cool.”

Jaret thought about explaining his peculiar evening, but Brady shouted into his ear again. 

“Can you send the apparition of Mika you conjured the other day to me? Have him walk down the street to my place.”

Jaret thought about how he had used his magic for Brady, so they could dance with a 3-D Mika. They both found the hologram absolutely hilarious. “You know the rules. No magic in public. Plus, you sound too drunk to get it up.”

“Never, my friend. Never. Always willing and able. Okay, fine. No Mika. I’ll settle for some alone time with him next time I’m there.”

Jaret laughed so hard he coughed. “You can’t have sex with an apparition. Or even know what he likes sexually.”

“Oh, just give me a few minutes alone; he’ll become whatever I want him to be. Mika is so gorgeous.”

“Do we even know if he’s bi or gay? Top or bottom?”

“Again, doesn’t matter once I get a chance. We know he’s into men, which is all I need.”

“Maybe I could just use the gems to force his compliance for one night.”

Brady laughed. “Um, that’s called date rape. Not cool. Besides, you always claim to follow some magic code of ethics with your shit. Enchanting someone against their will doesn’t jive.”

“Right. Except I can fantasize about anything I want. No restrictions there.”

“Hey, I just thought of something. Can those gems give you sexual pleasure? You know, like the sensation of getting a blow job?”

Jaret barked a laugh. His mind drifted to thoughts of his friendship with Brady, especially after Brady learned about his sorcery. 

They had hung out several times and grew close enough so one evening, after a night on the town and still too wired to go to bed, Jaret’s inebriation loosened his tongue.

*

“I gotta tell you something. You won’t believe me. But I’m a witch.”

“And a bitch.” Brady giggled at himself.

“No, seriously. I’m a witch. The thing I’ve always hinted I wanted to tell you but couldn’t, remember? Because most people don’t believe me or make fun of me.”

Brady stopped laughing but tilted his head at Jaret. “Is this the alcohol talking? Gone to your head or something?”

“Wait here.” Jaret jumped to his feet and headed for his bedroom to retrieve his gems. He returned to the living room and sat next to Brady. “Don’t freak.” He lifted the lid of the tiny chest and had the gems dance before their eyes.

“Fuck. You’re seriously a fucking witch?” Brady spoke with awe but no sense of fear.

“Yeah.”

Brady nodded. “Cool.”

“So you’re not scared of me or anything? Not running for the hills?”

“Well, I never met a witch before. At least you’re not green and old and scary and shit.” Brady smiled. “Seriously, it’s cool. What can you do? What power do the jewels give you?”

“It’s hard to explain. Sometimes even I don’t know. First, my ability comes through or from these gems somehow. They’ve been in my family for centuries. Get this!” Jaret clapped his hands in excitement. “Every generation of Bachmanns has a gay male who controls the gems and the magic. Always gay! Always a witch. How awesome is a gay family witch tradition?”

“How far back?”

“Long as we can tell. There’s a book in the family, a history, to explain the legacy.”

“And all were pole smokers?”

Jaret laughed at Brady’s slur. “Yep. All fudge packers.”

“So tell me, what can you do? Or is your power some ancient secret and you’d have to kill me if you let the cat out of the bag?”

“You need to promise not to tell anyone. Most people freak out. And I don’t want to become a scientific experiment or anything bad. I probably shouldn’t have told you this much.”

Brady grew serious and crawled over to Jaret. He gave him a quick hug and then sat beside him. “Dude, your secret’s safe. I won’t tell anyone. I’m honored you wanted to share with me.”

Jaret had a hard time telling Brady how much his words meant. He thanked him, then decided to try to explain his power. “With the gems, I can move stuff around. Mostly they defend me from ghosts and bad stuff. They can close doors, open windows. Trap spirits against their will. Once, they even controlled a storm. But I never know for sure what will happen until I need the magic. Then I think something, maybe something specific or just, ‘I need help!’ and they do the rest.”

“Radically cool. You’re like the Bewitched woman from the old TV show.”

Jaret decided they had gotten too serious. “Sometimes I just play around with them. Here, let me show you. Name someone you’d like to see dance naked.”

Brady arched his eyebrow and then held his chin in his hand while he contemplated. “How about the hotty from the basketball team who sits in front of us in speech class?”

“The one with the low pants so we see his crack?”

“Yeah. Him.”

Jaret closed his eyes and envisioned the guy, then asked the gems for help. When he opened his eyes, three of the smaller jewels had floated between Brady and him. Soon enough, a small apparition of the basketball player moved right out of Jaret’s mind and onto the floor in front of them. He did a strip dance to Brady’s whoops and hollers.
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