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Happy Birthday!






Chapter 1 - Happy Birthday!



- Day 1 -




Shock waves of bass! Loud, obnoxious laughing and cheering! The smell of cheap fast food! It could only mean so many things, but more than likely, somebody was partying it up in this otherwise quiet mid-western American neighborhood. 



Understandably, the neighbors weren't taking too well to this window-rattling, ground-rumbling noise, and some were just about ready to call the cops, just to put an end to the ruckus. The ridiculously loud party seemed to have been coming from a single two story house situated right in the center of the neighborhood. It was a lovely family home, with its white-coated wooden exterior immaculately clean, tiled roof free of debris, lush and rich lawn kept evenly cut, and even a white picket fence, just to reinforce the stereotypical 'American dream' visual. It would have been something to appreciate, had it not been for the fact that it was the source of such migraine-inducing annoyance for everyone who wasn't partaking in the festivities.



Every party had to come to an end, however. What started at high noon finally ended at seven in the evening. In a clown car effect, a massive crowd of people poured out from the house. One of the last people to make it to the open front door of the home was a young man, wearing a purple party hat with kiss marks all over his face and confetti sprinkled in his short, fluffy, brown hair. Who was this slightly bedraggled young man? Well, none other than the man of the day, Andrew O'Doherty, having turned 18! 



He was a modest sight, standing at 5'9", sporting a slim, unimpressive build, with a somewhat pale complexion, as though he seldom saw the sun. Despite his disheveled appearance, he was laughing it up himself as he waved the party guests off.



"MAN! That was crazy!" Andrew excitedly shouted out of his door with a huge grin. "Thanks for the awesome time, you crazy bastards!" 



The huge crowd of people, none of them older than Andrew, gave their own goodbyes as they relished in the fact that they weren't the ones who were going to have to clean up the mess they made in a house that wasn't their problem.



"See ya, Andrew!"



"Peace, dude!"



"Happy birthday, cutie!"



"Good luck cleaning up, bro!"



"Oh, he's so fucked."



"His mom's gonna destroy him, dude."



The surrounding area quickly cleared out as all the partygoers drove off, or simply sauntered down the sidewalks to return home. With no more cars cluttering the driveway, all that remained was a rather raggedy, beat up, brown Volvo that belonged to the birthday boy. Before he knew it, Andrew was all by himself again, left to deal with the aftermath of a party. Ready to assess the damage, he stepped back inside and shut the door behind him with a gentle push.



Turning to face his living room, his eyes bulged in shock as he gazed upon the scene that now greeted him. With all the people gone, it offered a clear view of what had become of the abode. Plastic cups and paper plates were scattered across the white carpeting, popped balloons and assorted confetti coated nearly every square inch of the room, and various slices of partially eaten pizza and cake were left to get hard and stale atop paper plates. The leather couches and seats were completely out of their original spots, and the entire coffee table managed to make it all the way into the kitchen, where it was covered in cigarette butts and candy wrappers. 



That's when Andrew realized just how deep of a hole he'd dug for himself. 



"Holy shit, what have I done?!" he screamed. "I've got to clean this up before mom comes home!" 



After a few haphazard pats against his jeans, he fished his cell phone out of his back pocket and dialed up one of his friends. The reliable kind. At least, the kind that wouldn't leave him hanging at a time so urgent.



"Y'ello, this is Kylie speaking," a Cockney-accented female voice answered, with chewing sounds coming from her end.



"Kylie! It's Andy, you've got to help me out! I just finished my party and.. well, shit's messed up," he panicked as he nearly tripped over his overturned couch. "Things got a little out of hand, can you help me clean this up?"



There was a long pause on the other end, but before the silence became insufferable to the impatient young man, the girl on the other end replied, "Sure, I'll help you, Grumpy. But you're gonna have to pay me back big time for this one."



"Anything! Just, please, mom is gonna be here in less than an hour!" he pleaded, stumbling over his own feet as he rushed to pick up garbage off the floor and dispose of it.



"Right, well, I just got off work, so give me ten minutes and I'll be there." The line then abruptly cut off as the girl hung up.



Relief quickly washed over Andrew as he heaved a long, relaxed sigh. There was still work to be done, but at least he had an extra pair of hands ready to assist. Some assurance that maybe, just maybe, things could be straightened up in time before all hell broke loose at the hands of an angry mother.



By the time the knock at the front door had sounded off, the trash cans were practically overflowing as Andy toiled away tirelessly. Things around the house were still stained and untidy, but at least a good portion of the disgusting work had been taken care of. 



Brushing himself off, he went to answer the door. Beyond the threshold stood a petite, cream-complexioned young woman with fiery-red hair tied into a ponytail. Sat upon her face were a pair of black-framed glasses over her emerald-green eyes, freckles dotting the skin just below them. The girl's attire consisted of a casual knee-length denim skirt, with a gray hoodie unzipped to reveal a navy blue button-up shirt; she looked like she'd just gotten out of school rather than work.



"Heya, Grumpy!" the bespectacled girl chirped cheerfully, ostensibly amused by the ear-to-ear grin that appeared on Andrew's exhausted face at the very sight of her.



"Thank God, Kylie! It's so good to see you! C'mon, we've got a lot of work to do!" Andy hurried back inside, allowing Kylie passage into the party-struck house.



Stepping inside, Kylie's brow noticeably arched at the sight of the living room. "Well, this is... not quite as bad as I thought it'd be," she mused. "But it's still pretty bad. You cleaned up while I was on my way?"



"Yeah, I wanted to at least make the job easier on you. If I made you do all the work, I'd probably owe you like, a car, or something," laughed Andrew, then added a feeble, "...and I'd feel like a huge dick, too."



"Fair enough," concurred Kylie. "Welp, best get started. Let's un-fuck this place." She gave Andrew a light pat on his chest as she passed, then hastily started straightening out the furniture.



Andy joined in on the effort, grabbing rags and water to wash out the stains from the carpet. "I'm really sorry I had to bug you for this, I just don't think I'd be able to do this on my own. Not in time, anyway."



"Nah, it's cool, I totally get it," Kylie smiled, though she quickly donned a grimace as she pinched a pair of discarded panties in her fingers and tossed them into the garbage. "Seems like you had one hell of a party, though. All my 18th birthday consisted of was you, my dad, and Pizza Hut."



Scrubbing away at the walls, Andy groaned, "Yeah, I don't know what I was thinking, inviting so many people. I mean, it's cool that they actually showed up, but it was probably more for the free food than actually celebrating my birthday." 



"Well, now we learned a lesson. Don't advertise a free party over Facebook. Give 'em an inch and they take a mile." Kylie turned her eyes over to Andy, jovially adding, "Happy birthday, though. I'll get you something a lil' later."



Pausing and grinning over to Kylie appreciatively, Andy managed an energetic, "D'aw, thanks! But that's probably gonna make me want to give you something in return. It'll become an endless cycle of giving each other cool shit, trying to one-up the other."



"Come at me, then, bruh! That's a war you won't win," chuckled Kylie as she dragged the coffee table out from the kitchen. 



The two continued to clean the house for a solid half hour, but the mess just never seemed to end. One thing would be fixed, only for something else to crop up. The tile floor in the kitchen was clear of trash, but the windows were still covered in silly string. The guest toilet was finally free of the socks clogging it, but then the sink next to it was missing its handles. They managed to get the patio table off the roof, but they neglected to find the stray dragon sex toy stuffed into the exhaust of Andrew's car until much later.



Eventually, the list of tasks began to wear down. The house still wasn't in its prime, but at least with Kylie around, it was well on its way. But then, out of nowhere, something rather strange occurred that only added to their problems. As Andy rubbed black marker off the TV screen with a wet cloth, an intense spell of dizziness struck him, causing him to whisper a fleeting, "Whoa..." as he stepped back, holding his head. 



The room around him slanted as spots clouded his vision, and finally, he had to relinquish his cleaning supplies and stumble over to one of the couches, where he plopped down onto the cushions. "Ugh... I'm not feeling so hot right now," he grumbled, holding his stomach as nausea set in. 



Kylie, who was busy placing the family pictures back onto the walls, turned her attention to Andrew once more. "That'll happen when you party hard," she snorted. "Relax, we've still got time before your mum gets here."



Trying to refrain from chucking his lunch, he murmured, "Yeah, you're right, but I just really don't want to see her as pissed off as I know she's gonna be if she sees this. I mean, she's already irate as it is."



"Naaah, don't sweat it, Andy; your mum's just in a transitional period right now," Kylie reassured. "Losing a job will put anyone on edge. Having to scout for another one just makes them edgier. Like, Shadow the Hedgehog levels of edge."



"I know, but still, I shouldn't have..." Andy's words slurred slightly as his eyelids became heavy. 



Whatever ailment was encroaching upon him had finally taken its unseen toll. Every muscle in his body went slack, and as his eyes rolled upwards, the world around him abruptly cut to black.



Right there and then, he lost consciousness.



Kylie, none the wiser that her friend was out cold, continued, "It's all good, we'll get this cleaned up, and it'll be like nothing ever happened, yeah?" She turned her head to Andy after failing to get a response, only to see that he appeared to have fallen asleep. "Hey, you just gonna make me do all this myself?"



Not surprisingly, there was still no reply. On the outside, it just seemed like Andrew, after a long day, just conked out.



Producing a mildly irritated snap with her lips, Kylie kept on tidying up, as time still wasn't on their side. "Psh... boys."







***




After a relatively brief, uneventful snooze, Andy jolted up with a startled gasp, immediately noticing that everything in his sight was back to normal! The furniture was exactly how it was before the party, the walls and floors were scrubbed clean of soda, cigarettes and other assorted debris. It was like he'd traveled back in time. What a treat to wake up to. At least now, he wouldn't have to worry about being destroyed by his mother when she got home. There would have been hell to pay had Kylie not swooped in to save the day, and this fact wasn't lost on Andrew. 



On his chest, he noticed there was a sticky note. Ripping it from his shirt, he read it to himself. "You owe me big time," he whispered, tossing the piece of paper in the trash bin and standing up. "Damn straight I do."



Glancing to the owl shaped clock on the wall, he noticed that not even 30 minutes had ticked away since he'd passed out, and his mother seemed to have been held up, since she still hadn't arrived.



This is perfect! he gleefully decided. If I'm quick, maybe I can pay this off and be in the clear again!



Not wasting a second, he dashed upstairs to his darkened room, grabbed his keys off his window sill, then darted back down and outside to his car out front, where he promptly jumped inside and slammed the creaky door shut. The fact that his vehicle was an unmitigated piece of junk didn't really faze him, mostly because it got him where he needed to go, and had decent gas mileage. It may not have been the Ferrari he'd always wanted, but it was good enough.



Alright, uh, think. Think. Where would I go at this time? Uh, she likes books, maybe-- shit, no. Book store's closed. Maybe just give her cash straight up? Ahhh, no, that's lazy as hell. Hmm... wait! The new PlayStation! 



In a moment of enthusiastic inspiration, he screeched out of the driveway in an unusual bout of irresponsible driving and zoomed off down the street. He really pushed that potato on wheels for all it was worth.



It was nothing short of luck that there weren't any police along his path, or his journey to the land of terrible trade-in deals would have been cut woefully short. After mere minutes of being a blur on the road, Andy came across something that put quite the damper on his plans, regardless of the presence of highway patrol. Cars, and lots of them. 



His luck had run dry, it seemed. Before him was an insurmountable congestion clogging up every lane he looked to. Something up ahead was holding everyone up, but it was impossible to ascertain exactly what, as the vehicles stretched on for several blocks with no sign of breaking.



Goddammit, man... of course there's traffic.



There was no getting out of it, given that there wasn't any exit nearby, and more cars had pulled up behind him, boxing him in. He was sure that if they could, they'd box him in on the top and bottom, too, just to piss him off. The waiting game had begun, and Andy was already prepared to forfeit.



Accepting the situation as is, as he'd usually done in the past, he simply waited, and waited, and waited, until it became mind-numbing. The time on his cheap digital wristwatch leaped large chunks every instance he glanced back at it, the dull orange glow of the sun quickly disappearing as twilight crawled across the sky. About halfway through the long wait, he pulled out his phone and started playing games on it, only occasionally stepping on the gas petal to inch his way forward. 



But finally, after all that waiting, Andy had reached the stoplight that had, so far, been the bane of his existence. Figuratively, that is.



I knew I shouldn't have taken this road. Well, there's an hour gone. He shook his head, then let out an exasperated sigh as he drove beyond the green light. 



The shopping center was just up the road, but the feeling of elation began to wane as the dizziness he experienced earlier once again sunk its disorienting claws into his head. It wasn't quite as strong as it was before, but it was enough to cause him to abandon his route and veer into a nearby cul-de-sac, once the traffic allowed. 



"Ugh, the crap?..." He took a deep breath and parked his car along the sidewalk, stepping out into the darkened neighborhood to the sound of rap music loudly blaring from one of the homes, and dogs barking a few streets away.



The fresh air didn't seem to help much, only making him feel even more woozy, as though he were rocking back on forth on a ship in the middle of the ocean. His insides subtly churned and bubbled, being almost imperceptible at first, only to progressively become more noticeable as the minutes passed. His knees trembled as he broke out in a cold sweat, and eventually, he couldn't stand on his own anymore, having to lean on the hood of his car in order to maintain any semblance of balance.



It took him a while to catch, but there was a rather distracting reflection bouncing off the hood. Looking up to see where that annoying light was originating from, he realized that a thick blanket of clouds in the sky had begun to part, revealing a full moon, shining brilliantly as a beacon in the dark night sky. Andy didn't find it to be such a wonderful sight, however, as only seconds after laying eyes upon the unusually large moon, his vision began to slip in and out of focus. An ice-cold force pressed down on him, as if the moonlight itself had gained an overbearing physical weight to it.



"What in the...?!" Andrew panicked with a quavering, hopelessly confused voice. As he struggled to pluck just one inkling as to what was happening to him from of his mind, he repeatedly found his discernment failing him.



Suddenly, his body revolted against him as a colossal pain struck his deepest fathoms with the force of a million fists colliding simultaneously into his gut. The sheer stabbing nature of the pain caused Andrew to let out a loud, agonized, "ACH!!" as his knees buckled beneath him, crumpling him onto the asphalt. 



With one hand clenched over his lower abdomen, he used the other to open the car door and pull himself up onto the driver's seat. Hurriedly, he fumbled around for his phone, looking all over for it before finally turning it up under the driver's seat. Upon attempting to dial, Andy noticed something that caused a creeping fear to gradually overwhelm him.



His hands appeared to be thinning, becoming less bulky as his finger bones visibly shifted, all while the sparse patches of fuzz along his knuckles slowly retreated beneath his skin.



"W-Wha-what the hell?!" he exclaimed in a frightened yelp as he dropped his phone and shook his hand around, trying to throw whatever was causing the unnatural shifting off of him. Needless to say, it wasn't working. "Fuck off, fuck off, FUCK OFF!!" He continued flailing his hands around the car like a maniac, only to slap them against the steering wheel by mistake. "Ow ow OW!"



After scooping up the phone again, he punched in Kylie's number as fast as he could and waited for the ring tone, hoping for somebody to pick up; anybody. He'd take Hitler at that point, he didn't care. Whatever was happening to him didn't show any signs of slowing, however, as Andrew's scalp began to itch like mad, but with one hand trying to quell the churning in his stomach, and the other gripping his phone, there wasn't a whole lot that could be done other than grit his teeth and bear it. 



His cocktail of emotions was somewhat dulled when he heard Kylie's voice answer from the other end. "Hi, this is Kylie! Or rather, Kylie's answering machine. Leave a message, I'm probably too lazy to pick up right now."



"FUCK! Come on, man, are you serious?! Of all ti-- ARGH!!!" His voice cracked higher as the pain in his abdomen intensified to the sound of a visceral grumbling. "Kylie! Something's happening, something really fucked up is happening to me! I don't know what! Please, pick up!" he cried desperately into the phone before it slipped from his trembling hand and toppled onto the floor of the car again.



The thought hadn't occurred to him to dial 911, mostly because he trusted Kylie more. Even so, it wasn't the wisest decision he's ever made, and he quickly came to realize this as he felt the churning sensation in his body quickly take a dive south, between his legs. Caught off guard, there was nothing to prepare him for the explosion of pain that erupted from his groin, causing Andrew to let out a wail in a significantly less masculine voice. His hand hastily bolted down to grip the crotch of his pants as he launched a knee up into the steering wheel from the shock.



Every inch of him was on fire, as if being stung by millions of fire ants; the ability to focus properly was too far gone, and soon the pain forced him beyond his threshold. 



Letting out small, pathetic cries, the only thought he could muster at that point was, Am I dying?



In the faint light, through his impaired vision, he was able to witness his arm hair receding back into his skin, followed by a crawling sensation all over his body as the rest followed suit.  Finally, though, Andrew reached his breaking point, and before he could see the horrific deformation to its end, his vision had blurred completely into a blotted mess. Darkness closed in around him as he tumbled onto the passenger's seat, once again knocked unconscious. 



The car fell dead silent, save for the crackling of bones and skin, and fleshy sloshing coming from within his pants. 



Nobody had ever heard his screams, and if they did, they simply didn't care. It at least meant nobody got to see him in such a strange predicament, which had to be either the best luck in the world, or the worst, considering he also needed help more than anything. Worst than that, he passed out without getting Kylie her present! 



However, darker deeds lurked in the shadows that Andrew was oblivious to.



Something mysterious had marked the young man. The beginnings of a winding, twisting path had been laid before him, and only time would tell where it lead.


The Accursed Curse

Chapter 2 - The Accursed Curse



- Day 2 -




~*~

The Following Morning...

~*~




The glow of the rising sun shined through the car window, casting enough of a light on the unconscious Andrew to cause a stir. What started as a grouchy turn of the head abruptly switched to a surprised spring up from the seat he slept upon. With a loud gasp, he looked around, panicked and groggy. Glancing down at himself, he saw that he still looked like his good old self. Patting all around his body, giving a few tugs at his messy, short hair, and pawing at various other places above and under his clothes, everything seemed to be in order. Tentatively, he grabbed the crotch of his pants. 



Thankfully, it was still there, right where he left it.



After such a relieving confirmation, Andy heaved a sigh of relief as he grumbled, "A dream... ugh, what a horrible dream." 



As he glanced around from inside the car, he did in fact remember driving into the cul-de-sac. Things up until the parking of the car were a complete blur to him, however. Only vague fragments still lingered in his mind, the likes of which he avoided dwelling upon in any significant detail, as they didn't exactly put him at ease. 



Shooting a brief stare down to his watch, he realized that it was almost six in the morning.  



Wow, I was out for a long time, he thought. Wonder if... huh... wonder if someone slipped me drugs at the party? That's all I need. I knew I shouldn't have trusted them.



He shook his head around in an attempt to hasten the waking process as he reached forward to turn the key still hanging from the ignition. All seemed well until the car decided that it didn't feel like moving today. With the blunt force of an anvil landing on his head, his situation dawned on him. 



I fell asleep with the car on, didn't I? I am such an idiot. Shit!



After trying the car a few more times, he eventually conceded defeat; it just wasn't going to budge. He then bitterly scooped his phone off the floor under the driver's seat and stepped out of the car. His expression was the embodiment of pissed off, which was a reasonable reaction in the grand scheme of things. 



After a quick dial, he found himself being answered rather quickly, which helped simmer the irritation down a notch. "Kylie? I need a ride. My car's out of gas. Could you help me out?" 



"Andrew!? Do you realize how fucking worried I've been about you?!" Kylie nearly freaked out on the other end. "Fuck's sake, where are you?"



"Calm down! You're sounding like my mom," Andrew groaned as he brushed a hand through his messy hair. "I'm over on Kincaid, I kind of stranded myself and uh... yeah, kind of need your help. I'll owe you double if you pick me up, or something."



Kylie audibly grumbled to herself before replying with an irritated, "Alright, well, dad has a spare can of petrol. I'll bring that to you. Deal?"



"Deal. I'll wait out on the corner." Andrew managed yet another relieved sigh. He felt terrible for having to inconvenience his best friend once again, but he wasn't about to push the car home. 



After a mercifully short fifteen minutes, Kylie's black pick-up truck pulled up around the corner and parked behind Andy's car, the beastly Ford towering over the crumpling tin of a vehicle before it. Jumping out, she was still in her Yoda pajamas, only with sneakers lazily thrown on. Hair a mess, she had just barely woken up. She was quick to run up and scoop Andy into a big hug, though, in spite of her noted irritation. 



"Fuck, I'm so glad you're all right!" shouted Kylie. "I got your voice message! What happened?!"



Grunting from the surprising strength she put into her arms, Andy tried his best to return the hug without letting on to the fact that he was being crushed. "I dunno, it was weird... I guess I must have passed out and kinda... hallucinated a little beforehand," he cautiously explained.



"Goddamn, dude." Kylie pulled away from Andy and walked over to her truck, yanking the red gas can out of the back and setting it on top of Andy's car. "I thought you'd gotten hurt, or something. I didn't even know where you were, or I'd have called the cops. Not cool."



"I know, I'm really sorry about that, I just thought I was in a really bad spot." He tiredly rubbed at his face as he approached his car and scooped the gas can under his arm. "I think someone slipped me something at the party."



"Well, at least you're safe. I can rest easy knowing that you're not curled up in a ditch somewhere." Kylie lazily flashed a limp-wristed wave, as if to perish the thought with a single motion. "But ugh... whatever, y'know? Forget about it. Want to grab some food later on? I need to get out of the house."



Despite his grogginess, he still had to double take at that grating shift in subjects. There he was, standing in the cold, expecting to be put on full blast after his dramatic episode. 



"Buh--well-- huh?" said Andy. "Oh! You mean-- yeah, sure, we can hang later. You coming to me, or am I coming to you?"



"I'll just show up at your place after I get off work," Kylie clarified as she sauntered back to her truck. "Try not to get yourself into any more trouble, alright?"



Loosing a slightly embarrassed laugh, Andrew inclined his head in a small nod. "Don't worry, I'll just lay low for now. See you later, Kylie!"



"See ya when I see ya, Grumpy," Kylie smiled as she climbed into the truck and slammed the door shut.



The hulking beast of a truck didn't waste time in clearing out of the cul-de-sac with its rumbling engine rattling the windows of the nearby houses. Taking that as his cue to leave as well, Andrew filled up his car, hopped in, and sped away. His first thought was home, no question about it. He was sore, hungry, and tired. The prospect of having to nap in his car for another minute was unheard of in his mind.



Once back home, his mother was nowhere to be seen in the darkened abode. Upon further inspection upstairs, however, he did catch a glimpse of someone occupying his mother's bed with an oscillating fan pointed at the sleeping, sheet-cover figure. It was extremely unlikely it was anyone else, so he simply slipped away as quietly as he came in, secretly hoping he wouldn't get scolded for his overnight absence when she woke up.



Scott free, he thought. Time to stay out of trouble, I guess.



Andrew kicked his shoes off and fixed himself a large bowl of sugary cereal in the kitchen before eventually deciding to retire to his room for some actual rest on an actual bed. 



After heading up the stairs, he pushed open the first door he came across with the back of his wrist, effortlessly sliding it open.  He was immediately greeted by the sight of a cramped, but livable space. Against the wall was a minimalist desk with a sole computer monitor stood atop it with a keyboard and mouse, and a large, black gaming PC towering next to them with a few USB sticks scattered before it. The walls were plastered with posters of things ranging from Metroid to Star Wars to The Elder Scrolls, and everything in between. 



Neatly lined up at the foot of a messily made bed was an elevated stand where a small flat screen television rested, with video game consoles spanning several generations meticulously placed on the shelves directly below it. Andy's eyes were only on one thing, however - that bed, which seemed more inviting than ever. 



There was no screwing around with games or social media, he simply threw most of his clothes onto the floor and fell onto his bed face first with an unceremonious (THUD).



As he curled up in his covers, the memories of the dream began to crop up in his mind again, urging him awake from time to time as anxiety welled up in the pit of his stomach. It was strange, as no other dream had shaken him to the core quite so much as that, and yet, he couldn't rid it from his thoughts. The realistic nature of it hit far too close to home. That is, if it really was a dream. He had his doubts hidden away in the lesser known parts of his mind that he dared not delve too deeply into. 



He couldn't help but think, What if it was real? before promptly silencing such a ridiculous question.



Eventually, after what seemed like an hour of running the same troubled thoughts through his head in analytical repetition, his body relented to exhaustion, and he slipped into a deep slumber.



~*~

Later That Day...

~*~




(BANG, BANG, BANG!!)





Andrew sprung up in his bed with a frightened shout as a rumbling pound came from his door. Scurrying out of bed, taking most of the sheets and blankets with him, he threw open the door to the sight of Kylie, standing there with a bit of a smirk on her face.



"You couldn't be any quieter?!" Andy shouted as he brought a hand up to his chest and took a deep breath. "Damn, dude."



"That was loud?" asked Kylie, apparently feigning obliviousness judging by the fact that she hadn't wiped the sarcastic grin away. "Huh, sorry about that. I just came to see if you were still up for food." 



"Food? Oh, right! What time is it?" He glanced over to his clock, looking rather shocked that he pretty much slept the entire day away, "Oh, only 9 PM. No biggie... I think." 



"Psh, yeah, you lazy-arse. Anyway, you ready?" Kylie reached into the room and flipped the light switch to the side of the door frame, illuminating Andy and revealing his incredibly messy bed head.



"Yeah, hang on. I nearly had a heart attack from that." He tossed the blankets back onto the bed, revealing that he was wearing nothing but socks and white briefs as he walked over to his closet. "I'll get dressed, gimme a second." 



"Alright, Captain Underpants, I'll go get the truck ready," she hummed a laugh, then closed Andy's bedroom door.



With a quiet, mildly amused, "Fuckin' Kylie," he went on to get himself dressed, throwing on a pair of black jeans, a wrinkled green T-shirt, and his favorite black hoodie with a golden Hylian crest emblazoned on the back. Slipping his shoes on and jogging downstairs, he shot a passing glance to his mother who was laying on the couch, completely covered in blankets. "Mom, I'll be back in a bit."



"Alright, be back by midnight this time, please," she tried to say as the blankets muffled her voice. 



After hopping into Kylie's pick-up truck, the two rode off into the night. In the small bits of light coming from the illuminated dash, Andy took the opportunity to get a better look at his red headed friend's attire. She looked unusually under dressed for a night on the town, only sporting a pair of basketball shorts and a plain black T-shirt with an unbuttoned flannel shirt rolled up at the sleeves lazily thrown over it



"Just get out of bed?" he asked in response to her clothes.



"Kind of, yeah. Work's getting me fed up, I just wanna cut loose right now." Kylie bounced her shoulders in a light shrug. "Anyway, where you feel like going?"



Andy shrugged. "I'unno, wherever you want. I'm not feeling too picky tonight."



"Hmm.... Pat's it is, then! I'm feelin' like chili dogs tonight," she smiled excitedly. 



Andrew fell silent for the duration of the ride, quietly mulling over the dream he had, or thought he had. After a few minutes of driving, they pulled up to Pat's diner, which was a modest little eatery that sported a retro, 1950's aesthetic to it, with all the unnecessary curves and excessive neon lights that made it stick out from the modern fast food places nearby. A lovely smoked beef scent wafted from the restaurant that would make anybody in the neighborhood come running, save for people who didn't eat meat. Probably one of the reasons why the place had gotten so much business.



Upon parking and stepping out of the truck, Andrew immediately began to feel dizzy, having to make a grab for the side of the truck to keep himself from falling over. He recalled it to be a disorientation not unlike last night, which incited worry in the groggy young man. He tried to shake the feeling as he walked towards Pat's with Kylie, which seemed to work for a little while. 



"Damn, you look sick as a dog," observed Kylie as she looked Andrew up and down while passing between the parked employee cars.



"Yeah, I think I might be coming down with something," said Andy as he wiped a cold sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. "Which figures, y'know? I just got done dealing with a flu."



Kylie chucked as Andrew pushed the doors to the eatery open, allowing her passage as she tailed close behind. "The universe must really be pissed off at you lately, dude."



The inside of the eatery was devoid of customers, both because it was near closing time, and because everyone seemed to order from the drive-thru instead. The only other life stirring in the place were the employees, of which there seemed to be about four. It worked out, since Andrew didn't exactly feel gabbing the stares of other people, anyway, as he didn't look particularly healthful and perky. 



The two approached the registers, being greeted by an exhausted-looking man with a short goatee behind the counter. Much like the other employees in view, he was dressed in a bright red and yellow T-shirt bearing the stylized cursive logo of the restaurant, and wore a baseball cap with a small plastic hot dog mounted on the top for novelty's sake.



"Hey there! How may I take your order tonight?" the man asked with a smile, completely contradicting his outward appearance with the show of enthusiasm. 



"Heya, I'll have two chili dogs and a Coke, please. A small Coke. Weeeell... large Coke. Wait... yeah, large," requested Kylie as she fished her wallet from her pocket. "What'll you have?" she asked as she looked over to Andrew, noticing that his face appeared unusually pale and clammy in the light. "Uh, maybe you should sit down, Grumpy."



Andy snapped out of a state of deep thought, turning his attention over to the general direction he heard the talking come from. "Oh, uh, yeah, you're probably right. I'll have the same as her," he uttered in a timid nature before walking on over to one of the various empty tables, picking one near a window so he didn't feel so cooped up. 



The man behind the register also seemed to notice the odd appearance Andy took on. "Been a long day for your friend, huh?" he asked over to Kylie as he typed on the register.



"Oh, definitely. Poor guy, got himself stranded and I had to come and rescue his arse," Kylie chuckled as she placed a twenty on the counter to pay for the food.



Back at the table, Andy began to take very quiet, deep breaths as he felt his temperature rise to feverish levels. Placing his hands flat on the table, he shook his head a few times, trying to ward off the woozy feeling that was quickly washing over him. It was then that he experienced a sharp pinching sensation along his hands. Before his eyes, he witnessed his fingers begin to subtly thin out as the hair on his knuckles stood up on end and silently receded back into his skin, and with his sleeves rolled up, he was able to catch his arm hair vanish, too, leaving an unusually silk-soft surface in the wake of the disappearance.



No way... no fucking way, Andrew thought as his vision once again slipped in and out of focus, distorting the world around him into a blended mess of colors for brief intervals. This isn't real. This isn't real. I'm tripping out.



His mind became a jumble of thoughts as his anxieties ran high. He felt like he was losing his mind for a second before he snapped out of it to the sound of Kylie showing up with the food and drinks, placing the platter on the table and taking a seat across from Andy.



"Well, that didn't cost as much as I thought it would." Kylie smiled softly, once again commenting on her friend's sickly appearance, "Are you sure you're good? You're giving me a weird vibe over here." 



Hiding his hands below the table, Andrew nodded with an ambivalent look upon his face, "Yeah, I'm cool. I think I might ha--" He abruptly paused as his voice sharply rose a few octaves mid-sentence, causing him to reach up and make a grab for his throat.



Kylie perked up and responded with an amused, "Whoa, hello there, spontaneous voice crack! You going through a second puberty on me?"



Andrew put forth his best facade as he pushed out a meager laugh and pretended as though he caught something in his throat. "Heh, nah, nah, I think I swallowed a bug, or something. Damn fast food places," he joked, clearing his throat every few words in an attempt to correct the sudden change in his voice. 



"You sure?" Kylie laughed. "Your voice is about as high as mine, it's kind of weird. I mean... it's cool, but in a weird way, I guess." She grabbed for her soda and began sipping cola through a straw.



Andrew's false smile faltered as a tingling spread across his entire body. It was the most peculiar thing, as if an army of ants were marching under his clothes. Like his hands and arms, the rest of his body hair was vanishing under the cover of his attire. The little hair that did remain on his body, particularly on his head, became incredibly soft and velvety, as though he'd been standing in a hot shower the whole day up to that point. The missing body hair didn't seem to become immediately noticeable until the traces of stubble that covered Andy's cheeks and chin mysteriously retreated.



Snap out of it! You're freaking out! Maybe whatever they slipped me at the party is still hanging around in me. There's got to be a logical explanation for this.



Even Kylie squinted her eyes from the disparity as she adjusted her glasses. "Huh... that's odd."



"Uh, what's odd?" Andy nervously asked as he tried to play it straight, grabbing for one of the chili dogs, all while carefully concealing his slender fingers beneath his hoodie's sleeves. 



"Like..." Kylie abruptly stood out of her seat and leaned forward, coming within inches of Andy's face. "I could'a sworn you came in here with some fuzz on your face. Maybe I'm high, I don't know." She shrugged, then sat herself back down.



With his free hand, Andrew brushed a palm across his face, noting the absence of hair along his jawline. "I uh, I scraped it off with my nails like in the movie Hancock, you just missed it," he smiled, taking a small bite of his chili dog.



He tried and tried again to play it cool, brush off whatever ailment continued to pester him. Stupidly so, he thought. But just because he dismissed it didn't mean that it stopped on his behalf. Without warning, the most excruciating pain hit his lower stomach like a Bowie knife, making Andrew slouch over with a stifled yelp and cross his arms over his midsection, dropping the food back onto the platter. Had he been anywhere else, that yelp would have been a scream. 



After pain that intense, he thought that, at best, it was some infection or biological disorder manifesting itself in a violent way. At worst, he had injured himself and was in need of medical attention. 



Unbeknownst to him, neither answer was the correct one. 



Deep inside of him, a force beyond understanding twisted flesh, manipulated cells, and altered the very makeup of his DNA. In reality, the pain was of a component of his natural self, his prostate, shifting of its own volition, aggressively reshaping itself inside and out to suit a new function.



Jolting at the volatile reaction, Kylie quickly set her soda down as a look of shock painted across her face. "Oh shit! Are you okay?!"



"Fine, fine!" Andrew assured in a quavering voice, trying his best to look Kylie in the eyes as he pushed exaggerated breaths through his mouth. "The food! It's really urgh... really hot. Burnt my tongue."



"Well, be careful, silly!" Kylie breathed a short laugh as she shook her head. "At least let it cool off before you start stuffing your face."



Andrew only nodded again with a timid "Mhmm." 



It was impossible for him to focus on anything other than the unnatural lurches occurring within him. Still, he pressed on, bullying himself to stay sat there at the table, refusing to let on that anything truly serious were happening. But even he had trouble believing that stupidly stubborn lie. 



"Well, one of the big reasons I brought you out here was because I wanted to talk to you about something, away from everybody," Kylie began. "That, and I'm actually hungry and wanted company, but fuck it, you already knew that." With one end of her mouth raised in a sarcastic smile, she took a bite of her chili dog.



"Oh yeah?" Andy grumbled, holding in his pained groans with every bit of willpower he had in him. "W-what was that?"



Dragging a napkin across her lips, Kylie continued, "Well, that message you sent me. It was kind of weird timing. You see..." She paused, turning her eyes up to the ceiling. "Uh, how do I say this? Basically, your mum let on to something about you a year back. That you had a... condition."



Andrew's eyes narrowed. "...Condition?"



"Yeah, but your mum was kind of vague about it," Kylie added. "Like, she mentioned that I should keep an eye on you once you turned eighteen, but she didn't say why. Your message kind of worried me, because I thought it might be related to that condition she mentioned." 



Andrew's worries began to multiply as he slowly began to catch on to what might have been happening. He nodded in response, but that was about it. There wasn't much else he could think to do, as he tried his absolute hardest to suppress his physical agony. 



Still under the cover of clothes, his sides curved inwards, while his hips painfully cracked outward. The snapping and mending of the bone would have been enough to put anyone on the ground crying, but somehow, he was managing it incredibly well. It was as if his pain threshold had increased tenfold. The last thing he wanted to do was cause a scene, but the more his body revolted against him, the greater the urge to panic became.



It seemed with every passing second, something else about him was changing against his will, distracting him from carrying on the conversation in any meaningful way. Not long after, his buttocks began to collect fat and push outward, producing a more pronounced rear which strained against his already ill-fitting pants from his freshman year in high school. Almost simultaneously as that occurred, his shoulders and collarbone shrunk, reducing his frame significantly. Outwardly, he appeared to have simply been slouching his shoulders, but the progressively loose-fitting hoodie could easily lead to an explanation of the contrary. 



Time was running out, and he knew it. 



Shit, shit, I can't... this isn't... what's happening to me?! You stupid idiot, just get up and leave! Something's very clearly not right, the hell's the matter with you?! GET. UP. 



Kylie's lips pulled thin as she stared Andrew down with mildly irritated scrutiny. It was bound to happen with him sitting there silent with a half-agonized, half-terrified grimace slapped on his face. 



"Alright, quit taking the piss, dude, do you need to go home, or what?" she sighed.



Andrew let out a ragged breath as he parted his lips, but as his voice began to sound, it quickly devolved into an unintelligible groan as his eyes widened and his body visibly tensed. All he could articulate was a short, confused, "I, uh..." before he blanked. 



Down in his undercarriage, his perineum dimpled to the sound of squirming flesh. As that occurred, his testes began to ascend, pressing against his groin with great force as his sac tightened around them. His whole reproductive system was, in a sense, short circuiting, which also caused his member to engorge and stand at attention within his briefs. The persistence of the mysterious force drawing his gonads towards his body eventually inundated the tender flesh, causing it to buckle and give way to the sound of an abrupt, wet (SHLORP).



"Gyugh!" Andrew uttered, overwhelmed with shock. 



It didn't even register for the first few seconds just what had happened down there, but the distinct sensation of a hard ovoid object worming its way through his gut was as unmistakable as it got.



"Wait, what?!" Kylie burst out laughing in surprise, but she quickly took on a look of mild disgust. "The hell was that noise?! No, no, what was that?"



Speaking again in a panicked tone, his voice sounded even higher than the last time he spoke, occasionally cracking lower in a radically inconsistent manner. "K-Kylie, I-I can't-- I need-- I-I think I need to--" He suddenly cut his sentence short as he realized that the assault on his nethers hadn't concluded.



Immediately following, another muffled sound came from below the table, in the form of a more aggressively nauseating (Schler-FWOP) that caused Andrew to make a startled grab for the edge of the table as another pained groan came from him. His legs instinctively slammed together as another object jerked its way up into his waist. He knew what they were, what he'd just lost. He just couldn't believe it. The deflated flap of skin pressing between his thighs made certain he was aware, though.



"You need to... what?" Kylie murmured, confusion thickly laced within her inflection.



"I-I've..." was the extent of what Andrew was able to muster as he stared down at the table, a look of progressively deepening, paralyzing fear and muddled concentration plastered upon his features.    



Between his hips, his testes were yanked through flesh and muscle, anchoring themselves firmly at opposite ends of what was left of his prostate. The two sex organs then shrunk down in size with a searing pinch, all while the reproductive cells within them underwent an impossibly complex metamorphosis. With his scrotum emptied, it, too, reshaped, producing noises akin to wet skin being crumpled and slowly ripped, extending down the length of his perineum to meet the dimpled portion of flesh, and merging with it as the center of his sac bisected down the seam, with pink folds blooming from within the vertical split.  



While Andrew couldn't see what was going on, the otherworldly, alien shifting of skin and flesh created an image in his mind too disturbingly vivid for the young man to comprehend. It was then that the dimple below rapidly caved in with the force of a hard punch, carving out a tunnel of violently contracting muscles, which elicited another low, pained groan from the transforming man as he squeezed his legs even tighter, cradling his waist with his arms. Within his groin, the canal rapidly extended upwards into his body until connecting with what had been remade to become a uterus, bridging the path to a newly finished internal femininity.



It was in that instant of completion that a rush of warmth flooded the reproductive anatomy within him, further reinforcing an already dead-serious and crystal-clear fact to him.



Kylie only looked on, not even touching her food. It was all too bizarre for her to simply shrug off anymore. The way Andrew's clothes hung from his body, the strange behavior he displayed, and now the unnatural noises coming from below the table. It was then that a realization hit her, willing her to peer out the window into the sky. Beyond the thick clouds, the moon lit the night sky brilliantly, and although not entirely full, was still visible. 



"Wait... are you telling me...?" she glanced back to Andrew, staring in silent amazement.



Any questions directed at Andrew went unnoticed as he was too absorbed in the insanity of what was going on to even allow his attention to be drawn away. Soon after, a peculiar electric sensation numbed the length of Andy's member. Only then did he turn his eyes downward in some vain attempt at ascertaining what was happening down there. His legs pulled apart, and through the various creases and imperfections in the fabric, he could make out the contours of his engorged sex organ resting in his pants. He was a heartbeat away from reaching down there, but something stopped him as soon as the thought had even entered his mind to do so. 



The electric sensation had escalated in intensity, becoming more painful and ferocious until it evolved into an invasive vacuuming feeling. Within the darkness of his underwear, his urethra had sealed shut, instead relocating to the fleshy valley that was hidden between the lips of what used to be his scrotum. His glans fused to his shaft as it rapidly broke down on a cellular level, shrinking away at a brutally quick speed. The skin of his member turned raw and pink as it tightened, retreating towards his groin.



Andrew could only watch in mute horror as the shape of something he'd comfortably kept since birth withdrew and withered away before him, deflating the fabric that kept him modest with a deeply sickening slosh of folding, morphing skin. It continued to retreat, unrelenting, inches turning to millimeters, until it reached a point where he couldn't even detect its presence anymore. 



Within that fleeting moment, the last trace of his physical masculinity had ceased to be.



A cold chill ran up his spine and made the hair on the back of his neck stand up as he stared down at the crumpled denim laying flat between his open legs.  It was a visceral fear unlike any he had ever encountered. Nothing his racing mind could conjure could have possibly accurately described the silent panic he was rapidly losing his composure to. 



After staring downward for several seconds, in a quavering voice no longer his own, he whimpered,"M-my...."  



"Andrew, are you... well, okay?" Kylie carefully asked.



Then, and only then did he finally realize Kylie had been staring at him the entire time, at which point his cheeks flushed a deep red. Hands twitchy with wracked nerves, he shot them down to his crotch and began a frantic search, showing no concern for who saw him anymore. 



Kylie's brow furrowed, seeing where Andy's hands had gone, although they were out of sight since he was on the opposite end of the table. "Oh, cool," she muttered somewhat sourly. "Y'know, just go right at it with me sitting here-- what the hell are you doing down there?!" She then dipped her head beneath the table.  



It was all wrong. Everywhere Andy's hands had felt were met with an all too foreign absence beneath the fabric, devoid of any sort of particular shape. 



Oh God, oh God! This isn't happening! This can't be happening!! Where is it?! Goddammit, where is it?!



In desperation, he pulled the bottom of his shirt up and slipped a slender hand below the hem of his pants, raising the waistband of his briefs with his fingertips and gripping the entirety of his palm over his groin. His hand was quickly met with two raised ridges of silken skin that ran down vertically the length of his undercarriage, starting at the apex of his pubis and extending all the way down to his taint. 



It was at that moment a nuke went off in his head, utterly and completely shattering any conceptions or doubts he could have had to pieces. 



Everything he hoped was just a bad dream had turned out to be real after all. 



Kylie's eyes widened when she saw Andy's hand stuff down his pants. "Wait, wait, wait, what?!" she shrieked as she popped her head back over the table to find him staring down with his mouth hanging open and an even more intense blush dominating his face, as if experiencing the most unreal mix of disbelief and embarrassment. "Holy crap, was that the sound of your--""



Andrew immediately cut her off, sputtering an incredibly fast and frightened, "Kylie, I need to go!"  



He then pried his hand free of his jeans and bolted up from his seat, banging the table loudly with his knees as he moved. With fists balled at his sides, he hurried over to the restrooms, nearly tripping himself up along the way.



With her hands over her mouth, Kylie simply stared forward, blinking in stunned awe. "Oh my giddy aunt, she wasn't bullshitting after all?!" 



Andrew dashed into the men's room and locked the door behind him, not wanting to be followed in the wake of such humiliation. By then, he was hyperventilating, ready to pass out, but some iron will was keeping him on his feet - barely. As he stumbled over to the mirror, making a lazy check to see that nobody was in the stalls, he saw that the features of his face were already smoothing out. In a stark contrast to the rest of his transformation thus far, his face reshaping was relatively painless, only experiencing the sensation of pins and needles gently poking his skin. 



As he stared himself down, he was able to witness first-hand his masculine jawline recede, and his nose squirm down to a smaller, more petite button of sorts. His eyebrows seemed to magically trim and shape themselves as if an invisible razor was grooming them, turning them into elegant streaks which glided across his brow line. His lips also received a subtle change, with both of them increasing in volume ever so slightly, fading out to a lighter shade of pink. Various other spots along his cheeks and chin appeared to boil beneath the skin as they took on newer, albeit softer, decidedly less rugged features. 



Only a short moment had passed, and Andrew was staring at someone he barely recognized as himself. It quickly became difficult to observe, however, as his bangs lowered down over his face. Reaching up to part them, he saw the messy bunch of brown hair over the rest of his head sweep down into flowing locks, spilling down to his shoulders. Thankfully, the adrenaline rush meant that the intense burning that would have spread across his scalp was almost unnoticeable by that point.



Kylie gently knocked on the door, trying to grab the attention of her friend within. Despite the emptiness of the restaurant, a few of the employees there had begun to notice something was amiss. "Andy? Are you okay in there?"



"No, I'm not. I'm really, really not okay," Andy finally responded in an uneven inflection, as though he were ready to break down crying.



Finally, a huge force crashed into Andrew's torso, knocking the breath out of him. A profound prickle spread across his pectoral muscles, centering particularly around his nipples. After what had already happened, it wasn't hard for him to figure out what was going to happen next. Hesitantly, he removed his hoodie, then pulled his shirt off, tossing both to the floor. Standing there, bare bodied from the waist up, his reflection resembled, in almost every aspect, a young woman. 



There was only one thing missing. Two, to be exact.  



"ARGH! Shit!" he shouted through a labored pant as he leaned against the sink; his heart thumping heavily against his rib cage as the prickle sensation worsened. 



It wasn't long before his dark areolae remolded themselves, turning pale-pink and half dollar-sized. A mass then erupted within the flesh beneath his them, pushing out in pulsating gushes, expanding into circular mounds. It felt as if someone was pumping air into his chest like some sort of human balloon. Before the pressure reached the point of lighting his senses aflame with pain again, it stopped, leaving two rather modest breasts to claim proud dominion upon his chest. 



Somewhat anticlimactic for the trouble they caused, though the thought never occurred to him at the time. 



With that, there was now a physically complete woman staring back at Andrew in the mirror, looking distraught and confused as he reached his hands up and tentatively cupped the new assets as if to verify their existence. 



It was a wild ride; one that he never asked for. It wasn't fun, arousing, or even amazing to him. It only served to break his spirit to pieces as he saw the submission he'd been clobbered into by a force that he didn't even understand. He felt emasculated, defeated, and vulnerable, and no matter how badly he tried to deny the brutal reality that now stared him in the face, there was no running from it. 



Andy stood there for several minutes, staring himself down in the mirror with absolutely no idea what to do next. As the adrenaline wore down, a curiosity began to rear its ugly head. It was a morbid one, but still a curiosity all the same. There was still the matter of what became of his manhood; he never even bothered to check - not properly, anyway. Not with his own eyes. On one hand, he sorely didn't want to, yet on the other, he couldn't just let something of that magnitude slide. 



With trembling hands, chattering teeth, and a racing heartbeat, he began to undo his jeans and brace himself for the worst.



Meanwhile, Kylie leaned against the restroom door with her arms folded and a worried frown on her face. "Andy?..."



The employee with the goatee swung out from around the corner and approached Kylie, pointing towards the men's room door. "Your friend all right in there?"



Kylie nodded, not even bothering with the pleasantry of a fake smile anymore. "Yeah, he's just caught a bug, and--"



"AAAAAHHHH!!!!" rung a terrified scream from beyond the door, startling Kylie and every employee in the building. 



"Who the hell was that?!" one of the female employees shouted from the kitchen as a more heavy-set man in restaurant uniform bearing the tag of 'Assistant Manager' on his shirt marched over impatiently.



"Hey, hey! Is there a problem here, miss?!" the bespectacled blond manager barked.



"No, no!" Kylie pressed. "I promise, it's just a little episode my friend is having! He'll be all right!"



Suddenly, the restroom door flew open to reveal Andrew, entirely metamorphosed into a female, having lazily thrown all his clothes back on. His face was drained of color as if he'd seen a ghost, and without a word, he forced his way through the small congregation that had formed in his path and quickly stormed out the exit.



Kylie stood there, mouth agape after witnessing the end result of whatever had just happened. After a short pause, she added, "Holy... uh... it... looks... like everything's fine with my friend, now! Okay, bye!" She bolted over to the table, gathered up her phone, and ran out of the eatery, shouting, "ANDY, WAIT!!"



All of the employees simply stood there, confused out of their minds as they shot bewildered stares at one another. Finally, one of them curtly muttered, "What the fuck just happened?"


Confession Time

Chapter 3 - Confession Time




After the exceptionally embarrassing transformation had concluded, there was now a burning desire to find out more about just what could have caused such an otherwordly change in a person's body. Andrew wasted no time in hopping into Kylie's truck as she chased after him, conceding that perhaps the best approach really was to just get the hell out of there -- and that's exactly what they did. With a loud screech from the off-road tires, the hulking truck recklessly sped from Pat's parking lot and onto the highway, narrowly avoiding a passing bus.



"Fuck, FUCK! I can't believe this!" Andy began, practically losing his mind as he ranted and raved. "All this time, you knew about this, and you didn't tell me?! What the hell, Kylie?!" he shouted over at her from the passenger's seat.



"I'm sorry! I thought it was a load of crap! Can you blame me?!" Kylie gave a frustrated slap on the steering wheel as she tried her best to concentrate on the road. "Fuck's sake, Andrew, it's not like I did it on purpose. It's not like your mum was particularly specific!"



"Yeah, well, you got me into this mess, now you can help get me back out of it!" sneered Andy as he crossed his arms at his stomach and launched his knee up into the glove box with a loud bang.



"Oh, I got you into this mess?! The fuckin' cheek!" Kylie reached over and slapped Andy against the back of his head, causing his long bangs to sweep over his face. It wasn't something meant to hurt him, but it was definitely meant to aggressively snap him back to reality and quit talking nonsense. "Don't be a dick, Andrew! This is as fucked up for me as it is for you!"



Andy glared at Kylie for a moment, then glanced down to the floor of the truck. He realized that he was being unfair to her rather quickly. "Sorry... I'm sorry," he muttered, quickly calming his angry huffing as his temper simmered down.



"Sorry for hitting you, but damn, now you've got me all panicked, too! You think this isn't weird for me?!" Kylie shook her head, pressing a thumb to her glasses to slide them back up the bridge of her nose before they flew off her face. "I didn't know you were gonna turn into a girl on me! You can't prepare someone for that!" 



Andy was lost for words. The more he relinquished the heat of the moment, the more he felt the devastation of what had just happened hitting him with full force. Flashes of the previous hour and the night before flashed in his mind, constantly reminding him of what had happened, as if he wasn't already aware. There was only so much one person could take.



His eyes welled up as he curled against the door and placed his hands over his face, finally having reached a breaking point.  



"Why did this have to happen to me?! I mean, what did I do to deserve this?!" he sniffled from behind his palms, drawing in sharp, sudden breaths in his hysteria. 



Seeing her gender-bent friend bunched up in his seat crying like that was all Kylie needed to see to truly realize the gravity of the situation. Andy never cried in front of anyone, not even in the most dire of circumstances. They were only a few blocks from home, but she couldn't help herself. Pulling into the nearby public pool's vacant parking lot, she allowed herself at least a few moments to try and console her friend. 



As soon as the truck came to a stop, Kylie pulled off her seat belt, scooted over and gathered Andy into a big hug. In a voice so quiet and gentle, she reassured him, "It's gonna be okay, Grumpy. I understand this is scary for you; this is scary for me, too. We just need to keep our heads in this. We're gonna go talk to your mum, she'll help us fix this, okay?" 



Pulling his hands off his face with a loud sniffle and brushing the hair out of his eyes, Andy nodded and murmured a short, "Okay." 



He had simply fallen to pieces. It was difficult to make out his face through the long hair and low light, but there was an undeniable look of anguish that he was trying to stifle back. The effort to put on his brave face was valiant, but ultimately, he was just too shaken up to hide it anymore.



All he could hope for was that somebody could help pull him out of that predicament.



***






After a short delay, the duo drove the extra couple blocks and made it back to Andy's house. Pulling up into the driveway, Kylie hopped out with a sense of urgency, while Andrew sluggishly dropped out onto his feet with a short stumble. His entire body ached without end, and with a new center of gravity introduced to him by whatever had twisted his anatomy in the first place, he was left to drunkenly weave his way up the driveway.



Every footfall felt foreign to him in his hour of existential dread. The heightened octaves that accompanied simple breaths, the hair that obscured his vision, the slight weight upon his chest, his clothes slack in places, yet straining the seams in others. The cold absence below the belt that made itself known upon any movement of his legs. All of it was like a cold slap to the face as he puzzled just what virus, technology, or sorcery could have done this to him.



Answers escaped him, even inferred ones. He clutched to a shred of hope that perhaps, if he was lucky enough, his mother really would be able to help him.



As the two made their way through the front door and into the living room, the sight that greeted them was a woman outstretched on one of the couches, playing the PS3 hooked up to the living room's television.



She looked to be in her late thirties, and wore her cocoa-colored hair in a neat little bun. Though she was partially wrapped in a blanket, it was still apparent she was lounging about in nothing but a white T-shirt and a pair of basketball shorts. Standard lounging affair as far as they were concerned.



This day couldn't suck any worse. All this, and now I have to let mom in on it. But I can't just not tell her. She'd have found out sooner or later.



"Mom." Andy approached the woman with short, hesitant steps. "I need help," he said tentatively. 



"Hm?" The lounging gamer mom glanced over to look at Andy. 



The sight of the apparent stranger caught her off guard. She had even parted her lips bearing a look of confusion, as if to ask who the guest was. But she knew. They could tell that she knew who it was. Her reaction was tame, with a solemn and silent nod as she looked over her son and the state he ended up in. She set the controller down and sat up with a small frown. 



"Well, shit. I can't say I've been looking forward to this talk," she said, a subtle sense of guilt in each syllable. 



"Why is this happening to me?!" Andy pulled off his hoodie and threw it across the room in a bunch. "And why did you keep it a secret from me?!" his voice faltered as he nearly broke out crying again.



"Madeline," Kylie stepped forward, addressing the mother, "I'm so sorry, I thought you were just joking about the whole condition. I didn't think it was all that big a deal to tell her--... him," she corrected herself, noticing Andrew wince upon the swapped pronoun. "Sorry, Andy."



Madeline stepped up from the couch and scooped Andrew up into a loving hug. "I'm so sorry I didn't tell you, honey. That was very irresponsible of me. I didn't realize how badly it would hit you when the time came." She sighed softly with her sort-of son in her arms. The sound of sniffling was muffled from within the hug as he began to sob once more. 



"I know Andy wants to know how to fix this as much as I do," said Kylie. "Please, is there anything that can be done? Anything at all?" 



Madeline fell silent for a moment as she comforted Andrew in her arms. She had a clear look of regret on her face, but also that of contemplation. The gears in her head were turning, and now that the situation had finally unfolded, there was all the more reason to figure out a way to solve it. "In the morning. Okay?" She looked down to Andy. "We can figure this out in the morning, Andrew. Just, head upstairs and I'll be there in a minute, alright?" 



Andy nodded, turning to face Kylie briefly with sorrowful, bloodshot eyes, but breaking eye contact almost immediately. No part of him wanted to be seen in such a pitiful state, even by a close friend.



Once out of earshot, Madeline turned to Kylie and approached her. "Don't worry, he'll change back in the morning," she assured the concerned redhead. "Head back here tomorrow morning and I'll explain everything I know. I just, need time to collect my thoughts. I've got some real damage control to do."



"Alright," Kylie nodded, running her hands through her hair with an exasperated sigh. "I'm gonna go home for now. I've got a lot of thinking to do myself." She turned and began to exit out the way she came, muttering, "Please, be okay, Grumpy." 



The sound of her truck starting up and driving away assured Madeline the privacy she needed to comfort Andy in peace. There was no getting around it. Time to bite the bullet. Turning off the television and game console, she headed upstairs and into Andrew's room to hopefully calm him down until morning arrived or he fell asleep. 



Slowly creaking his door open, Madeline quietly stepped in to see Andy laying face down on his bed with muffled whimpers coming from him. 



"Honey..." Madeline began, taking a seat on the edge of his bed as she placed a hand on his back. "Sweetie, look at me," she said, her voice sounding exceptionally reserved in light of the situation.



Swiftly pulling his head out of his pillow and facing Madeline, he again had to push the hair out of his eyes. It was clear that it was quickly becoming an annoyance to him. "Why did you keep this from me?! You knew this was going to happen, and you didn't tell me?!"



Madeline cast her eyes downward in guilt, but tried to keep eye contact as best she could, despite how badly it was visibly tearing her up inside. "I know, Andy, I screwed up so, so badly. You have every right in the world to be pissed off at me right now, I completely understand. I just need you to know that I didn't mean to hurt you with this."



"Mom, if you knew, why didn't you tell me?!" asked Andy as he sat up on his knees.



"Because I..." she took a deep breath and flicked her hands up in defeat. "I was afraid. I was very afraid of what might happen if I did tell you. Your dad struggled with depression for years because of the curse, and it only made it worse when we had you, because we were both worried about telling you about it."



"I would have managed!" Andy sniffled, pointing at himself as he kicked his shoes off aggressively. "I'm not stupid, I could have sorted it out if I was given a heads up! I got nothing!" 



"I thought I was protecting you by keeping the truth from you. I was stupid, and I'm sorry." Madeline tried her absolute best to keep herself from breaking down as well. Holding tears back, she placed a hand over her eyes and managed a bittersweet laugh. "I suppose I still have a long way to go in terms of parenting."



After a brief pause between the two of them, Andy abruptly rushed forward and embraced his mother in another hug, resting his chin on her shoulder as he whimpered, "I don't want to be stuck like this, mom."



Firmly hugging her son to her chest, Madeline nodded with a hard swallow. "It's okay, baby. It's okay," she tenderly whispered into Andy's ear as her hand stroked the back of his head. "We're gonna fix this, I promise."



The two gradually calmed down and continued to talk further into the night, but it was unavoidable that the subject of the change would keep cropping up. After all, it took center stage that night. Everything else seemed to become trivial when faced with a problem as daunting as that. Regardless, however, the winding path opened to Andy had now been opened for Madeline and Kylie as well. Whether they liked it or not, they were in for the long haul.



Eventually, though, Andy mellowed out enough to fall asleep. If anything, the presence of his mother helped ease him into a much needed sense of security. The night was a long one, and Madeline didn't take very long to retire to her room herself after Andy had fallen into a slumber, but she still made sure to keep her door ajar, just in case.



They were both going to need their rest for the days to come. 



- Day 3 -


~*~

The Following Morning...

~*~




The faint sound of knocking coming from downstairs caused Andrew to stir in bed. Slowly opening his eyes, he saw that his room was partially illuminated with a blue glow from the morning sun shining in through the closed blinds. 



Glancing down at himself, a sense of relief washed over him as he no longer had breasts tenting his shirt, or long bangs in his eyes. Reaching a hand down the front of his jeans, he quickly confirmed that he was, in fact, back to being himself in full.



I'm back! But for how long?



Dragging himself out of bed and sluggishly walking downstairs, he saw Kylie sitting in the living room with his mom, quietly talking among themselves. 



"Morning," grumbled Andrew as he meandered his way towards one of the two couches and collapsed on it with a sigh.



"Well, there's the birthday boy." Kylie thumbed in Andrew's direction. "How're you holding up, Andy?" 



"I feel like shit," he grumpily said as he rubbed his aching back. "I've been chewed up and spit out."



"Well, at least you're a boy again. For now, anyway," Kylie reminded, trying to lighten the mood a little.  



"Yeah, for now. That was the roughest night I've ever had in my life, though," sighed Andrew, sounding hopeless as ever.



"It's all good, we're gonna get some answers, now." Kylie shifted her attention to Madeline. "Right? That's what you said."



"Right, answers." Madeline started, "I'm not well informed on the subject. I only know as much as Chris was willing to tell me, so bear that in mind. But uh...Andrew." She turned to face him with a sheepish smile, "I'm sure you've already put this together, but you're a were-woman."



"Thanks, mom," Andrew sighed with noticeable sarcasm in his voice, "But why am I one? Did I piss someone off in school or something? Did Mr. Johnson lose his shit when I stepped on his tulips? Like, what?"



"You're a were-woman because of a long-running curse that runs on your father's side of the family," Madeline explained in a tempered inflection. "Your father was very secretive about it before he died, so even I didn't find out about it until he changed one night while we were still dating." She reclined back on the couch with a long, exhausted sigh. "All he told me was that it was a curse, and that it happened on nights where the moon was visible. After you were born, we agreed that it would be best not to break the news to you until you were old enough to understand. I guess I shouldn't have waited until the last minute."



There was a silence after that as Andrew mulled over what he'd been told. Questions flooded his mind, but he knew that if he started asking all of them, they'd be there all day. So, he started simple, "It has something to do with my birthday, right? Kylie said something about that last night."



Madeline nodded. "That it does. On the 18th birthday of the cursed vict-- individual, the effects of it kick in. Don't ask me why."



Andy shifted uncomfortably as he asked another question. "But wait, the moon was only full the night of my birthday. What about last night?" 



"I didn't say anything about a full moon," Madeline clarified. "The moon just being visible in the sky in the slightest is enough. Only thick clouds and new moons will prevent you from changing." She bounced her shoulders in a light shrug. "Believe me, if I knew why, I'd tell you. I guess the person who cursed your dad's bloodline must have been fiercely pissed off."



"Well, what about a way to reverse it? There has to be a way to make this curse fuck off," Kylie interjected. "I mean, really, there's gotta be someone around who can help us. Do we even know who placed the curse?"



"I don't know who placed it, but maybe... ah, maybe Gregory, the librarian at your school, Andrew. He keeps all sorts of strange tomes and records, doesn't he? That could be a good place to start." Madeline managed a reassuring smile to the two. "Which reminds me, the both of you should get off to school, anyway. It starts in less than 30 minutes. While you're there, I can do a little more digging around to try and find more on my end."



"Ugh... do I really have to go to school today? I mean, after all that?" Andy grumbled, pinching the bridge of his nose.



"Don't stress over it, you don't have to worry about a change at school, you're safe." Madeline furrowed her brow, then muttered, "At least, Chris handled it."



Hurrying over and grabbing Andy by the hand, Kylie tugged him off the couch with a small huff. "C'mon, think of it this way: the sooner we go to school, the sooner we talk to Greg, and the sooner this all gets fixed."



Andrew let out a small groan as he got moving again. "Argh... alright, let's get this over with."



After a rather short, lackadaisical preparation, the two headed out and hopped into Kylie's truck, further neglecting Andy's busted up car. They didn't even really need to dress up, since Andrew fell asleep in the kind of stuff he usually wore to school, and Kylie had pretty much just thrown on a hoodie over her attire from last night, while swapping out the shorts for her usual knee-length denim skirts.



It was going to be a short ride to school, so it didn't leave them a whole lot of time to talk, but even so, they managed to spark a conversation.  Not that it was difficult to do so to begin with, considering they were brimming with topics after last night.



Idly scratching at his chin, Andy decided to be the first to break the silence. "Hey, Kylie?" he said as he stared out the passenger seat window, watching the road go by.



"Yeah?" she groggily replied, still suffering from the effects of pre-noon awakening. "What's up, Grumpy?"



"What do you make of all this?" Andy briefly peered over to Kylie as she drove. "The whole weird shit going on. The curse and stuff."



"I dunno what to make of it, really. I mean, I've seen some shit, but I can't say I've ever seen anything like this." Kylie smirked at Andrew. "Believe me, that's saying something. Still, I guess this isn't the craziest thing I could imagine happening. I mean, I've read about this kind of stuff."



Andy quirked a brow in curiosity. "You've read about curses?" 



"What? Oh, no, I mean I've read about men turning into women," chuckled Kylie. "After some of the things I've been linked to on the internet, this just doesn't faze me like it should. DeviantArt desensitized me."



"Pfft... well, this is still kind of freaking me out. I mean, look..." Andy held a hand up, revealing that he was shaking like a leaf from shot nerves. "I don't even know how I'm managing."



Kylie frowned, noting how nervous he appeared. "I wish I could say I understand where you're coming from, but the most that's ever gotten me to tremble was a really bad day at work. I mean, still, I'm offering free hugs, so feel free to take advantage of my sweet deal," she grinned.



"Throw in a free kiss, you've got yourself a super sweet deal," added Andy as he hummed a short laugh.



Kylie managed a coy smile as she glanced sidelong to Andy. "I'll think about it, Grumpy."



Andrew loosed another small laugh as he returned to staring down at the road, mulling over the past couple days. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that things could have been way worse. He'd rather turn into a woman instead of turn into something like a dog, a stick, or a pile of bloody gore. Even so, he'd rather not turn into anything at all when it came right down to it. 



Kylie's optimistic attitude seemed to be rubbing off on him in ways, which was at least keeping him going if nothing else. One thought leading to the next, he found himself reflecting upon how unsavory he'd been acting towards the one friend that had his back. It was a bummer, to say the least, to know that he wasn't being the best friend he should have been



"By the way, Kylie." Andy briefly hesitated when he spoke.



Kylie craned her head towards Andy, eyeing him pointedly. "Hm? What's up?"



"I'm sorry if... well, I'm sorry that I've been kind of an asshole lately. I haven't been thinking about your end, and I feel like a dick, now." He sighed, fogging the glass with his breath. "Just, isn't easy, y'know? Dad dying, mom being fired from her job, losing that gig on YouTube, and now a curse. Shit like that gets to you." 



Kylie reached one hand off the wheel and squeezed Andy's shoulder. "Nah, don't worry about it, dude. I know you're going through some really screwed up stuff right now. Besides, I've got thick skin; I can take a bad mood from you every now and again," she smiled over to Andy. "...I mean, I guess I'd stress out, too, if I saw my dick vanish. If I had one, anyway."



"You just had to go there," sighed Andy as he shook his head.



Kylie burst out laughing. "Alright, sorry, sorry, I couldn't help it! In all seriousness, though, don't spaz out on me. We got this. Everything's gonna be sorted out and you'll be good to go. Me and you, we're gonna grab this curse by the balls and make it scream." 



Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Andrew finally crack a genuine ear-to-ear smile after all that's happened. It wasn't easy, trying to hold her own confidence of a bright outcome while also propping up her friend's, but she was managing. Now, it was only a matter of time and searching for them to figure out how to get rid of the curse so that life could return to relative normality. 



It's only been a couple days, but they're both already royally sick of it, and Kylie was certain that Andy didn't want it to last long enough to have to figure out coping mechanisms of being the new family were-woman.


One Little Detail

Chapter 4 - One Little Detail
 



After a relatively short drive, a view of the local public high school which both Kylie and Andrew frequented came into view from beyond the various houses and trees, with a large sign situated not far from the main office which proclaimed in big, bold letters, 'Davis High School'. It wasn't anything particularly impressive; mostly a collection of white buildings fenced off to make the school resemble something people would actually go to for an education, with the occasional glimpse of a football field or a running track to sweeten the deal. The beastly black truck of Kylie's pulled into the student parking lot, narrowly squeezing into the one cramped available space she could find.



Hopping out, Kylie place her hands on her hips as she eyed the students wandering about in front of the school. "Mmm, you can almost smell the misery in the air today," she quipped.



Andrew circled around the truck from the passenger's side over to Kylie, drawing in a deep, apprehensive breath. "Greg doesn't show up until period 3, so I guess we'll meet up then."



"Sounds about right. The time'll go by fast." Kylie fished her purple backpack out of the bed of the truck and slipped it on, then glanced over to Andrew, noticing that he still retained his look of uncertainty and apprehension. "You gonna be okay?" she asked with a genuine concern evident in her tone.



"Eh... I dunno. I'm just so fucked up right now. My nerves are shot, my head's racing a mile a minute, and my body feels like puddy." Andy sighed, glancing up to the sky. There was a thick blanket of clouds blotting out the blue sky, giving a rather grey and depressing feel to an already gloomy day. "I'm really, really afraid of the next time I turn."



A frown appeared on Kylie's face as she straightened her glasses. "Hey, relax, Grumpy, you're not supposed to change again until tonight. There's plenty of time to get things done."



"Yeah, you're right... we'll see how this all goes." Andy huffed, reaching up to scratch at his chest. He felt like something was missing, though. Peering down at himself, he gained a look of further disappointment. "Aw, man! I left my hoodie at home! I like that thing."



Kylie smiled with an adorable titter, reaching over and looping her arm over Andy's shoulder. "Eh, I wouldn't worry about it. That green shirt is soooo... eye-catching." 



"Psh, yeah, puke-green gets all the chicks, right?" jested Andy, managing a small chuckle.



Their time messing around was cut dreadfully short, as the bell sounded off in the distance, alerting the students that 1st period was about to start. Slowly but surely, people began to empty out of sight and into their classrooms as yellow-vested campus security officers rolled the chain link perimeter gates shut to prepare for the day.



"Alright, I'll catch you later. Don't freak out on me!" Kylie leaned over and plucked a rather unexpected kiss off Andrew's cheek before sprinting away.



Wait, what? Kisses? I guess... she's doing the kissing stuff, now. Sure, why not?



His mood elevated slightly by the peck, he started a light jog over to his first class. Given that it was still relatively early in the morning, there wasn't much he could do in the way of physical exertion. Like most people, he didn't even want to be there in the first place, so that certainly didn't help the grogginess.



After a short burst of kinda-sorta-maybe running across campus, Andy made it to his English class, taking his seat in the back of the room and settling into his usual slouched posture. A quick bargain between a couple other students sitting near him netted him the pencil and papers he needed to at least attempt his assignment. 



Things proceeded in a fairly unremarkable fashion, with a lesson delivered from the teacher with about as much charisma and energy as a rock, lending to the depressing atmosphere that permeated the school grounds on most days. Excessive boredom was a must, and the occasional whispered banter among the students wasn't out of the ordinary. It was business as usual, but halfway through class, Andrew began to experience the disturbingly familiar sensation of a cold force subtly pressing down on him from nowhere. 



Oh, crap, is that what I think it is? It can't be... I'm just being paranoid. Quit being such a spaz.



A physically fit JROTC student with a crew cut sitting in the desk next to Andy noticed something was off about him. With a light nudge, he talked at him in a hushed voice. "Yo, are you okay, man? You're looking a little wrecked."



"Huh?" Andy perked up and peered over in the direction he was nudged. "Oh, yeah, I just had a rough night, that's all."



"Hey, just take it easy." He reached over and pat Andy on the back before turning his eyes back down to his papers. "You're gonna be fine. The daily grind's not too exciting, but it's over before you know it." 



I'm gonna be fine... yeah, if he only knew.



Focusing on his work, time actually flew by for Andrew, and before he knew it, the bell sounded off, ending class. It actually ended up taking him off guard by the time he finally was let off the hook. Everyone turned in their papers to the teacher's desk and went on their way in the usual nonchalant manner. Everyone except for Andrew, that is, who was abnormally determined to hurry his way to his next class. 



There was a moment where he considered going out of his way to find Kylie, if for nothing else than to warn her of the possibility of an impending change, but he figured he could make it easy enough through period 2 if he kept himself dedicated to the task at hand. Since his math class wasn't far off, he bolted there in record time. 



Greeting him was a rather tall, bald black man who looked to be in his late fifties, sporting a goatee and glasses, standing before the black board as he scrawled down the class assignment.



"Mr. O'Doherty, good to see you decided to join us today," the teacher said in a bass-laden, booming voice as Andrew passed.



"Sorry, Mr. Johnson, I got caught up in some stuff last time," Andy explained as he took his seat in the back of the room. Since he was early, there were only one or two other students in the room, and they were leaving from their period 1 class, anyway. 



"Don't go powering down on me again today, Andrew," Johnson sternly warned as he reached into his desk and fished out a couple sheets of paper, walking over to Andy's desk and placing them on it. "You need to stop forgetting your backpack, too. Can't be doing this every time, dude."



Andrew shot a look of dread to the backboard as he realized it was yet another mind-raping equation that he knew for a fact he was going to bomb at. "Uh, yeah, sorry about that. I'll remember it next time," he replied in a less than enthusiastic inflection. 



Another few moments passed as the rest of the students poured in and took their seats, with the last handful showing up tardy after the bell had rung. As Mr. Johnson greeted the class and began to explain the assignment at hand, Andrew came down with a strange cold sweat. Nausea set in quickly and his breathing picked up, as if he'd been hit by a surprise bout of motion sickness. He tried to pay attention to what was being said up front, but to no avail; the early morning grogginess was now being supplemented by a lovely case of dizziness, making an already tough task all the more difficult. 



One of the other students who occasionally sat next to Andrew started to take notice of his unusual behavior.



"You look terrible today," a blonde haired female student to the side so tactfully observed. "Like, kind of crappy."



Andrew let off a short huff and replied with a sarcastic, "Thanks, Denise."



The girl flashed a smile of braces and shrugged. "No, like, you're all sweating and pale and stuff. You should probably go to the nurse or something. Whatever you have, I don't wanna catch it."



Andrew cracked his knuckles, then placed his hands on his desk as he arranged the papers that lay scattered across the face of it, "I'll be fine, just had a crappy morning. Besides, I'm always pale."



Denise only shrugged again, then took a passing notice at Andrew's hands as he toiled away. With a mischievous smirk, she commented, "Huh, I never realized what girly hands you have, Andrew."



"Wait, what?" said Andy, abruptly pausing what he was doing. "My hands aren't..." 



He then quickly turned his eyes down to his desk. True to her words, his hands were as smooth and delicate as they appeared the night before. His eyes followed up the rest of his arms, to which the remainder of hair on them stood up and receded back into the skin. His eyes widened in shock as he came to the startling realization that the assurance that there would be no change at school was a lie.



Seriously?! I thought there wasn't going to be any change right now! What am I going to do?!



"I dunno, just noticing is all. No judgement! I like cute hands on a guy." Denise put her thumb up in approval before returning to her work, letting out a quick snort in amusement.



Peeking down his shirt collar, he realized that without him noticing, his exceptionally sparse chest hair had vanished, too! A crawling feeling across the rest of his body made clear the retreat of most of his other body hair as well. Panic quickly set in; this was the worst place his transformation could possibly happen! A room full of people were all about to see him turn into a woman if he didn't think of something fast. His judgment was slow acting, not that it was all that great to begin with. 



Time wasn't on his side, however, as a familiar pain hit his lower stomach to the sound of visceral gurgling; it was the exact same troubling feeling of a pocket of air forming in a previously nonexistent place. 



Oh no... not that already! Shit! I've gotta get out of here!



He couldn't wait it out, it would be too late. With a burst of adrenaline, he shot up from his seat and marched towards the exit, taking large steps as he went. With a hand on his lower abdomen, he unintentionally managed to play off the idea that something mundane was happening, like a simple stomach ache.



"Sorry, I've got to go to the restroom real quick!" Andrew said in a hurry, with his voice rising a few octaves halfway through the sentence, inciting a look of dismay from him as he reached up and grabbed at his throat which now lacked the bump of an Adam's apple.



"Be back before the bell this time," replied Johnson in a nonchalant manner as Andy threw open the door and darted out. This only mildly fazed those in the classroom, after which they promptly resumed what they were doing. 



As Andrew stomped his way across the campus, he began to stumble as a searing pain hit his hips, which expanded violently with two loud snaps. The feeling of muscles twisting and bones cracking was debilitating, and in an effort to avoid falling, he slammed up against a nearby concrete wall. 



Confused as ever, he cast a glare up into the sky, just to see if his suspicions were correct. The thick cover of clouds had since begun to disperse, revealing the morning sky. As feared, the moon was visible up there, faded, but still hanging up in the sky, as if to mock him in his predicament. 



"Fuck yooooou..." Andrew growled up at the moon as he flipped it off, then continued along his way in clumsy steps.



Across a large grass clearing situated in the center of the campus, a small congregation of sophomore students were busy walking about, talking among one another, cracking jokes and laughing as they passed by the classroom doors. It didn't take long, however, for one of them to witness Andrew clumsily stumbling his way towards the cafeteria, stopping every so often to grip his body in pain.



"Hey, are you seeing that shit?" one student chimed, pointing his finger over towards the apparent dance routine in the distance.



"What, where?"



"There!"



Almost all of them turned attention towards Andrew, seeing him suddenly stopping as his knees buckled and his hands shot between his legs. A look of horror painted across his face as he glanced downward at himself. He spasmed once, then again, and following a brief pause, doubled over with a faintly audible groan. He didn't seem to notice that anyone was watching, he was simply trying his absolute hardest to make it out of sight. Needless to say, he was doing a terrible job at it, slowly inching his way around as he fought tooth and nail against an agonizing pain.



Narrowed eyes galore, a few of the students in the congregation began to point their phones over in Andrew's direction. 



"This is weird," remarked one of them as he snapped a picture. "But it'll probably get a few hits if I post it."



"Yup. This fucking school, though."



"Hey, wait, is he that Andrew dude who threw that huge party?"



"Yep."



"Uh-huh."



"What's he even doing?"



"Being Andrew."



After a few minutes, Andrew seemed to catch wind that he wasn't the only one out and about at the time, noticing the group of students eyeing him from across the clearing. Like a deer caught in the headlights, his eyes widened as he made his best attempt to fake normality, though it was already too late for that facade to play out like he wanted. Immediately, he pulled his hands away from his body and stuffed them into his pockets as he started a clumsy trundle for the cafeteria.



Finally, though, after a journey that was entirely too long for comfort, he burst through the doors of the cafeteria, which was mercifully devoid of life, save for a janitor reading a magazine near the kitchen entrance. With his body groaning and grumbling, and small feminine grunts of pain escaping his lips, Andy stumbled his way into the men's room, finding himself repeating his venture from last night. 



Fucking dammit, a daytime moon, are you kidding me?! Andrew thought as he pushed the restroom door shut behind him and stomped his way over to the mirror. What next, a meteor crashing into the Earth right where I stand?!



Outside, Kylie strolled in through a nearby set of glass double doors that served as one of the many entrances to the cafeteria, on her way to the ladies room as coincidence would have it. Just as she extended her hand out to push the door to the restroom open, she heard the off-putting sounds of grunts coming from the men's room. What's more, is that they were ostensibly female grunts.



"What in the...?" Kylie muttered, placing her ear to the door where the voice was coming from. "Oh, come on, don't tell me someone's getting plowed in there."



Not exactly being one to simply walk away from a scene that could prove so entertaining to ruin, Kylie shoved open the door and barged right in, only to be immediately greeted by the sight of Andrew facing the mirror with his scalp producing flowing locks of hair, and his shirt pulled up to reveal two breasts in the process of sprouting on his chest. 



In an extremely awkward turn of events, the two locked eyes for a split second before Kylie gasped and screamed, "JESUS, MY FUCKING CHRIST!" 



"KYLIE!" Andrew shouted in return, scrambling to pull his shirt down over the developing breasts.



"Sorry, sorry! Wrong door!" Kylie quickly turned heel and power walked her way right back out the door she came in from.



The second the door closed behind her, the sound of the lock turning quickly followed. Not long after, a few bumps and muted bangs came from the other side as Andy collapsed onto the floor. Muffled as they were, the nauseating sounds of his transformation weren't inaudible. In fact, anybody who happened upon the scene could easily notice it. 



Kylie, acting as cover, took it upon herself to stand guard next to the restroom doors in the event anyone showed up, all while trying to process what she had just walked in on. All that came to her mind was breasts on a man. With a few deadpanned blinks, she quickly purged the mental image from her mind, opting to distract herself on her phone as she awaited for the eventual return of Andy. 



Several still increasingly silent minutes passed, until finally, the restroom's lock clicked, the sound of which reverberated throughout the spacious room. The door abruptly swung open, and out emerged Andrew once more, fully female, and sporting a miserable glower partly hidden beneath his elongated bangs. His arms folded at his stomach in discontent as he leaned against the wall next to Kylie, pushing out a grumpy groan from his throat as he stared down at his feet, the ankles of which were covered by bunched up, ill-fitting jeans.



"Sooo..." Kylie began, looking Andy up and down. "I guess your mom forgot about daytime moons... heh... you all right?"



"I need to calm the hell down, that's all. Just need to calm down," grumbled Andy, cupping a hand over his chest to feel for the rapid thumping of his heart. "I can't risk a freak out in the middle of school. It'll just make it worse." He took deep, methodical breaths as he tried to calm his racing pulse.



"Well, what now?" Kylie asked, pushing away from the wall as she slipped her phone back into her pocket. "Want to try to see if Greg's in?



"I can't exactly return to class," reasoned Andy as he stubbornly strained his voice to sound deeper. "Not like this."



"Works for me! Nothing was happening in art class, anyway, so I can ditch with you," Kylie bluntly announced as she exited through the same glass doors she entered through, holding up so she didn't get too far ahead.



How in the hell does she bounce back so quick? thought Andy as he followed closely behind.



The were-woman was clearly simmering in his own anger over the whole ordeal, but he still managed to keep a lid on it to a surprising effect. His fists were balled, his lips were pulled thin, and he seemed to have been grinding his teeth, but he still managed to keep it together compared to how he composed himself the night before. Of course, that didn't exactly mean he wasn't still a ticking time bomb. 



Unfortunately, Kylie didn't tread as carefully as she could have as she sarcastically remarked, "Dear diary, today I saw Andrew's boobs. Achievement unlocked?"



"Kylie, please, not now. I'm really not in the mood..." Andy simply said in response, trying to hide his embarrassed grimace from view with his hair. The one time it finally came into use.



"Heh, sorry, sorry. That was kinda mean, my bad." Kylie cleared her throat, deciding to button her lip for a little bit to let Andy simmer down.



As the two entered one of the larger buildings, they found themselves having to navigate several hallways lined with lockers and entrances to classrooms before they eventually happened across a set of polished wooden double doors that marked the school library. With a hard push, the heavy doors creaked open, and they were hit with the musty smell and lonely feel that many school libraries tended to have. Literature of all forms neatly decorated the rows of oak shelves, each of them meticulously categorized by genre and name.



In the middle of the sea of reading material was a counter that wrapped around the central pillar of the room. Kneeling behind the counter was a man in his late twenties who wore exceptionally thick glasses, a white button-up shirt, and a gel-spiked hairdo that only served to enhance the stereotypically geeky appearance the man was apparently shooting for.



As luck would have it, Gregory showed up a little early today.



Approaching the counter, Andy snapped his fingers impatiently, catching the man's attention, "Greg, I need your help. Some bad shit has happened, and I'm in need of your knowledge."



The man sprung up without missing a beat, realizing he had company. His hazel eyes bolted between the two, magnified to ridiculously cartoonish levels through the spectacles he wore. 



"Oh, sure thing, what's the name?" he asked in a noticeable lisp as he pulled up a registration book.



There was an instant, a brief flash of reason that begged Andy not to spill the beans as to who he really was. Even so soon into his affliction, it had become a secret to closely guard. But he was annoyed. More than annoyed, after having nearly gotten in touch with his feminine side in front of a live studio audience. Reason flew out the window, he just wanted results.



"It's me, Andrew," he clarified adamantly. "The guy who gave you that stack of hentai shit."



Kylie deadpanned. "Wait, what, hentai? What?"



"Andrew? Pfft, yeah, bull. These glasses might suck, but I can still tell people apart." Greg straightened his spectacles with a derisive chuckle. "Seriously, what's your name?" 



Kylie approached from behind Andy and interjected. "Greg, it really is Andrew. No joke."



Greg narrowed his eyes with suspicion. He couldn't really tell if he was being toyed with, considering how serious the two girls before him appeared. He had no choice but to relent, however, unless he wanted a complaint thrown his way. "Alright, fine, whatever. So, Andrew. What is it you're needing today?"



Andy took to speaking in a more hushed tone, "I need to know more about a were-woman, and I think you might have information regarding it in your collection." 



Falling silent, Greg looked Andy up and down, conspicuously scrutinizing him from afar. "Somebody told you about my hobby? Hm..." He scratched at his stubbly chin. "Just why should I show you my collection? What're you gonna do for me?"



Annoyed, Kylie slammed her fist down on the counter, causing the impact to reverberate through the silent room. "If you don't help us, I'll publish those photos of you at the furry con on my Facebook."



"What?!" Greg reeled back in terror. "How did you--?! You wouldn't!"



"Try me," Kylie glared, pulling off her glasses to show she meant serious business.



Placing a hand on his forehead, it seemed he was quick to cave. "Fine, FINE! Good lord, I'll help you. Just, please, keep those photos to yourself." He reached over and tore a page out of his notebook, then hastily scrawled something on it before sliding it to Andrew. "I can't leave at the moment. Come to my place after school and I'll see about hooking you up. Remember, this conversation never happened." 



With nothing more to offer, Greg retreated under the counter again to resume rummaging through various unimportant books.



Reading the paper, it had Greg's home address written on it. The two felt a little ripped off, but then again, hoping that the librarian would keep all of his rare goodies in a school library was wishful thinking at best. Heading back outside, the bell sounded off, and after a short delay, students began pouring from the classrooms and flooding the campus grounds. It was at that point that a wave of insecurity overtook Andy, realizing that he was out in the open in his transformed state, surrounded by people. 



Wasting no time, he navigated his way through the crowd as swiftly as he could, making his way to a lesser populated hallway as Kylie followed.



Stuffing the paper in his back pocket, Andy threw his arms up, then let them lazily slap to his sides. "So, the adventure begins. Awesome. Let's hope he has what we're looking for."



"I'm sure he will. I doubt your mum would point us in the wrong direction. I mean, sure, I guess she did kind of forget to mention that one little detail about the moon showing up during the day, but then again I guess so did I." Kylie scooped Andrew up into a big bear hug from behind, "Don't be so grumpy, at least we're on the right track, now!"



Andrew only stood there being hugged, looking dejected as he began to speak in a hushed tone. "This is so ridiculous. It would be just my luck that this stupid curse would decide to kick in right in the middle of class." He scoffed, "What a crock."



"Aw, come on, it's not all that bad! I mean, it is, but..." Kylie relinquished the hug and grabbed Andrew by the hand, "How about this, how about we blow this joint and head back to your place. School can wait for now, yeah? We can order a pizza and play some Borderlands, simmer down, and we'll make up the missed work at a later date."



Andrew slowly nodded with the slightest of smiles visible. Damn, how does she do that? he thought. "Yeah... alright, let's get out of he--" He was cut off by Kylie abruptly bolting off to the parking lot, dragging Andy along at speeds he could scarcely keep up with. "WHOA! Kylie! Kylie! I can't go that fast!"



With the two effectively ditching school long before Gregory was going to get off work, this left a lot of time for messing around. Unavoidably, Andy was going to have to stew in the aftermath. They were both still concerned as to why the curse decided to throw a curveball. What else could this dark magic be waiting to spring? The questions continued to pile up for the two, but they had nothing but theories and speculation until cold hard answers were laid before them. Their only real lead was Greg, so long as he held up on his word.



Maybe, just maybe, too, Kylie could at least manage to cheer her salty friend up. That, however, was some extra wishful thinking.


Taking the Plunge

Chapter 5 - Taking the Plunge




A few hours had passed since the two teens had left school in the dust, with most of the time having been spent at Andrew's house. Since Madeline left shortly after the two had departed for school, they had the house to themselves. For a large majority of that time, Kylie became addicted to playing on Andy's N64 almost nonstop after ordering pizza, occasionally offering up a multiplayer match on GoldenEye or Super Smash Bros. every now and again to the transformed were-woman, but to no avail.



Andy just sat there at the foot of his bed, staring out the window with an intense concentration, as if he were waiting for something. The daytime moon had long since vanished from the sky, but he was still in his female form. Concern was brewing, and he was beginning to think he might be stuck that way for good. 



"You sure you don't want pizza? Last call." Kylie nudged the pizza box closer to Andy, trying to urge some response from him.



Andy shook his head, grumbling, "No, thanks."



Kylie set down the controller and scooted over to Andy, wrapping her arms around him."C'mon, cheer up! Only a little while longer and we can drive up to Greg's place and get that info."



"It's not Greg I'm worried about." Andrew glanced over his shoulder to Kylie, clearly disconcerted by the look in his eye. "Haven't you noticed that the moon's been gone for a while? I'm still like this! I thought I was supposed to change back!"



"Huh..." Kylie peeked out window and looked up to the sky. "Yeah, that moon buggered off. Maybe it's just delayed?" She turned to face Andy. "Y'know, like, it just takes a while for it to wear off? Besides, why are you so pissed off exactly? You're acting like being a woman is the worst thing in the world. Wouldn't most guys kill to have the chance at a rockin' body like yours?" 



"What do you mean why am I so pissed off?" Andy reached up and point to his body. "This isn't what I wanted! I was born a guy, so I want to stay a guy!" he exclaimed with an undercurrent of desperation in his voice.



Kylie thew her hands up defensively. "Alright, alright, cool your jets! I guess I can see it... it's just, I dunno, I always thought it'd be kind of interesting, being in the body of the opposite sex for a while. Maybe that's just me." She gave a light shrug.



"Maybe you'd like it, but I hate this," growled Andy as he pushed out an irritated huff through his nostrils. "I don't know what you're expecting me to do. I'm not gonna sit here and... y'know, do stuff to myself."



"I know, it's not exactly the most optimal situation to be in. I'm just trying to lessen the impact for you, that's all." Kylie pushed her lips out with a pondering pout. "We've gotta stay positive in this, or else we'll go under."



With a small nod, Andy conceded with lowered defenses, "Yeah, you're right... I'm sorry, y'know? This is just too much for me." He stared down at his open palms contemplatively. "Here I was thinking of everyday things. School, employment, college... and then this happens and turns my world upside down."



"Well, hey, think of it this way..." Kylie reached her hands up and began to run her fingers through Andy's hair. "At least you make a cute girl, yeah? It's far from the worst hand to be dealt, mate; I'm just sayin'."



Dejected as ever, Andrew couldn't be budged, not even by Kylie. He simply placed his hands back in his lap for a few moments, mulling to himself over the sound of Kylie's fingers stroking over his scalp. Slowly but surely, however, he stirred to life again as he reached into his back pocket and fished out a piece of paper. It was the note Greg had given them. Setting the parchment on the bed next to him, Andy then slipped free of Kylie's grip, slid from the top of the bed, and strolled his way out the door.



"Where're you running off to?" asked Kylie as she grabbed the paper and slipped it into her wallet for safe keeping.



"I haven't showered in like, two days," Andy admitted from the hallway. 



"You sure you wanna do that, Grumpy?" Kylie tentatively asked with her brow aloft. "You don't even know how to clean a woman's body. It can wait until you turn back."



Andy hunched over a nearby laundry bin full of recently washed clothes, gathering up a change of attire as he stubbornly insisted, "I'll be fine. How hard can it be? You get in, soap things, get out."



An impish little smile spread across Kylie's face.  She scooped up the Nintendo 64 controller and returned to her game while she hummed a laugh. "If you say so," she said. "I'll be here when you get back. Stealin' your high scores."

 

Taking a deep breath and composing himself, Andy sauntered into the bathroom, shutting the door and making a point of locking it behind him. He didn't expect Kylie to walk in on him, but it was just to be safe, considering what had happened earlier due to his absentmindedness in the heat of the moment.



Standing before the mirror, Andy eyed the young woman staring back at him with a defiant glare. 



This is not gonna beat me. 



Setting the clean clothes aside, he hooked his fingers into the collar of his T-shirt and pulled it off with a single forceful tug, allowing his breasts to lightly bounce free of their restraints. Next, he kicked off his shoes and socks, then undid his jeans and yanked them off, too. Before long, he was standing before the mirror in nothing but a pair of ill-fitting boxer briefs which hung slack at the front.



His thoughts of protest faltered for only a second, allowing him ample time to realize just what was staring him down. He'd seen his upper half before, and due to his own inability to resist that nagging sense of curiosity, some of his lower half as well. But now, he was in his domain, with all the time in the world. No scrambling to escape and hide as quickly as he could.



Kylie's words stirred in his head. As much as he wanted to dismiss them, the more primal depths of his very male mind couldn't help but find the girl in the reflection alluring. Beautiful, even. His eyes traced along her petite, modest figure laid bare, her cream-complexioned skin without so much as a blemish, and her enchanting, sapphire-blue eyes locking with his own. But the fleeting moment of infatuation quickly gave way to a pointed disgust with himself when he remembered who it was he was popping a non-existent hard-on over.



Jesus. This is some sick shit. What am I doing? Why did I feel the need to go out and do this right this second? This is so fucking bad. 



His hands slid down to the waistband of his undergarments, torn between whether he should shower in them, or remove the last thing keeping him decent.



C'mon, idiot, you know what it looks like already. Just, do it. Do it so we can get this over with. Take the plunge.



Muscles tense and heart racing, he gripped his underwear and tightly yanked them down, slamming his eyes shut as he did. With a few frantic kicks from his legs, the last article of clothing tossed against the door and landed in a crumpled bunch with the rest of his discarded attire.



He stood there, motionless, hands nervously gripped to his waist for several minutes before finally relenting and deciding to slide his eyes open again. His gaze instinctively gravitated towards the conspicuous vacancy between his legs. The shaved cleft that greeted him immediately left him feeling faint as a powerful nausea struck him. Three short seconds was all he could stand for before forcibly diverting his attention, resolving to ignore the mirror's existence as if it were an internet troll. 



This isn't me. This isn't me. Fuck you, this will never be me, you stupid shit-faced curse. Now to get on with what I came here for in the first goddamn place.



With pursed lips and a defiantly puffed out chest, Andrew marched his way into the shower and yanked the curtain shut in anger. As if hurrying to get ready for work, he was quick to turn the water on full blast -- and scalding hot just for good measure. Adamant not to let the transformation get in the way of the things he needed to do, he stubbornly took to scrubbing away at the new body with a firm hand. 



Little did he expect, however, that with the newly acquired anatomy, certain places weren't quite so resistant to heavy scouring as he was accustomed to.



Meanwhile, Kylie was still in the bedroom, enjoying an intense bot match on Perfect Dark as she patiently awaited Andy's return. "Damn, he's taking a while in there, isn't he?" she mused, taking a bite of a slice of pizza. 



Soon after, out of nowhere, a muffled feminine whine reverberated from within the bathroom, followed by a nearly inaudible spewing of a profanity.



At first it surprised her, thinking that maybe Andy might be shifting back into a male in there. But logic dictated conclusions. 



"Oooooooh... I probably should have warned him about that," Kylie snickered wildly, cupping her hands over her mouth to stifle the noise as she fell back onto the bed.



A few more minutes passed before the sound of the bathroom door opening sounded from the hallway. Without any fanfare, in stepped Andrew, garbed in a red T-shirt and a pair of fresh denim jeans. One thing immediately noticeable, other than the fact that he clearly had no inkling of how to style his hair, was the fact that his cheeks were beet red.



Kylie was quick to set the video games down once she realized who had returned. "Oooh, hey there, Grumpy. I guess you're all cleaned up, yeah?" Her smile broadened as if she knew a dirty little secret.



Andrew cleared his throat and nodded, behaving in an unusually withdrawn manner. "Y-yep, I'm uh... I'm ready to go whenever we decide to."



"Hey, I heard a weird sound in there," commented Kylie as she tried her best not to break out into a giggling fit. "Did you stub your toe, or something?"



Andy's eyes widened as his hands nervously gripped to the sides of his pants. "Uh... sound? Wha- what sound?"



"I dunno, sounded like a... moan." Kylie suddenly burst out laughing uncontrollably. 



"What?! You heard that?!" Andy shot his hands up to his face to hide his positively humiliated expression. "Oh, dammit... Fucking dammit...."



"D'aaaw, it's all good, Grumpy," Kylie murmured as she attempted to quell her case of the giggles, then stood up, and sauntered over to Andy. "Here I thought you didn't like bein' a girl, too," she continued to tease.



Andrew's face only flushed a deeper red as his forehead broke out in a sweat. "I didn't-- I mean, I don't--... Oh, fuck off, Kylie! That's not fair!" He crossed his arms and cast an irritated frown off to the side.



"Sorry, Grumpy, I'm just messin' with ya." Kylie threw her arms around Andy and pulled him into a big hug, lightly rocking back and forth as she pushed out a few more tickled laughs. "You're fuckin' adorable when you blush, though, I'll give you that."



"Dammit, Kylie, I--" He suddenly cut off as his lower abdomen started to churn and grumble, feeling like there was a small war being waged inside his body. "Oh shit."



It hit him completely out of left field in that moment. As if the curse had gained a sentience and decided that of all times, that was when it was fit to recede once more. A powerful chill wreathed his entire form, the frigid force taking a particular focus around his groin. A strong pulling sensation promptly hit Andy's nethers, knocking the breath out of him. 



Beneath the cover of his clothes, his clitoris began to rapidly extend out from under its hood, rebuilding itself as it gained mass and length, returning to its former glory all to the nauseating sound of flesh stretching and squirming. What was once a part of his female anatomy quickly reacquired the form of a male's sex organ, developing a glans and urethra at its apex -- and much to the dismay of its owner, it decided to mark its return standing at full attention.



Since the two were about the same height, Kylie experienced the intensely surprising shock of Andrew's newly returned member poking her right in the groin through his jeans, to which she immediately broke off with a shrieking, "WHAT THE SHIT?!"



"GAH!! The curse, it's the curse! I swear I didn't mean for that to happen, I'm sorry!" Andrew exclaimed as his voice dropped deeper and deeper, and his locks of hair retreated back to being the short, messy bed head he sported as a male. 



In a panic, he shot his hands down to cover up the bulging denim around his crotch as he hurried out of the room, leaving Kylie standing there in a dumbstruck awe. As he held down the engorged phallus through the fabric, he groaned in a wildly cracking voice as the effects of the curse proceeded to untwist his body. 



His labia sealed shut as his ovaries descended down towards his undercarriage. With two humiliating pops that made his waist buck forward both times, his ovaries had been spat out of his groin and into the sealed labia, which distended downwards into a full-blown scrotum again. Inside, the two gonads increased in size, a change in their biological processes thusly returning the ovoid organs to the testes they once were. 



"Argh, this is so fucking gross, dude! I can't take much more of this, I think I'm gonna puke!" complained Andy, raising one hand to cup over his mouth.



"Well, don't do it out there! We just cleaned this place up!" Kylie called from the bedroom.



Two loud cracks at his waist saw his hips snapping inwards once more, while his sides regained their narrow male bulk along with the rest of his frame, quickly filling his clothes back out appropriately, all while his buttocks lost much of the rounded definition it received. His arms visibly sprouted short, brown hairs on them again, followed by the tingling across the rest of his body that signaled the remainder of his sparse body hair making an unceremonious recovery.



As short stubble appeared across his cheeks and jaw, his face also began to boil at the surface as his features cracked and snapped. A pressure built just beneath the skin on his face, all to the pins and needles sensation he became acquainted with prior. Right beneath his fingers, Andrew could feel the flesh writhing, the angles and contours of the altered visage losing their feminine qualities in unison. He became lightheaded, and just as the pressure became too much, it abruptly ceased. 



Pawing about his face once more, things began to feel a little more like they should. Even though he couldn't see it, he could tell, At least I look like me again.



It was almost finished, on the home stretch. A glance downward at the shapes tenting his shirt made him acutely aware of that fact. They didn't last long, though, as a tinging overtook the entirety of the two assets, breaking them back down in a manner equally as humiliating as when they arrived. They visually shifted once, then twice, before suddenly collapsing beneath his shirt like two deflating balloons - if balloons made wet gushing sounds when they deflated - flattening back out to the unimpressive pectorals he had before. 



Andy reached his hands up and patted down his chest, muttering, "I think it's..." He suddenly paused. It seemed he had spoken too soon.



The war raging within him intensified, urging his hands down to his lower abdomen. His insides were tangling in a painful waltz, though notably nothing near as painful as when they shifted to fit functions suited to a female. The foreign pocket of flesh that was his uterus returned to his perception as it began to move though him, changing its shape in sore throbs that beat to the rhythm of his heart. The cellular transformation was felt only as a light burning as what was once a womb returned to its original state as a prostate. 



Then, and only then, did the chill across his body subside. 



With that, Andy was back to being a young man again! For the time being, anyway. It was definitely a relief, though the victory of the situation was sort of destroyed by the sheer embarrassment he felt over practically skewing his best friend by mistake.



"Okay, now it's done," Andrew meekly muttered, letting his hands slide from his abdomen and hang at his sides



Hesitantly, Kylie poked her head out into the hallway with a sheepish grin, "Feel better?" 



Looking to Kylie and nodding as he straightened his shirt out and fixed his hair, Andrew sighed a short, "Yeah, I guess. Sorry about the uh... y'know." He motioned around his groin area.



Kylie stepped out into the hallway and inched closer to Andy, managing to laugh at the prospect of what had just happened. "It's fine, but please, warn me when you feel like doing that next time. For I second, I thought I was the one growing a dick."



"Eh, sorry. Seriously, I didn't mean for that to happen. I guess you were right, though, it did have a delay to it." Andrew leaned up against the wall and lightly thumped his head onto the wood paneling. "Just wish it didn't have to happen like that."



Kylie took another step forward, closing the distance between them, and wrapped an arm around Andrew, instead opting for a side-hug this time around. "But hey, this is the most excitement you've had in months, right? I mean, when this is all over, you'll have one hell of a story to tell to people."



"Yeah, I kind of doubt I'll be bringing any of this up to anyone, honestly." Andrew gestured to himself in a presenting manner. "I'd be looked at like I was insane!"



Kylie squeezed Andy closer, swinging around to meet him face to face. "Honestly, if I was in your position, I would probably be kind of scared, too. I know you just want things to go back to normal. We're gonna make that happen," she reassured him with a warm smile. "I'm here for you, Andrew."



As Andy locked eyes with Kylie in that moment, he could actually tell that she was being completely genuine. No sarcasm, no jokes. He couldn't restrain the affectionate smile that spread across his face as he said, "I know, and I fuckin' love ya for it."



"Ditto, you grumpy bastard," Kylie laughed as she pushed away from Andy in a burst of energy, checking the time on her phone. "Ah! It's 2 o' clock, by the by! You wanna go knock down Greg's door?"



"Absolutely; let's go get something to fix this mess." Andrew ran over and slipped his shoes and socks on, then grabbed the Hylian hoodie he forgot to wear and threw it over his T-shirt. "Hopefully, he doesn't run us in circles this time."



The two rushed downstairs and jumped into Kylie's truck, once again speeding off down the street like there was a pot of gold waiting for them at the end of each turn. Perhaps they went a little too fast, considering they came close to hitting a few cars once they'd reached the highway, and Andy certainly didn't feel like dying before seeing this through to the end. Luckily, Kylie was just reckless when it came to driving, not terrible at it, so they managed to narrowly avoid crashing while also making great time.



Hands firmly gripped to the seat, and his knees pressed snug against the glove box, Andy tentatively advised, "Kylie, maybe we should slow down a little."



"Hm?" Kylie allowed her foot to ease off the gas petal, slowing the truck back down to legal speeds. "Huh, whoops. I keep forgetting that I'm not driving to work. It's the muscle memory!"



"These airbags work, right?" asked Andy as he steadily released his death grip on the seat.



Kylie raised a brow at the question, nonchalantly affirming, "Yeah, why?"



"No reason," Andy hastily replied. "Just... making sure."



Before they knew it, they had reached the densely populated downtown area, surrounded by buildings with sleek, mirror-like windows that stretched high into the sky. Using the scrawled note given by Greg to help guide them, the teens navigated their way through heavy traffic and the loud bustle of the city, making their way into the older part of the downtown area, where all of the buildings had a distinct look of disrepair to them. 



Eventually, they happened upon a low rise apartment building that matched the address on the paper, though to their mild unease, it didn't exactly appear welcoming. Though boasting a relatively well maintained exterior, people glared down at the approaching vehicle as though it entered into a part of town where it didn't belong. The two couldn't just turn back and leave, however, so they parked the truck along the sidewalk and cautiously pushed their way in through creaky windowed doors which marked the foreboding maw of the building.  



"Oh, you have got to be joking me with this dump," Kylie curtly blurted out as she eyed the interior she had entered.



Following close behind, Andy deadpanned at the state the building was in. "Oh wow, Greg."



Despite how clean it appeared on the outside, the inside was a particularly pitiful ordeal, with chipping paint, worn doors, and old metal railings. It looked like a poorly kept relic of the 1950's. Carefully, they traversed the stairway, hoping that the wooden steps wouldn't give way beneath them, until they reached the 4th floor where Greg was. As they walked to the end of the hall to the apartment number on the paper, sounds of couples arguing and loud rap music reverberated around them with each door passed. It was making them miss the quiet suburbs all the more. 



Finally, they found the room number marked on the paper and both knocked simultaneously. The metallic clanking of several locks being undone were heard from beyond the door before it swung open to reveal Greg, still in his work clothes, only now he had a bag of cheese puffs in his hand.



"Oh, hey!" Greg grinned enthusiastically, then shot a confused glance over to Andrew. "Wait, Andrew? What the hell are you doing here? ...Who else did you tell about my collection, Kylie?"



"For fuck's sake, Andrew is the woman who was with me earlier, back at school." Kylie rubbed her forehead. "Why else would a woman, claiming to be the same Andrew standing next to me, ask about information regarding a were-woman? For shits and giggles?"



"Wait, you were serious? Like, 100% for real?" Greg's eyes widened as he looked to Andrew. "You really are a were-woman?!"



"Shh! Not so loud!" Andrew turned his attention down the hallway to see if anyone was eavesdropping. "We're here to learn more about the curse placed on me. I'll pay you once we get what we want."



Greg perked up, his smile widening further. "Whoa, pay? Money? Well, well, come right in, dear guests!" He stepped out of the way, allowing Andy and Kylie to enter his humble abode.



Once inside, they were greeted with the rather impressive sight of various display cases lining the walls of the small apartment, all of them filled with very old-looking books, fossils, and even small pieces of stone tablets with strange hieroglyphics carved into them and inscriptions in other languages. It didn't take a genius to figure out where Greg's librarian salary was going towards, given that his living conditions otherwise were minimalist at best. 



"Right, come this way, into the back room." Greg turned off his small television and set down his cheese puffs before motioning his two guests to follow. "Don't touch anything, please! I just finished dusting and I need everything to be immaculate for my next guest."



"Whatever you say, man," said Kylie in a dismissively halfhearted tone. "We're not here to screw with your stuff."



Carefully stepping through the bedroom, Greg slid open the closet door, revealing what looked to be a miniature library of sorts. It wasn't a spacious closet with plenty of walking room, either. There was barely enough room for one person to fit in there, let alone three, but it was impressive to see how resourceful one person could get when faced with a meager living space to collect in. Lining the oak shelves were several books, worn and tattered, wrapped in protective bindings with unreadable symbols decorating the spines. 



Andrew's face took on that of intellectual curiosity and reverence at the sight of the aging collection, while Kylie's brow furrowed, lending her an expression of unease as she eyed the shelves pointedly.



Gliding a finger across the spines of the books, Greg eventually picked out one with a most gingerly touch. The cover of the selected book was worn and faded like the others, but this one had a deep purple hue to it, with various inscriptions lining the edges in a golden border. On the front, there was a depiction of an ivory crescent moon, flanked by the symbol of Mars on one side, and the symbol of Venus on the other, both of them colored in faded, black ink. 



"Alright, this should be what you're looking for." Greg carefully opened the book while adjusting his glasses.



Andrew squeezed into the small space allowed by the closet-library, looking into the book with his mouth slightly ajar. "Wow, I didn't think I'd be seeing something like this today." He ran a hand through his hair. "Damn."



Greg smiled like that of a winner, clearly taking pride in his collection as well as the extra rare book he held in his hands. Looking up to Andrew and quirking a brow, he asked one especially loaded question, "So, whaddya wanna know?"


Pieces of the Past

Chapter 6 - Pieces of the Past




Andrew stood before the book of arcane knowledge, with what could possibly be deep, dark information at his fingertips. It felt like he was about to tread into the lost world of reading material. 



He'd been asked the million dollar question, but when the time came for it, he honestly didn't know what to ask first. His mind was a swirling vortex of questions, all of which made him fearful to inquire at all, because he was afraid of the inevitable answer that would spell disaster for him. Kylie looked like she didn't even want to be there anymore. Her eyes were fixated on the book Greg held, as if she'd seen it before. She was no doubt avoiding coming too close, trying to be inconspicuous with her apprehension.



The idea that Andrew now had the possibility of digging his hands deep into the mystery of the situation was enticing, but worrying all the same. Thoughts of all types continued to pry their way into the front of his mind. What if I read something I'm not supposed to? Could that make this curse even worse for me somehow?! What if this triggers some crazy chain reaction?! Shit... well, I can't just turn back and leave. I have to walk away with at least something. 



After a short period of careful contemplation, Andrew timidly said, "I'm... really not sure what I want to know." He reached up and rubbed at his chin as he peered into the open pages. "Uh, I guess I'll start simple... what's the point of cursing someone to be a were-woman?"



"Ah, a sound question, and I think it's actually in here somewhere," smirked Greg as he began to attentively flip through the book. "Da da da daBAH! Here it is!" He placed a finger down on one of the pages, the likes of which depicted claw-like ink markings which resembled Japanese text. "I think I remember reading this at one point. Let's see here... the point would seem to be emasculation. To take away that which a man values most as a form of punishment or revenge."



"What in the hell?" Andrew scrunched his face in mild disgust. "You mean it really is just a way of taking someone's dick off and laughing in their face about it?"



"Well..." Greg let slip an amused snort. "I'm sure it's a little deeper than that. Reading further into the text, I gathered that it's a punishment which lends perspective to the victim. How it does that, I'm not sure, though."



Andrew pushed his tongue into his cheek as he pondered. Perspective... through a woman's eyes? ...Why? For what? He bit down on his lip, frustrated at the dead end his train of thought hit. "Alright, I'll just cut to the chase. How do we fix this?"



Greg suddenly became lost for words as he gingerly turned through the pages of the book rested in his open palm. "That's a little more difficult to determine," he admitted. "There's mentions of a ritual, but I can't translate the verse that needs to be recited. It also calls for other, more physical components to make it work, but it's in a coded language just like the verse."



"Oh, that's... convenient," Andy grumbled as his eyes glazed over. 



Greg hesitantly added, "...But I was able to discern that the one crucial component required above all else was the blood of the one who placed the curse." 



Hopeful, Andy's attention sprung back to the forefront as he eagerly asked, "Alright, that's a start! How do we find out who placed the curse?"



"That's gonna be a bit of a problem," said Greg as he slowly drew in a deep breath in response to Andrew's progressively narrowing eyes. "This book is older than all three of us combined. Whoever made it is likely long gone." 



"Oh..." was all Andy was able to produce as he glanced off to the side in disappointment.



"However," Greg continued. "There's a name mentioned in plain English twice in this book." He slid the mass of pages to one side in a slow and deliberate movement, revealing the first page with only a single name in the center of the yellowed paper. "This was apparently authored by an Eve... something. It's too faded to make out properly."



Kylie audibly gasped from behind Andy, causing him to peer over his shoulder with a look of confusion. "What's wrong, Kylie?"



There was a short delay with Kylie's reply as she stared pointedly at the book, apprehension having given way to visible fear. "Uh... nothing." She turned her eyes to Andrew. "Nothing's wrong, just thinking to myself back here, that's all."



"Ah, right," Andy nodded as he cast his eyes downward in thought. "Hmm... Eve, Eve... I'll have to start asking around. Maybe mom'll have an idea who that was. With a little luck, it'll lead us somewhere."



A muffled ringing began to sound from Greg's pocket. Carefully, his fingers fished an old flip phone from his pants and checked the caller ID. "Oh, crap, my guest is gonna be here soon." He looked over to the two teens squeezed in at the closet entrance. "We're gonna have to cut this short, guys; if you have anymore questions, I'll answer them at a later time."



"Yeah, well, I think I got enough to bite onto for now," said Andy with a bit of a shrug. "Hopefully, this Eve name will lead me somewhere." He started for the exit, with Kylie quietly following close behind.



"Hey, hey! Wait, what about my pay?! You said you were gonna pay me for information!" Greg ran up beside Andrew with the book closed and tucked underneath his arm, holding out an expecting hand. "That'll be fifty bucks, buddy!"



Andrew high-fived into the offered hand as he opened the front door and exited into the hallway. "You'll get your pay when I'm rid of this curse, that'll be our deal. That's not unfair."



"How do you figure?!" barked Greg, having become undeniably irritated. 



"If the information you give us leads to a solution, I'll consider that worth giving you anything you want," Andy offered, but to no avail, as the librarian before him continued to simmer. "Hey, I never said this was a 'some now, and the rest when we get to Alderaan' kind of situation." 



"Oh, you're a crafty son of a bitch." Greg managed a sporting smile. "Fine, I can wait. Don't you try and cheat me out of this though, because I will be pestering you over this." He then turned heel and slipped back in through his front door before turning and adding, "Oh, and keep this to yourselves. The administrators would have a bone to pick with me if they knew I was inviting students into my home." 



Neglecting a potential reply, the door then slammed shut, and the locks on the other end were bolted back up. 



The two teens then exchanged a look of mild bewilderment as Kylie uttered, "At least we got something out of him."



With no business left in the apartments, they then descended back down to ground level and jumped back into Kylie's truck. In a change of pace, Andy ended up being the one to drive the hulking beast of a truck, a task which he took to with quiet relief as he drove back through town with significantly less reckless abandonment.



Throughout the trip, however, he couldn't help but notice that Kylie was unusually quiet and withdrawn, as though something disturbing had crossed her mind.



Just what has got her so down? Andy wondered, trying not to appear overly concerned as he drove. Man... I hope she's okay.





~*~

 Meanwhile...

~*~




Back at Andrew's house, Madeline had returned home, and was practically overturning the place in search of a particular item. She almost seemed feverishly obsessed with seeking out whatever it was she was looking for, having searched the bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, basement, and was now in the dusty attic. Box after box of knick-knacks, old photos, disused children's books and magazines, as well as various other things Madeline had forgotten they even had. Most of it was passed down the family, so she figured that this would be the best place to look after all else had failed.



Her efforts, much to her delight, weren't in vain.



"Ah, there you are, you sneaky bastard," she muttered to herself with a smile as she yanked a dusty book out from under a pile of cardboard boxes. The book was bound in black leather, and looked older than time itself. The pages within were yellowed and crumpled, some tearing at the edges from age and mishandling. "We're saved!" She kissed the front of the old book. Then spat out a mouthful of dust.





***




A short time later, the black Ford pulled up into the driveway of Andy's house. Kylie, still having not said a word throughout the trip, hopped out along with Andrew and made their way into the house, where they were greeted to the sight of everything having been moved out of place. The house looked almost as disorganized as it did shortly after the wild birthday party was thrown in it.



"Oh, what the hell? MOM!" Andy called out. "Did we get broken into?!"



The sound of rapid stomping came from the stairs as Madeline rushed down them with a big smile on her face and the dusty book in her hand. "Andrew! I'm so glad you're here!" She rushed up to him and scooped him up into a big hug, applying a crushing grip. "I found it!"



Andy choked up as he struggled to breath, "Augh! Found what, mom?!" He wiggled free of her grip and inhaled deeply.



"Your great grandfather's journal!" Madeline held it up proudly. "This has to contain the answers we're looking for!" she rushed over to the dinner table and turned on the lights, then took a seat as she gingerly unhinged the bindings that kept it shut for so many years.



Andrew and Kylie took seats next to Madeline, looking into the old journal's contents along with her. The handwriting was an elegant cursive font, and the notes were all varied in their nature. The earliest entries were quick, plain, and uninteresting, but as the pages turned, their tone progressively adopted that of inner turmoil. 



"Mom, the first thing we need to figure out is who did this," Andrew suggested as he reclined in his seat. "Greg mentioned the name Eve, but couldn't give a last name. We're thinking this was the person who originally placed the curse."



"Right, right..." Madeline reached into her pocket and fished out her reading glasses, slipping them on and flipping through the pages. "This might take a while. William had been writing in this since he was your age, so there's a lot of stuff to sort through." 



"It's fine, there's still some daylight to burn before the next moon shows up." Andy shrugged, leaning forward and resting his chin on the table, "At least we're getting somewhere, that's what's keeping me chill... relatively chill. I mean, as chill as I can be, knowing what waits for me."



Kylie then stood up from her seat. "I'm gonna be in the other room. I'm not feeling so well right now." She walked over to the living room and fixed up one of the couches before laying down on it.



"You gonna be all right?" Madeline asked from the table, looking concerned.



"Yeah, I just need to rest my eyes for a little while," grumbled Kylie as she pulled her glasses off and buried her head under a pillow. "It's been a long week. I think it's about to get even longer."



Andrew got up from his seat as well, walking into the living room, leaving Madeline to continue sorting through the journal. Andy knelt down to Kylie with a bit of a friendly smile on his face, speaking in a soft tone, "You wanna talk about it?" he tentatively asked.



"Maybe later, Grumpy," she mumbled from under the pillow before lifting it up so she could be heard easier. Her eyes were noticeably bloodshot, as though she'd been crying. "I'm sorry, Andy; I just need some time right now." She covered her face again.



A look of helplessness spread over Andy's features as he offered, "Well, take all the time you need. I'll be close by." He waited for a moment to see if she'd respond, then stood up and returned to his seat at the dining table, keeping his eyes fixated on Kylie for a few moments longer.



The waiting had begun, not only for the information contained within the journal, but also to see just what was bugging the distressed redhead. 





~*~

One Hour Later...

~*~




The sun was inching closer and closer to the horizon, with the sky turning a fiery orange in color as the day began to wind down. Soon, the moon would be out, and Andrew's next transformation beckoned. It was an anxious affair, but Madeline was still reading away at the contents of the journal as Andy waited. Kylie was still laying on the couch, still not saying a word.



Things were too still, and far too silent. To help pass the time, Andrew had since taken to playing a PSP at the table as he leaned the chair back against the wall. He wasn't entirely inconsiderate, at least, given that he had the presence of mind to turn down the volume to his portable device while playing. 



After what seemed like forever, Madeline finally said, "Alright, I think I may have found mention of this Eve person you were looking for." She slid to journal over to Andrew. 



Kylie immediately sat up after an hour of lying motionless, staring into the dining room with her bangs messily draped over one eye.



"Hm... damn, this is old," Andy observed with a small snort, pressing his finger to the page. "Let's see here...."





___




7th of July, 1929



Today has been terribly strange; I woke up in the middle of a field this morning with no recollection of how I'd gotten there. I blamed my amnesia on the night of drinking beforehand, seeing as how I had no better explanation.  Oddly, though, when I spoke to Elias later in the day, he gave a troubling account of how I'd begun to physically change before his eyes before rushing out of the eatery. I didn't have the faintest idea what he was talking about. Could this have something to do with Eve?





8th of July, 1929



I'm so confused. I have no idea what's happening to me. I've changed into someone I scarcely recognize as myself. My body has become that of a woman! I feel like the world is spinning out of my control, and as I write, my hand trembles uncontrollably. I never thought something like this was possible. I was lead to believe magic didn't exist. Did my parents lie to me? Were they pulling a veil over my eyes all along? I've exhausted myself from screaming. I need to think very carefully about where I proceed from this point on.





9th of July, 1929



I awoke this morning and found myself having turned back into a man. Though relieved, I still deeply want to figure out just who or what is behind all this. Have I been cursed? Was there some hexed object I've come into contact with? Maybe a sacred place I unintentionally desecrated? I have so many questions, none of which I have the answers to. I'll continue to document these extraordinary events as I can. This journal has kept my sanity intact for this long, so I see no reason to give it up now. 





29th of July, 1929



I keep changing. Almost every night, I've transformed into a woman, only to turn back several hours later. I strongly suspect it has something to do with the presence of the moon. The changes are painful, the nature of which is far too graphic to retell onto these pages. I dare not speak about this to anyone, not even my closest of friends. I'm terrified that I might be beyond help. I can only continue to investigate what did this, and hope there's a way to reverse it. My options are running dangerously low, however.





13th of August, 1929



The truth finally surfaces. I've come to realize that it was Eve who did this to me. I'm not sure how, but she managed to cast some sort of spell on me. She disclosed this information with scorn, whispering warnings and threats to me as she did so. I now see the error of my ways,  and have come to pay for my hubris. Even in light of this, the punishment was grossly disproportionate to my actions, and I intend to right this wrong. I only hope my attempts to reason with Ancalime don't turn violent.







___






Andrew stopped dead on the page, looking up from the journal and turning his attention to Kylie with an expression of acute bewilderment. He finally figured out just why Kylie had been acting so strange since they left Greg's apartment. The revelation was almost too much for his mind to handle as it inundated him with a cocktail of conflicting emotions.



"I don't believe this... all this time?" Andy stood from his seat, staring at Kylie. "How could you keep this from me?!"



"What? What's the problem?" Madeline peered over her shoulder in confusion, trying to figure out what the fuss was about.



Kylie crossed her arms at her stomach, staring down at the floor as she sat there on the couch, tears running along her face and falling from her chin. Her expression was that of guilt and pitiful remorse that she couldn't hide anymore. In a shaken tone, Kylie looked to Madeline, and muttered, "My last name is Ancalime. Eve was my great grandmother."


Set in Motion

Chapter 7 - Set in Motion




Both Madeline and Andrew were stunned at the startling revelation; it was if all the planets had aligned on a blue moon during a Friday the 13th after Hell froze over and cast upon them the biggest coincidence to have ever happened in the history of mankind. As a matter of fact, it was too coincidental to have been accidental. Andrew refused to believe that he'd been friends with the descendant of the very person who had cursed his great grandfather entirely by chance. There was something at work here; some sort of articulate planning being employed behind the scenes that made everything come together like this. Normally, he'd think to look deeper into the journal, but he was so awestruck by the realization that he could scarcely muster up a proper sentence. 



Kylie only waited there, sitting on the couch with her pitifully defeated expression, as if awaiting her judgement. "I'm so sorry, Andrew. I didn't realize things would happen like this," she whimpered, not making direct eye contact with Andy.



Andrew fell back into his seat as his arms hung limp at his sides. "I don't know what to say," he calmly muttered, addressing Kylie. "I can't even be mad right now. I'm just... bleh. Like, wow; this whole time. All these years we've known each other, and it turns out... I mean, my mind is just blown right now, I'm sorry." 



"I'd chime in about here, but I'm just as surprised as you, Andrew." Madeline added, managing a bit of a laugh in light of the tense moment, though it was clear that even she was incredibly tense, worried that an argument was about to break out.



"If you want me to leave, I can," Kylie offered, sniffling quietly as she reached up to wipe the tears away from her face with the back of her wrist.



"No, no, don't leave... I just need a minute." Andy sighed, "This is a lot to take in. A whole fuck of a lot," he tapped his fingers on the wooden table before him, trying to sort everything out in his head.



"Well, I think me staying here is just going to make this awkward, so..." Kylie cleared her throat, glancing to Andy out of the corner of her eye. "If I'm gonna hang around, can we just talk this out peacefully? Like adults?"



"Hang on a second, I need to collect myself. This is just so fucking weird, it's unreal." Andy sighed down at his lap. "Like adults... like adults... alright." He turned to face Kylie, "First off, I need you to explain to me what you know about all this. Then, we can move on from there."



Kylie stood up from the couch and walked over to the kitchen, fetched herself a soda from the fridge, then took a seat at the dining table, situating herself across from Andrew. "There's honestly not much I do know, Andy." She popped open the cola and took a sip, as she tried to calm her shot nerves down. "I will say that I have seen that purple book before. The one Greg had."



"You have? I'd ask why you didn't say anything, but it's kind of a dumb question, now." Andy  crossed his arms on the table and rest his chin on his forearms, listening to Kylie attentively.



"Yeah, well, that book was something I was introduced to at a very young age. Probably around six-years-old." Kylie reclined back in her seat, tapping her fingers on her thigh somewhat absentmindedly. "If I remember right, it's called the Trangeminiti. I've never used it personally, nor have I seen it used. It was locked away in the family home for years. I didn't know my parents gave it to Greg, though, that was new."



"Trangeminiti..." Andy grimaced at the name. "Just rolls right off the tongue. I wonder why they'd just give away something like that?"



"Probably because they didn't want to bring me up with that book around for me to discover one day. I was oblivious to it, but I guess my parents were all too aware of my great grandmother's past. They wanted to distance themselves from it as much as possible, I suppose." Kylie took another sip of her drink as she nervously cracked the knuckles on her free hand. "I didn't even realize Eve was a witch, nor did I realize she'd cursed you. Beyond that, I know about as much as you do."



Andrew sat up and rubbed at his chin, mulling over Kylie's explanation in silence for a moment. "Hmm... well, since that book has something to do with you, maybe we can go and get it from Greg and reverse all this!" he snapped his fingers in a moment of enlightened excitement.



"Andy, one thing at a time," Madeline interjected, "Kylie's pretty upset, and I'm ready to sleep after all this running around today."



Andrew turned his eyes back to Kylie, who still appeared somewhat apprehensive and withdrawn from her big reveal. It took a few seconds for it to sink in, but he finally started to realize just how scared she must have been. His excitement dying down again, he pondered, Man, I've really gotta work on my people skills.



Quietly, he stood up from his seat and walked over to Kylie, scooping her up into a hug. "I'm sorry I stressed you out, Kylie. I'm not mad, just really confused right now. I didn't mean to make you cry," he assured her in an unusually gentle tone.



Kylie, still shaken, brought her arms up and returned the hug as an appreciative smile tugged at the ends of her lips. "I'm sorry, too, Grumpy. I should have said so the moment I knew something was up." 



Madeline once again spoke up, trying to act as the voice of reason. "Well, since we're still all cool with each other, let's put this behind us and focus on the now. We've still got a lot of work to do."



"Yeah, I agree. The past is the past. Let's leave it at that for now." Kylie nodded, pulling away from Andy enough to look him in the eyes. "Friends?"



"The best," Andy grinned, then leaned forward and plucked a playful kiss off Kylie's forehead, causing her smile to spread even further across her face. "I can't be mad at you. It's not like you meant for this to happen. Would be pretty shitty of me to put blame on you." 



"At least you two bounce back quick," said Madeline as she placed a makeshift bookmark in the journal, then flipped it closed. "I think it'd be best to let this wait until tomorrow, though. This day has gone on just a little too long."



"Yeah, I've had enough crazy shit for today. We can figure this out another day, it's not like I'm gonna die from this. Hopefully, anyway." Andy broke the hug with Kylie, then walked to the front door to step out for a breath of much needed fresh air. 



Madeline got up from her seat and pulled Kylie into a second hug just as she started standing up, catching the redhead off guard. "Sorry about all this, honey. I know you're trying your hardest to keep my Andy in check." A reassuring smile slowly made itself apparent on her face. "Even if he doesn't say so, I'm sure he appreciates what you're doing just as much as I do," she said warmly, letting Kylie free of the hug before it went into smothering territory. 



"D'aw, thanks, Maddy." Kylie said, looking much happier now that she'd been assured she wasn't about to be lynched. "Glad I'm able to be of help. I think I'm ready to go home, though," she yawned as she set for the front door as well. "I was right about the week getting longer."



"Kylie," Madeline added at the last second, making Kylie pause and look over her shoulder. "Whatever happens, just know that we don't think any less of you for being related to Eve. You'll always be welcomed in this house as far as I'm concerned."  



"Thank you, Maddy. You have no idea how relieved that makes me feel to hear that." Kylie hummed a faint laugh as she opened the door and began to step out. "Keep in touch; I'll be around if you guys need anything." 



Outside, Andy sat on the top of his car which was still parked in the driveway. He didn't exactly know why he felt like hanging out there in particular, but it served as a decent place to collect his thoughts and reflect on the day that had passed. Beyond the rooftops and trees, the sun's light continued to fade away like the dying flame of a candle. Nightfall would soon fall upon them, as would another transformation to deal with. 



Unfortunately, with the startling revelation having been made, it had completely slipped everyone's mind for the moment that there were mere grains of time remaining. As if the curse was really going to wait.



"Well, thanks for showing some restraint today, Andy," Kylie said as she approached the beat up car Andy sat upon. "I know it's kind of weird, knowing  that I'm of the same family who did this terrible shit to you. I just hope we can move past that, because I want nothing to do with that evil bitch."



"Nah, don't worry, we're cool," smiled Andy. "This might just work out for us in the long run, anyway. Help give us some insight." He slid off the car, landing in front of Kylie. "With a little luck, we could have this curse fixed in a few days time!"



"Maybe." Kylie glanced down to the ground in thought. "I just hope it doesn't bite us in the arse somehow. I have a bad feeling about this."



"Bad feeling?" Andy tilted his head with a half-smile, "I mean, I don't mean to be the optimistic one, but I--..." He suddenly paused as his eyes widened and his smile faded. 



A distinct, fleshy slithering muffled from within his jeans for a fleeting second, building up in a twisted crescendo before one, then another visceral pop sounded off, causing him to buckle his legs together and double over with a strangled groan. Hands pressed against his lower stomach, very loud, painful lurches began to assault his body as his female self aggressively reclaimed his body, one part at a time.



"Wait, what?!" Kylie turned her eyes down to Andy's waist, having heard the sounds herself. "Uh-oh... is that what I think it is? It is, isn't it?"



"Ssssshit!" Andy whispered loudly. "Shit! Shit! Shit! How could I forget?!" 



"You forgot?! What do you mean you bloody forgot?!" She pointed down to Andrew's crotch. "How do you forget something like this is going to happen?!" 



"I-I don't know!" whined Andy as his voice cracked higher. "All this crazy shit happened and-- ACH!!" He shot his hands to his groin as a familiar, though horrifyingly guttural slurping sound made itself known.



Brow aloft and mouth slightly agape in response to the noise, Kylie frantically urged, "GET INSIDE! You fucker!" She began to push Andrew back towards his front door. "GO! Before someone sees you!"



Panicking, Andrew stumbled over to his front door, slamming into it from Kylie's persistent shoving. With thinning, cracking hands, he turned the knob and tumbled in with a pained whimper, landing face first on the carpet. His feet flailed around as he fell, kicking a lamp over, and tipping a small wooden stand onto its side with a loud crash.



Madeline startled from the loud noise, spilling a mug of tea all over herself. "Christ, Andrew! What the hell are you doing?!" she angrily shouted as she shot up from the dinner table and marched into the living room, only to be greeted by the sight of her son curled up on the floor, writhing in pain. "What the-- Oh my God!"



Andrew, realizing that his mother had eyes on him in such a vulnerable state, quickly scrambled towards the stairs in a haphazard crawl before getting his footing and hoisting himself up, breaking out into a full sprint as he bolted up to his room and slammed the door shut behind him.



Madeline followed, setting her half-empty mug on the coffee table as she shouted, "Andrew! Are you okay?!"



Peeking in through the front door, Kylie saw the overturned stand and lamp, pursing her lips as she muttered, "At least he's fast."



Upstairs, Madeline knocked on Andrew's door, trying her best not to sound panicked as she asked, "Andrew, are you turning? Is that what this is about?"



Though she didn't get a reply, the sounds of bones cracking, and flesh shifting to labored panting and stifled cries of agony were more than enough to answer her question. Having gotten the hint clearly as she ever would, Madeline backed away from the door with her hands covering her mouth, eyes wide in shock. It didn't take long for Kylie to catch up, climbing the stairs and taking a place at Madeline's side.



"If we don't get this fixed soon, this'll have to be a regular thing, I suppose," observed Kylie as she leaned against the hallway wall, staring down Andrew's door. 



Madeline had fallen silent as she listened to her son's transformation, a look of horror on her face through the duration of it. Eventually, the sounds stopped, leaving only exhausted panting coming from the other end of the door.



Kylie dawned a look of amiable sympathy as she placed a hand on Madeline's shoulder and gave a light squeeze. "Just stay strong, Maddy. It's not pretty, but this is just a process we'll have to get used to for now."



"Mmhmm," loosed Madeline with a small nod. "This is just really difficult. I've never heard him in pain like that."



Kylie stepped away from the wall, quietly reasoning, "Well, he's not dying. We can at least be sure of that." Then, she turned her attention to the bedroom door, raising her voice as she said, "Grumpy, I have to go home now. You'll be fine, alright? Just, hit me up on Skype whenever you want. I promise, I'll keep it open for you."



"You're not staying?" Madeline asked with an undercurrent of desperation in her voice.



"Sorry, Maddy, but I'm absolutely spent," sighed Kylie as she began to make her way back down the stairs. "I also have a lot to think about regarding my great grandmother. I'll keep in touch."



With another nod, Madeline muttered, "Yeah, alright. You take care of yourself, honey."



Kylie flashed one last sympathetic smile as she continued down the stairs and headed out the front door - after first straightening up the mess that lay scattered before it, of course. The sound of her truck revving up and driving off signified that, once again, it was just a mother and her dismayed, transformed son. 



Inside his room, Andrew sat slouched in his black swivel chair, staring blankly up at his computer monitor, which wasn't even turned on. As they usually did after a transformation, his clothes had become a poor fit again, with him having to constantly readjust his pants, which clung uncomfortably tight to his hips. With every movement of his head, he continued to find his elongated bangs falling back into his eyes, obstructing his view. 



Sure, Eve, let's pile irritation on top of the insanity.



The longer he sat there, though, the more he realized that the change into a female drained him in more ways than one.



Suddenly, Andrew's bedroom door swung open as he quietly sauntered out into the hallway, arms hugged to his sides self-consciously as he greeted his waiting mother outside with a less-than-enthusiastic, "It's cool, mom."



Still not used to seeing her son in his transformed state, Madeline startled slightly before following closely behind. "Andrew, do you need anything? I'm totally here, you have my undivided attention... most of my undivided attention!" She stopped in her tracks, pushing out a soft sigh. "...Okay, some of my attention. I'm so tired, baby, I have to be honest."



Inside the Kitchen, Andrew began to prepare himself an assortment of different, excessively processed pre-packaged convenience foods, lazily insisting, "Don't worry about, mom." He cleared his throat before finally giving up on forcing his voice deeper than it could go. "...Really, it's cool. I just need to eat right now. I need to relax."



Leaned up against the arch that separated the living room and kitchen with her arms folded at her stomach, Madeline finally relented, saying, "Alright, I'll get out of your hair for now, then, but only because you seem so persistent about it." After a moment longer of lingering on Andrew toiling away in the kitchen, she warmly added, "I love you," before beginning a short trek back up the stairs.



Andrew paused and turned his attention over his shoulder to where his mom stood, his shell cracked slightly by those parting words. Knowing she was still within earshot, he managed an appreciative, "I love you, too, mom."



~*~

One Hour Later...

~*~




After attempting to replenish his energy reserves with high quantities of cheap frozen foods, Andy had once again retired to his bedroom, sat before his computer in his briefs and a white tank top, and his fingers intertwined atop his stomach, illuminated only by the soft glow on the monitor. With a vacant look on his face, he stared forward at his Google home page in deep contemplation, occasionally shifting uncomfortably in his chair. Before long, however, he became sick of the constant absence between his legs snapping him back to the reality of his situation.



"Okay, y'know what?" he audibly growled, rolling his chair over to his dresser, pulling out a balled-up bundle of clean socks and stuffing them down the front of his underwear. "Fuck off, I get it," he said down at his crotch, of all places. "Quit reminding me, you shitty curse." 



There he stewed, earning his nickname of Grumpy as he simmered in his chair, one knee folded against the edge of his desk with his arms crossed in defiance. 



Goddamn. What am I going to do, now? I'm not tired yet. I can't just get on Warcraft, or something, and pretend nothing's happened. There's no way. Maybe... YouTube? No... Facebook? Yeah, right... or maybe... She said Skype. Skype it is.



He then put both his feet back down on the floor and pulled closer to his desk, hoping that Kylie kept true to her word.



___




Salt Lick: Kylie, are you awake?



Kylie: andy! :D



Kylie: how are you holding up grumpy?



Salt Lick: Crappy. Kinda crappy.



Kylie: :( *hug*



Kylie: we can play something if you want. feel like anything?



Salt Lick: I don't even have the will to play video games at the moment, I'm just so fuck right now.



Kylie: i'm sorry i can't be of more help. i swear i'd come over it i could, but i'm just spent.



Salt Lick: Nah, don't worry about it, it's honestly kind of nice to be able to think to myself for a little bit. Kind of.



Kylie: don't worry. i'll come tomorrow.



Salt Lick: I'd make a dirty joke out of that, but I'm too lazy for it.



Kylie: pfft lol. cheeky fucker. i'll come that way too. ;]



Salt Lick: oh bby plz. 



Salt Lick: But no, seriously, I'm sorry about how shitty I've kind of been lately. My horrible attitude.



Kylie: really it's cool andy. if anything i feel like i should be apologising to you.



Salt Lick: For the Eve thing? I'm still mind blown about it, but I promise, I won't let it get in the way of anything.



Kylie: nah i wasn't talking about eve m8. i meant i apologise for being so FUCKING AWESOME! BOOM



Kylie: jk i'm really sorry for the eve thing.



Salt Lick: This fucking Kylie girl tho, lmao.



Kylie: you know you like it. :D



Salt Lick: I do. You got me to laugh. Nobody makes me feel my own feels.



Kylie:  except me. MWAHAHA!! >:3



___




Andrew hummed a breathy laugh to himself as he typed away at his computer, conversing with Kylie well into the night until he simply couldn't keep his fingers blazing across the keys anymore. Even if just for a short while, he was able to pull his mind from the real world, and the curse he had to fix. He could never bring himself to open up a full-fledged Skype call, though. He knew that the moment he spoke again, his voice would yank him back to reality with brutal speed. The text did well enough on its own.



By midnight, his eyes had become too heavy to keep open anymore, and after resting his head on his keyboard for only a minute, he ended up drifting off to sleep entirely, leaving his computer on.


Square

Chapter 8 - Squared



- Day 4 -




Several hours had passed Andy fell asleep at his desk, and the night had since given way to the mellow glow of the morning sun again. His PC shut itself off sometime in the night as per a power saving measure, leaving only the traces of sunlight bleeding through the blinds as the sole source of illumination. 



The sounds of mourning doves gently cooing from beyond the slightly ajar window was just enough to cause Andrew to stir, and slowly as he was steady, he began to open his eyes again, realizing the next day had arrived. Lifting his head from the keyboard with a hearty yawn, he was completely oblivious to the faint square imprints left on his cheek from having slept on his keyboard the whole time.



Groggy and brain mildly fried, it never occurred to him that he hadn't reverted back to his male form quite yet. Assuming it was a given that he changed back, he lazily hoisted himself out of his chair, causing the bunch of socks he had stuffed down his briefs the night before to topple from his underwear and bounce onto the floor.



Grumbling to himself with eyes half-closed, Andy waddled his way out of his room and into the darkened hallway, navigating through the low light to reach the bathroom on the opposite end of the hallway. As it would so happen, nature called - as it typically did after he woke up. Dragging his feet with every step, he meandered his way into the small bathroom and shut the door behind him. What greeted him was the modest sight of a more pronounced sunlight freely pouring through a minuscule rectangular window situated near the ceiling above the turquoise-tiled shower. 



Andy stood before the porcelain bowl with his torso leaned forward, pressing his forehead onto the wall to keep him steady as he continued to yawn. After a few haphazard pats to locate the waistband, he reached his hands into his underwear with the intent to find what he had previously thought returned, only to embark on a short, progressively worrying search as his fingers were met only with the same absence that had taken residency down there for the past several hours. 



Wait, where's...?  he confusedly thought as his eyes slid open. Hang on a minute... something's... OH, DAMMIT!



Abruptly, Andy sprung to life as he yanked his hands out of his briefs, turning his gaze down at his body and finally realizing the very obvious reason why his search turned up nothing. Dispirited at the discovery, he directed his attention back to the toilet before him, unsure of how to proceed. The more he let it process, the more he began to realize there was going to have to be an accommodation made.



Now what am I supposed to do?! Unless I have to... His eyes widened as he pulled his lips thin. Uh-uh, nope. Not happening. I'll hold it in if I have to.



Throwing his hands up in defeat, he turned and promptly exited the bathroom again, already getting his morning off to a poor start once faced with the fact that, unless he wanted to have to adjust his restroom etiquette, he was going to have to wait out the duration of his change with a full bladder. He didn't get far, though, before the effects of the missing moon began to take hold again, granting him his wish earlier than expected.



"Ugh, whoa..." he grumbled weakly as he placed his hands to the sides of his head.



Colored spots swirled in his vision as his legs became weak, and his body broke out in a cold sweat. Already partially asleep, he was unable to maintain his composure as the world around him spun out of control. His head felt like it was full of helium, ready to float away. As the disturbing crawling and shifting sensations swept across his body, Andy was only able to articulate one last unintelligible groan before his legs buckled beneath him. 



He harshly folded against the wall, then loudly tumbled onto the floor where his eyes rolled back and slid shut. His consciousness slipped from his grasp once again, sparing him all of the unpleasant aspects of a yet another shift. At least, for now. 



~*~

Two Hours Later...

~*~




"Andy?" A female's voice gently spoke to him, sounding rather close. It was a voice he recognized anywhere. Either his redheaded friend had made her way into his dreams, or he was having company.



Slowly parting his eyelids, he saw that he had ended up in his own bed, and that Kylie and Madeline were both sitting at his bed side. With a soft sigh, he reached up and rubbed at his face with a muttered, "Oh, my head..." noting that his voice had regained its male timbre.



Pulling his hands away from his face, he quickly patted at his chest and made a grab for his crotch. It seemed that no matter how many times he found himself returning to his old self, there was always the immediate desire to check around, almost as if to affirm its reality. He cast aside his modesty, despite the eyes on him, much to the surprise of his company.



"Oh, that's attractive," Madeline sarcastically remarked with a bit of a smirk. "How're you feeling, honey?"



"Like a million bucks," Andy fired that sarcasm right back, then take on a more relaxed tone as he sat up. "But at least I'm back, for now."



"Keep the optimism; it'll take you a long way." Kylie smiled encouragingly. "We were worried about you! You were all passed out on the floor, apparently."



"Sorry about that. I would have passed out in my bed, but duty called," jested Andy, straightening his wrinkled tank top.



"Always out and about, this one," Kylie chuckled, leaning forward and scooping Andy into a tender hug. "At least you're okay. We going over to Greg's later today?"



"Yeah, we've gotta get that book from him. Sadly, it's gonna be yet another long wait," Andy grumbled with a frown.



"Well, in the meantime, maybe you could explore the journal a little more?" Madeline suggested. "I know you're curious about it."



Andy suddenly sprung up from his bed. "The journal, that's right! I can't believe I forgot about that!" he exclaimed, then abruptly bolted out the door, only to immediately pause in the middle of the hallway and turn heel for a straight shot to the bathroom, where he slammed the door shut.



"Damn, he gets his energy back fast," Kylie remarked to Madeline before setting out of the room as well, turning her eyes to the occupied bathroom. "Oh, well, that's why. He just had to go for a piss."



Madeline was slow to catch up as she stretched her arms out with a short yawn. "I'll be downstairs, you two. I need my coffee before I take on any weirdness today." 



As Madeline set down the stairs, the sound of the toilet flushing muffled through the bathroom door, to which Andy suddenly emerged and continued rushing down the hallway, past Kylie, and down the stairs, where he startled his mother with the sheer energy he had seemingly pulled from nowhere as he blazed past her as well. Nearly tripping himself up along the way, he wasted no time in getting back to the kitchen and sitting himself at the dinner table where the journal still rested untouched. 



Shaking his head side to side and giving himself a quick slap to the face to wake himself up, Andy popped open the decrepit journal and began to sort through its contents with a renewed fascination. After the discovery made last night, he could only imagine what other kinds of crazy things the diary of sorts could contain. There was no way to tell for sure how reliable the information would be, but anything was better than flying blind at such an uncertain time.



Kylie approached the dining table and took a seat next to Andrew, while Madeline sat in the front room to sort through a pile of paperwork she seemed to have been tending to from an earlier point in time. At least now, the tension experienced the past few days was subdued, but it was instead replaced with a sense of urgency; it was as if Andy thought the world was going to explode if he didn't look through the journal and find something that could help him. 



With consideration to the delicacy of the book's age, he still managed to keep a gingerly touch when handling the worn pages, since the last thing he needed was to destroy some extremely old family history.



"Y'know, I'm all for figuring this out as much as you, but don't you think you should wake up more and have some breakfast or something? I mean, this can wait a little bit," Kylie tried to reason with the enthralled young man, trying to bring him down from his burst of energy.



"I stuffed my face last night, so I'm not hungry," Andy said as he leaned closer to the pages, attempting to make out some illegible text. "Besides, I want to see what else this might have in it."



"Well, still, are you really planning on sitting here for hours until Greg gets home from work?" She reached over and placed a hand on Andy's shoulder. "I'm just sayin', you can relax a little. The journal isn't going anywhere."



Andrew broke concentration and shifted his eyes up to Kylie. The expression on his face denoted that her reasoning did in fact penetrate his thick skull, as it so often did. "I guess you're right," he said as he reclined back in his seat, pulling his hands away from the journal. "Maybe I'm just too keen to end this as quickly as possible."



"I mean, I can't say I blame you, don't get me wrong!" Kylie quickly assured. "But like, you don't have to go this fast. Just, cool your jets. We'll get this all sorted out come later today, before you have to change again."



It took Andy a moment to really think about what he'd even do if he wasn't spending his time trying to decipher the journal. He honestly didn't really feel like indulging in any of the activities he normally wasted time on. A sense of deflation came about, coupled with that of mild relief; mostly because he had a friend step in and pull him out of the fast lane before he ended up crashing and burning from his own overly worrisome nature. 



Flipping the journal closed, he scooted his chair out and lazily spread his legs while letting his arms dangle uselessly by his sides. "Welp, I suppose I'll take a drive." 



He lifted himself out of his seat and bolted back upstairs to his room, where he sorted through his dresser for something to wear while out on the town. Being of a humble outward appearance, the only things he saw fit to wear for a cruise was one of his old blue T-shirts and a pair of black jeans that suffered from noticeable wearing of the fabric around the knees.



Kylie followed him up and leaned on the door frame to his room. "You want company?" she asked innocently enough as she tried not to stare too long at the dressing young man.



"Not to sound like a dick, but I kinda need more time to think. Some evaluation and all that stuff." Andy slipped his shoes on and headed back downstairs, where he opened the front door and stood in the threshold. "I'll be back soon."



Kylie simply shrugged from the top of the stairs. "Suit yourself. I'll be talking to your mum about all your embarrassing secrets, then," she teased, snickering mischievously at the notion.



"Try not to tell her too much, then," Andrew pressed. "There's some things best left buried under piles of other repressed memories." 



With that, he shut the front door and sauntered his way over to his parked car. Since he was the careless type, he of course almost always left his keys in the ignition, serving as an invitation to a car thief. Then again, his car was so busted up and low-quality, it wasn't very likely anyone would want to steal it, anyway.



Twisting the keys and starting the old piece of junk up, he backed out of the driveway, narrowly squeezing around Kylie's truck, then drove off through the quiet neighborhood.





***




Andy's drive ended up lasting much longer than he'd intended, practically making it all the way the the sparse city limits before looping around and heading back into the downtown area. It was mindless cruising at best, and a colossal waste of time at worst. Still, it was giving him plenty chance to think, this time with a sober mindset. There wasn't much that he thought about that he hadn't already gone over a million times before, trying to analyse to the fullest extent in some obsessive manner. It seemed, though, that the one thing he never really thought about until now was his actual transformations. 



As he drove, he silently pondered to himself, always keeping a watchful eye on the road. Why are you so curious about it, you freak? You know it doesn't look pretty. His head shook from side to side, as if trying to ward off any recurring visual images of his metamorphosis. Just seeing it happen through clothes about caused me to lose my lunch. But... no, fuck, don't even think about it! Gah, stop it!



Dejection began to well up inside of him as his mind lingered on the thoughts of what the curse did to him. The mental images, however hard he tried to force them out, continued to pester him at the edge of his perception. Think about something else, dammit... think... puppies. Skyrim. ...Kylie. Wait, Kylie?! That's right, I forgot her gifts!



Andrew suddenly slammed on the brakes in the middle of the highway, then maneuvered a sloppy U-turn to divert his course. With one hand on the wheel, he fished around in his pockets, producing his slightly scuffed debit card. 



How much do I have saved? Eight.... hundred? No, nine-hundred. Screw it, it'll be enough.



By then, the sun was high in the sky, and most places had opened, so his options were already vast. He figured the best place to start would be the same GameStop he intended to visit the night of his birthday. It may not have been his preferred place to shop for gaming goodies, but he felt somewhat obligated to go to that store in particular after having had his plans cut so short before. 



After fighting his way through some of the usual midday traffic, he pulled into the local shopping center and hopped out, hurrying into the game store. The transaction was uneventful, but after a brief browse, the loss of some money, and the refusal of some game magazine subscriptions from the clerk, Andy stepped out of the shop with a new PS4 sealed in its box, tucked firmly beneath his arm, and a few games gripped in his free hand.



Tossing the goods in the back seat of his car, Andy again had a moment of contemplation. When she sees this, she is gonna shit.... Hm, but is it enough? Nah, let's go all the way. He grinned and hurried into the nearby supermarket to drop even more cash on gifts.



By the time Andy did finally end up driving back home, his back seat was carrying an excessive amount of cargo. It felt like it'd be worth it in the end, though, considering he'd been meaning to pay back Kylie for her help for a while. He also just wanted to use it as a good way of burying the hatchet on the whole witch ordeal, to show that he truly garnered no hard feelings toward her. It was an awkward subject to talk about as it was, but there lingered a hope that the lot of gifts could help him say what he couldn't quite put into words.



Despite all the crazy things that had happened as of recent, he was actually quite excited about his sudden bout of aggressive gift giving.





~*~

Back at Andy's House...

~*~




"What?!" Madeline chortled as she brought a bottle of beer up to her lips, trying not to spray it everywhere.



"No fucking shit! I'm dead serious, he really did do that!" Kylie laughed along, tumbling out of the recliner she sat in and holding her sides.



Madeline placed her drink down on the coffee table before her, stifling another laugh. "Oh, good lord, I didn't know he liked milk that much." 



"Maddy, you have no idea how long it took me to pull him out of there," gasped Kylie as she tried her best to regain some measure of control over her laughing. "I thought he was gonna smell like that for months!"



Suddenly, the front door flew open to reveal Andy, having returned from his trip. In a ridiculously exaggerated manner, he stepped inside with his chest puffed out and various bags in his arms. "Honey, I'm home!" he announced with a proud smile on his face. It was rather comical how he almost looked heroic; all that was missing was a red cape and cartoon-styled beams of light shining from behind him.



Kylie hopped up with widened eyes, noticing the ridiculous amount of stuff Andy was carrying. "Holy crap, did you go grocery shopping?" 



"Sorta." Andy stepped forward and set the gifts on the floor to start rummaging through. Inside the bags was the gaming console and the games, but also a wide variety of snacks and assorted chocolates, a few books that he knew Kylie's been wanting, and even a modest bouquet of roses with a gold-colored ribbon binding them together. "You said I owed you. Well, here ya go. All for you." 



"Holy shit," Kylie said in subdued excitement; a gleeful smile appearing on her face as she turned to Andy, pointing at herself. "For me? Seriously?!"



"Super seriously," Andy affirmed with an eager grin on his face.



"Oh man, oh man, OH MAN!" Kylie suddenly tackled the wind out of Andrew with all the force she could muster. "Thank you so, so much, Grumpy!"



Andrew nearly tripped over as he thumped into the nearby wall, causing the paintings situated on it to wobble. He somehow managed to stay on his feet in spite of the intense redhead smothering. "Whoa, whoa, you're welcome!" He stumbled around a bit before plopping down onto the couch next to his mom.



"Goddamn, Andrew, I thought you were really stingy with your cash," Madeline chimed with a chuckle as she examined the bagged items from afar.



Kylie hopped off Andy and darted over to the bags on the floor to sort through all her new gifts like a kid on Christmas morning, sat on her knees with her glasses falling off her face. 



Andy straightened out his shirt as he sat up, adding, "I figured you deserved it after being so patient and understanding in all this mess."



Looking over the PlayStation 4's unopened box, Kylie could barely contain herself as she giggled, "This is so cool, man!"



As she continued to sort through the gifts, her eyes stopped and focused pointedly upon the bouquet of roses. Of all the things she could have expected from someone with as thick of a shell towards people as Andrew, roses weren't even on that list of possibilities. A small gasp escaped her lips as she delicately gripped the bunch of roses in her hand and brought them up to her nose for a sniff. Even more to her surprise was the fact that they were genuinely real. 



"Those are just for... well, for being you," Andy smiled with an hint of subtle shyness underlining his composure.



Kylie tried to stifle a flattered giggle as her cheeks flushed a light shade of red behind her freckles. "Oh, Andrew, that's so fucking sweet of you, I can't even right now."



Lightly bouncing his shoulders in a shrug, Andrew slid from the couch and knelt down on the floor next to Kylie. "It's cool, you deserve it after all the shit you've put up with. Does this make us square?"



With the roses hugged to her chest, Kylie gazed at Andrew affectionately for a few seconds, trying to hold herself back. Being excessively elated from such a generous gesture, it was obvious by the fidgety movements and slightly quickened breathing that she was ready to take a plunge of her own.



Without a moment longer of hesitation, Kylie leaned forward and pressed her lips against Andy's, surprising the young man with an abrupt, and unusually heartfelt kiss. Andy's face turned a noticeable shade of crimson as his eyes widened. It may not have been the most appropriate thing to do, considering that Madeline was literally right across from them, but regardless, it definitely got the point across. 



Relinquishing the kiss, Kylie giggled a short, "We're square."


Wrench in the Gears

Chapter 9 - Wrench in the Gears




Andrew, still being hugged by Kylie after the unexpected and rather enthusiastic kiss, was positively awestruck. "Uh, I'll take it you like it!" he chuckled, trying to take attention away from his undeniably reddening cheeks. "Y-you're welcome! Very, very welcome."



Kylie seemed genuinely amused, being able to get such a reaction out of her otherwise salty, grumpy friend. With an excited giggle and a series of short, child-like hops in place, she pulled away from him and looked through the rest of the stuff. "Fucking hell, I can't believe all this! Nobody ever gets me gifts like this!"



"Ahem..." Andy tried to keep his cool, despite practically melting into a mushy puddle from shyness overload. He wasn't exactly smooth with the ladies, despite knowing this particular lady quite well. "Hey, I'm glad you got a kick out of it! I haven't seen you this lively in a while."



"That's very nice of you, honey, but..." Madeline stood up and walked over to Andy. "How much did all this run you?"



"Not too much... I mean, it cost a lot but... uh," he cleared his throat, slightly embarrassed at himself over his inability to hold onto his cash. "I'd like to think it was money well spent."



"She deserves it, I'm definitely not arguing that. I just hope you don't make a habit out of going on shopping sprees." Madeline glanced over to Andrew, shooting him a stern look. 



"I know, I know, I'm not gonna be doing this a lot." Andrew thumbed in Kylie's direction as she continued to sort through her new stuff. "I owed her big time, though."



Despite the fact that Andy had exhausted a large portion of his personal savings, it was still a substantial boon for his mood, considering how insanely happy he made his friend. The kinetic personality that resonated from Kylie rubbed off on everyone with seemingly little effort. 



The gifts proved to be a great way to spark up a conversation, and for once, the topic of discussion wasn't on the were-woman condition, curses, witches, or anything that could threaten to bring down the first truly innocent moment in what felt like eons. They were free from those subjects for the time being, spending a good couple hours having a back and forth among themselves, exchanging jokes, stories, and hooking up Kylie's new PS4 to play some games on it. Just the idea that Andrew wasn't cooped up in his room was as alien as the generosity itself.



Even so, the mental note he made for himself kept popping up in his mind; the very same one that kept pestering him to drive over to Greg's. It was disheartening, since he was actually having fun, but it had to end at some point. 



Trying to pretend he had only barely noticed, Any looked over to the owl shaped clock on the wall and casually commented, "Oh, Greg should be home about now." He looked back over to Kylie, motioning for the front door. "We ready to head out?"



Kylie sat up in surprise as she realized what time it was. "Oh, right! I totally forgot!" She sprung up from the couch and hurried over to gather up her goodies, unhooking the PS4 and hastily stuffing it, the books, games, flowers and candies into one of the giant plastic bags they came in. "Yeah, I'm ready, let's get some shit done!" 



"You two be careful, I don't want to hear more bad news," said Madeline with a half-joking tone about her voice. 



"Nah, don't worry, mom, we're just gonna get a book from Greg and head right back," Andy smiled reassuringly, then headed out the front door as Kylie followed, hauling her truckload of stuff in her arms.





***




The two hopped inside Andy's dilapidated car and drove off down the road, trying not to hit one of the various wandering cats that populated the neighborhood. Kylie, having seldom been in Andy's car, once again realized just how uncomfortable it was to be in there. The seating was old and lumpy, the dash had its matte surface scraped up, the engine made unusual noises, and the steering wheel looked like it was going to fall off at any second. There was a good reason why she preferred driving her friend around in her own truck, as opposed to being driven around in this explosion waiting to happen.



Then again, she couldn't really be the judge when it came to dangerous driving, considering how reckless she was behind the wheel.



The ride back into the downtown area was mostly uneventful, with no particularly insane things happening along the way. No flying demons or holes opening up in the Earth and swallowing everything, though Andy's anxiety almost made him wish the Earth would just swallow him up. The only thing of note was just how elated Kylie seemed. It was understandable, of course, considering the extravagant amount of gifts of hers that now sat in the back of the car, but her attitude seemed to take a noticeably different turn from her usual affair.



Jokingly leaning up against Andy, Kylie smirked and murmured, "Y'know, it's not often I get you to blush, Andy."



"W-what?!" He widened his eyes, shooting a mildly astonished look over to Kylie. "Oh, uh, well... you know how I am! I'm weird when girls do stuff to me, shit."



"What kinda stuff?" Kylie leaned her head in even closer and plucked a kiss off Andy's cheek, giggling as she did so, as though she knew that it'd get a reaction out of him. "Liiiike that kind of stuff?" 



As expected by that point, Andrew's cheeks took on the same red hue they sported earlier, and once again, he had to force himself to concentrate on the road, lest they end up smashing into another car. Stumbling over his words, it took him a little more effort than usual to get his sentences out. "We-- uh, uhm... it's like-- dammit... I lost my train of thought."



"D'aw, sorry, Andy," Kylie snickered and returned to her own seat, leaning against the door as her ponytail flicked around in the wind of the open window. "Okay, so something's been buzzing in my head for a while, and I think it's finally time to let the beast out. I've got a little question for ya, and I want you to be totally honest."



"Eh, sure, what've you got?" Andy braced himself for some sort of weird questioning that would throw him off again.



Kylie sort of put off asking her question, actually showing a bit of bashfulness herself, which was quite rare for her. If anything, she usually was the type of person to spill her mind at a moments notice. 



Clearing her throat, she playfully, if curtly, forced out, "Do you like me?"



"Like you? You mean... like that?" Andy peered to Kylie out of the corner of his eye; his cheeks still flushed red.



"Mhmm, like that," she quirked a brow, reaching up to straighten her glasses as she read Andrew's reactions carefully.



"Weeeell... yeah, actually. I do," he almost mumbled, looking nervous as ever. Wait, did I just say that out loud?! Oh shit... that's out in the open, isn't it? Dammit, well, screw it. It's balls to the wall, now.



"Oh, I'm sorry, Andy, I didn't quite catch that," grinned Kylie as she tucked her hair behind her ear and leaned in closer to Andrew.



Wanting to sound a little less fearful, Andy repeated himself in a more confident voice, "I do, y'know? I like ya, too. In that way."



With a warm smile, Kylie wiggled excitedly in her seat, "AH-HA! So, it wasn't just me! YES!" She fist pumped victoriously. "I'm sooo fucking glad to hear you say that! I felt like such an idiot for the longest time, 'cause I thought it was only me."



"This might be a dumb question, but uh... how long have you been crushing on me? Out of curiosity," Andy sheepishly asked, feeling as though every word he said was the dumbest thing he'd ever uttered. We're in uncharted territory, now.



"I'd say since about middle school. Y'know, about the time when hormones start to kick in and all that good stuff," Kylie shrugged before pushing out a self-deprecating laugh. "Damn, now that I think of it, it took me a long time to get around to admitting to this."



"You really started growing on me when we got to high school, to be honest. I guess I've sort of noticed for a while that you've had a thing for me, I just never really said anything about it." Andy managed a relieved sigh. 



"Aw, why not?" Kylie canted her head ever so slightly, like a curious puppy.



"I guess 'cause I was too scared." Andy drummed his fingers nervously on the steering wheel as he turned his eyes to Kylie. "I mean, shit, you're crazy cute, so that really doesn't help."



"Well, you're crazy cute, too, fucker! We were both too chickenshit to say something until now!" Kylie playfully shoved Andrew in the shoulder before bursting out laughing.



"There we go, then! Drag that shit out in the open." Andy managed to loosen himself up enough to laugh along with Kylie. "That's definitely one thing off our chests. But I'm curious about something else..."



"Oh, yeah? Shoot!" Kylie awaited the question eagerly.



"Why did you wait until this curse stuff started up to start making advances?" Andrew asked as he pulled up to a stop light, allowing him to focus more of his attention on Kylie.



"The curse was just a matter of weird timing, mate," clarified Kylie as she crossed one leg over the other. "I've been making advances for years, you just never said anything until now."



Andrew, slouching his shoulders bashfully, quietly continued, "Oh, so the curse really has nothing to do with it?"



"Well..." Kylie snorted, looking Andy up and down with a subtle scrutiny. "I mean, I'd be lying if I said that I didn't think that seeing you figuring out how to live in a girl's body wasn't at least a little bit endearing to watch."



Andy perked up in surprise, barking a confused, "What?! You actually get a kick out of this?" 



"A little!" exclaimed Kylie as she flailed her hands around, trying to illustrate a point. "It's like, uh... fuckin' hell. Not in the sense of like, 'Ha ha, look at him suffer', but like, 'Oh, that's kind of adorable, because he's still a guy up there', y'know?"



His face an odd combination of confused, amused, and curious, Andy simply conceded, "O-okay, I'll take your word for it, Kylie."



"Hey, don't give me that look, I'll bet you'd be laughing your arse off if you saw me in your position, trying to deal with having a dick flopping around in my pants, or something." Kylie sharply fell silent as she realized the absurdity of what she said.  "...Crap, I just ruined my chances, didn't I?"



"What? Oh, no, no," Andy chuckled, shaking his head a bit. "It's just that... well, I don't even know how to respond to that! Of all the things about me to find cute, it's my curse."



"Well, hey, there's still plenty of other things about you I find quite lovely, so even when you do get back to normal, I'd still date ya," laughed Kylie as she directed a playful wink over to Andy.



"Well, I gotta admit, I've never dated before. I'm probably gonna cause something to fall apart," Andy said in a slightly joking manner. Oh, I'm so bad with girls. Crap. Time to wing it, I guess.



"Oh, pfft, don't sweat it, dude. I wouldn't know how to romance if it came up and pulled my hair," admitted Kylie. "We'll start simple. Just you, me, and a couple day passes at the Thumbstick Arcade."



"Thumbstick?! Day passes?! Oh, fuck the fuck yes!!" Andy hopped up and down in his seat, nearly flooring the gas petal in his excitement. "I've been wanting to go there since I was like, fourteen!"



"I know! That's what's gonna make this even cooler. It'll be like... a mind orgasm," Kylie beamed to Andy, leaning over and squeezing him tightly in her arms. "Besides, I owe you a proper good time."



"Owe me? For what?" Andy shot a puzzled look over to Kylie.



Kylie seemed to hesitate for a moment, articulating a few tentative, inconsequential utterances, as though trying to formulate a sentence. Finally, she loosed a timid, "For not holding the curse stuff against me." 



Andy grinned, looping an arm around Kylie and holding her close. "Like I said, don't worry about it. It was shocking at first, but I just can't fathom being mad at you over something you didn't even do. 'Sides, it gives you a cool mystical vibe. I kinda dig that."



"Mystical, hm? That's one way of looking at it, I suppose," giggled Kylie, leaning up and stealing one more kiss off Andy's cheek. "Thanks, though, Grumpy."





***






Eventually, the duo made their way back to the crusty old apartment building where Gregory lived, parking along the sidewalk in the seedy neighborhood and heading inside of the dilapidated dwelling. Their traversal of the creaking stairways was less hesitant than before, but still quite careful, so they didn't accidentally cause the whole building to collapse with one wrong step. Once they reached the correct floor, the two were greeted by the sight of Greg leaning up against the corridor wall near his apartment, with his hands over his face. Though he looked dejected, he wasn't quite to the point of sobbing just yet.



Approaching, Andy lightly knocked on the wall next to Greg using the knuckle of his index finger, "Dude, we kinda need to ask you for a big favor. Like, a really big one."



"If it's about that book, you're shit out of luck, pal," snapped Greg. Unusual for someone such as him, he had a noticeably furious frown on his face, his brow crumpled with rage.



Kylie stepped closer with a furrowed brow, holding up a defensive hand in a hushing motion. "Whoa, easy there, what's the matter with you?"



Greg kicked his front door, causing it to swing open to reveal the overturned insides of his apartment. It looked about as bad as Andy's birthday party, only with less confetti and plastic cups. "That's what's the matter," he stomped into his living room. "I've been robbed! The son of a bitch took my stuff - the Trangeminiti book included!"



"WHAT?!" both Andy and Kylie shrieked simultaneously in an oddly synchronized, slightly cartoonish manner, rushing in to scope out the damage.



Upon closer inspection, it appeared as though many of Greg's personal belongings had been stolen. Namely, several of the old books and relics he'd been keeping, various electronics, and even all the food in his fridge was nabbed by this thief. There were holes in the walls that looked to have been once hidden behind posters, hinting that the collector definitely hid things in every possible place he could think of. Not that it did any good.



Throwing his arms up with a helpless look on his face, Andy sighed a short, "Shit... well, what now?"



"We should call the cops! Get them to track this fucker down and get the book back!" Kylie aggressively pounded her fist into her other hand's open palm. "Let him get destroyed in prison!"



"I can't call the police," Greg insisted as he stood his recliner back onto its legs and collapsed onto it. "Some of the things that were stolen were... well, let's just say that I didn't acquire them in the most legitimate of manners. I can't risk an investigation of my collection." 



"Black market. Figures." Kylie ran her hands through her hair, groaning, "Ugh... alright, who stole from you? Give us a name."



"He's a student at Davis, his name's Harry Centeno, and he's very troubled." Greg pushed himself up from his recliner, rubbing at his forehead. "Listen, I'll try to figure something out. Just, don't go looking for him. Actually, forget I even said anything about him."



"Whoa, wait, wait, wait, Harry did this?!" Kylie yanked off her glasses and slapped her palm to her face. "For fuck's sake, I thought that guy dropped off the face of the Earth."



Andy couldn't have looked more lost as he tried to make sense of the situation. "Wait, you know the guy who stole Greg's shit?" he asked with a puzzled tone.



"Yeah, he tried to get me to date him," muttered Kylie, looking irritated at the very thought. "He was a pervert, always trying to feel up on me and shit. Prick. I finally clocked him in the nose and he stopped coming around."



Andrew's face noticeably contorted with disgust at the thought of the harassment, sighing, "Well, let's just go find this shithead and get the stuff back on our own."



Greg hastily interjected, "No no no, you don't understand, he's more fanatical than I am. Please, I don't want to be responsible if you two end up getting hurt by him. Just, go home and I'll call you two up if I find out anything." 



Before spouting ballsy gibberish that could potentially make things worse, Andy instead actually put his noggin to use and thought about what he was to say next. After a few seconds of silence, he nodded his head in understanding. "Damn, sounds bad. Alright, Greg, we'll keep our distance from him. This guy sounds like a lunatic. Would you like some help cleaning up or anything?"



"No, I'll get this place clean, I just want you two to clear the scene before you make other residents suspicious." Greg irritably shoo'd the two away, "Seriously, get outta here, and don't tell anybody what I told you."



"We're goin', we're goin'." Kylie grabbed Andy by the hand and tugged him out of the apartment. "Just don't forget to ask us if you need anything," she pressed, only getting a brief nod and dismissive wave from Greg before he shut the door, fastening the locks back up. 





***






On the drive back home, Andy appeared distracted, as if he had a million things running through his mind all at once. Kylie sported a look of subdued apprehension, as she noticed his divided attention. Even with her reckless driving, the fact that Andrew was cruising down the road with only half of his mind actually dedicated to the task visibly made her uneasy.



 In a move outside of her usual safety considerations, Kylie actually put on her seat belt for once.



"So, I'm gonna find this Harry guy. You in?" Andrew abruptly proposed, looking to Kylie with a quirked brow, as if expecting a benign response to such a presumptuous idea.



"Oh boy... I knew you were gonna ask that," grumbled Kylie as she rubbed her forehead with a bemused glower. "You do realize you could get hurt with this guy, right?"



Andy simply shrugged, going silent for a moment before calmly declaring, "I'm getting that book back, one way or another. I'm not gonna let this fucker force me into a corner."



"Fuck's sake, Andy, you know this isn't safe." Kylie folded her arms over her lap as she stared a look of concern over to Andrew. "I want to get that book back as much as you do, but there has to be some other way. Some way that doesn't involve coming into contact with Harry."



"Well, I wasn't exactly gonna break into the guy's house or anything. Maybe try to trick him into giving it up. Y'know, see if he can sell it to me," Andy smirked wryly as the ideas kept popping into his head. He felt like some kind of secret agent, planning out a top-secret operation. "Maybe uh... hm... Oh, I know! I can... wait, no..."



"Go on, say it. I know you want to." Kylie turned her eyes up to the roof of the car, ready to hear something ridiculous.



"Eh, I dunno how well it'd work, but maybe we could wait until he'd be carrying the book somewhere and punch the shit out of him?" Andy immediately cringed at how stupid of a plan that was, with Kylie putting on a similarly pained look. Wow, that's probably the dumbest thing I've said in a while.



"...Alright," Kylie sighed "If you're really gonna go through with this, let me handle the planning. I do have one idea in particular, but I don't know if you're gonna like it." She twiddled her thumbs in her lap as a coy smile tugged at the ends of her lips. "I was thinking that since he knows my face, I wouldn't be able to approach him without him getting suspicious. He probably knows who you are by now, too. At least... as a male."



Andy's expression grew progressively more disconcerted the more Kylie spoke. He sort of knew what she was implying, but he didn't quite want to believe it. Hesitantly, he asked, "What are you getting at?" 



"Well... maybe you could approach him while transformed into a girl and smooth talk the book out of him?..." Kylie boldly suggested, looking to Andy with the most sarcastic grin ever, almost as though she didn't even fully buy into the idea.



Going completely silent, Andrew had a look of disbelief on his face, as if he couldn't even fathom doing such a thing. He almost considered pulling the car over, but it wasn't quite worth the dramatic flare. Wow, she really went there. She really, really went there. It's screwed up, but... that might just work. Oh hell, what am I thinking?



Closing his eyes briefly and slowly inhaling through gritted teeth, Andy tilted his head and grudgingly muttered, "Hrm... goddammit... fine."



"Wait, really?" Kylie perked up in surprise. "You seriously want to go along with that plan?"



"Let's just do it, before I change my mind," Andy said with a light shake of his head. "You know where this Harry guy lives, right?"



"Oh, definitely. He wouldn't shut up about taking me to his place when we actually talked," Kylie rolled her eyes, still finding an acute disgust in the very subject. "When we gonna do this?"



"As soon as possible," Andrew quickly replied, his voice sounding more urgent with every syllable spoken. "We can't risk him selling off the book or something and making our lives ten times more difficult."



A mischievous smile spread across Kylie's face as she hummed a short laugh. "Welp, I just hope you can prepare in the time I've got planned." She pulled out her phone and checked the time. There was still plenty of daylight left before the next transformation rolled on by. That's when something hit her, though, causing her to suddenly ask, "By the way, you seem to have calmed down quite a bit with this whole 'changing into a girl' thing. Are you getting used to it finally?"



"Oh, hell no," Andy swiftly rejected. "Some of the shock is gone, but that doesn't make it any less crap. I'm tolerating it for now."



Kylie bounced one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. "Fair enough! Just remember, the changing may suck, but we're still on a crash course with victory! Let's just try to play this as cool as we can, and this'll all blow over before we even realize it did."



Normally, Andy would have injected his own wildly immature humor into the conversation at that point, but he wasn't really in the mood for a joke anymore. 



Am I out of my mind?! What am I doing? This guy could like, have a gun, or something! Argh, idiot. Such an idiot. Oh God, what if I end up in the hospital and transform there?! 



Andrew audibly gasped, causing Kylie to take notice. "You okay over there?"



"Huh?!" Andrew quickly snapped out of his trance-like thought processes and turned his attention back to Kylie. "Oh, no, it's cool. Just anxiety, that's all."



"Relax, Andy; I'll make sure nothing goes wrong with this," Kylie assured with an affectionate smile.



Andrew only nodded as he pushed a heavy breath through his nostrils. I'm in way over my head, aren't I?


Staying Over

Chapter 10 - Staying Over




After a long day of running around, the duo were finally ready to set in for the night, only this time around, instead of going to Andy's house, they decided to spend the night over at Kylie's house, which was only a couple streets away, in the older part of the neighborhood. 



Unlike Andy's home, Kylie lived in a smaller, one story house that was impressively clean and  well maintained despite its advanced age. Polished, slate-gray bricks made up the majority of the outside of the decades-old home, with aging dark oak window frames, and various homemade wind chimes dangling along the lip of the garage roofing. A lush garden of well-tended flowers of all kinds handsomely adorned the front of her residence, adding a much needed sense of life to it. It may not have been the modern family household Andy was used to, but it certainly had a charm of its own. 



Parking his car of questionable functionality up in the driveway, Andy yanked the keys out of the ignition and stepped out along with Kylie, drawing in a breath of fresh air that carried the pleasant scent of the nearby flower garden. "Mm, I forgot how much I liked your place," he smiled.



Kylie popped open the back seat and hauled out her bulging bags of gifts, then kicked the door closed and approached the entrance of her house. "It's home, even if it is older than the Earth itself," she joked, reaching into her pocket and fishing out the house key, then unlocking the heavy front door and pushing it open.



Inside looked just as neat and tidy as the outside, with a modern flat screen television mounted on an entertainment center dominating one of the walls, and various old portraits and photos of family covering the rest of them. Sitting upon a generously cushioned brown recliner was a man who looked to be in his early forties, with a shiny bald head and a thick, dark amber beard. He was lounging ever so comfortably, with a fan blowing on his plaid pajama bottomed legs. It seemed all he'd been doing prior to them showing up was drinking scotch and watching The Matrix with his feet kicked up on the coffee table before him.



Meeting the two with a bright smile, the man jovially spoke in a deep voice, punctuated by a Cockney accent only marginally thicker than Kylie's. "There's my girl! Oh, and hello again, Andrew! How've ya been?"



"Oh, you know, average," Andy tried to play it off like there was nothing else going on, however much of a lie it actually was. "What about you, Karl?"



"Absolutely lovely, thanks for askin'!" grinned Karl before turning his attention back to Kylie. "The school called and said you turned up missing. Have you been ditching?" he asked with a more disapproving leer, seemingly indifferent to the bag she was carrying.



Kylie pouted and impatiently whined, "Dad, I have a good reason for it, I promise. Can we talk about it later? Andy and I have got some serious matters to discuss." 



"Is everything all right?" asked Karl, concern faintly brewing in his voice. "Does this have anything to do with that speeding ticket?"



Andy arched a brow and teasingly pried, "You got a speeding ticket?" over to Kylie.



"Yes, I got a speeding ticket, and yes, everything is all right," she sighed softly, "Can Andrew stay over?"



"Of course, you know he's always welcomed here," Karl said as he reached over and grabbed for his small glass of scotch, taking a sip. "Just don't get too noisy again, or party's over."



"Thanks! We'll be quiet!" Kylie jumped on the opportunity before her dad could change his mind, grabbing Andy by the hand and yanking him through the living room, down the hall, and into the door at the very end. 



Kylie's room was a lot more tidy than Andrew's messy man-cave. Her walls were painted a dark red, with shelves upon shelves of video game merchandise lining them, though not unlike Andrew's room, there were also movie posters spanning multiple genres plastered on every wall. She was a gamer, through and through, sporting a high-end gaming PC atop a small black desk at her bedside, and a flat screen television mounted on the wall with video game consoles of many different manufacturers crammed into black shelves below it. 



The sight was pure eye candy to Andrew every time, as his eyes always flew towards the gaming hardware, and the shelves of neatly organized games spanning multiple generations. Unfortunately, he wasn't there to have a gaming binge. Not on that particular night, anyway.



Closing the door behind her and dropping the bag of gifts next to her dresser, Kylie booted up her PC, then thumped down on her fluffy bed. "So good to be back home again!" She lifted her head, looking to Andy. "You feeling funny yet?" 



Shaking his head, Andrew peeked out the window to get a view of the setting sun. The moon was just shy of appearing, with the night creeping into the sky. "Not yet, but very soon, I'm sure." He turned his attention back to Kylie, "You sure your dad isn't gonna notice me turn?"



"Well, as long as you're not too loud," Kylie shrugged. "He's a heavy sleeper, so we should be fine."



"It really hurts to change, though! It's hard enough keeping quiet while my body is making all these loud noises and shit." Andy walked around the bed and took a seat in the swivel chair that stood before Kylie's sleek, black PC as the screen illuminated, revealing a Star Wars wallpaper featuring the Death Star trench run. "I mean, what if he sees me during the night or something?"



"Don't worry, if you need anything, I'll go and get it for you," Kylie smiled warmly as she drummed her fingers on her stomach. "I've got your back, you'll be fine."



Andy returned the smile, but there was still an acute uncertainty underlining his otherwise relaxed composure. Fishing his phone out of his pocket, he punched in a number and held it up to his ear. "Mom, I'm gonna spend the night at Kylie's, is that cool?"



There was a pause, as if Madeline had to think about it. "Hm... alright, but be back here by tomorrow! Please, don't let anybody see you change, either, okay?"



"Kylie's got me covered, it's fine, mom. This'll remain under wraps. Love you!" Andy made a smooch sound into the phone before hanging up and slipping it back in his pocket. "Alright, that's taken care of, now to--" he immediately stopped mid-sentence once he heard his voice sharply rise in pitch. "Uhm... testing?" His voice sounded distinctly female again, causing him to place his hand over his mouth and look to Kylie with widened eyes.



"Oh crap!" Kylie forcefully pushed herself off the bed and hastily closed her curtains with a panicked yank. "I didn't expect it to happen that fast!" She bolted over to the door, loudly whispering, "I'll go and distract dad!"



A sickening lurching in his lower stomach caused Andrew to double over and groan in pain, all the while a loud sloshing violently erupted from his within his pants. "Ow ow ow OW OW OW!!" He reached down between his legs with one hand and give a thumbs up to Kylie with the other, sporting an exceptionally pained grimace on his face. "Sure thing... Urrgh..." he quavered as he fell off the chair and tumbled onto the floor.



"Sorry, Andy! I'll be back!" Shutting the door, Kylie darted out over to the living room and excitedly shouted like a maniac over at her unsuspecting father. "DAD!! I just saw something really crazy outside! You have to come see this!" She reached down and grabbed Karl by the arm, then pulled him out of his seat.



"What?! What in the hell are you going on about, Kylie?!" he exclaimed as he dropped the TV remote and popsicle he had in his hands, being pulled out the front door, then getting one of his socks tugged off by the door mat that decorated the step at the foot of the threshold.



"Over here!" Kylie continued to yank, trying to at least get Karl over to the sidewalk. "It was like, this crazy flying flaming biscuit, or something! It flew through the sky, I've never seen anything like it!"



Suddenly, the muffled screams of Andy rung from inside the house, to which Kylie immediately started shouting, trying to cover it up. "AAAAAHHHOOoooh balls! It was AWESOME! I can't believe I missed it!!" 



Pulling his arm free of Kylie's grip, Karl shook his head as he looked to the sky, only seeing the faintly visible stars and partially darkened moon coming into view from beyond the scattered cover of clouds. "Kylie, I don't see anything! Have you taken your medication today?"



"Eh, ye-- no." Kylie tugged at her ear bashfully with an amused snort. "No, I actually didn't. I've been kind of busy." Another scream from inside the house saw her bellowing yet another seemingly random, hyperactive shout, "YAOOOOOOH, but I'll take them NOW!!" She bolted back inside and slammed the front door shut.



Standing there, absolutely bewildered at what just happened, Karl scratched his head and grumbled. "I really need to start reminding her to take her meds." 



Back inside, Kylie threw open her bedroom door with a loud bang to find a rather interesting sight. To her surprise, there was a now fully female Andrew standing before her wall-mounted mirror with his shirt off and his head leaning against the glass as he panted, as if having the worst asthma attack ever. It seems he'd just barely finished transforming. 



"OH GOD!!" Andrew shrieked with a startled jump as soon as Kylie burst through the door. He quickly yanked the blanket off the bed to cover his exposed upper half, brushing his long hair out of his face with flushed cheeks. "Geez! I expected a knock, or something!" 



"Sorry about that!" Kylie snickered, closing her door behind her and locking it. "I didn't think you were gonna be in here ogling your tits." 



"I wasn't--...!!" Andy cut himself off and shook his head. "...Nevermind, nevermind!" He reached over and grabbed his discarded T-shirt, then hastily slipped it back on while under the cover of the heavy red comforter. "Did you distract your dad?"



"Oh yeah, he didn't hear you," Kylie pushed out a sigh of relief. "Anyway, other than the obvious, are you feeling okay?"



"I'm sore as all hell, but I'm alive." Andrew tossed the blanket back onto Kylie's bed, straightening his shirt out as he grumbled, "I'm also hungry as hell, too."



Kylie canted her head slightly as she wondered, "Do your uh... changes do that? Y'know, make you hungry?" 



"Yes, and it sucks." Andy rubbed at his back and stomach, trying to soothe a lingering pain. His whole body felt like it had been run over by a truck, then backed over repeatedly. "You wouldn't happen to have anything I can gorge myself on, would you?"



"Hmmm... I dunno, our selection wasn't really designed for gorging," mused Kylie as she scratched her nails beneath her chin. "I mean, I could see what we have, if you want."



"Sure, anything, I'm starving." Andy stumbled over and fell down on the bed with a small thud. Laying on his stomach, he reached a hand beneath him, out of sight. After a brief second of rustling fabric, he quietly muttered, "Ugh, I'm so, so sick of this happening, though." 



Kylie couldn't help but smile as she reassured, "D'aw, it's all right. Just be glad it grows back, yeah? You just sit tight and I'll be back with something for you to munch on. If dad comes knocking, tell him you're dead, or something," she chuckled, then leaned down and plucked a kiss off Andy's lips, apparently not at all worried about the different exterior. "Be back!"



Kylie then popped the door slightly ajar and stuck her head out, surveying the hallway before she squeezed out of the room altogether and quietly clicked the door shut again. 



Slightly surprised by the kiss, Andy sat on the bed, blinking at the closed door for a few seconds. She doesn't mind the way I look? That's... kind of refreshing, actually. He fell back onto the bed with another muffled thump, pushing an exasperated breath out with an accompanied groan. 



Several minutes went by, and the longer he laid there, the more his mind began to wander. Eventually, his eyes were drawn down to his body, once again greeted to the sight of clothes baggily draped across his form, with two small mounds raised slightly beneath his shirt. Curiosity twinkled in the back of his mind the longer he contemplatively stared downward. Tentatively, he raised his shirt collar with his index finger, peeking inside for a moment.  



He glanced back up to the door, then over to Kylie's PC, which had gone into standby mode from inactivity. 



I wonder if she'd mind if I used it real quick. 



Slowly rising up from the bed like a reanimated corpse, he sluggishly shambled his aching body over to the computer and took a seat in the thickly cushioned swivel chair, bringing up an internet browser and beginning a long journey into the information super highway. 



Without any warning, yet again, Kylie opened the door back up, carrying a plate with a short, neatly stacked pyramid of sandwiches placed atop it. "Alrighty, I've got y-- why is there a uterus on my screen?" she hesitantly asked with a deadpan stare on her face.



On her computer's monitor was a medical illustration of a female reproductive system, as if lifted straight from an anatomy text book.



Quickly peering over his shoulder like a deer caught in the headlights, he fumbled with the keyboard and mouse, trying to get the image off the screen as quickly as possible. "N-nothing, NOTHING! I uh..." he reached over and turned off the monitor, "What are you talking about?! I don't see anything! Just a blank screen!" His cheeks were completely red as he stood up from the chair and distanced himself from the PC.



Slowly closing her door and carefully setting the huge collection of sandwiches down on the bed, Kylie smiled and warmly and scooped Andy into her arms. "Andrew... Grumpy. Man, if you're curious about your new body, just say so. I'm not gonna judge you for it." 



Andy wasn't having it, however. "What?! I wasn't curious about anything! I just... misclicked," he cleared his throat and glanced off to the side, embarrassed to pieces.



"Oh, alright, but the offer still stands." Kylie squeezed Andy in her arms, then pulled away, taking a seat before the computer. Turning the screen back on, it was pretty much exactly what she expected: A handful of tabs containing material designed for education regarding the female anatomy. "I'll just close these out, if you won't be needing them." 



Quietly, Andrew took to withdrawing into the bed sheets, occasionally snacking on one of the many sandwiches. He felt as if he'd been caught red handed, doing something he wasn't supposed to. For Andy's sake, Kylie didn't bring up the subject of his obvious curiosity for the rest of the night, instead casually talking back and forth about other unrelated topics, trying to bring the mood up again. 



The plan to find Harry was still in effect, but it primarily consisted of doing a lot of poking around the internet and talking to people over various social media websites to try and get an idea as to what they were about to walk into.



One such conversation with Harry's sister occurred over Skype.



___




Kylie: so did you find out anything more? 



Jumpercables: Yeah, I think he might have caught on to your snooping.



Jumpercables: Whatever you're planning to do, I hope you do it quick, because he's started talking about skipping town. I think he knows you know about the burglary.



Kylie: damn



Kylie: do you know when he's leaving?



Jumpercables: Probably within the month. He's already started packing.



Kylie: wow he really catches on quick.



Jumpercables: Yeah. I'm fairly certain he stalks you outside the internet.



Jumpercables: Are you sure you don't want me to have his sorry ass arrested? It would be really easy.



Kylie: no no don't do that. if his place was turned into a crime scene it could make our lives really difficult.



Kylie: the thing we need could be taken as evidence.



Jumpercables: I don't know what you're up to, but please, be careful around him. He has a history of violence, and I don't want you to get hurt.



Kylie: i'll be careful. i appreciate all your help kelly. :)



Jumpercables: No problem. Just, please, don't tell him about my involvement in this. I've got enough to deal with.



Kylie: my lips are sealed. 



___




More and more, information was piling up in Kylie's lap; things that would allow the two to track Harry more reliably. Through tips gathered from a small network of friends who also knew Harry, she managed to piece together a great deal of knowledge in a matter of only a few hours. There was enough there to draw out an elaborate spy operation if she so pleased, but she doubted Andy would want to draw it out so long. He was more direct than she was.



Minimizing her browsers and taking a deep breath, Kylie quietly laughed to herself, "I'm such a creep, doing this." She turned to Andy, who had since fallen asleep on her bed after wiping out the plate of sandwiches. "Poor guy," she whispered, standing from her seat and taking the empty plate away.  



Returning the plate to the kitchen and washing it off, there'd be a quick sweep of the house next to make sure Karl had gone to sleep before returning to her room. The coast was clear, and things were progressing steadily. However, Kylie had exhausted herself, and despite her best efforts to keep herself awake longer, she ended up falling asleep with her face on her keyboard, inputting an endless stream of B's with her cheek.





- Day 5 -


~*~ 

The Following Morning...

~*~




"Who in the hell is that?!" Karl's voice sharply broke the otherwise calm and peaceful silence.



Both Andy and Kylie jolted up in surprise, with Kylie's glasses flying off her face with the sheer speed at which she lifted her head. The duo caught Karl standing in the open doorway with a displeased frown. "DAD! So good to see you this morning!" Kylie bolted over to Karl and hugged him in some vain attempt at shifting the subject.



Karl pulled Kylie off and pointed to Andy still in the bed. "No, no, Kylie, who is that girl?! I didn't give you permission to have anybody other than Andrew over!" 



Still groggy and half asleep, Andrew did the only thing he could think to do: lie out of his ass. Scooting over to sit on the edge of the bed, he looked up to Karl apologetically. "I'm so sorry, Mr. Ancalime, I didn't realize! I'm Kylie's friend, uh..." he glanced around the room for a second before yelping out, "...Eileen! Andrew left and I sort of figured I could swap out with him." 



"Well, Eileen, nothing personal against you, but I'm afraid you need to leave." Karl stared pointedly over at Kylie. "I've told Kylie time and time again, no guests without my say so. Not after the incident with the cat."



Kylie groaned hopelessly. "But dad, I--"



"No buts, Eileen's leaving." Karl pointed over to the PC. "And quit leaving the computer on when you sleep. The power bill is through the roof." He walked out of the bedroom and back into the living room.



Sighing, Kylie pinched the bridge of her nose, then looked to Andrew with an impressed smirk. "Eileen, huh?"



Clearing his throat and scratching the back of his head, Andy bashfully murmured, "Heh... it's uh... I-I kinda like that name. I really should get out of here, before I change back." He then slid off the bed and headed for the door.



Picking her glasses up off the floor and slipping them back on, Kylie began to trail behind Andrew. "Mind if I tag along? I kind of left my truck at your house." 



"Absolutely; let's blow this joint," smiled Andrew. "By the way, you're pretty cute without those glasses. Gimme your number when we get back?" he teased, having had her number for years, anyway. 



"Oh, I'm afraid you're gonna have to work for it, lovely," Kylie snickered, playfully shoving Andy in the shoulder as they entered the living room.



Confronting Karl on his recliner, Andrew smiled down at him with respect. "Really sorry about sneaking in without permission, Mr. Ancalime. I meant no offense, and I hope this doesn't screw my chances of coming over again."



"Don't worry about it, it's a rule in this house that Kylie not have friends over unless I say she can. Too many things started going missing because of her thieving friends," Karl scoffed. "You're welcomed here, Eileen, once Kylie has learned her lesson."



"Thanks, sir! I'll definitely ask permission next time," Andy beamed. "I'll catch ya later." He set off for the front door with Kylie still following closely behind. The redhead looked somewhat sour at being busted, which was to be expected.



Karl tore his eyes off the TV as he saw the two teens out. Through the parted curtains, he took notice that Andrew's car had never left the driveway, even though he supposedly left. He was no fool, not by a long shot. The side of his mouth pulled into a partial smile as he placed the TV on mute and turned his attention back to Andrew in specific as he turned the knob of the front door. "Oh, and by the way...."  



The two paused, spinning around to face Karl again. "Hm? What's up, sir?" Andy asked innocently enough.



"You're a terrible liar, Andrew," Karl hummed a mischievous laugh not unlike his daughter would, twirling his fingers in his beard as he looked Andy up and down in fascination. "So, the O'Doherty's have a new were-woman."


Thoughts and Memos

Chapter 11 - Thoughts and Memos




Andrew stood there in silence, looking like he was about to be shot in the face. The secret was out - at least for this one person, which still felt like one person too many. He briefly peered over his shoulder, seriously contemplating making a break out the door. Kylie had a similarly fearful expression, waiting for something to happen. Neither of them knew what to expect, other than a whole lot of awkward inquiry. 



There was a period of tense silence between the three, like some climactic movie standoff, although not quite as epic. With such a flimsy cover, it was little wonder they were found out so quickly. 



"Uh..." Andy wiped his forehead with a trembling hand. "H-how did you know...?" he asked in a quavering voice, not at all hiding the fact that he was freaking out.



"Other than the fact that you left your car in the driveway," Karl pointed towards the curtained window that flanked the front door. "I'm also just plain aware of the curse." He stood up from his recliner and approached the two teens.



"I guess I should have expected that, considering Eve's from your family and all...." Andy took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down. "But still... how did...?" 



Karl twirled his beard between his fingers, speaking in an unusually sincere tone. "The Ancalimes and O'Doherty's have been close for decades," he explained to Andy. "I knew about the curse, but I was explicitly prohibited from telling you before your mother did."



"Yeah, well, Maddy didn't do a very good job of letting him know about it, either," Kylie sarcastically chimed in from behind Andy, poking her head out over his shoulder. 



"I guess that would explain how I came to know Kylie... So much for coincidence." Looking up at the looming Karl, Andy cleared his throat and muttered a very timid, "Are you mad at me?"



There was a brief pause, almost like Karl was purposefully trying to create tension. Of course, being him, he didn't take long to let slip a smile and jovially pat Andy on the shoulder. "No, no, of course not! In fact, I'm actually a little disappointed that I missed your birthday! I'll have to get ya somethin'."



The two teens looked perplexed at Karl's abrupt geniality. On one hand, they were nervous as all hell, having such a secret discovered with so little effort. On the other, at least it was someone they knew they could trust not to go blabbering about it to everyone he knew. Hopefully, anyway. 



"Okay, then, if you're not mad, then I need to ask..." Andy began, brushing his bangs from his face. "Why did you sell the Trangeminiti?"



Karl's eyes narrowed at the very mention of the accursed spell book. "The reason we sold it was because we didn't want such a dangerous relic hanging around Kylie. I made sure to sell it to someone I trusted, or thought I trusted, anyway."



"Why would you sell off the only item that could reverse the curse, though? That just seems really stupid..." Andy rubbed at his chin in contemplation before promptly bringing a hand up and adding, "No offense." 



"None taken," Karl assured. "Honestly, it wasn't really my decision, it was the wife's decision. I didn't have a whole lot of say-so in it, Megan just wanted the book gone before Kylie was old enough to start asking about it." He shot a somewhat guilty look to his daughter, not looking all too proud at keeping the truth from her. 



Kylie smiled gently at her father, showing no hard feelings over the ordeal. Curious as she was, though, she couldn't resist asking, "But didn't Andrew's dad ever try reversing the curse?"



"A few times," Karl sighed hopelessly. "They all failed miserably. I tried helping him as much as I could, believe me, but that damn book was incredibly difficult to translate. Christopher could never figure out how to harness the power of the book properly, and after years of trial and error with no results, he finally gave up and returned the book to me." He shook his head, appearing quite deflated. "He insisted I never mention it to him again after that."



"It's time to make it right, though!" Andy insisted, grinning earnestly. "We're gonna go get the book back, fix this condition, and sit around with cigars and laugh heartily!"



"The book is a very dangerous item, Andrew," Karl warned, looking sternly at the two. "If you were to try and extract its power without the proper know-how or experience, you could end up with some really bad shit on your hands."



Looking ever more so puzzled, Kylie asked, "How? I thought it was just for fu-- I mean, screwing with someone's gender." 



"The book was made specifically for the creation of a were-woman, yes, but it still houses arcane powers that are based off extremely more harmful curses." Karl shuddered at the very thought of the possible outcomes. "Bring the book back to me, and I'll see what I can do to help, but for God's sake, don't try to use it on your own."



Kylie smiled, placing a hand on Karl's arm in assurance. "Don't worry, dad, we're just gonna go and get it, and that's it. We wouldn't even know how to use the book if we tried."



"We should probably get going, though," said Andrew, reaching up and scratching at his chest idly. "We've still got a lot of errands to run." 



Ambiguity was all he had left at his disposal, since he knew Karl wouldn't agree to their plan.



"Mm, fine, but you keep in touch with me. I'll be talking to your mother, Andrew. Try to sort things out on our end while you fetch the book on yours." Karl returned to his recliner, reaching over to the stand that flanked the arm rest, and downing a few painkillers from a small bottle. 



"Sounds good to me. Just, please, keep my condition a secret," said Andy, his request tinged with an undercurrent of trepidation. "I don't need everyone knowing that I'm stuck in a weird flux between male and female."



As his luck would have it, however, that same flux crept upon him once again.



The two teens had completely forgotten about the change back after such a startle. Noon was approaching, and any daytime moon had long since vanished from the sky. With the effects of the lunar light having worn off, an intense tingling rapidly spread across Andy's body, causing him to stiffen in place with widened eyes, as if he'd been struck by an invisible bolt of lightning. Before Karl could reply, his attention was immediately shifted to Andy's bizarre behavior, with Kylie quickly taking notice as well. 



Suspicions were soon confirmed, as Andrew's breasts appeared to deflate beneath his shirt with a pathetic gushing sound, causing the two redheads to grimace in shock. Soon after, a series of rather visceral grumbles and slithering sounds began to come from his waist region, prompting Andy to snap back to reality before it was too late.



"Oh God..." Andrew shot his hands up to his chest, then immediately down to his crotch as he looked around frantically. Any second now, he was going to be be pitching a tent against his will right in front of his best friend's dad. "Kylie, where do I--?!"



Kylie pointed beyond Karl, cutting Andy off with an urgent, "Down the hall, into my room! GO!"



With a low groan, Andrew stumbled his way out of the living room and down the hallway, collapsing into Kylie's bedroom and kicking the door shut. The sound of him tumbling around coupled with stifled, pained shrieks echoed through the otherwise quiet home.



Karl looked bewildered as he stared down the hallway, then slowly craned his head over to Kylie while thumbing over his shoulder. "Is he going to be all right?"



Kylie cleared her throat, looking to her dad and nodding, "Yeah... he does that a lot." She folded her arms at her stomach. "Just give him a few minutes, he'll be fine...ish. Fine enough, anyway." 



"Fucking hell," Karl muttered, shaking his head, "his father never turned in front of me like that. I didn't realize it was so... well, unpleasant."



"To be fair, changing sex that fast is never gonna be very dignified," shrugged Kylie. "I've had to keep him from losing his mind. Poor guy, he's been scared out of hi--" 



A loud crash echoed from inside Kylie's bedroom, following by Andrew shouting, "OW, DAMMIT!!" in a wildly fluctuating voice, almost as if he'd fallen over or knocked something down.



"Uh... Andy? You gonna be all right in there?" Kylie asked, raising the volume of her voice to try and penetrate through the chaos going on within her room.



"YES!! Yes! I'll be out in a minute!" Andy responded almost immediately, still banging around as muffled, muted bone cracks were heard. 



Eyes bulging, Karl looked like he had just seen a three-headed alien show up and defecate on his lawn. "Rrrrright... I see. Well, at least he's got a friend like you around. I'd hate to see him fall into a depression like his dad did," a shake of the head followed his statement as he reflected upon those dark days.



Kylie managed a soft smile. "I'm really trying to make this all bearable for him. So far, I think it's working." She then peered down the hallway, awaiting Andrew's return. He quieted down, so she was hopeful that the changing had finished in there. 



"Bring that book to me, and I'll see how much better I can make Andrew feel. I couldn't help his dad, but maybe I can help him," said Karl with a distinct buoyancy about him.



Kylie's smile spread a little farther across as she saw her father light up with confidence. "I'm sure you'll be a big help, dad."



The sound of the bedroom door was heard being thrown open, prompting the two redheads to quickly shift their attention down the hall. Clumsily stumbling out and thumping against the wall, Andy was definitely back to being a male again. He looked exhausted, but relieved, now that the change had finished. With a few haphazard stomps into the living room, Andy collapsed onto the couch next to Kylie with a loud grunt.



"Poor Andrew..." Kylie's lip pursed as she leaned over and hugged him as best she could, "How're you feeling?"



"Like I've been thrown in a meat grinder," Andrew grumbled from the couch cushion. "Can we please go home now?"



"Sure thing, Grumpy," Kylie smiled, then shifted her attention back to her dad. "I'll take birthday boy home and we'll be back with the book another time. Sounds good?"



Karl bounced his shoulders in a light shrug as he reached over to the stand at his side and retrieved his phone, "Sounds good enough. Don't forget to keep in touch with me like I said; I want to see how this unfolds."



A small chuckle came from Andy as he muttered, "You and me both."



Wrapping her arms around Andy and hoisting him up off the couch, Kylie did her best to guide the wobbly, clumsy fool out the front door, offering a small wave to her dad as she left, "Time for our date with destiny! Love ya, dad."



"Love you, too, dear. Stay safe -- and you too, Andrew! Hang in there, we'll get you fixed up!" Karl began to dial on his phone with one hand, offering a wave with the other. 



Andrew returned the wave in a somewhat halfhearted manner, looking positively wrecked from his transformation. After lowering Andy into the passenger's seat of his car, Kylie thought it best to drive him home instead. It may not have been much better, but it was the lesser of two evils.





***




As the two made their way through the winding maze of quiet neighborhood streets, Andy continually had to slap himself in the face to keep from falling asleep. Meanwhile, Kylie realized just how difficult it was to drive the piece of junk car Andrew somehow ended up with, feeling like she was going to lose control of the thing any second. The steering wheel even wobbled when she turned it, as if any sudden movements would detach it entirely. 



"Ugh..." Andrew groaned, turning to face Kylie. Dark circles were faintly visible beneath his eyes. "The dicks I'd suck for an energy drink right now."



Kylie snorted, managing a smile as she made a turn, "If you said that as a girl, you'd probably turn some heads."



"Pfft... I don't think I'm gonna be able to do this whole Harry thing just yet," Andy admitted, peering down at his lap with a pained expression. "If I'm gonna have to do what I think I'm gonna have to do, I think I'm gonna need a whole lot more mental preparation."



"And what do you think you'll have to do?" asked Kylie, her otherwise friendly smile turning slightly impish.



"Act like a girl, for one thing," Andy grimaced in disgust, looking like he just smelled something foul.



"Well..." Kylie seemed to struggle trying to come up with something to say that wouldn't make her friend feel even worse. Being terrible with words, she decided to try and change the subject, "Y'know, alright, we can put this off for a day or two. I talked to Harry's sister, and she says we've got a window of about a month."



With a small nod, Andy pulled himself up in his seat, trying not to end up curled up on the floor of the car, "Exactly, so let's take our time and stuff... train me or something. I know you've got something in mind."



"Yeaaaah... I do," Kylie smirked. "You're not gonna like it, but I do have things in mind that need to be done before we do this whole mission thing."



Andy shrugged defeat as he grumbled, "I'm sure it's gonna knock my socks off."



"Knock your dick off, more like," snickered Kylie.



Andrew immediately rolled his eyes as he complained, "Kylie, would you--"



"Sorry, sorry! I had to go for that one," she burst out laughing, reaching a hand over to rub at Andy's shoulder consolingly. "Don't worry, Grumpy, I'll make sure that cock snot doesn't skip town before we get what we need from him! We've got this."



Tiredly, Andy smiled a bit, pushing out a breathy chuckle in return. "You're crazy adorable when you get persistent, I'll give you that," he murmured. 



"Oh, you haven't seen anything yet," Kylie flashed an evil little grin. "Remember that time in middle school where I tried to get my Game Boy back from Adrian? I can be annoyingly persistent."



Andy's eyes widened as he remembered the incident all too well. "Oooh... yeah, that was..." he sighed, "I didn't know you could get so... bold."



Snapping her fingers and pointing to Andy with the same hand, Kylie's tone became surprisingly tenacious, "Hey, he asked for it! You don't mess with a girl's Pokémon!"



"Yeah, but... you glued his hand to his face," Andy began having trouble stifling a more hearty laugh. "That's just mean. I'm not even gonna ask how you managed to do that."



"Eh, I have my ways," Kylie shrugged. "Point being, I'll do much worse to Harry if he tries to take off with that book! It may not be rightfully ours, but it sure as hell isn't rightfully his, either."



"Point taken! Remind me never to piss you off!" said Andy, thankful that he never had to personally experience that particularly dark side of his friend.



Pulling up to Andy's home, Kylie seemed relieved to see that her truck was still parked along the sidewalk, spared of scuffs or dents from any sort of hooligan looking to mess with other people's property. Pulling into the driveway, Andy seemed to have regained a bit of energy, enough to step out of the car on his own without aid. It was pleasing to see for Kylie, considering she wasn't exactly built for heavy lifting.



Both of them strolled up the cobblestone walkway leading to the house and knocked on the front door, with Andy having to lean against the door frame to keep his balance.



Within seconds, the front door swung open to reveal Madeline, dressed in her typical lounging T-shirt and shorts attire. "Oh, thank God, you're both all right! Did anyone see him change?!"



"No, mom, nobody saw me change," Andy grumbled, his good mood already soured somewhat from being reminded of his condition the very instant he returned home. "It's good to see you, too." He clumsily stepped passed his mother into his home.



"Sorry, sorry, I just worry about you, sweetie! Of course I'm glad to see you!" Maddy tried to rectify to Andy before he disappeared into the kitchen. With a soft sigh, she turned to face Kylie, "Did everything go okay?"



For a second, Kylie looked like she wanted to drop the plans out in the open, but once again, debatable judgement got the better of her, "Yeah, everything went fine. Contrary to what he said, though, my dad saw him change."



"What?! Oh, Karl? Oh, right, right, that's not too bad, he already knew about this, anyway," Madeline stepped inside, rubbing her forehead. She looked fairly concerned, like the standard typical worrisome, overprotective parent. "I'll have to call him up and talk to him about this."



In the kitchen, Andy was already preparing a gigantic bowl of cereal while simultaneously stuffing a frozen pizza in the oven and putting on a couple cans of soup to cook on the stove top. The thought never occurred to him that he was about to overeat, but considering his body would burn the fat to nothingness, anyway, it didn't exactly bother him. He felt like he was on the verge of fainting again unless he did something to get his energy back up.



While running around the kitchen, preparing his various foods, he spotted the old, dusty journal still laying upon the dining table where he left it.



Pausing, realizing what it was, the familiar sense of dread welled up in the pit of his stomach. It was so strong, it even managed to fight back the uncomfortable hunger. 



Almost forgot about you. I'll get to you soon enough. 



"Alright. Okay, I'm just freaking out right now, I need my coffee..." Maddy started up the stairs. Before she could reach the top, though, her pocket began to vibrate. Pulling her phone out and bringing it up to her ear, she meekly answered, "Hello?"



"Madeline?" the bass-laden, Cockney-accented voice of a man came through the other end. "It's Karl, I believe your son revealed his secret to me this morning."



Madeline slowly continued up the stairs, then down the hallway towards her bedroom, speaking in a more hushed tone as she went, "Karl? It's so good to hear from you, I was just going to call you!"



"Mm..." Karl rumbled, sounding somewhat troubled. "We need to talk."



Back downstairs, Kylie strolled into the kitchen, seeing the wealth of food Andy was preparing. "Damn, it's a good thing you've got a high metabolism, because this certainly can't be good for you," she remarked as she grabbed the discarded pizza box, idly reading it over. "Look at all this fucking sodium, man! You're gonna eat this all by yourself?!"



Nodding his head while plunging a spoon into a large bowl of Cocoa Puffs, Andy mumbled, "I need it really bad right now," with a mouthful of cereal.



"Grumpy, you really need to adjust your diet if this is gonna be a regular thing." Kylie set the pizza box down, then scooped Andy into a hug as he passed by. "Listen, I'm gonna head out for a few hours and take care of some errands. I'll be back in a bit, alright?"



"Errands? Sure, I guess I'll do stuff around the house until you come back." Andy shot another apprehensive glance to the journal on the table. He knew sooner or later, he'd have to continue reading it.



Kylie grinned, "Great!" then leaned in and plucked a kiss off his lips. "Don't you freak out on me! You might explode from all the salt and sugar you're eating!" she joked as she hurried over to the front door and swung it open, then bolted outside for her truck.



With that, Andy was left all alone. His mother had retreated into her bedroom, and Kylie's truck was heard roaring to life before driving off down the road. Now, it was just the sound of his cereal crunching in his mouth to break the silence. With every pace around the kitchen, his eyes were drawn to the journal on the table. Finally, he set his cereal down and swiped up the journal in his hands.



Fine, I'll put it in my room. That way, there's no way I can put off reading it.





~*~

Meanwhile, A Few Blocks Away...

~*~




The sun was shining bright on a rather beautiful day, and one particular shopping center was seeing all sorts of business. Hustle and bustle, people of all ages coming to shop for their unnecessarily overpriced goods and gadgets, all in the name of lining the pockets of a few greedy corporations. It wasn't anything out of the ordinary. Of course, there was a particularly unusual bit of shouting coming from the management office that was causing a slight ripple in the day-to-day grind.



"What do you mean I'm being let go?!" Kylie whined, grabbing the sides of her head with a furrowed brow. "I've only missed a week! Not even a week, actually!"



A lanky man who looked to be in his forties sat behind a large wooden desk with various papers stacked high at one corner, and a computer monitor facing him on the opposite end. Wearing a white button-up shirt, blue tie, and thin eye glasses, he was definitely one of the higher-ups. "That's a week where you've been gone without so much as a peep, Kylie. You know I can't have my workers doing that," the man spoke in a gruff, disenchanted voice.



"B-but... I've been helping a friend!" Kylie frantically explained as she balled up her fists and held them up to her chest. "Come on, give me another chance! I'll call in more, I promise!"



"I'm sorry, but if I keep letting you stay after pulling things like this, the other workers will see that and think, 'yeah, I can totally miss a whole week without calling in, I'll be fine'," the manager scolded, absentmindedly tapping his pen on a coffee mug that rested on the desk. "This was your third strike, anyway."



"Well, gosh diddly dammit, Batman..." Kylie sighed, looking like she was ready to tear her own jaw off and throw it at him. "Fine, I guess I'm fired," she extended a hand over to her ex-boss. "Thanks for the opportunity, I guess."



Reaching over and accepting the offered hand, the manager gave it a quick shake as he nodded, "Sure thing. Again, sorry about this, Kylie. Wish you best of luck."



"Right, see ya around," she halfheartedly grumbled before exiting the office. The second the door closed behind her, she exaggeratedly groaned, "Fuuuck me senseless," loud enough for a maintenance worker and even a few costumers to turn their heads in confusion.



Her mood trampled, she just stood there, reflecting on what her next move should be. On the bright side, it was certainly one less thing to worry about. She had money saved, and she could always get another job later, so it wasn't exactly the biggest inconvenience in the world. Besides, helping her friend who was in a bad spot was more important to her than holding down a job as a lowly courtesy clerk. At least now, she could commit all her time to curing the curse without worrying about work anymore. School would still be an issue, however.



On her way out of the store, a particular idea dawned on her. Glancing around the busy shopping center, poking her head out over the various people, she spotted the clothing department. Squeezing her way through the passing shoppers, most of which lugging around carts full to the brim with groceries, the search was on for the proper category of clothing. That one right section of attire, the single collection of wardrobes that would suit her purposes. 



Within minutes, her efforts were rewarded as she came upon a particular selection of clothes, stretching before her, stand after stand, and shelf after shelf in all its glory.



"Ah-ha..." Kylie flashed a big toothy grin, straightening her glasses to make extra sure she was in the right place. "Let's get you some new threads, Grumpy."





~*~

Back at Andy's House...

~*~




The two story family home was dead silent, save for the very muffled talking coming from beyond Maddy's bedroom door. No television, no air conditioning, just that tiny bit of mumbling that showed life still existed somewhere in the house. Andy's bedroom didn't fare much better; one could hear a pin drop in there. 



Having taken a long shower and fixed himself a hot cup of tea to relax a little, the messy-haired teen sat at his computer desk with an appetite satisfactorily sated. He'd since changed into an old, white tank top and a pair of black jeans, being an expert in boring attire like that.



The door locked tight, and the window closed, the only source of light in the room was the lonesome lamp craned above the face of the desk, illuminating the spot where the old journal lay open. Small wisps of steam rose out of his mug of black tea, adding to the calming atmosphere that he'd so carefully set into place. He figured, if he was going to be reading into some troubling past events, he'd at least want to be in a stable mindset.



Unfortunately, while the various entries did offer a peek into the life of this long-dead relative, it wasn't exactly offering anything particularly helpful. Most of the things documented after the initial discovery of the condition were all things that Andy himself had been experiencing, too, such as the unfortunate realization of the daytime moon shifts, and the desperate search for a way to reverse the curse. Throughout many of the entries, there were accounts of intentions to recover the spell book from Eve. 



None of these declarations of a resolution ever lead up to an answer. There was still a chance of something turning up, however, considering there was still years more worth of pages. Vigilant to find something more, he pressed further.



He had to have found something out since then, Andy mulled, frustrated at his seemingly futile efforts. This is gonna be a long day.



Hope dwindling, he continued turning the pages, reading what he could of the fading ink, sorting through months and months worth of personal thoughts and memos. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he turned up something that went a bit beyond a mere documentation of the condition itself. In fact, it was something that caused Andy to spring back to life, adjusting the lamp to better read the page.



Now what have we here? 



___




13th of March, 1930



After months of trying, I've finally recovered the Trangeminiti. Excited as hell, but afraid for my life. Once Eve discovers the book has gone missing, I don't know what she'll do. Either she'll come looking for me herself, or the police will. I will do my very best to document some of my more substantial findings in this journal. If I lose the spell book and my binder, at least I might have this to return to.





27th of June, 1930



1/3rd of the contents translated. All doubts have been removed; it's definitely a curse. The exact origin of which, I'm not sure. There's references to various ancient cultures and long forgotten practices, hinting that this may be compiled from multiple sources. Some bizarre amalgamation of contradicting elements, somehow working together in perfect harmony. I've never seen anything like this. According to these texts, a ritual must be performed to reverse the curse. Mentions of caster blood. Some sort of component to the ritual?





18th of September, 1930



Discovered a possible recipe for a reversal. Making note for later reference.



*3 grams human bone, finely ground

*1 adult male hair sample

*1 adult female hair sample (both samples must be attained from head, apparently)

*1 diamond chip (will need cash)

*Blood of the one who placed the curse. (will find proper measurement later)



Ingredients must be mixed at night, under the moon. Recite spell from book. Note exact spell verse after translation.





___




Andy's heart leaped for joy at that moment. A huge smile spread across his face as he pumped his fist victoriously into the air. YES! Finally found something! He poked at the open pages, practically grinding his fingertip into the paper. I'm gonna destroy the shit out of this curse! Now, what's the spell...?



Turning the page over, he saw a whole lot of nothing. At least, nothing in the sense of it not being what he was hoping for. Where there was supposed to be a follow-up, there was a whole page missing; torn clean out. Several, in fact, all the way up to entries dating back to 1931. Looking back and forth, checking under other pages, he couldn't find the ones that might have had the spell written down on it. His smile fading, and his heart pounding, he let out a whimper as though he just saw a puppy kicked.



"W-what?! Where is it?! WHERE THE FUCK IS IT?!" Andy screamed, shooting up from his desk, and knocking the lamp over in a panic as he rushed out of his room. He nearly hit himself in the face with his own door as he threw it open.



Meeting him immediately beyond the door was Kylie, standing in the hallway with a cardboard box in her hands. "Andy!" she uttered in surprise, stepping back so she didn't get slammed into. "Jesus, I thought you were turning back in there!"



"Huh?!" Looking confused, Andy realized what he had just finished booming at the top of his lungs a few seconds ago. "Oh, no, no, I'm not turning, I found the recipe to reverse the curse!" 



"You did?!" Kylie dropped the box at her feet, causing all manner of clothes to pour out. "Shit! Oh dammit...." She leaned down to start scooping them back into the box.



Despite his mind being in several different places at once, Andy still had the presence of mind to crouch himself over and lend a hand. He couldn't help but notice, however, that the clothes that poured out of the box were all meant for a girl. Various types, in fact; shirts, shoes, socks, skirts, pants and the like. 



Trying to calm himself, he asked, "That's a shit ton of clothes; I guess you're staying over at my place tonight, then?"



"Uuuh..." Kylie paused, peering up at Andy with a bit of a nervous smile. "Actually..." She gripped a skirt and patterned short sleeve shirt in her hands, trying to draw attention from them. "These are all for you."



Andrew deadpanned, then made a quick double take, "Wait, what? For me? What?"



"You know... for the mission?" Kylie slowly continued to push the clothes back into the box, her face visibly tensing as she braced herself for whatever reaction she might get. "You need to play the part, remember?"



Eyes widening, Andy slowly looked down to a pair of white panties resting on his foot. Reaching down, he plucked them off and held them before his face.  "Are y--... a-are you for real right now?" he said down to Kylie in disbelief.


Killing Time

Chapter 12 - Killing Time




Andrew had since shut himself up in his room again, leaving Kylie standing outside his door. Having gotten a taste of his fate, he wanted nothing to do with it. Madeline, having heard Andy's panicked screams from before, had emerged from her bedroom to investigate. 



Within his room, Andy sat in the dark, huddled with his back against the door, and his face buried in his knees. Shit, shit! I knew I was gonna have to do this! I just knew it! I don't know if I can go through with this... this is just fucked.



Gently bouncing her knuckles against the door, Kylie tried to reason with the distraught young man, "Andy?... come on, it's not that bad. It's just clothes!"



"Honey, please, open the door," Madeline pleaded, standing next to Kylie with her head leaned against the door frame. "You don't have to put on anything right now, it was just for show." With a sigh, she peered over at Kylie with a look of disappointment. "Why'd you have to do that? You know he's still adjusting to this," she scolded in a hushed tone.



Kylie shrugged lightly with an apologetic look on her face, "I'm sorry, you're absolutely right. Tact never was my strong point..." She then raised her voice a bit higher so that she could be heard through the door, "Andy? Dude, I'm sorry, I should have told you beforehand. I just figured you would have guessed!"



Madeline bit down on her lip, looking none too pleased with Kylie at the moment. "Sweetie," she said to Andrew, "it'll be fine, nobody said you have to wear these right now. Kylie was just helping; we're all trying to make this more comfortable for you until it's fixed, that's all."



"Yeah, what she said! Man, it's all good, if we get this done quick, you'll probably only have to wear them for a day!" smiled Kylie before she glanced down in uncertainty, muttering, "Maybe two... or three... I dunno, depends on how long this takes."



Madeline narrowed her eyes at Kylie, "How long what takes?" She folded her arms at her chest. "Just what are you planning to do with him?"



"Uuuh..." Kylie's eyes widened as her mind stumbled and sputtered to search for an appropriate answer. "Well... I was trying to see what he'd look like in the clothes. In his female form, of course!"



"Why? What purpose does that even serve right now?" Madeline's voice became noticeably more impatient. "I thought you two were supposed to be figuring out a way to fix the curse, not play dress up."



"I thought it would look cute, I dunno! Damn, I said I was sorry, Maddy, cut me a break," Kylie's lip pursed as her patience, too, began to wear thin. "I mean, I also wanted him to have something to wear for when he changes! We're still well on our way to fixing this stupid curse of his."



Suddenly, a very muffled, miserable-sounding voice came from the other side of the door, "Go away, please."



Pressing her tongue against the inside of her lip, Kylie had the most perplexed look on her face, as if she was trying to think of any possible way to fix the situation. Finally, she reached down and picked the box of clothes up off the floor and walked back downstairs without a word. She practically announced her guilt without ever having to say a thing.



With a light shake of her head, Madeline said, "Andy? We'll be downstairs, you just take a load off, honey, and come down and talk to us whenever you want." Then, she took her leave as well, hoping that the time left alone would allow her son to simmer down.



Inside his room, Andy stood himself back up, running a hand through his hair as he walked back to his desk to straighten out the lamp he knocked over earlier. He had almost completely forgotten about the journal, no thanks to the delightful box of raw shock delivered straight to him. 



Reaching down and grabbing his still steaming mug of tea, he pounded it back angrily, only to immediately spew it back out and cover his mouth with a muffled whine. It dawned on him that chugging down scalding hot tea wasn't the brightest idea. "Goddammit!" he squawked as he angrily set his mug back down on the desk.



He felt like he was stuck between a rock and a hard place, unable to decide what his next move should even be. He didn't want to let that spell book slip from his fingers for good, but on the other hand, he felt some things just shouldn't be done under any circumstance. It was all a puzzling, yet disturbing situation for him that he couldn't quite wrap his intricately tangled mind around. 



With a groan, he collapsed into his bed, burying his head beneath his mountains of pillows in an attempt to flush certain thoughts out of existence. If there was ever a such thing as a personal escape for him, that was it.



He may not have been able to nap, but that didn't stop him from simply laying there in silence for a while.  





~*~

One Hour Later...

~*~




Back downstairs, Kylie had since fallen asleep on one of the two couches, gripping the box of clothes at her side as though it were the world's most uncomfortable teddy bear. Madeline, on the other hand, was all too busy playing her PS3 on the living room's flat screen, blasting up bad guys in one of the many gratuitous Call of Duty titles. Not a peep had been heard from upstairs, and because of that, it was safely assumed that Andy had also fallen asleep. Either way, one of them would end up going up there to check on him sooner or later. 



It quickly proved unnecessary, though, as the sound of a door opening upstairs caused Kylie to spring out of her nap as if a clap of thunder sounded off next to her head. Madeline's reaction was more tame, only shooting a glance up the stairs before returning her attention to her video game. A deep breath from the troubled mother was all that was needed to be articulated to show that she was bracing herself for the worst.



Shambling his way down the stairs, Andy grumbled an annoyed, "Fine, I'll put the freakin' clothes on." 



Almost immediately, Kylie's face lit up with a big smile, hugging the box to her chest. "Really?! Hell yeah! That's what I like to hear!" She sprung up and ran over to Andy, brushing up against him. "I knew you'd come around," she chuckled.



Madeline didn't seem to share Kylie's excitement, but she at least looked relieved to see that her son had decided to emerge from his man-cave to talk. "You feeling better, Andrew?"



"We'll just say I do, because I really don't feel like talking about it," Andy rubbed at his face, looking groggy, and no doubt grumpy as usual. "Let's just... get it over with."



"Andrew, you do know you don't have to do this, right?" Madeline pointed out, looking Andy over with concern in her eyes. "Nobody said that you couldn't just wear your old clothes after you change."



"No, no, I'll do it," Andy grudgingly said, forcing the slightest of smiles as he bunched his fists up. "After all, I should try to get used to this for right now, right? Let's go all the way." 



Kylie noticed the sheer bitterness on Andy's face, which certainly didn't help her own feelings of guilt towards the whole thing. As if being related to a witch wasn't bad enough. In some attempt to comfort her close friend, she gently relented, "...Maybe we could just not do this, then? I mean, if it bothers you this much."



Oh, I so wish I could just say no. I so wish I could do it. But damn, man. I've gotta get that book back. Just... do it. Against his better judgement, Andy slowly muttered, "I'll wear the clothes and... yeah, we'll see how they look come tonight." 



"Seriously," Madeline said with a more prying tone, "what are you two planning to do? This isn't a dare, is it? Or a bet?"



Kylie waved it off with a chuckle, "Of course not, Maddy! Believe me, this is just what it seems. I wanted to get Andy to try on these clothes and get more comfortable with his other half!" She peered over to Andy, shooting him the briefest of winks while still addressing Madeline, "If it doesn't work out, I promise not to bring it up again."



"Hmm..." Madeline hummed in thought, looking between the two with suspicion. "Alright, but only if Andrew says it's fine. Don't force him into anything, okay?"



"I'm not a kid anymore, mom," Andy was quick to interject. "Can we just drop this for now? I feel sick to my stomach just thinking about it." Turning to Kylie, he tried his best to put on a real smile, in some feeble attempt at shifting the subject, "Kylie, how was your day? I hope it was great."



"Pfft, smooth," Kylie smirked at the less-than-subtle transition. "Well..." she glanced up with a coy smile, as if she wanted to drop something heavy. "Mm, little troubled at work, but otherwise, mundane," she vaguely put forth, severely underplaying the truth.



"Good, good... listen, can we talk upstairs?" Andy thumbed over his shoulder, looking anxious as ever.



"Upstairs? Yeah, sure thing, dude," shrugged Kylie. "That's fine with you, right, Maddy?" 



Madeline nodded, setting her PS3 controller down and reclining back in her seat, "Of course, just don't get too noisy up there. Talk at me if you need anything at all, alright?" She eyed Andy pointedly, talking to him in specific.



"It's fine, we'll be quiet," Andy grumpily replied before heading his way back up to his room.



Kylie, box of clothes firmly in hand as though a priceless treasure, followed Andy up, being the one to close the door behind her. Only then did she see just what a panic Andy must have been in earlier. The desk chair was on its side, tea stained the floor, and the dusty old lamp that hung above his desk appeared cracked from some heavy impact against it. Gingerly setting the box on the bed, Kylie got comfortable as she could, taking a seat on the various sheets scattered atop the slightly lumpy mattress. 



Sitting his chair upright and taking a seat, Andy sighed and turned to face the journal. "Well, as I was saying before, I found the recipe to reverse the curse," he peered over his shoulder to Kylie, bringing up his index finger in a matter-of-factly manner, "but I couldn't find the spell, so we're still fucked."



Kylie snapped her fingers with a light, mildly frustrated huff. "Dammit, I figured something like that might happen. Well, what else did it say besides the recipe?"



"Among a whole shitload of other things, it said that we can't reverse the curse without the book itself," explained Andy, his expression somewhat somber at the disappointment. "Still, I guess we don't need to translate what the recipe is, at least. Just the spell." He closed the journal, then held it up before his face, puffing his cheeks out in exhaustion. "Hoo-freakin-ray, time savers."



Kylie knocked on the top of the cardboard box that rested at her side, smirking playfully. "Weeell, it's a good thing we've got a secret plan to get the book back."



Andy placed the journal down on the desk again and gave a passing glance over to the box, then to Kylie. "Y'know, you're lucky I like you so much. Anybody else, I'd have turned this kind of plan down without a second thought."



"Exactly!" Kylie brought her hands up excitedly, as though she could barely contain herself. "I super ultra mega promise that you won't regret this! Trust me, I'll try not to make this weird for you! The clothes will be strictly business."



"Whatever you say, I only hope this whole 'secret mission' doesn't take longer than it has to," Andy rubbed at his face, still failing to shake the miserable look he had about him. "But we can't really do much until I change again. We'll need to kill time. Feel like doing anything in the meantime?"



"Hmm..." Kylie grinned, looking Andy up and down with an almost seductive leer. Rolling her tongue over her teeth, she appeared as if any second she was gonna jump Andy's bones. Abruptly, and rather unexpectedly, she spouted, "Wanna catch a flick?"



Andrew didn't even know how to respond for a second, only looking around with a furrowed brow before his fried brain computed what she meant. "Oh, a movie! Right, fuck, I'm stupid," he managed a bit of a smile at the prospect of getting out of the house.



"Naaah, you're not stupid," Kylie quickly assured, standing up from the bed and yanking Andy into a big, cuddly hug. "You're just too Andy for your own good," she chuckled. "The Penta-Plex is having a sale on tickets tonight... feelin' up to it?"



Without hesitation, Andy blurted, "Fuck yes." His eyes lit up with excitement, as if the idea of going out to a theater caused all the world's problems to simply vanish. All the charm of being a simple guy with simple needs. "Fuck the fuck YES!" He broke free from Kylie's hold and gathered up his Hylian-crested black hoodie, throwing it over his tank top and zipping it up.



"Damn, was that really all I had to do to get you to smile?!" chortled Kylie as she set off for the door.



Andrew flashed a grin to Kylie as he slipped on his shoes, then sauntered over and pulled the door open for her. "Anything so that I don't have to think for a while, y'know?"



With a lingering laugh, Kylie made her way out into the hallway as Andy followed, leaving the box of clothes on the bed for later in the day. Without hesitation, they bolted down the stairs with heavy stomps, rushing past Madeline on the couch before she could get a word in, and zipping straight out the front door. As they slammed it behind them and headed for Kylie's truck, Madeline could be briefly seen peeking out through the window with a bewildered stare.



As the two approached the sidewalk where the truck was parked, Kylie let out a sigh of relief as she commented, "Oh, thank God, we get to take my truck this time."



Andy shot one slightly disdainful glare over at his dented car parked in the driveway, concurring, "Yeah, I hear ya. Damn, I wish mom still had her SUV, then I could just drive that."



Climbing into the driver's seat of her truck, Kylie shrugged it off, enthusiastically yelping, "Welp! We work with what we have, and what you have just happens to be a friend whose dad owns a really big-arse truck."



"There's a silver lining to everything, I guess," laughed Andy, taking his seat on the passenger's side, making certain to fasten his seat belt. 



"Exactly!" Kylie beamed, yanking her door shut as well. "Optimism's gonna carry us a long way. Noooow... let's goof off for a bit!"



Revving the engine up, Kylie pulled the truck away from the sidewalk and drove it off down the road, scaring a few basking cats from the neighbors' lawns thanks to the monstrously powerful rumbling the imposing black truck made as it passed. 



As they met the highway and set off for the cinema, Andrew couldn't help but silently doubt the decision to procrastinate. 



Shit, should we really be doing this? It's not like I need to be a girl just to learn how to be one. Ah, shit... well, it's too late, now. It's fine, it's cool. After all, we're not gonna be gone long, right?





~*~

Eight Hours Later...

~*~




A few miles off from home, an older, less modernized theater still operated that looked not unlike something that fell into a time warp and traveled fifty years into the future. The dome-shaped building was clean, but old as dirt at the same time. Still, this didn't stop film enthusiasts and other folk from hosting film festivals there, both community-driven and official, showing any number of indie and high-budget blockbuster films alike. The night saw plenty of business, with the parking lot crowded and the seats inside similarly crammed.



One screen in particular was, thankfully, spared of being jam packed with people, though it still had a decent amount of patrons. Kylie was sitting up in the very back, near the corner, resting her head on Andy's shoulder, who had been in the seat directly adjacent to her's. By that point, Andy had looped an arm around Kylie and pulled her close, managing to land the two in the stereotypical young couple look without even realizing it.



Both of them were surrounded by candy wrappers, popcorn buckets, and soda cups, which was typical for them and their wicked inability to refrain from junk food. As it would turn out, they didn't just see one movie, they saw several in one big marathon thanks to their affinity for 'screen hopping', with them eventually having landed in a screening of some generic zombie apocalypse flick by yet another blooming indie filmmaker. 



It was all too easy for them to lose track of time in a theater, which unfortunately meant it was too easy to lose track of when the moon was going to rear its ugly head again.



Munching on a few gummy bears, Andy whispered down to Kylie, "Geez, I don't think I have an ass anymore. It's like, numb now."



Snorting a stifled laugh, Kylie lifted her head off Andrew's shoulder and straightened her glasses, taking a sip of her extra large cup of Pepsi. "Lucky you, I think my arm fell asleep," she flailed her left hand around wildly.



Being the kind of showoff he was, Andy met the hand flailing with a full-body flop in his seat, throwing popcorn and candy everywhere. "Oh shit, now the rest of me has gone ass-numb, too!! Bargh!" 



His spectacle, however, was quickly cut short when he accidentally hit his arm rest with his leg, causing a plastic-wrapped dill pickle to launch up from the cup holder and slap him across the face with a wet flop.



Placing her hands over her mouth, Kylie couldn't help but break out into an uncontrollable laughter at the ridiculous sight. Without really thinking, she picked up a cup of ice water from her cup holder and poured it down Andy's back while he was confused over the pickle assault. "BWAAH! Chill out, Grumpy!"



With a sharp gasp, Andy sprung out of his seat, dripping water everywhere. "Ooooh fuck, that's cold... oh God..." He slowly sat back down, trying to flap the ice out of his hoodie. "Shit, well, I'm awake now," he grumbled with mild amusement in his voice as he reached for his pocket and yanked his phone out before the water got to it. 



"Mm, the wet and wild look really suits you," Kylie teased, then pointed to herself with a smirk. "Alright, you can dump ice on me, now. It's only fair!"



"You are wearing a bra, right?" chuckled Andy as he began to swipe his fingers across the screen of his phone. "A wet shirt without a bra might cause some shit to do down."



"Of course!" Kylie chirped, straightening her T-shirt out. "It makes it more of a challenge that way," she purred as she jokingly shot a lascivious peer to Andy.



Some of the patrons in the theater began to take notice to the two teens' shenanigans, however, shooting disapproving leers at the two as a result of their noise and bickering. It didn't seem like there was much more leniency to be had before one of displeased moviegoers ended up bringing the disruptions to the attention of theater staff. 



Andrew seemed to catch wind of the displeasure among the patrons, catching their direct glaring out of the corner of his eye. "People are getting pissed at us, I think," he surmised in a tentative whisper.



"Oh, they'll get over it," Kylie carelessly replied, though with a more hushed tone.



"I dunno, one of them looks like Dwayne Johnson. Dude'll snap me in half like a twig," Andrew mumbled as he checked the time on his phone. His stomach dropped once he realized just how much time passed. "Uh... shit."



"Hm?" Kylie leaned over to get a view of Andy's phone screen. "What's the matter? No service?"



As if the unseen forces that toyed with his body had been waiting for him to check his phone the entire time, Andy almost immediately began to feel an insurmountable vertigo overtaking his senses, accompanied by the all too familiar burden of an invisible weight pressing down on him from above. Panicked and dazed, he scarcely realized that, even in the glow of his phone, the hair on his knuckles was sequentially standing up on end and retreating back into his skin.



Turning to Kylie, he reluctantly whimpered, "I don't want to alarm you... but I think I'm turning."



Dropping her snacks at her feet, Kylie abruptly shot up from her seat. "What?!" she pushed out in a loud, sharp breath. "Shit, of all places! C'mon, let's get outta here!" She grabbed Andy by his free hand and tugged him out of his seat, hurrying through the isles.



Every step for Andy felt like he had tied weights to his feet, and in stark contrast, his head felt like a big, helium-filled balloon ready to simply detach from his shoulders. As if it wasn't disorienting enough to feel the full effects of the lunar light, he was trying to make his way through a dark, crowded room with a movie playing at full bast. 



Upon stuffing his phone back in his pocket, an incredibly annoying burning feeling overtook the top of his head as his hair grew out, the elongated bangs covering his face and only making it more difficult to find his way around. At that point, he may as well have been blindfolded with a bucket over his head.



The duo eventually managed to burst their way through the double doors at the end of the theater, entering into the wide, spacious hallway that lead off to the main lobby and concession stand.  



Being tugged out into the light of the main corridor helped Andy get his bearings by a small margin, but it wasn't enough to shake off the nauseating dizziness he had to fight through. He knew that it was only a matter of time before the extra painful stages of the change would blow any and all chances of subtlety out the window. 



As if fate was working directly against them, a slightly chubby blond man in a puffy blue windbreaker and blue jeans rushed up to the two with a big smile. "Heeey! It's Kylie!" the man boomed in a cheerfully in a nasally voice. "Where've ya been? I've been lookin' all over for ya!"



Kylie tried to smile as she hid Andy behind her. "Oh, hey there, Josh. Listen, I'd love to talk, but I really gotta--"



"Oh, hey, Andrew! It's been a while since I've seen you, too!" Josh continued without much regard for interrupting Kylie. "You guys have been missed at school, what's the deal? You two ditching or something?"



Ducking behind Kylie, Andy winced in pain, bringing his hands to his face, only to see his fingers thinning before his eyes to the almost inaudible crackle of bones shifting. As he pulled the sleeves of his hoodie up in hurried, jerking motions, he was able to just barely catch the remaining hair on his arms vanishing. The retreat of his body hair extended beyond where he could see, beneath his clothes, all to the agitating sensation of ants marching across his skin.



"We've been... busy," Andy murmured in a cracking voice. "Some family matters keeping us held up." He cleared his throat and coughed, feigning illness as some thinly veiled cover for his rising voice.



"Fair enough, I guess." Josh arched a brow, leaning around Kylie to try and get a look at Andy, who now sported a full head of neck-length hair. "Oh, hey! You grew your hair out! Looks good, man. Little emo, though," he let out a hearty laugh. "Come on out, I don't ain't gonna eat'cha."



Grabbing Josh by the shoulder to try and pull his attention from Andy, Kylie attempted to be as cordial as she could without being outright rude, though her patience was noticeably diminishing. "Man, it's great to see you and all, but Andy's not feeling well at all, so w--"



Suddenly, a rather visceral, muffled (FWOP) sounded off from behind Kylie, causing her eyes to widen in surprise. She knew that sound all too well by that point. Andy noticeably hopped up in surprise, letting off a small whimper as he shot one hand down between his legs. Without another word, he abruptly bolted out from behind Kylie, only for another, similarly stomach-churning (FWOP) to stumble him up with another pained whine and cause him to crash into a waste bin, spilling garbage everywhere.



"Whaaat in the hell...?" Josh stood there, mouth agape, glancing over to Kylie and pointing in the direction Andy ran off to. "Wha--"



Kylie quickly cut off Josh, barking out, "He's got the flu," before bolting off down the corridor after her friend. "I'm sorry, I'll talk to you another time, I've really gotta go!"



At that point, Andrew had entirely given up the effort to play it off as normal as he dashed through the lobby, bumping into various people, all while gripping at his crotch like some madman on a drug trip. The intense splitting sensation along his undercarriage, and vicious lurching in his lower abdomen nearly made him up chuck all the accumulated candy and soda he'd been consuming the last few hours. Had it not been for the fact that he hadn't reached exit, he probably would have, too. 



However, luck decided to run out at the last second as he collided with a passing female usher, knocking the breath out of him and sending him to the floor.



Stumbling backwards with arms flailing about, the red-vested usher made a grab for the nearby ticket booth to balance herself, then quickly turned to face Andy on the floor, "What in the hell?! What was that about?!" She brushed herself off and straightened her short, blonde hair. 



A crowd quickly began to gather at the scene, and Andy, who was still on the floor in a clobbered spread eagle, was dazed and confused. Looking around at the surrounding theater patrons. "Whoa... ugh, my head... s-sorry, everyone! I got really excited..." he grumbled, his voice having risen to that of a woman's by then.



Before he could really collect himself again, a horrifying numbing and fleshy vacuuming sensation engulfed his deteriorating male-defining organ as a prolonged, embarrassingly loud slurp sounded off, all while Andy's eyes rolled up and his back arched above the floor. A stifled, unintelligible groan rumbled from his throat as he vividly felt everything that physically marked him as male shrinking away to a diminutive button within his pants, quickly accentuating a cold emptiness down below which snapped him out of his shock-induced trance. 



Lifting his head off the crimson carpeting, he peered down to the front of his jeans, which, as expected, were now laying flat against his crotch after an obvious change in reproductive anatomy. The patrons surrounding him quickly snatched his attention; they all sported rather perplexed, surprised, and even slightly disgusted expressions. That's when it hit him like a brick to the skull.



Andy's face turned beet red as he slammed his legs together and cupped his hands over his face. Oh God, that didn't just happen. Please, tell me that didn't just happen in front of all these people. He shook his head back in forth in protest, only exacerbating his dizziness.



The crowd began to ask questions among one another, all of which weren't making Andy feel any better. Even the usher, who initially seemed furious, also had a dumbfounded look about her.



"What's going on?!"



"Sir, are you okay?"



"Damn, is he hurt?" 



"Should we call 911?"



"What the hell was that noise?"



Better late than never, Kylie forced her way through the dense congregation, shouting, "COMIN' THROUGH!" Reaching down to Andy and yanking him by the arm, she forced him up onto his feet and dashed him out of the theater's entrance. "Come on, Grumpy, let's get you home before they call the fucking cops!"



"Shit, I can't believe that happened! I can't believe that happened there!" Andy repeated to himself with the most horrified voice as he stumbled over to Kylie's truck, casting a vengeful glare up at the moon above before hopping in. "My life is so done. I'm f-- hnnngARGH!!"



He gripped his hands over his chest as a heavy pressure inundated the flesh surrounding his nipples. Unzipping his hoodie and pulling it ajar only slightly, he was able to vaguely define through blurred vision the sight of two modest globes distending outwards from beneath his tank top with the same visceral, rippling gush they always announced their return with.  



Climbing into the driver's seat, Kylie looked to Andy only briefly to assess the situation, noticing him peeking into his hoodie. "Fucking hell, you sure know how to make a scene, Andrew! Holy shit!" she boomed as she jammed the keys into the ignition.



Andrew quickly closed his hoodie back up with a look of shock. His arms hugged around his torso, he muttered, "This is so, so bad, man."



"There's a bright side to this, Grumpy," Kylie began, slamming her door shut as the engine of the truck roared to life. "At least you didn't sprout your tits in the theater, or this really would have gone to hell."



With that nugget of optimism dropped, Kylie stomped her foot down on the gas petal and screeched out of the parking lot, narrowly missing a few passing cars as as the truck sped back out onto the highway.



Andy didn't seem too keen on responding, even though he was still perfectly capable of doing so. After such humiliation, he wasn't quite sure that he'd ever want to talk again. Every bone crack, skin stretch, stomach grumble, and all other manner of horrifying sounds made the clear that he was being forced over the threshold to womanhood once again, with his body revolting against him every excruciating second of the way. It certainly didn't help his mood, which suffice it to say, was pummeled to bits.



As far as he was concerned, it was one of the few times he was glad Kylie was a very fast driver. He wanted to get as far away from that theater as humanly possible. Movie night was forever ruined.





~*~

Back at Andy's House...

~*~




In an attempt at replicating the peaceful environment found earlier in the day, Madeline had since switched off the TV, turned down the noisy air conditioning, and set her phone to vibrate to rid herself of the obnoxiously loud chime that always played when someone called. Her feet were kicked back on the couch, with her head resting on a big, fluffy, silken pillow. The lighting was just right, nothing too bright, nor too dark. Tranquil, still, perfect.



Then suddenly a loud (BANG!) shattered any possibility of a nap in the span of less than a millisecond. Kylie had burst in through the front door, with Andrew following closely behind, having fully transformed into a woman by the time he made it back home. 



Madeline nearly jumped out of her skin upon hearing the noise. "SHIT! Goddammit, could you two be any louder?!" she shrieked at the two teens, staring them down as she swept her pillows off the couch. Her tone quickly changed once she realized Andy had changed again, however. "Oh no, Andy, are you all right?!"



"Please, mom, not now," Andy meekly replied from behind cupped hands, still trying to hide his face -- and by extension, an overwhelming amount of shame -- from view. 



"Sorry, Maddy, Andy's not having a good day right now. We'll be upstairs," said Kylie, slowing down to meet Andy and guide him up the stairs by his shoulders. 



"Well, no, no, wait, what happened?! Did someone see him change?! Is he hurt at all?! Andy, are you hurt?" Madeline panicked as she slowly began following up the stairs as well. "Someone talk to me!"



"I'll explain in a little bit, Maddy, don't worry! He'll be perfectly fine, I promise!" Kylie shouted from inside Andy's room before shutting the door.



"Dammit, I really suck at this," sighed Madeline, sitting herself at the top of the stairs with an irritated frown. 



All she could do at that point was take Kylie's word. She may not have been particularly skillful in the parenting department, but she still had the presence of mind to know that prying her way into the situation would only make things worse.



Inside the bedroom, Andy collapsed into his bed and curled up with his blankets, burying his head back under a mountain of pillows. "I can't believe this shit," he mumbled, spitting his bangs from his mouth as he continually brushed over his face. "I'm such an idiot for not checking the time."



"Alright, that was less than optimal, but there's an easy fix!" Kylie rushed over and lifted the pillow off Andy's face. "We just need to keep better track of time from now on!" she smiled, reaching over and yanking the box of clothes off the bed before they fell off. "We've also got the secret plan! We'll have this fixed in no time!"



Andy stuffed his face into his blankets, grumbling, "Just let me sulk for a few minutes, please. Or an hour. Or forever." 



Setting the box on the computer desk, Kylie then stepped over to sit on the bed next to Andy, scooping him up into a big hug, blankets and all. "Listen, I know that was kind of messed up what happened back there, but don't you worry about a thing. I'll make sure that whatever happens, you'll get back to your old self," she reassured in a voice so tender. "Don't ya trust me?"



There was a few seconds of silence after that, as if Andy really didn't know how to respond. Lifting his head out of the blankets, just enough to reveal the top of his head, he eyed Kylie with bangs slipping down over his face again. His eyes were slightly bloodshot, and there was a look of acute exhaustion hidden behind them. 



Voice quavering, he weakly whispered, "...I trust you."


Clothes Make the Man

Chapter 13 - Clothes Make the Man




After an exceptionally humiliating night that rivaled the incident at Pat's in terms of sheer embarrassment, Andy was left quite emotionally beaten. The only good thing that could have been said about his current state of mind is that he at least wasn't hysterical like he was after the abrupt transformation over a dinner of chili dogs. 



Still, he wasn't faring a whole lot better, and with the prospect of having to dress up in women's clothing looming just around the corner as per a surreptitious scheme to steal a magical spell book from a supposedly unstable man, he still felt like smashing his head between a door until he lost consciousness.  



A good hour had passed since they arrived home, and Andy remained in bed the whole time, mostly out of fear. Fear of the clothes, and an irrational fear that any minute, an angry mob was going to show up at his doorstep, demanding the head of the perversion of nature that was the were-woman. Madeline had at least left them alone for the most part, only showing up every so often to ask if everything was still okay. Beyond that, outside interaction was few and far between. Conversation didn't fare much better inside the room, either, considering Andy, still bitter over what happened at the theater, wasn't much for talking. 



Unless he was about to complain, that is.



"Fucking hell," Andy pulled the blankets away from his face as he rose from a sleep-like stillness. "I still can't believe that happened, though. Right in front of all those-- Gah!! Damn it all!" He covered his face with his blankets again as his cheeks tinted a subtle red. "Why me?!"



"Andy, it's totally cool, I doubt any of them realized you were turning into a girl! I mean, who would guess that?" Kylie scooted closer, gathering Andrew up into another hug. "As far as they know, you were just some random guy who ran into someone, fell on the ground, and had a crotch fart!"



Andy pulled his blankets off his face and shot Kylie a bewildered look at the 'crotch fart' comment. He didn't know if he wanted to laugh, cry, die, or a mixture of the three. Still, it seemed she had gotten through to him, at least a little. "I guess you're right... but it doesn't make it any less shitty. I mean, fuck, of all places."



"Aaand I'm not saying it isn't shitty, but we've gotta keep our heads on this, alright?" Kylie looked Andrew dead in the eyes, pulling her glasses off for dramatic effect. "Come on, Grumpy, I love the shit outta you, man! You know I wouldn't leave ya hanging. We're still completely in the green, no ground lost."



Andy went silent again, mulling over Kylie's words with a thoughtful expression. Slowly but surely, his angrily scrunched up grimace eased. "...How do you do that?" he asked as a smile softly tugged at the corners of his mouth.



Returning the smile, Kylie tightened her big bear hug, "How do I do what? Love the shit outta you? It's easier than you might think," she winked with an enthused giggle.



"Well, I meant make me smile, regardless of what's happening," Andy slipped an arm out from his blankets and looped it around Kylie, keeping his covers close with the other free arm. "Nobody else is able to do it, it's weird."



"It's only 'cause I know you so well!" grinned Kylie, rocking back and forth with Andy briefly before pulling away and sliding off the bed. "But it's been a little bit, feel like having a test run?" she thumbed over to the box of clothes. It never occurred to her that she had just ruined a good moment.



What little of a good mood Andrew had was quick to shrivel up and die the second he was reminded of the clothes. "Dammit, fu-- ugh... fine. But only because you got me to smile!" He tossed the blankets away and stood up from the bed, then scrunched his face in discomfort when a familiar feeling hit him.  



Looking Andy up and down inquisitively, Kylie noticed the odd posture he had taken. Curiously, she asked, "What's wrong? Stomach ache?"



"Uh..." Andy rubbed his legs together as he squirmed around restlessly. "Shit, it's been over an hour, I can't take this anymore. Hang on, I'll be back, we'll do this in a second." He rushed over to the door, threw it open in his usual brash manner, and ran out. 



"Huh, when you gotta go, you gotta go, I guess," Kylie shook her head, then turned to the box and popped it open. Before her was the vast selection of clothes that she at least thought would suit Andy well. Sorting through them, she murmured to herself, "This ought to be a fun time."



Madeline was still downstairs, so there was no worrying about any kind of awkward conversation on his way to the lavatory. Rushing in and ever so gently shutting the door to minimize noise, Andy rushed over to the toilet and began to undo the button of his pants, only to pause and deadpan on the spot. It quickly dawned on him once again that he was still going to have to change tactic while in his female form whether he liked it or not. 



Andy grumbled a few profanities, then peeked down the front of his pants. Dread sharply welled up in the pit of his stomach at the thought of having to adapt to this new anatomy. He couldn't tell if it was his pride or sheer stubborn nature that was holding him back, but he wasn't about to give in so easily. Not without a fight. 



Screw it! I'll make it work! 



He gritted his teeth, drew in a quavering, nervous breath, and continued undoing his pants.



Outside, Kylie started out of the bedroom, holding her grumbling stomach. "Damn, I'm hungry. Maddy!" she called downstairs. "Would you mind if I fixed myself something to eat? I've been sustaining myself on popcorn and Nerds for the past eight hours."



"Of course, help yourself!" Maddy shouted back up, then added, "By the way, is Andy okay? He still hasn't said anything to me."



"Yeah, he's doing a little better now. I think I can get him smiling in full force by midnight," Kylie hummed a laugh. 



Suddenly, Andrew's voice began to shout from the bathroom in a panic, "Oh God! OH SHIT!! FUCK!!"



The sound of clumsy, stomping footsteps followed, then a resounding crash, as though something had been smashed in there.



Rushing up to the opposite end of the hallway, Kylie knocked a few times on the bathroom door with a look of shock and concern. "Andy?! Andy, are you all right in there? Did you accidentally fall in the toilet again?"



Abruptly, the door flew open, and Andy rushed out with what looked to be a gigantic wet spot running down the front of his jeans. "Don't ask," he curtly grumbled, his bitter expression and annoyed tone speaking more about his mood than any amount of swears could do justice.



Kylie met him with a relieved smile. "Don't ask about w-- WHOA! What the hell happened to your pants?!" she furrowed her brow, following Andy into his bedroom.



"Shut up," Andy sputtered out nervously. "Don't say it. Don't you say it, Kylie." He quickly started rummaging around in his dresser, hiding the front of his pants from view.



"Say what? Did you...?" Kylie's hand began to point towards Andy as an amused grin crept onto her face. Trying her absolute hardest to stifle down a laugh, she deduced, "You... you tried to pee standing up, didn't you?"



Before Andy could reply, the sound of a light stomping from the hallway made clear the hurried approach of Madeline, likely panicked all to hell from the screaming and crashing. As if to confirm their suspicions, Maddy's frantic shrieking echoed as she came closer, "Andrew?! What happened?!" She rushed in through the open door.



Gasping, Andy scrambled for his bed, wrapping the blankets around his lower half, "MOM!! Nothing! I'm fine! We're cool! I just stubbed my toe, that's all!"



"What?! Are you sure you're okay?!" Maddy stepped in, looking Andy over as she brought a hand to her chest in an attempt to calm her fluttering heartbeat. "Goddammit, Andrew, you scared the shit out of me! What did you knock over?"



"I just knocked over the basket of soap, it's fine, mom!" Andy insisted adamantly. "Pleaaase, we're all cool up here," he tightened his grip on the blankets, holding on to them for dear life. He knew if his mother saw his little 'accident', he'd never hear the end of it.



Kylie approached Madeline, keeping a cool and collected composure as a means of compensating for the hectic attitude displayed by the other two. "Yeah, he just stubbed his toe, it's all good. I think he was trying to brush his teeth, and he just slipped and got the crap scared out of him mostly," she chuckled, easing Maddy out of the room inch by inch.



"Are you sure? Andrew, is she telling the truth?" Madeline's head poked over Kylie as she backed out into the hallway. 



"Yes, mom," groaned Andy, rubbing at his forehead. "We're all good, just a false alarm."



"Oh..." a long, relieved sigh escaped Madeline's lips as she nodded, "Alright, then. As long as things are okay, I guess. I'm all shaken up, now, I'll be in the kitchen getting coffee... again." She took off back down the stairs with gingerly steps.



Closing the door and turning to Andy, Kylie flashed an apologetic smile. "Andy, you can't pee standing up as a girl. Well, you can, it's just really hard, and I wouldn't recommend it. Like, at all."



"As much as I'd love to have this conversation with you, I need to shower and change, because I'm covered in my own piss," Andy snapped, then caught himself before breaking out in a rant. In a much more relaxed tone, he continued, "...And I guess I'll use this as an excuse to wear the things you got me."



A beaming grin appeared on Kylie's face as she rushed over and grabbed the box of clothes, then handed it over to Andy. "Great! Take your pick! They're all for you -- and don't worry about whether or not they fit. You're not hard to size up."



Letting go of the blanket and grabbing for the box, Andy stared down at the container of clothes with a defeated expression, then headed out of the room, hoping and praying that he wouldn't run into his mother. "I guess I'll be right back, then. I can hardly contain myself..." he grumbled, hurrying down the hallway and back into the bathroom.



"D'aaw, they grow up so fast," Kylie quipped to herself, then stifled a laugh as she fell back on Andy's bed. "Oh geez, I'm so bad to him."



There was certainly a fair bit of cleaning up that had to be done in the bathroom, both on Andy, and on the floor after such a stupid misjudgment. Setting the box of clothes down on the counter, he stared down at the yellow droplets near the foot of the toilet where he once stood. 



Why did I think that was going to work? Like, what in the world possessed me at that moment?



Not wanting to risk discovery, he pushed the door shut, then unceremoniously gathered up a huge wad of toilet paper and vigorously scoured it across the floor, then hastily stuffed it into the porcelain bowl and flushed without delay. He didn't dare try to go downstairs for actual cleaning supplies. He couldn't bear the thought of trying to come up with an excuse for something such as that. The quick fix would have to do.



Inhaling deeply, Andy tugged off his shirt and tossed it against the door in a bunch. Staring down his body in the mirror, he couldn't help but instinctively bombard himself with self-deprecating thoughts. 



I wonder, how many puppies did I have to stomp in my previous life to earn this? I must'a broke some high score.



Hooking his fingers into his pants and briefs, he then shoved them down his legs and kicked them away as though they were on fire. Annoyed with himself, he couldn't even be bothered being disturbed about his new body at that moment. He shut it out of his mind. Tuned it out, for his own sake. He simply reached over and turned on the shower, setting it to scalding hot in hopes that having boiling-hot water washing over him would clear his mind of the night, at least for a short while. 



Stepping in and yanking the curtain shut, Andy made positive to apply a more delicate touch while cleaning, lest he have a repeat of his last mistake.





~*~

45 Minutes Later...

~*~




Kylie waited patiently in the bedroom, by now having fixed herself a hot meal, eaten it, then turned on Andy's slightly dusty PC to watch videos on YouTube all in the time it had taken for the shower to conclude. Of course, she didn't forget about him in there, and made extra sure to have a steaming plate of spaghetti, as well as an obscenely large glass of lemonade with a crazy straw sticking out of it both waiting for him at the edge of the computer desk. Both because she knew Andy was likely running on empty after his theatrical transformation, and because she simply wanted him in a much better mood.



The moment of truth was upon her, however, as the sound of the bathroom door opening down the hallway nearly made her leap for joy. She could barely contain herself as she tried her best to play it cool and act like she hadn't heard a thing. Continuing her binge of video game review videos, she couldn't even be bothered paying attention to them, as her ears were fixated on every single sound occurring in the hallway. She couldn't help but slowly peer over her shoulder as the footsteps grew louder, their source approaching faster with every second.



Andy finally returned into the bedroom, shutting the door behind him and announcing his presence with a short sigh. His attire was completely fresh, now, wearing a clean pair of blue denim jeans, which fit snugly against his legs. Beyond that, he sported a black T-shirt emblazoned with stylized white skulls in a pile on the front. Unlike his usual fare, the shirt was actually sized down to fit his smaller frame, with the short sleeves just barely covering his shoulders.



Andrew now looked, for all intents and purposes, like an average, unassuming 18-year-old girl, finally wearing clothes that didn't look several sizes too big anymore. His lack of hair styling left a lot to be desired, though.



Kylie's eyes lit up like a kitty discovering a treasure chest full of catnip, with a huge grin spread from ear to ear. "Oh God, oh GOD!!" She stood up from her seat and dashed over to Andy, scooping him up into such a tight hug that she managed to lift him off the floor. "You look so fucking CUTE!!"



"ARGH!! Air! Air! You're crushing my rib cage!" Andy gasped for air at the sheer force of the hug, wiggling himself free and straightening his shirt out. "Damn, Kylie! I just barely got changed, let me get a feel for all this!" He took a deep breath and sat down on his bed, trying to regain the breath stolen right out of him.



Hopping up and down like an over-excited child, Kylie couldn't resist cuddling up to Andy on the bed, still keeping her unusually large grin in full force. "How's it all feel for ya? Feels good, doesn't it?"



"It feels... snug," said Andy in a rather unenthusiastic tone. "This is fucked up on so many levels, though, Kylie. I really don't know how I should be feeling about all this," he peered down at himself again, his expression twisting to that of mild dejection. 



While the clothes did have that pleasant brand new feel to them, everything else felt so wrong. It wasn't that they didn't fit, or weren't his size. Quite the contrary, they were exactly his size. But therein lied the issue. Fabric comfortably hugged to his body in places that Andy knew never, ever should on a male. It only further served to demoralize him as the reality of his situation kicked him in the face yet again.  



In his mind, he continued to bully himself, reminding his conscience that he was a big boy, that he could stifle back his emotions and swallow his pride long enough to get the job done. Despite his efforts, it was all too difficult to beat down the consistently reemerging thought that he was throwing away the man he'd built himself up to be all his life in favor of this woman he didn't even recognize as himself.



"Oh, don't worry!" Kylie insisted in a cordial tone, trying to reassure him with a genuinely pleased glimmer in her eyes. "I think you look great in them! Did you put on the underwear I got you?" She glanced down to the rest of Andy for a moment as if to look for any irregularities in his shirt that would be left by the presence of a bra.



Pursing his lip at the sudden examination, Andy shot his hands behind him and grabbed his blanket again, wrapping it around his torso. "No, I didn't, and I don't ever want to," he grumbled, burying his face in the comforter.



"Aw, not even the G-string?" Kylie smirked, then immediately added, "I'm kidding, I'm kidding! I wouldn't buy you a G-string unless you told me to," she chuckled, hugging up to Andrew again, only this time with the added cushion of the blanket. 



"Oh, come on, Kylie..." Andy's grip on the blankets tightened over his face as his hair ruffled up from the cover sweeping over the top of his head. "What am I doing with myself?" 



"Aw, Andy, it's okay!" Kylie broke off from the hug and stood up, motioning to the hot plate of spaghetti that waited on the desk. "Check it out, I made ya food! I know you're hungry," she tempted while taking a seat in the swivel chair, then playfully added, "It's hot still! I used gaaaaarlic."



The magic word had been spoken, it seemed. Andy popped his head back out of his blankets, eyeing the food with a feral look in his eye. His empty stomach audibly grumbled at the sight. "You know me way too well," he conceded.



Wasting no time, he shed the comforter and bolted over to the desk, making a grab for the fork near the plate and began shoveling the food into his mouth. His unrefined eating habits proved a stark contrast to his otherwise outwardly modest and delicate appearance; a disparity that was all too obvious to the redhead sitting just across from him, watching it all unfold.



"Hm..." Kylie pensively hummed. "Alright... first lesson," she brought an index finger up, straightening her glasses with the other hand. "When you're around Harry when you eat, don't pig out so hard. It's very unbecoming to the illusion you'd be trying to create."



Andy paused, looking sidelong to Kylie with a perplexed furrow of his brow. Licking the freckles of spaghetti sauce from his lips, he slowly said, "Wait... there's lessons? Oh shit, what are you going to make me do?!"



"Just some simple stuff, is all. You really think I was gonna let you run around in those clothes, assume a temporary identity, and still be dickin' around, acting like a guy?" Kylie's head shook back and forth. "Mm-mm, no way, if you're gonna play the part, you've gotta act the part, too."



Andy dropped his fork and facepalmed as hard as he could, mostly due to the fact that he hoped to get a free pass at least on one of his suspicions. So far, it turned out that all his suspicions were being systematically confirmed. "Oh... fine. Fuck's sake, fine. I'll play the part." 



"Hey, it's all right, Andy," Kylie leaned forward with an promising smile, then rolled the chair closer and wrapped her arms around Andrew's waist. "There's nothing to be afraid of, the job is gonna be quick, clean, and over before you know it. You've just gotta do this one little thing, and we'll have that spell book in our hands, and get to work on curing you."



Andy noticeably eased up after a short moment as he thought upon Kylie's reasoning. Ignoring the possibility of flawed logic, he tried to grapple the hope that it would all be over soon enough. "Okay, well, you know I trust you, Kylie," he returned the smile down to her as best he could. "But uh... are you saying girls aren't allowed to pig out? Or dick around like a guy? Because I think you've broken those rules a few times yourself."



"Oooh boy, here we go," chuckled Kylie, pulling her arms away from Andy and reclining back in her seat. "Okay, we both know I've done some very un-ladylike things in my life," she freely admitted. "Nothing wrong with it now again, but we're trying to create a secret identity. My advice just reflects how I'd personally act in your position."



"Well, if you say so..." nodded Andy as he returned to his food. Heeding Kylie's advice, his bites were of a significantly less excessive nature, actually more resembling a normal person, rather than gorging animal. "But if he finds me out regardless, don't hate me."



"If he finds you out, we'll formulate a plan B on the spot." Kylie hummed a devilish laugh. "Anyway, uh... right! Skirts. If you're gonna wear one of the skirts, don't sit with your legs open," she carefully advised, turning her eyes down to Andy's waist. "I mean, unless you want people getting a peek at your naughty bits."



Again, Andy paused, then reached over and grabbed for the big cup of lemonade near him, sucking it down almost halfway. His anxiety practically permeated the air around him. "Great. Anything else?" he asked in a tone that sounded as though he had already heard enough.



"Ummm..." Kylie tapped her chin, peering up to the ceiling in thought. "Uh... oh yeah! Don't sway your hips around in an exaggerated manner when you walk like those chicks in video games. You do that, people will think you've gone mental. Don't burp really loud after a drink, either, and no random crotch grabbing in the middle of public!" 



With a sarcastic smile, Andy reached down to his crotch and began jokingly scratching at it. Even though he was just being a smartass, he tried his absolute best to keep his mind off exactly what he actually was groping at. "Oh, like this?"



Kylie rolled her eyes with a small snort. "Hardy har har." She reached over and pushed Andy's scratching hand away from his crotch. "But seriously, don't do that around Harry. In reality, he probably knows about the were-woman condition, so don't give him any reason to think that you might be one."



"Anything to get me out of these clothes sooner," said Andy as he continued eating from his plate, having already polished most of the meal off. "Where and when should I try to approach this guy, though? I don't even know where he lives."



"He lives off the corner of Stone and Speedway, in those apartments they built about a year ago," Kylie explained as she leaned against the edge of the desk, glancing to the computer screen idly. "From what I've gathered, when he's not at school, he's working his part-time job at the Safeway a little ways down the street from him." 



"Alright, sounds simple enough," Andrew smiled a bit wider, finishing off his food and dragging a small napkin across his lips. "You're gonna be nearby, right?"



"Of course, I'll be watching as much as I can from afar. Keep your phone on, I might need to feed you extra directions once this thing goes live," Kylie quickly brought her index up again, pointing to Andy. "Don't tell him who you're talking to, though. The guy hates me as much as I hate him."



"I can be careful when I need to be, don't worry about a thing, Kylie," Andy assured in a somewhat jovial tone. "So, just to clarify, I'm gonna be trying to give him a reason to let me into his house so I can look for the book, right?"



"Exactly, and I've got a pretty good idea where he might be keeping that stuff, too," Kylie began to motion with her hands, as if to outline an invisible map of Harry's apartment. "See, when we did talk, he always kept his little collections in an old wooden case in the back of his closet. You find that, you'll likely find the book, too."



"You know," Andy started with a returning enthusiasm, "the more we talk about this, the less complicated it sounds. I kind of like--... well, actually, I take that back, I don't like it at fucking all. But, your plan sounds better than mine."



"Trust me, this'll go smoothly. You can still act like you, just follow my advice and don't do anything to blow your cover." Kylie stood up from her seat and gathered Andy into a big hug. "If all goes well, you'll be back to being a full-blown dude in a week's time," she then plucked a kiss off Andrew's nose with a quiet snicker.



His face lit up with a renewed pep at the kiss, Andy suddenly glomped Kylie onto the bed. "BWAH!!" he barked, pinning Kylie down. "If I'm not cured by the end of the week, you'll have to do something extra to make it up!"



Laughing along with Andy, Kylie hugged him close with one arm and straightened her glasses with the other. "Oh yeah? What do I have to do for ya, mister demanding? Name your price!"



"You have to kiss me on the lips again like when I gave you those roses," Andy slyly suggested with a joking wiggle of his brow. "You have to mean it, too, or it doesn't count!"



Her expression glowing, Kylie playfully replied, "Oh, don't you worry, Grumpy, I'll have you cured AND give you your kiss, and on top of that, I'll take you on one kick-arse date." She reached down to her pocket with her free hand and fished out two green credit card-like objects with a variety of video game company logos on them. "Know why? Because I got our day passes for the Thumbstick Arcade!"



"I fucking love the shit out of you right now," Andy quickly added with bulging eyes as he stared down the passes. "Like, holy crap, if I had a dick right now, it'd be rock hard."



"Fucking hell!" Kylie burst out laughing, laying her head back on the sheets as her chortling reverberated throughout the room. "If I had known video games made you horny, I probably would have done this sooner!" she joked, lifting her head back up and nuzzling her nose against Andy's. 



Sharing Kylie's contagious enthusiasm, Andrew couldn't help but laugh along, getting himself comfortable in his spot atop her. For a few very fleeting moments as he locked eyes with her, the world's problems seemed to simply vanish, giving way to a sense of calm euphoria he hadn't experienced in what seemed like years. 



He wanted it to last, but unfortunately, his shyness nagged him out of the instant.



Andrew finally climbed off Kylie and brushed himself off, letting out a sigh of relief as he brushed his bangs away from his eyes. "Sooo, uh..." he murmured with rosy cheeks, "can I change into my old clothes again? These new ones are really, really weird for me."



"Go for it, Grumpy," Kylie threw up her hand with a thumbs up. "I'll let'cha off the hook, for now. I'll tell you anything else you need to know at a later time." She then cuddled herself up in the sheets with a small purr.



"Tired, huh?" Any casually observed as he walked over to his dresser and sorted through his familiar library of lounging attire. 



Kylie nodded, burying her head in the pillows, "Mm, yeah, I'm wrecked. You mind if I stay the night here? I don't think my dad would mind."



"Naw, I sure as hell don't mind, either," Andy grinned, pulling out a pair of black basketball shorts and a blue T-shirt with a big selection of video game controllers emblazoned onto the front. "I'll try to prepare myself for the mission. Google searches can work wonders."



"Good thinkin'," Kylie replied, though in a significantly less energetic tone. She sounded like she was about to fall asleep any second. "I'll be here if ya need me, Grumpy. Just shake me wildly to wake me up," she yawned while her eyes slid shut.



"Right, you get some rest, and uh..." Andy peered down at himself once again, his expression immediately scrunching up in a disgusted frown. "I'm gonna get out of these clothes before I flip my shit." He started for the door with the change of clothes in hand. 



"Mm, at least you put them on," Kylie mumbled as she tossed and turned in the bed.



Before reaching the door, Andy peered over his shoulder and softly said, "Also... I really appreciate what you're trying to do for me, Kylie. I may be a dick sometimes, but... I am thankful," he smiled, having finally gotten it off his chest.



Stirring again under the sheets, Kylie poked her head out with rosy cheeks and an enchanted glimmer in her eyes. With a bit of reclaimed zeal, she softly loosed, "No problem at all, Grumpy. Helpin' you out is always an adventure."


Harry

Chapter 14 - Harry



- Day 6 -




With what seemed like an endlessly intensive period of mental preparation and one big intelligence-gathering binge throughout the entire day, the two teens were finally prepared to enact their secret plan. As prepared as they were going to get, anyway, considering their impatience left a few details neglected.



Still keeping their intentions known only to them, the duo made absolutely sure to be as sneaky as possible, never once allowing themselves to be caught while discussing Harry or the book. They figured Maddy didn't need to know what they were up to until it was all over. Time wasn't on their side, so they couldn't get fancy and try to come up with an excuse.  If they were found out, at least they'd be in the middle of their plan, instead of being stopped dead before they could even begin. 



With it having been nine O'clock at night, Andy had already endured yet another excruciating transformation that plunged him back into womanhood with about as much grace as a punch to the nose. Dread sat in the pit of his stomach like a rock, and he'd since locked himself up in the bathroom to try and bully himself into putting on the women's clothing again.



Kylie, who stood outside the door, occasionally whispered words of encouragement, trying to calm her friend down from his undoubtedly sporadic anxiety over the whole situation. His worries were only exacerbated by the training, having had to dedicate all the do's and don't's of his secret identity to memory, further reminding him of his inevitable fate. It helped brace Andy for what was to come, but still didn't ease his naturally timid nature one bit.



"Andy?" Kylie whispered hurriedly, pressing her ear against the bathroom door. "Done in there? We haven't got much time!"



"Hold on, hold on," grumbled Andy from the other side. Can't believe I'm doing this.



Mere seconds later, the door slowly opened to reveal Andy, in all his gender bent glory, standing with a rather defeated expression on his face. For once, he actually groomed his female self, having brushed his hair to look nice and neat, keeping the bangs over one eye in what came dangerously close to being an emo hairdo. 



Gone were his familiar baggy man clothes, and instead replaced with a pair of skinny black jeans, and a cerulean T-shirt sporting a stylized portrait of Samus Aran. Topping that was a jet-black hoodie worn over it all, being unable to wear his favorite Hylian-crested variant thanks to it being associated so closely with his male self, on top of the fact that it was simply too big in his female form. He couldn't even wear his old shoes, because his feet always shrank a bit during his transformations. Instead, he had to borrow a pair of Kylie's infamously purple sneakers, which only served to reinforce how idiotic he felt in all such a get-up. 



With a long, exasperated sigh, Andy stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his hoodie and hunched his head low with a grumpy look on his face. "The things I do for love."



"D'aaaw," Kylie smiled brightly, then ran over and scooped Andy into a hug. "It's all right! You look perfect for the part! You went for the boring colors, but it still works out just fine. You look absolutely adorable!"



Unable to be bothered pulling his hands out of his jacket for the hug, Andy just sorta leaned into it instead, ignoring the 'adorable' comment as best he could. "I'm not putting on anything pink or frilly. This is as good as it's gonna get."



With an understanding nod, smile unwavering, Kylie pulled away and looked over Andy one more time. "That's all right, I wouldn't expect ya to, anyway. I mostly just bought the more frilly stuff just in case you wanted to go all the way," she hummed a laugh, her overjoyed smile turning somewhat sarcastic. "You at least put the panties on this time, right?"



Andy cast his eyes off to the side in embarrassment, still looking rather bitter as his brow lowered further, as his cheeks flushed a subtle tint of red. "...No," he angrily muttered, then started down the stairs.



"Aw, dammit! Oh, fine, wear your boring boy undies, you party pooper," Kylie managed a light chuckle, still looking all too pleased at the idea of her half-baked plan actually unfolding so smoothly. She tailed closely behind Andrew, not wanting to miss a second of the action.



The two lucked out, it seemed. Madeline was in the back yard, feeding their black German shepherd, Taz. It was the easiest sneak job of the century, since the route to the front door was all clear. With a few large tip-toed leaps, Andy and Kylie escaped out the front and ever so gently shut the door behind them. Being a self-proclaimed master of stealth, Kylie made positively sure to park her truck down near the corner of the street, so Maddy didn't hear them drive off. 



"I'm so glad you didn't make me wear heels or anything stupid like that," croaked Andy as he ran along the sidewalk, his hair bouncing around with every step. 



"Like I would do that!" Kylie flashed a cocky smile at the mental image of poor Andrew in high heels. "I picked clothes that I knew would suit your personality best! Besides, you'd hate me forever if I made you wear heels."



Coming upon the parked, totally-not-conspicuous-at-all black pick-up truck, the two hopped in, with Kylie taking the wheel as usual. Andy moved slowly and sluggishly into his seat, like a kid being forced out of bed for school. He couldn't have had a more miserable look on his face if he tried. With a quick twist of the keys hanging from the ignition, the truck quietly rolled off down the dimly lit neighborhood streets, trying to put as much distance between them and Andy's house as they could without alerting anyone. It was probably one of the few times Kylie drove with any sort of care, let alone restraint.



Andy reached down and stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his hoodie again, then closed his legs, appearing very withdrawn. "You're pretty enthusiastic about all this," he observed as he leaned his head against the window and watched the passing houses.



"Nah, I'm just excited to see you in the clothes I bought. I can't help myself, you look so cute in them," Kylie snickered. "I'm kinda nervous about the job, honestly, though. Not that I think anything bad will happen, I'm just not used to planning things out."



"I hate this. No offense to you or anything, but I seriously hate this," grumbled Andy.



"Hate what? The job or the clothes?" Kylie confusedly asked, shooting a glance over to the passenger's seat as she turned another corner in the maze of streets. 



"Both," Andy sharply replied. "I feel like such a damn fool," he subtly reached down to his pants and uncomfortably adjusted the hem with his thumb, not being used to wearing clothes that fit so snug.



Kylie's smile faded to a more respectfully sympathetic look. "Like I said, Grumpy, everything's gonna be okay. I know my words might seem a little hollow right now, but trust me, I'll take care of you. When have I ever let ya down?"



"I believe you..." mumbled Andy, sounding deflated, though sincere. "It's just that... well, this is really fucking with me," he gave a light shake of his head as he tried to hide his face from view. 



"Nah, I totally understand, dude! I'd be having some serious issues if I was in your shoes. Just know, though, you may be a girl on the outside," Kylie reached a hand over and playfully poked at the side of Andy's head, "...but you'll always be the same goofy, lovable gamer I grew up with up in here." Kylie offered a gentle smile over to the distraught were-woman at her side, bringing her hand back to the wheel before she ruined the moment with a car accident. "Nothing's gonna change that."



Her encouraging words seemed to have resonated to some degree within Andrew, as they usually did, as a small smile appeared on his face as well. With a brief nod, he sighed a short, "Thanks, Kylie. I just really want this to all be over already, though. I can't take much more of this."



"I'll have ya fixed in no time, Grumpy," grinned Kylie, hoping that her optimism would rub off and lighten the mood. "Even if I have to twist a motherfucker's head off to do it, I'll get you fixed. Just do what I say, and we'll be on easy street."





***




The drive across town was a long one, but thankfully, the trip seemed to go by faster than it probably should have, thanks to the back and forth between the two, and a little classic rock thrown in for good measure. Before they knew it, they were in the crappiest part of the most dangerous neighborhood in town. 



Everything was completely different compared to the environment Kylie and Andrew grew up in. The houses were much smaller and dirtier, yards were void of any sort of grass or plants, beat up cars lined up along the sides of the streets, and the few people that were still out all seemed to give the passing truck a mean glare. A police cruiser turning a corner up ahead of them didn't help alleviate Andy's anxiety, but only served to exacerbate it. If such a place was so scummy, he'd hate to see how much worse it could get.



The ride through the dank, dark hood eventually turned them up on a corner that let out into the highway. Situated front and center on the corner closest to the nearby intersection was a large, white apartment complex that only looked mildly better than the surrounding area due to the fact that it was recently built, and hadn't been given enough time to collect the usual amount of grime and dust that was found on nearly every other structure within a three mile radius. 



The complex was lit up like a Christmas tree, with a small light post every ten feet, and even a security guard patrolling the area. It was clear that the city was well aware of the kind of crime that went on in that part of town, and took measures to try and make the new complex at least a modicum safer for the residents who lived there.



"Looks like this is it," said Kylie, slowing up the truck and parking near the sidewalk, having gotten herself as close to the highway as she could without actually driving out onto it. "It's almost ten, so Harry's probably on his way home by now."



"What am I supposed to do again? We went over how I was gonna get the book, but we never said how I was supposed to get his attention," Andy pulled his hands from his pockets and shot a concerned look over his shoulder.



"Oh yeah, I forgot about that..." laughed Kylie with a slightly puzzled look on her face. "Well, basically, Harry's a real big horn dog. I think I hinted at that before. He likes pretty girls, and whether ya like it or not, Andy..." she smirked over at Andrew. "You're bloody fucking cute."



Andy's eyes widened in horror as he huddled up against the truck door. "What?! You want me to go up and start flirting with him?! I don't even know the fucker! Plus, I'm not into guys! Not to mention that this is straight fucked up! What if he...?!" He quickly shot his hands up to his face and groaned. "This is so, so bad..."



"Calm yourself, cool your jets, and power down; I didn't say flirt with him, you goof," Kylie brought her hands up defensively with a small chuckle. "No, more like... fool him into letting you inside his house. Be charming."



Andy quickly turned himself around to face Kylie, still with a subdued look of terror on his face as though he'd been introduced to the plan for the first time all over again. "Fool him?! I don't know how smart this guy is! How--"



"ANDREW!" Kylie shot her hands over and grabbed Andy by the shoulders, giving him a few frantic shakes. "Chill! Just follow my lead, and we'll be walking outta here with the spell book before you know it."



With a few flailing swipes, Andrew broke free of the grapple, straightening his hoodie out quickly after. "Okay, okay! I'm calm! But still, what in the hell am I supposed to do? We were so busy training me up for this, you didn't even tell me how I was gonna grab his attention."



"Ah, a very good point, but while we were talking, I already got an idea," Kylie pointed towards the complex, fingering one of the pine trees that overlooked the street. "Okay, see that tree right there? You're gonna climb it, and when Harry strolls on by, you fall onto the sidewalk and pretend you sprained your ankle."



"I wish I could come up with shit on the fly like you. Fine, well, what if he doesn't buy it?" Andrew reached over and popped open the truck door.



"He'll buy it once he sees your cute face. I doubt he'll be able to resist helping a girl in distress," an impish smile spread across Kylie's face as she poked at her chin in a contemplative manner. "By the way, what name are you going with? We sure as shit can't go by your real name."



With a short pause, Andy flashed back to the morning he tried to trick Karl with a fake name. Hesitantly, he peered over his shoulder once more and muttered, "...Eileen. I'll use the name Eileen." He hopped out and shut the truck door behind him. "Wish me luck."



"Best of luck! I'll be with ya in spirit, Grumpy," Kylie smiled reassuringly, backing the truck away and driving off to a spot down the street where she was less likely to be noticed. 



With a deep breath, Andy started a light jog down the sidewalk over to the tall pine tree that grew a short distance in front of the complex. I know I liked climbing trees back in the day, but this is just ridiculous, man.



 Pushing the thought to the back of his mind, he continued to remind himself that he was there for business and business only. Unfortunately, climbing in the new clothes proved extremely cumbersome, nearly causing him to fall from the trunk before even reaching the first series of branches. Finally, though, he climbed a decent enough height where he knew he could easily land a drop while making it seem convincing that he actually did get hurt from the fall.



Concealed by the leaves, he took a seat on one of the branches and scooted himself into a spot that was directly above the sidewalk. His heart was pounding against his chest, and he was already breaking out in a nervous sweat. Any second, he felt like caving and walking back to the truck. The only thing that kept him from retreating was the fact that he didn't want to disappoint a friend who had put so much effort into getting him that far. After all, it'd be a shame to waste a perfectly good plan on impulsive thoughts of fleeing at the last minute.



Faced with virtually no alternative, he decided to accept his fate. 



While up in the tree, he began to take some comfort in being high up and hidden from the world. Even if for a brief moment, he felt at ease. Almost tranquil. 



Oh, that's why I climbed as a kid. These were great hiding spots when they wanted to be.



Refocusing on the task at hand, he reached down and yanked his phone from the front pocket of his jeans, hitting up Kylie on his contacts and calling her. "Alright, I'm in position," he said in a calm, though uncertain tone.



"Great!" Kylie's voice sounded from the other end, somewhat muffled by the passing traffic. "You just hang tight up there and wait. I'll be here watching, so don't worry about being all by yourself in this."



Andy narrowed his eyes as he looked beyond the twigs and branches, seeing someone approaching on the sidewalk. "Uh, Kylie, is that Harry over there? He's dressed up like he just came from an office, or something."



"If he's in a shirt and tie, then it's him. That's his uniform; he's a clerk. Somehow, that idiot managed to land himself a job as a clerk," Kylie scoffed over the phone. "What a bellend.... Anyway, yeah, he should have a name tag on him, so if nothing else, you can identify him with that."



"Shit, well, here goes nothing. If I don't make it back, tell my dog I still hate her for eating eating my copy of San Andreas," Andy smirked, then shoved his phone back into his pocket and stood up on one of the branches, readying himself for the big drop.



Down below, the figure, who was difficult to make out in the low light, came closer and closer. Just before he got under the tree, Andy tried to make a big leap from the branch, only for a sheet of loose bark to slip out beneath his sneakers and actually cause him to lose his footing. 



With a sharp gasp, Andy's life flashed before his eyes as he tumbled down the tree, being slapped and flicked with pine cones, sticks, and leaves on his way down. Just as he was about to clear the tree, he slammed the front of his head on a thick branch, causing his vision to blank white for a split second as the concussion hit him in full force. 



With an unceremonious slam, the hapless Andy ended up landing the complete wrong way. His right foot impacted the sidewalk and immediately twisted inward, causing him to crash down onto his back. Intense pain shot up his leg as his delicate voice screamed a spectacularly loud, "YAAAAOOOW, FUCK!!"



Rushing over, the shrouded figure ran into the glow of a nearby street light. Now illuminated, he appeared to have been a pale young man about the same age as Andrew, with a rugged, black goatee, and similarly dark, long hair, tied into a large ponytail that extended down to his lower back. Like the cherry on top, he had a series of ring piercings in his lips, nose, brows, and ears.



In stark contrast to his metalhead appearance, he sported a white button-up shirt with a red tie, work pants, and a little name tag pinned to his shirt's breast pocket that read in plain, bold lettering, 'Harry'.



"Holy fucking shit!" the man exclaimed in a deep, commanding voice with a slightly off-putting jovial tone to it. "Damn, you wiped the fuck out!" he burst out laughing, quickly showing just the kind of helpful citizen he was.



"Oh God, oh God, ow, shit, dammit, fuck..." Andy whined as he held his foot in pain, curled up up on the sidewalk, with blood trickling from his cut forehead onto the concrete. He couldn't even get pissed off at the fact that he was being laughed at because of how much he was hurting. "Ooooow... can I get some help up there? Please?!" he begged up to the well-dressed man in an increasingly impatient tone.



"Huh? Oh, you're hurt? Alright, I guess," Harry extended a hand downwards and grabbed on to Andy by the arm, hoisting him up with ease as he demonstrated heavy strength in his arms, the likes of which were much thicker than Andy's ever were as a male. "You want me to call 911 or something? You fucked up bad?"



Leaning against the stranger, Andy wiped the blood away from his forehead with his hoodie sleeve, then looked up up to Harry, who had a good few inches over him. "Uh, no, no, I don't think I need an ambulance. C-can you like, give me some ice, or something? I think I sprained my ankle bad!" he groaned.



Harry's assholish grimace softened up and turned to that of intrigue as he laid eyes on Andrew's face. "Alright, then, right this way. I should have something around my place to help you out," he got off a raspy chuckle as he started towards the apartments.



"Cool, cool, ow... thanks, uh, Harry, is it?" asked Andy as he tried to make it seem like he didn't already know his name. The name tag worked wonders for the convenience of his plan. "Shit, dammit," he continued to complain with every step, walking with a pronounced limp.



"Yeah, it's Harry. Who're you? Wait! Hold on a fuckin' second," Harry turned to Andy and leaned down a bit to get a better look at his face. "...You look familiar."



The dread that had been sitting in Andy's stomach the whole day inverted in on itself and exploded at the speed of light at that very instant. In his mind, the mission was over before it even started. Tentatively, he chuckled and asked, "O-oh yeah? Who, uh... who do I look like?" 



There was a short silence on Harry's part as he looked Andy's face over for a few seconds. His glare of intimidating scrutiny quickly turned back to a happy-go-lucky, slightly douchey grin. "Mm, nah, nevermind. For a second, I thought you were somebody I knew, but I'm probably just fucking high off my ass."



"Well, as long as that somebody isn't ugly, I guess," Andy tried his hand at a laugh, only for it to be interrupted by another groan as he tried to step with his bad foot. "Argh... shit, I feel dizzy... all because I wanted to climb a tree."



The two ascended a flight of stairs leading to the second floor, which of course Andy had immense trouble traversing. Every step seemed to shoot jolts of pain up his right leg, as well as worsen his throbbing headache. At least he didn't need to lie about being hurt, but it still sucked the big one, all things considering. At long last, though, he was so close to his objective, he could almost taste it. Stopping at one of the doors, Harry fished out his keys and unlocked the thick, heavy-looking front door, then lazily pushed it open. 



Inside, the apartment certainly wasn't as dirty as expected. In fact, it was surprisingly clean, if incredibly small. The living area was just big enough to fit a small couch and a TV set, and the adjacent kitchen was only really meant to fit one person by the looks of it. Things were all stacked neatly into their place, everything was organized in some surreal OCD paradise. Magazines and books on the wall-mounted shelves were all in chronological order, and the video games at the foot of the TV were sorted by console, genre, and even alphabetically to an extent. 



"Kick back on the couch, I'll be with you in a sec," Harry said with little enthusiasm as he walked into the tiny kitchen and cracked open the freezer. "What in the hell were you doing climbing the tree, anyway?"



"I was just hanging out, I guess," Andy attempted to joke as he methodically limped over to the couch and laid himself down on it, keeping his right foot elevated. "I dunno, I'm stupid, I just like climbing trees.... By the way, to answer your question, I'm Eileen. Nice to meet'cha," he said in a surprisingly pleasant voice, though secretly loathing every second of what was happening. 



"Eileen," Harry repeated to himself as a subtly creepy smile widened on his face. "Cute name," he passively commented as he packed ice into a large plastic bag and tied it off, then grabbed a white face towel off the counter and walked back into the living area.



"Thanks, dude, I appreciate that," Andy quietly replied as he nursed his injured foot. Oh, here we go.



"You should probably keep out of trees that high up," he dryly remarked as he handed the ice and towel down to Andy. "You think your shit's broken? I can still call 911 if you want, the phone is like, right in my pocket."



"Nah, it's cool, it's cool!" Andy insisted as he slipped off his right shoe, took the ice, and hastily applied it to his excessively sore ankle. "Just a sprain is all... a really, really fucking bad sprain, good God..." he whimpered, more concerned about his ankle now than the actual mission at hand.



"That's what you get, you fuckin' lunatic," laughed Harry as he pulled his tie off and tossed it into the bedroom, where it landed neatly on his bed. "Well, you can chill out here for a little bit until you feel like walking again. It's not like I have anything else to do."



"Nngh... you uh, don't have work tomorrow or anything?" Andy tentatively asked as he bunched up the face towel and applied it to his bleeding forehead. 



Harry shook his head as he retreated into his bedroom. "Nope, today was my last day. I'm moving out real soon," he said in a more annoyed tone. "I'm blowing this joint. Such a shame, too, because I kind of liked it here."



"Oh, I see," Andrew nodded, then nervously cleared his throat. "A-any reason why? If you don't mind me asking, of course."



Harry noticeably clammed up upon being asked, then sharply replied, "Actually, I do mind. Mind your business."  



"Sorry, sorry, I didn't realize it was a tender subject," Andy sarcastically countered, returning to tending his injured ankle and forehead with a bitter look on his face. 





***




Almost a half an hour had passed since Andrew vanished into the apartments, and Kylie, who was still outside in her truck, began to worry from the silence. She didn't exactly have any expectations as to how long it was going to take, so anything longer than ten minutes felt way too long. 



Her phone sat upon the dashboard, and many times, she almost picked it up to call Andrew in a panic. More and more, she compared herself to Madeline, and understood what it felt like to feel so protective over someone. Of course, this time, it was justified. She didn't want to be the one who sent her best friend to a horrible doom over some harebrained idea.



Suddenly, the sound of the 8-bit Mario Bros. theme began to play from her phone, to which Kylie immediately reached over to answer. Nearly dropping the it out of her shaking hand, she frantically yelped, "Andrew?!"



"No, it's your father. Where the hell are you?"



"Dad?! Oh, well, Andy and I decided to take a trip somewhere. He needed the time to collect himself," Kylie gave her best shot at lying, which of course, wasn't very good. 



"With Andrew's condition? Have you gone mental?!"



The phone began to get another call, the name of which read 'Grumpy'. "I'm sorry, dad, but I really can't talk right now! I'm kind of busy, I'll talk at you later! Love you!" she smooched into the receiver.



"Wait, dammit, Kylie--" 



The line cut off as she hung up.



With a sigh, she whispered to herself, "Sorry, dad, but this is just too important." One quick swipe and press of the screen later, she answered the incoming call. "Andrew?! Are you okay?!"



On the other end, Andy spoke in a hushed voice, sounding extra careful not to be heard. "Yeah, I'm fine. Listen, I don't have much time; Harry's in the bathroom. Just to clarify, he keeps the collection in his closet, right?"



"Yeah, why...? Wait... you're going after the book right now?! Like, right this second?! Dude, if he sees you sorting through his shit, he'll kick your arse!" Kylie pleaded as she reached for the truck door. "Don't do it, Andy! Wait a day or two and build up his trust a little!"



"Shit, he's coming back, I gotta go!"



The phone went silent. Deeply panicked, Kylie threw her door open and jumped out. "Goddammit, Andrew!" She stuffed her phone in her pocket and started a sprint towards the apartments. "The plan was going so perfect, too!!" 



A passing car nearly clipped Kylie, but she didn't seem to care all that much, she just wanted to see her friend safe and sound. She couldn't recall a time she ran so fast, and for the first time ever, she actually felt legitimately scared. There were too many things she skipped over the past couple days, and one of them was telling Andrew not to try and search for the book on the first day. In fact, she intended to spread it out over the span of a whole week. 



As she thought back, she figured she should have known better than to trust Andrew with the concept of 'patience.' 



She wasn't sure what she was going to do when she got there, all that she knew is that if she didn't try to stop her friend from jumping the gun, he was going to be in a world of hurt real soon.


Jumping the Gun

Chapter 15 - Jumping the Gun




Back inside Harry's tiny, lemon-scented apartment, Andrew remained sprawled out upon the couch with his injured ankle propped up on the arm rest, and the white face towel turned red from soaking up the blood that seeped from the cut in his forehead, which at least had the courtesy to stop bleeding after a while.



It was a bad day all around, and perhaps Andy had become delusional from the concussion he suffered, but he was intending on jumping the gun so fast, it even got Kylie in a flustered state. He was dizzy, tired, hungry, and above all else, impatient. He was going to get the Trangeminiti spell book back even if it risked further injury to himself, which he knew it very likely would.



He figured he may as well go all the way, since he had already kicked his own ass by falling from a tree.



Just outside the meager apartment, Kylie sneaked around in a panic, where she occasionally peeked her prying eyes in through the window, or pressed her ear against the door. She saw that, at that point, nothing had happened to compromise their plans as of yet, but she knew that any second, something was bound to go wrong and cause the whole thing to collapse before her eyes.  



Harry emerged from his bedroom, wiping at his wet hands with an old washcloth. "So, Eileen," he began in a somewhat indifferent tone, "You go to Davis High School nearby?"



"Davis? Ye-- uh... no, actually, not anymore," Andy quickly caught himself, knowing the implications an honest answer could give. "Why do you ask?" he wondered as he slipped his phone back into his jeans with haste. 



"Mm, I'm just curious, is all," Harry offered a small, slightly unsettling smile as his eyes drifted across Andy's form; from top to bottom, he sized the supposed 'Eileen' up just by looking at 'her.' He never once tried to hide his pointed stare, either. "This is no place for someone like you. How old are you, anyway? Seventeen? Eighteen?"



"I-I'm uh... eighteen, why?" Andy peered down at himself, then quickly closed his hoodie up in response to the wandering eyes. Why is he staring at me like that? I really... reeaaally don't like this. If this guy lays one finger one me....



Harry's eye twitched upon every utterance at Andy's very noticeable stutter. His expression subtly began to turn from indifferent to suspicious as he continued staring from afar.



"You look your age," Harry flatly replied. "I just don't think this is the best place for an unblemished suburban girl like yourself. It's rough over in this part of town," he forced out an awkward, labored chuckle as his eyes meticulously traced over Andy's face in particular. 



Having had just about enough of the incredibly uncomfortable creeper stare, Andy curtly blurted out, "Can you stop the staring? Like, for real, I feel shitty enough as it is right now. I don't need you undressing me with your eyes."



"Feisty," Harry sharply whispered as one end of his lips raised in a malevolent smirk. "Don't mind me, I'm just trying to figure out the most puzzling shit right now. It's weird, but you look so... damn familiar."



"Man, what are you even talking about? You keep saying I look familiar, but who do I look like?" Andy pried with a steadily decreasing patience. "Like, come on, enough with the ambiguity, you're acting like a comic book villain right now. No offense."  



Harry's composure quickly turned from suspicious to downright bitter after that. Something clicked in his mind, and it showed in his eyes. He stared Andrew down for several seconds in complete silence. It was the dagger-like stare someone would give to their worst enemy after a really bad day. 



"Call me crazy, but I can't help but place you and another person I know of in the same league," Harry finally said as he stepped back into the kitchen, then opened the cupboard above the stove. "Would you like a drink, Eileen?" he offered in a strangely monotone voice as he pulled a bottle of Jack Daniels from the various other stored distilled beverages neatly lined up in there.



Slightly creeped out by the sudden change in inflection, Andy's voice quavered as he answered, "What? No, no, thanks; I follow the drinking laws, personally. But... Wh-what do you mean 'same league'? What are you talking about, dude?"



"You're awfully nervous, Eileen. Is there something you want to tell me?" Harry asked with a subtly distinguishable contempt underlining every word he spoke. 



The pieces of his most mystifying puzzle were beginning to fall into place.  



"Nervous?! What do you mean nervous? I-I'm fine!" Andy pushed out the most contrived laugh he'd ever made, still desperately clinging to the hope that he wasn't being found out. Shit, shit, shit, I'm such a bad liar! Why did I agree to this?!



"You're stuttering," Harry rumbled, twirling his facial hair between his fingertips.



Andy reached his free hand up and instinctively covered his mouth. "Oh, t-that? I just have a stutter when I get nervous. I mean, can you really blame me? You're a-acting like a damn creep."



"Ancalime," was the one word that slowly slithered from Harry's facetious smile as he poured himself a glass of whiskey. "Is that a name you're familiar with, Eileen?" he mumbled in an investigative manner, not once pulling his eyes away from the glass that rested before him on the counter. 



Andrew fell dead silent as an acute dread welled up in the pit of his stomach. Swallowing hard, he sputtered, "Uh, A-Ancalime? No, sorry, I don't think I've heard of that name."



"Mm," Harry thoughtfully hummed to himself, taking a sip of his whiskey. "About a year ago, I knew this girl over at Davis. Her name was Kylie." He allowed himself a brief pause as his smile pulled further apart. 



"That's uh... that's nice," Andrew cringed, glancing off to the side.



"Kylie Elizabeth Ancalime," Harry proceeded. "She was a lovely girl; had beautiful, flowing, red hair, adorable smile, a personality so brash and tomboyish, and yet a heart of gold that would make even the most callous person smile."



"Uuuuh..." Andy pulled the blood-soaked cloth away from his head and sat up on the couch. Anger began to simmer in the pit of his stomach over the fact that Kylie was being described in a creepily specific manner, by a specifically creepy guy -- and to a complete stranger, no less. "Is that so?" he hesitantly replied to the bizarrely off-kilter monologue.



"Yeah, I was really into with her," Harry continued in an eerily calm voice as his otherwise random digression gradually became more unsettling. "Eventually, in my junior year, I approached Kylie. I threw caution to the wind and worked up the courage to talk to her," he let out a soft, nearly inaudible sigh, then downed the rest of his whiskey in a single gulp. "We became friends, and for a little while, I thought we had something going."



"Ye-- well, uh... huh?" Andrew blinked in confusion as he very slowly pulled his right foot off the couch and began to slip his shoe back on, allowing the ice pack to uselessly slide onto the carpet. This guy's really pushing it.



"Come Senior year, I found out it could never be." Harry gently set the empty glass down on the counter. "I later found out through word of mouth that she'd been deeply infatuated with another student." He slowly turned his gaze to Andy with a sinister look in his eye, adding, "A student with a nervous stutter, at that."



Finally, Andy couldn't hold it in anymore. Being the blunt fool that he always was, he fought back his frigid nervousness and blurted out, "Alright, dude, knock it the hell off, seriously. I didn't come here to listen to you cry to me about your heartache, I just came to rest until I could walk again."



"Sorry, Eileen," Harry continued forcing Andy's moniker into his sentences, pronouncing it in a forced and contrived manner as if to drive home an unspoken spite. "I was simply making a point." 



Harry then turned heel and approached Andrew with a methodical gait until he was looming directly over the visibly anxious were-woman on the couch.



Quickly becoming angry at Harry's attempts at intimidation, Andy furiously fired off, "And what in the hell is your point, man?!"



"My point is..." Harry leaned down to look Andy dead in the eyes as he stabbed straight through the facade with a snarled, "You stole her from me... Andrew." 



Andrew's newfound self-assured attitude immediately vaporized upon his real name being dropped by possibly the creepiest man he'd met all week. Oh God, this is it. This is where I really die.



Andy tried to speak, but anything and everything that came from his mouth was nothing more than a jumbled, confused, sputtering mess of disjointed syllables and indistinguishable utterances. If it were a cartoon, smoke would have been rising out of his ears at that point. 



The next move was impossible to guess in the extremely tense moment that Harry had fabricated through the use of his oddly effective serial killer-like personality. Having never met him, or even heard about him up until a couple days ago, Andy quickly learned that everything he had heard of this Harry guy turned out to be true. 



He really had snapped at some point.



Suddenly, a loud (BANG, BANG, BANG!!) sounded off from the front door, immediately defusing the tension between the two. Harry peered over his shoulder at the source of the noise, then looked back to Andy and flashed a conceited grin as he left to answer it. 



Swinging it open, he was greeted with the sight of Kylie, standing there with her glasses about to fall from her face and an extremely upset look about her. It was no coincidence she picked that time of all times to show up, it was a last ditch attempt at salvaging the plan. 



Bringing her hands up defensively, Kylie calmly pleaded in a breathy, exhausted voice, "Harry, please, don't do this. It was just a mistake, that's all."



"Oh, OH! Ancalime, I was wondering when you were going to show up!" Harry laughed heartily. "You're just in time! I was just calling your were-woman boyfriend out on his fucking bullshit," he glared over at Andy who still sat on the couch with widened eyes. "I use the word 'boy' loosely."



"Please, I'm asking you nicely," Kylie desperately implored. "I know you hate me, but just don't hurt him. This was all my idea, I was the one who told him to show up like this." Kylie pressed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. "We know you have the Trangeminiti, that's all we came here for. Just let us have that, and we'll be out of your face and gone for good."



"HA! Ha ha ha! That's great! That's fucking lovely!" Harry chortled maniacally, then turned to Andrew again. "You hear that?! Your girlfriend just wants the book! HA!! That is some fuckin' audacity." He looked back to Kylie out of the corner of his eye, his laugh quickly disappearing. "Well, it was a nice try, but I'd never give it to you, you filthy British cunt." 



Harry then cocked his arm back and swiftly swung it at Kylie.



A loud (WHAP!!) reverberated throughout the room as the back of Harry's hand impacted Kylie's face with a bludgeoning force, knocking her glasses clean off and sending her slamming into the concrete that made up the floor of the walkway. 



The whole moment seemed to play out in slow motion for Andrew as he watched it all unfold. He simply couldn't believe someone would try to hurt his best friend like that. The one person who had been there for him for so many years, struck down like she was nothing. His mind simply didn't have the capacity to process what he had just witnessed. 



For the first time ever, he saw red, and in a moment of passionate fury, he lost control of himself entirely. His decisions didn't even seem like his own anymore as he stood up on his bad foot, completely oblivious to the pain as adrenaline flooded his senses, and the only thing he could hear anymore was the sound of his heart pounding heavily against his chest.



With a few large, heavy steps, Andrew ran up behind Harry, cocked back a balled fist, and launched it as hard as he physically could at the man. As his dainty knuckles slammed into the back of Harry's head, the most satisfying feedback of force rippled through his arm and upper torso. The punch proved to be more powerful than even Andy thought he was capable of, as it thrust Harry forward, out the open door, and up against the metal guard railing. With a pained grunt, he folded over it, flipped off the other side, and landed on the sidewalk directly below like a sack of potatoes to the sound of loud tumbling.



Andrew could only stand there, panting through gritted teeth as he clenched his fists until he his hands fatigued. The knuckles with which he struck Harry were throbbing and raw from the heavy impact, the pain of which was rendered unnoticeable by the adrenaline rush.



Before too long, though, Andrew regained control of himself as he realized what had just happened. Anger suddenly turning to a panic, he rushed out the door to see what became of his friend. Kylie was crumpled on the walkway, knocked out cold, with a large, red scrape along her right cheek that had begun to swell. Her glasses, which rested inches from her shoulder, were cracked and damaged beyond use. Thankfully, though, a quick peek over the railing confirmed that Harry was also unconscious and sprawled out on the concrete below.



Andy leaned down and scooped up Kylie in his arms, making sure he took her glasses along with him. It certainly wasn't an easy task, considering he'd spent all of his energy on the one punch that knocked a man into next week. Still, he tried. 



Placing Kylie on the couch and slipping the broken glasses into his pocket, Andy gingerly shook her by the shoulder, loudly whispering, "Kylie? Kylie! Are you okay?! Come on, talk to me, please!" His voice cracked in distress with each word spoken. 



Oh, this is so bad, man. Dammit, this was such a bad idea. I gotta think of something, and fast!



After a good five minutes of trying, Andy backed off, convinced that Kylie was going to need some sort of medical attention before the day was up. 



Time was against him, now. Without another word, he hopped off to the bedroom with his good foot as his perception of pain began to return. Kicking away a few pairs of work boots and old sneakers on the floor, he threw open the closet door and shoved away the various clothes than hung in there. 



Very quickly, something on the floor caught his eye. A large wooden box, wrapped up in duct tape and tattered cloth, as if haphazardly constructed in a hurry. Wasting no time, he ripped away the bindings and forced it open with as much strength as he could muster, until finally, the old planks gave way and snapped clean off.



Inside, there were various dusty old books of varying languages and sizes, all of which appeared to have belonged to Greg before Harry ripped them off. The most important thing, however, was ripe for the picking. In the very center of the pile rested the mysterious deep purple, golden-bordered spell book that he had gone through so much trouble to get. The hieroglyphics inscribed into the gold border glowed a faint blue shimmer the second his eyes passed over them, as though a sentience rested within. It was almost as if the book welcomed its rescuer from the depths of the troubled man's closet.



Any other time, Andy would have been positively ecstatic to see his objective sitting before him, but the thought of Kylie laying unconscious on the couch continually reminded him that he needed to hurry. 



You've been a real pain in my ass, you stupid book, he thought as he reached down and took the book into both hands, then quickly retreated out of the bedroom with a similarly goofy hop on one foot.



He couldn't even think about trying to return the other stolen items to Greg. His hands were full, and now he had to worry about getting out of there with Kylie. He had no choice, there was simply no way that he was going to make trips back and forth. Once again, it was time to bite the bullet. 



Tucking the book under his shoulder, Andy leaned down and scooped Kylie up off the couch with both arms, struggling a great deal to keep his balance under his injured ankle. Looping one of Kylie's arms over the back of his neck, he carried her out of the apartment with a shuffling gait, not even bothering to close the door behind him as he left.



After a precarious trek down the stairs, Andy caught eye of Harry still unconscious on the sidewalk. A look of disgust grew increasingly apparent on Andy as he stepped over Harry, making sure to deliver a stomp to his nads in doing so, and stumbled out of the area as fast as he could before someone caught him, dragging his bad foot behind him the whole way.



Luck was with him, it seemed, as the neighbors were oblivious to the very brief altercation, and the lone security guard was sitting near the mailboxes, distracted with an MP3 player and a magazine. It may not have been quite as easy as sneaking passed Maddy, but it was still refreshingly simple.



Once Andrew reached the truck on the side of the dark neighborhood street, he hoisted Kylie into the passenger's seat, then hurried around and hopped in on the driver's side. After placing the cumbersome spell book on the floor near Kylie's feet, he twisted the keys that had been left in the ignition, slammed his door shut, and floored that sonuvabitch with his good foot. The rugged off-road tires screeched loudly against the asphalt as the truck sped onto the highway and raced off into the distance. 



After what had happened, it wasn't unreasonable that he wanted to get as far away from that apartment complex as humanly possible. If it were up to him, he'd have taken a rocket ship out of there.





***






A good 15 minutes of driving had passed as Andy fought his way through traffic, battling the terrible drivers in a contest to see who could be the most inconsiderate on the road. Having put a few miles of distance between them and the apartment building, he finally eased up on the gas pedal so he could drive at a relatively normal speed. He knew that if he ended up wrapping the truck around a tree, loss of consciousness would be the least of Kylie's worries. 



His clammy hands trembled against the steering wheel as he struggled to focus on the road before him. His mind raced a mile a minute along with his heart, and a panic attack felt like it was about to rear its ugly head around the corner.



Knowing he wasn't about to get anything in the way of conversation from Kylie at the moment, he instead pulled a hand off the wheel and fished his phone out of his pocket. There were quite a tall list of numbers he probably should have considered calling first, but after being hit in the head so hard, his ability to think clearly had been severely impaired. Dialing a number with one hand and driving with the other, it was probably the only time he'd ever matched Kylie's irresponsible driving habits.



After a few rings, the phone picked up. "Andrew?!" Madeline's voice shouted from the other end. "Jesus, I've been trying to call you! Where in the hell are you?!"



"Mom, I don't even know where to begin right now. K-Kylie's unconscious, and I don't know what to do," Andy fearfully explained with a whimper in every utterance. 



"Kylie's hurt?! Goddammit, what did you two do?! Did you even call 911?!" Madeline's panic seemed to exacerbate itself the longer she spoke, as if she had riled herself up without meaning to. "Karl called asking where you and Kylie had gone! I knew I shouldn't have taken my eyes off you! You're in so much fucking trouble right now, it's unreal!"



Moments before Andrew was overwhelmed by the anxiety that pounded at his mind, a rustling over on the passenger's seat caught his attention. For a second, he thought it was just the spell book shifting around on the floor, but then he realized the sound came from higher up. With the lightning-fast turn of his head, he saw Kylie beginning to stir in her seat, grumbling and groaning as she awoke from her smack-induced nap. 



"Wait, wait, mom! She's waking up! I've gotta go, I'm sorry!" Andy quickly hung up the call and fumbled his phone until it slipped from his hands and landed near the brake pedal. It was a wonder how that thing was still in one piece after being thrown around so much.



In her seat, Kylie let out an annoyed sigh as she lifted her head and glanced around. "Ugh... what in the...? What happened?..." she muttered out in a dazed and confused manner.



"Oh, thank fucking God," Andy grinned, pulling the truck over onto the side of the road and quickly scooping Kylie into a big, loving hug before they even came to a full stop, much to her surprise. "I'm so, so glad you're OK! You're not hurt badly, are you?!"



"Nngh... my head. Ugh, goddammit, my head... I have a terrible headache, but... I don't know, do I look hurt?" Kylie innocently asked as she reached up and felt at her face, touching at the spot where she was hit in specific. Like poking a hot stove top, she recoiled her hand away from her cheek. "Ow! Ooh, shit, that's tender... I guess I am hurt. What happened?"



Keeping Kylie firmly gripped in his arms, Andy motioned his head over in the direction he drove from. "Well, basically, Harry hit you, then I knocked his punk-ass out," he bitterly growled out. "I saw that you were down for the moment, so I took the liberty of hitting him for you."



"D'aw, thanks, Grumpy," Kylie smiled warmly as she reached up and brushed her bangs out of her face, her hair having been completely undone by the force of the smack. "I just hope he doesn't end up following us."



Andy nodded as he pursed his lips in anger. "If he follows us, I'll just sock him in the face next time." He shifted uncomfortably in his seat as his sprained ankle throbbed with a dull ache without ever having been moved. "Ow, ow... ugh."



Looking concerned, Kylie glanced down to Andy's feet. "Are you okay?"



"Yeah, sorta. The jump was botched. I really sprained my ankle, no joke. Before that, I hit my head on a branch," Andy parted his bangs to reveal a painful-looking gash in his forehead, the blood covering the area already dried. "It's whatever, though. I'm mostly worried about you right now."



"Oh God! Holy shit," Kylie furrowed her brow as she laid eyes on Andy's injured forehead. "You poor thing! I'm so sorry, Andrew! Shit, I didn't mean for any of that to happen. Fuck, I'm so stupid," she cupped her hands over her face. "I shouldn't have even suggested this plan."



With a guilty look on his face, Andrew quietly murmured, "Hey, hey, it's okay, it's not your fault. Things just got out of hand, that's all. I shouldn't have jumped the gun. We're both still fine, though. You know why we're still fine? Because we've got the spell book!"



Kylie lowered her hands away from her face just enough to reveal her emerald-green eyes looking positively bloodshot. She directed her worried gaze down to her feet where she saw the book rested against her shins.



"Oh wow, we actually did it?" she said in a meek, quavering voice.



"Abso-fuckin'-lutely, your plan worked in the end," Andy grinned.  "We got the book, and now we're on our way to ending this mess."



"I can't believe it, I didn't think... I mean, this is just incredible," Kylie swallowed hard, the sight of the book somewhat surreal to her. "But I can't believe how badly you were hurt just to make this happen...." She placed her hands in her lap and sniffled, on the verge of tears. She took her victory bittersweet.



In an unusually gentle gesture, Andy brought up a hand and softly brushed the back of his palm down Kylie's good cheek, smiling warmly at her. "Hey now, don't sweat it, I've had worse happen to be me in middle school," he reassured. "I'm just glad you're okay. I'd fucking lose it if something happened to you."



Despite her neck having felt like it had been subjected to the incredibly unpleasant effects of whiplash, and half of her face stinging as though she had stuck it in an ant hill, Kylie still managed a genuine smile, having seen a rare sighting of a more tender Andy. For a guy like him to show a soft side, especially after having endured a day as hellish at that, she knew that she needed to live that kind of rare moment for what it was. 



"Y'know, Grumpy... whether you know it or not, you do know how to make me smile a lot, too," Kylie shyly tittered, staring into Andy's eyes with a subtly loving admiration, almost like a puppy.



"I do?" Andy asked with a slight cant of his head. "Huh, well, good! I'd say that makes us even, then," Andy cuddled up close to Kylie, looking significantly more relaxed than he was a few minutes ago. 



"We've been even for a long time," Kylie pushed out a breathy, though slightly pained laugh.



"We're both in a lot of trouble, though," Andrew warned. "Your dad and my mom are probably livid right now. What do you think the next move should be?"



"Bleh... I guess I should have guessed we wouldn't get off the hook that easily," Kylie sighed, her smile wavering as she glanced out the window in thought. "Hm, well, let's get back to my dad. He's the one who asked us to take the book to him when we found it, anyway."



"Oh, goodie, I get to see Karl tear me a new asshole," Andrew jested halfheartedly, then slid away from Kylie and hastily returned himself to the wheel with a renewed sense of energy. Gripping the wheel firmly with both hands, he tenaciously announced, "Alright, let's go cure us a fuckin' curse."


Disharmony

Chapter 16 - Disharmony




The night was still young, and the moon hung in the sky with an ominous glow, partially shrouded in spotty dark clouds as a storm approached. Lingering claps of thunder roared in the distance, their frequent rumbling foreshadowing a heavy downpour. 



A crisp, stinging chill stagnated in the air, and the curtained windows around the quiet neighborhood were fogging over with the quickly dropping temperature. It created something of a depressing, unwelcoming atmosphere, which certainly didn't help the already wrecked mood of one man in particular, who remained secluded in his home to escape the unfavorable weather.



Sat upon his recliner with his smartphone gripped tightly in hand, Karl quietly mulled with an irritated frown buried under his thick, red beard. Cloaked in a large, brown bath robe with a stubby cigar pinched in his lips, he was the embodiment of classy anger, looking like a gentleman with one too many problems on his mind. It wasn't far from the truth, since he was quite sour after being hung up on by his daughter, and now he had to deal with the possibility of something bad happening to her. 



His mind was blanked of ideas as to how to deal with such a situation. He could call the police, he could call in friends, he could call back Madeline, or he could do all of them in a wildly hysterical rampage. 



To his luck, however, he wouldn't have to act on the absence of his two favorite faces, since they'd end up coming straight to him, anyway. What ended up breaking the silence was a small, tentative tapping from the other side of the front door, as though someone had clicked their nails against it. Dropping his phone at his feet, Karl shot up from his seat and stormed over to the door, then threw it open furiously. 



Standing at the doorstep were Kylie and Andy with similarly exhausted looks on their faces. Andy held his forehead with one hand, and kept his injured right foot off the ground. The cumbersome spell book was clamped under his left arm like an oversized school text book. Kylie, meanwhile, held her scraped cheek in her palm, trying to hide it from view as best she could, looking as if she had braced herself for the absolute worst scolding of her life. Upon laying eyes on Karl and seeing just how furious he appeared, the two almost considered turning back and bolting for the truck. But they'd come that far, so they knew it was too late already. 



There was no turning their backs on the inevitable.



"Fucking hell, there you are! You're in quite a lot of trouble, young lady," Karl grumbled as he eyed Kylie. "You're lucky I don't put my foot up your arse right now!"



Kylie pulled her hand away from her scraped cheek and tried her best to reason with him. "Dad, listen, I can ex--"



"What happened to your face?!" Karl curtly interrupted, then glanced to Andrew, noticing the poorly concealed wound on his forehead. "Jesus Christ.... Just when I thought you two couldn't do something so stupid, you go and pull this shit."



"It's... well, we had a good reason for it," Andy chimed in with a meek voice. "We just got beat up a little in the process."



Not moved in the slightest by Andy's weak, kinda-sorta-maybe explanation, Karl narrowed his eyes at the two, pointing a finger back into the house. "Get in here. Now," he growled through his teeth.



The two teens shot apprehensive looks to each other before quietly stepping around Karl and into the heated living room, the scent of cheap cigar smoke overpowering their senses. The front door slammed shut behind them as Karl stormed back to his recliner and took a seat with a loud thump. After that, there was a rather awkward, yet incredibly tense silence between the three, as if one was waiting for the other to talk. 



The look in Karl's eye was unmistakable. He knew what they had been up to. "I just got through talking with your mother, Andrew," he began, tapping his fingers on the arm rest of his leather recliner. "She told me you two went after some man out of his fucking mind, just to get the spell book back."



"What?!" exclaimed Andrew as he tripped up on his bad foot and tumbled onto the couch. The spell book slipped out from under his arm and onto the floor as the pages lazily flopped about. "Yeah, b-but how did you kn--"



"Did you really think you were going to keep that from me?!" Karl angrily boomed, his voice reverberating through the silent room. "Your damn school librarian told Madeline all about it, who then told me all about it! What were you two thinking?! Oh, that's right, you weren't thinking!"



"Dad, dad, it's okay!" Kylie promptly stepped closer to Andy, scooped up the spell book off the floor, and presented it to her fuming father. "Look, it was for a good cause! We got the book back! We can fix this! We can totally cure the curse, now!"



Karl seemed unimpressed by the sight of the book as his anger got the better of him. Suddenly, he stood up and threw his cigar at the wall in a startling bout of rage. "No, it's not okay, Kylie! Goddammit, you could have gotten yourselves killed! That is SO irresponsible of you two! I don't even know what to do with you right now!"



Kylie's brow furrowed as she pressed the book against her chest. "B-but... the book! It's so magical and delicious... magically delicious," she whimpered, her voice that of muted resignation. "I know... we screwed up, but come on...."



"Karl... Mr. Ancalime," Andy very tentatively began. "We know you're mad at us, and you're totally within reason to be. We just lost our heads, we made a really bad decision. We're both equally to blame for this, and... well, y'know... we're sorry. Like, truly. We just wanted to put an end to all this."



Karl drew in a deep breath as he shifted his eyes back and forth between Kylie and Andy. Gradually, his irritated expression softened, and his gruff breathing slowed. Without warning, he then pulled his daughter into a surprisingly big hug. "Fuck's sake, I'm just glad you're safe...."



"Whoa, whoa!" shouted Kylie, squirming her way around as the pressure of the bear hug squished her breasts beneath the thick book. "Yeah, we're great, dad! Ow, ow, ow...."



A soft sigh of relief escaped Andy's lips as he reclined back on the couch. As he looked on at how emotional someone like Karl had gotten over the whole ordeal, he began to realize the scale of what he'd just taken part in, and in doing so, a specific multiple choice question kept flashing in his mind. 



How could that scenario could have ended different? 



He knew Harry could have easily produced a blade from his pocket and ended his daring excursion with a little sleight of hand. More and more, it began to sink in just how lucky he was to have made it out of there with Kylie in one piece.



Just before he could take a load off, though, his pocket began to vibrate. He sort of knew who was calling by that point.



Plucking his phone out of his pocket, Andy saw that the caller ID read 'Mom.' His stomach dropped as he imagined a fist passing through the screen and clocking him in the eye the second he answered. "Oh shit..." he whispered to himself, then tapped the screen and pressed the phone against his ear. "...H-Hello?"



"ANDREW!!" Madeline's voice furiously screeched through the other end. 



"GAH!!" Andy yanked the phone away from his ear as he recoiled back. "Jesus! What the hell, mom?!"



Karl quickly peered over to Andy, releasing Kylie from his death grip as she inhaled deeply and pulled the spell book away from her chest. "This is the kind of shit I've been putting up with thanks to you two," he snapped, his relief quickly diminished. "You're both eighteen, a couple'a fucking adults, and yet you do something this short-sighted like a couple of angsty kids gone mental."



"Yeah, we're eighteen, but we're still prone to making bad decisions, man..." grumbled Andrew as he pressed the phone against his ear again. "Mom?" he tentatively murmured into the phone.



"You're so fucking grounded! You've done some stupid shit, but this is some intense fuckery right here!" Maddy continued her tirade of aggressive parenting in her usual unrelenting fashion. "All your shit is being pulled straight out of your room! Your fucking video games, your computer, your TV, I'll take your goddamn bed if I have to!!"



"Mom?... Mom!" Andy tried to speak between the ranting and ravings blaring through the small speaker. "...Mother? One who gave birth to me? Maternal master?"



"No! NO!! Shut your ass up! I'm done with this! You get your ass back to this house RIGHT NOW!!" 



"Mom! I'm sorry!" Andy pleaded. "We were just being stupid! It was a lapse in judgement! We got the bo--"



"I don't wanna hear it! Either you get back here, or I set your video games on fire!" (Click!)



"NO!!" Andy shouted in a sudden moment of terrified panic, then pulled his phone away from his ear again and hastily slipped it back into his pocket. "Shit! Dammit! I gotta go! I gotta go right now!" 



"What? What happened?" Kylie asked with a perplexed quirk of her brow. 



"It's mom, she's really, really pissed off," Andrew frantically said with a shake of his head. "She's threatening to wreck all my games if I don't get home!"



Kylie gasped with widening eyes. "Has she lost her fucking mind?!"



"You watch your mouth, young lady," Karl sternly interjected before turning his attention to Andrew. "Well, then, I suggest you go home. You're in enough trouble as it is."



Andrew suddenly shot up from his seat and pointed over to Kylie in a strained, hurried manner. "But... what about the book, man?! Come on, we went to hell and back to get that, and we're not even going to do anything with it?!"



"I'll handle the bloody book," Karl snapped. "But right now, you both are in some deep shit. Get home, get cleaned, and we'll deal with this later. I think I've had about enough of this for one day."



"Later, it's always later with you guys..." grumbled Andy as he started a quick limp towards the front door, nearly tripping and falling several times just to clear the living room. 



Kylie's brow furrowed as she looked over the pitiful state of her friend. "Wait, wait, can I at least drive Andrew home?" she asked of her bitter father, hopeful that he'd at least give her that much. "There's no way he can walk all the way back in this state. Please, dad."



Karl knew better by then, however. "No, I'll drive Andrew home. You go to your room."



"What?!" whined Kylie, angrily tossing the book onto the couch. "Oh, come on, dad! Just let me do it, I'll be quick!"



"No, just go to your room! You and I have quite a lot of talking to do when I get back," demanded Karl as started for the front door and pulled it open. "Let's go, Andrew. Hurry up."



Kylie sighed, then marched over to Andrew and plucked a kiss off his cheek. "Talk at you later, Andy..." she whispered, then retreated quickly down the hallway and into her room, slamming the door shut behind her.



Disappointed with having to be separated from Kylie after all that, Andrew bit down on his lip and started a limp out the door. The second he crossed the threshold into the outside, he felt the cold air sweep over his face again, hitting him like a brick wall. He could feel the weight of the moon's light beating down on him as he hobbled to the truck, and he felt as if any second, his sprained ankle was going to simply crumble beneath him. Suffice it to say, he wasn't having the best day.



Thankfully, though, it was just about over. So he hoped, anyway.



Without a word, Karl hopped into the truck, with Andy following closely behind in an equally uncomfortable silence. Neither of them were in any mood to talk, and the like-minded individuals didn't feel the need to stir any argument up on the drive home with unnecessary banter. It was certainly an odd change of pace, however, seeing Karl in the driver's seat for once, even if he was dressed like he'd just come from a shower.



With a little light maneuvering around other parked cars along the edge of the sidewalk, the truck rode off down the dimly lit streets.  





***






It only took a few minutes to navigate back to Andy's house, and with luck, Madeline wasn't waiting outside with a baseball bat as initially expected. She still could have been inside, though, patiently awaiting the return of her son with a shotgun in hand. Nothing was out of the realm of possibility in Andrew's mind. But he couldn't just walk away from his fate, especially in the condition he was in. It was time to get a verbal ass beating.



Upon parking the truck along the side of the street, Karl turned his eyes to Andrew pointedly. "Alright, out you go," he grumbled stiffly.



Nodding, Andy cracked open the door and slowly lowered himself out onto his good foot. "Right, well, again, I'm sorry about all this."



Karl let off an irritated huff, turning his eyes towards the street while gripping the steering wheel. "It's... it's all right. I understand why you did it. You should have told us, though."



"Well, from now on, no more keeping secrets. Whatever plans we make, we'll make sure everyone knows. Regardless of how stupid we know they'll be," Andy smiled.



His hands lightly drifting over the top of the steering wheel, Karl inhaled deeply, as if he had been keeping his monster of a temper tame the whole time. "Mm, quite. You'd better get a move on. It's best to take your punishment like a man."



That closing sentiment stung far more than it probably should have. Wow, that was a low blow. I hope he didn't realize what he said when he said that. Having no retort, Andy simply muttered, "...Yeah," as he slammed the door shut, stuffing his bitterness to the back of his mind.



The truck quickly rode away the second Andy had stepped onto the sidewalk. For some reason, he found himself staring down the truck until it finally turned the corner and vanished from sight, longing to follow it back to Kylie's place, regardless of the consequences. But he knew better than to let such a sense of need get the better of him. 



Turning his eyes to his home, Andy continued to reluctantly doubt his next decision. 



On one hand, I could stay out here and freeze. On the other... I could stay out here and freeze.



The rumbling thunder in the distance, however, quickly rendered the option as a no-go. That is, unless he wanted to sit outside in the rain all night.



With a few goofy hops up the driveway and around his dilapidated car, he finally found himself standing at his front door again. Beneath his feet was the somewhat off-putting floor mat that welcomed visitors. 



___

NO TRESPASSING

VIOLATORS  

WILL BE SHOT

SURVIVORS 

WILL BE SHOT 

AGAIN

___




It was then, more than ever, he felt like he was a trespasser to his own home.



Reaching a hand to the door, he paused, then realized that perhaps knocking wasn't the best idea. Instead, he gripped the knob and slowly turned it. To his pleasant surprise, his mother's habit of leaving the door unlocked was still in full swing, and he found himself entering the living room with ease. His actions were slow and deliberate, taking several seconds to fully close the door behind him, so it wouldn't make a sound. 



His eyes were fixed on the stairs that lead up to his room. If I can just dash my way up the stairs, I'll be fine. Home free.



Unfortunately, though, things were never that easy. Suddenly stepping out of the kitchen was Madeline, dressed in her hideous green plaid PJ's and Spongebob T-shirt. On anybody else, it would be impossible to take them seriously, but with Maddy, it didn't seem to matter. She still looked like she was ready to stomp a mud hole through the nearest person.



"There you are!" she hissed as she stomped towards Andrew. "What in the hell were you thinking?! Huh?! What do you have to say for yourself?!"



"Mom, please, I'm hurting very badly," Andy motioned to his forehead, then wiggled his limp foot to draw attention to it. "Can we at least wait until I'm patched up?"



"Oh, shut up! Do you have the faintest idea how fucking worried I was for you?! I should have called the cops! I really fucking should have!" Madeline rubbed at her forehead, the migraine already setting in.



"Then why didn't you call the cops? Why didn't either of you call the cops on us?" Andy adamantly questioned, his tone equally as rigid and impatient. "All calling me up and shit, screaming at me. Goddamn, how many times do I have to say I'm sorry?"



"Until you're blue in the face, I don't care! This is the most irresponsible thing I've ever seen you do, and that is some fucking feat!" Madeline crossed her arms at her chest in a matter-of-factly manner, to show she was serious. As if she really needed to convince anyone.



Andy groaned as he placed his hand over his gashed forehead, looking like he was ready to fall over any second. "I know, I know. Geez, mom, give me a break for a second...."



Madeline stared daggers at him with an exaggerated frown, but the longer she looked on, the more it began to sink in the state Andy was really in. With a faint whimper, she scooped him up into a loving hug, displaying a rather confusing mix of anger and relief. "Good God, I don't know what I would have done if...." she let her sentence hang, then pulled away as she continued to glare. "You fucking idiot! How could you be so stupid?!"



Andrew wiggled free of him mom's arms, then began a limp towards the stairs as he sighed, "I don't know, we just figured you and Karl wouldn't approve of this, so we took it upon ourselves to make things happen."



Maddy threw her arms up as she followed closely behind. "You're goddamned right we wouldn't have approved! Did you really think we were gonna sit back and let you chase after this Harry guy?!" She looped an arm around Andy to aid him in climbing the stairs. "Thank God for Greg, or we'd have been totally oblivious to this shit!"



"Yeah, thank God for Greg..." Andy grumbled as he reached the top of the stairs and shuffled towards the bathroom at the end of the hall. "Mom, I really don't know what to say. We screwed up, we knew the risks, and we got hurt. But we came back alive, and we returned with the spell book."



"No sh--... wait, you got the book back?" Maddy stood there in disbelief as a hopeful smile crept onto her face. "Hold the phone... is that why it took so long to return it? Because this Harry guy had it?"



Andrew stepped into the bathroom, flipping on the light and casting one pitiful glower at his reflection in the mirror. Not lingering on the sight, he popped open the medicine cabinet and fished out a few small paperboard cartons of medical supplies they always kept handy.  



"Yeah, I'm sure Karl told you more about it while we were gone," he assumed as he grabbed a face towel and ran it under the running faucet, then began to clean the cut in his forehead. "We were going to get it from Greg, but then he told us this Harry guy stole it, and yeah. Plans were made."



Maddy nodded. "Oh... well, it doesn't make up for how stupid this was of you to do! But it makes more sense, now." She reached over and began to fold a section of bandages into a small square while Andy cleaned his forehead. "Dammit, you had me so scared. When he told me just how warped Harry was, I started thinking the worst."



Setting the face towel down, Andy turned to his mom, leaned over, and placed a kiss on her cheek, softly consoling,  "I'm sorry, mom. I should have told you. We should have both let you guys into the loop. We bit off more than we could handle."



More and more, a pleased smile made itself apparent on Maddy's face as she reached up and parted Andy's bangs."Yeah, well, now you know not to be such an asshole," she sternly grumbled as she doused the square of bandage in disinfecting fluid, then placed it against Andy's gashed forehead and held it there with a pressed thumb.



"Now I know," Andy concurred, wincing from the sting of antiseptic in his cut.



"You're still grounded, by the way," Maddy quickly affirmed as she grabbed a roll of surgical tape from the open medicine cabinet and bit off a few sections, then plastered them over the bandage to hold it in place. 



"Yeah... I figured as much," Andy nodded with a pursed lip, closing one eye as his mom put the finishing touches on her quick fix. "You didn't burn my games, did you?"



Satisfied with how the patch looked, Madeline pulled her hands away and shook her head. "No, I didn't. I was never going to. I might have smashed a hole in your monitor, but the games, well... I guess I just didn't have the heart to," she huffed a small, vaguely sarcastic laugh. 



"Pfft... thanks, I guess," Andy smirked, then motioned down to his bad foot. "I sprained my ankle pretty bad, though. What should I do about that?"



"If it isn't broken, then just stay off it for a while," suggested Maddy. "I'll see if I can dig your dad's old crutches out from the garage if you need them."



"Fair enough." With a shrug, Andy limped his way around his mother and started towards his room. "I was afraid you were going to tear me a new asshole, or something."



"The thought crossed my mind, but I think I already tore you enough new assholes after you broke my good headphones when that Dark Souls game pissed you off," Maddy scoffed as she put the medical supplies back where they came from.  



With a gentle nudge, Andy pushed open the door to his bedroom and flicked on the light switch, causing his dinky little wall-mounted light to illuminate the room with a blue glow, thanks to the novelty light bulb he fitted in it. 



Well, I'm back, and now, we can focus on fixing this curse. Not a moment too soon, too.



A quick glance over to his gaming corner helped ease the fears that had been gnawing at him ever since Kylie's house. The black shelf that rested below his TV looked untouched, with the rows of games just as he left them. Relieved, he limped his way over to his computer desk and turned on the flex lamp that still looked like it was on the verge of snapping in half after being thrown about before. 



The small beam of light shined onto the ragged journal that once belonged to his great grandfather, still waiting to be read. No part of him felt like digging into the journal again, however. 



Another time... I'll get to you another time. I think procrastination is justified right now.



Andy sighed in relief, being back in his own room again. Before he could truly bask in his victory, however, he stumbled backwards as his vision slid out of focus, distorting the room around him into an abstract art piece - or put simply, a smear. Oh, great! This shit again!



Out of nowhere, he felt the same terrible, nauseating sensations of a transformation sinking their devious claws into him. He was already completely sapped of energy, so there was simply no way in hell he was going to be able to keep going for another shift, and he knew it. 



With the last bit of energy he could muster, he directed himself towards his bed while holding his forehead. Spots flashing before his eyes, and his head light as a feather, everything began to fade to black as he threw himself forward and planted face-first into his sheets. With an unceremonious crash, he tumbled onto his bed where he effectively lost consciousness as pillows flopped off the side and onto the floor.



Soon after, Madeline finally made her way into the room, but by then, she was a few seconds too late. "By the way, Andrew, I never got to tell y--... oh," she paused, being greeted by the sight of her now snoozing son. Unable to bring herself to leave without at least giving a proper good night, she approached the bed and knelt down to Andy. As she leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek, she noticed something that caught her completely off guard.



Andy's face was contorting and bubbling mere inches away from her eyes.



A sharp gasp escaped Maddy's lips as she recoiled back in horror. Indeed, the features of her son's face were reshaping, returning to their former state as his straight, silken hair shortened back down to the usual messy, unkempt fluff he always sported. She was hypnotized by the unnatural change taking place in front of her. With a hand clasped over her mouth, she could only stare on as the form of her own child seemed to violently jerk and spasm beneath his clothes, accompanied by painful-sounding pops, stretches, and other visceral fleshy sounds that made her knees weak. 



The very thought of trying to attribute what the noises were signifying in specific made her stomach churn, but curiosity had gotten the better of her. She could only handle so much, and before Andy's transformation had reached its end, she quickly backed out of the room.



"No, no, no..." she mumbled frightfully, deeply troubled by what she'd just witnessed. Slamming the door behind her, she tried her best to tune out the sounds that continued to play out just beyond the thin layers of wood she rested against. "That's not right..." she murmured to herself as her breathing became ragged with fear. "Oh God, Christopher, I'm so sorry I didn't tell him sooner." 



Madeline quietly lingered for a moment longer outside of Andrew's room, contemplating what she should even do. 



Realizing the futility of a situation beyond help, she eventually returned to her room and buried her head under a mountain of pillows. After having seen something so unreal, she was shaken, to say the very least. It lent perspective, but it was a perspective she never wanted to see in the first place. Slowly but surely, though, she calmed down and drifted off into sleep as the noises in Andrew's room fell silent.



It was restless sleep, yes, but it was better than nothing.



After a while, rain began to tap against the windows, starting as light pecks, but building towards hard taps as the storm passed overhead, with flashes of lightning and crashes of thunder having become quite frequent. All the noise in the world wasn't about to wake Andy, though. He was out for the count as his transformation came to an end, leaving him as a male once again.



The rules seemingly hadn't changed, though. The clouds blanketed the sky and allowed the were-woman an early ticket out of his female form. Only time would tell just how long the storm would let him off the hook.


Road to Recovery

Chapter 17 - Road to Recovery



- Day 7 -




After a night of pounding rain and crashing thunder, the storm finally let up as the morning sun cast a diffused light on the peaceful neighborhood through the frothy blanket of clouds that still lingered, extending off in all directions with no patch of blue sky to be seen. Leaves and stray branches littered the streets after the winds finished knocking them about, and large pond-like puddles made up the various cul-de-sacs around the area. It was the downpour everyone almost expected, no thanks to the last minute flash flood warnings doing their job with the competency of dribbling infant. At the very least, though, people could return to their lives without worrying about being struck by lightning.



For some people, however, being struck by lightning would have been a step up compared to the problems they had to deal with.



Cooped up in his room, Andy still lay unconscious, wrapped up in his covers with the bluish tint of his wall light still casting a mellow glow on him. Finally, though, after several hours of involuntary sleep, he began to stir again. The beast awakened once more, his first thoughts that of confusion. There was a few minutes of complete disorientation, like he'd forgotten where he was, or how he'd gotten there. As he began to sit up in his bed, it all came back to him in one of the most uncomfortable ways possible. 



"OW! Shit! Shit! Shit!" Andy whimpered in pain with a startled jolt of his shoulders, noting his voice having regained its bass. He didn't even have the luxury of taking solace in the fact that he'd turned back, due to an intensely uncomfortable constricting feeling in his groin that shocked him awake the second he moved. "What in the shit?!" 



He summoned strength to his trembling, weakened limbs and yanked the sheets away from him.



As he peered over his form, it wasn't difficult to deduce that he was definitely male again. In case he needed any better confirmation, the crotch of his pants were now bulging, with the seam of his now-disproportionately tight-fitting jeans crushing his testicles like a vice. Though cramped in one place, the waistline of his pants were left unusually loose, and his shirt now fit him with all the coziness of firmly applied shrink wrap. As if the clothes weren't snug enough in his female form, they became ungodly painful as a male, and every small movement felt like the stitches keeping them together were going to snap under the pressure.



Why me? he thought as he undid the pants as quickly as he could and forced them off his legs along with the purple shoes, tossing them onto the floor as he fought valiantly against the stabbing pain of his sprained ankle. It was then he felt incredibly thankful that he opted to wear his own black briefs, and not go along with Kylie's suggestion of wearing a pair of panties, otherwise he'd have been in an even more humiliated state of mind. 



The slim shirt and small hoodie had to go as well, and they, too, joined the pile of discarded clothes on the floor. Afterwards, he simply sat there on his bed in nothing but his underwear, taking a few second to get his bearings and recover from the dull ache in his loins. As his eyes adjusted to the low light, something on the floor caught his eye. Squinting at the small object that rested near the pile of clothes, he quickly realized what it was.



Oh, I knew I forgot something. He heaved a sigh as he reached over the side of the bed and pinched the bent, cracked glasses of Kylie's off the floor with his fingers and held them up. Eh, I'll give these back when I see he-- wait, Kylie!



Suddenly, he shuffled over to the edge of his bed and tried to step down, but upon placing the entire weight of his body on his injured ankle, a sharp jolt of pain shot up his leg, causing him to lose balance and crumple onto the floor. Unable to accept defeat so quickly, he crawled over to his workstation on the opposite end of his room. Outstretching his free hand, he hastily mashed the power button on his PC tower with the tip of his thumb as he placed the broken glasses among the rest of the assorted pencils and papers haphazardly scattered about the top of his desk. 



The monitor flickered to life as his Dawn of the Dead wallpaper displayed on the screen to the sound of the upbeat Windows login chime. With an awkward maneuvering of his weakened arms, he made a grapple for the keyboard and mouse, navigating his way around the anti-virus alerts and Flash update notifications. Skype was his first destination, so everything else would have to wait. He couldn't even be bothered sitting in his swivel chair, despite it being mere inches away from him. 



To his relief, among the relatively small list of friends he had, Kylie was still online. If there was anything he was keen to do first thing that morning, it was make sure she was doing all right.



___




Salt Lick: Heya, Kylie. How're you doing?



Kylie: andy! =3



Kylie: i'm doing better, i was just playing some skyrim. my cheek still stings a little though. how about you?



Salt Lick: Well, I passed out, changed back, and woke up with the jeans you bought me obliterating my nuts. Doing fine otherwise, though. 



Salt Lick: I'm also REALLY hungry, too. GG magic.



Kylie: poor grumpy. ;_; sorry about your nads too. i should have warned you not to leave the pants on after you changed back. girls pants don't have much space down there for obvious reasons.



Salt Lick: It's cool, nothing I can't handle. ^^ I just wanted to see if you were all good, cause I was worried about you.



Kylie: =] at least we can get started on curing you. dad was pretty pissed off, but he has every intention of helping fix this. i think he's in his room translating the book right now actually.



Salt Lick: Well, that's good. I don't think I'm going to be going places in the near future, though, cause of my ankle. That, and I'm grounded. My ankle doesn't seem to be broken, though. It's bruised as hell, but not broken. Didn't need any stitches on my head, either.



Kylie: at least there's that. i'd hate to have my best DPS dying on me. dad grounded me too, so i can't come over and kiss ya better. =[



Salt Lick: Dammit. I guess we'll just have to make due with some sexy Skype calls, then, lol. Still, don't you think we're a little old to be getting grounded?



Kylie: yeah but i can sort of get where they're coming from. their house, their rules. not much we can do about this stuff until we graduate.



Kylie: bit off topic, but how are your plans going for that? are we still shooting for the same university?



Salt Lick: If I can save my grades, then yeah. I still have my super secret fund sitting around from when I worked at McDonald's. I can't worry much about that right now, though. Not until this mess is fixed.



Kylie: too right. but still, i've missed a lot of school already, and so have you. even if this isn't fixed right away, we're still going to have to get back or else this saving up will have been for nothing.



Salt Lick: Yeah, but to tell you the truth, I'm really scared to go back. What if I turn in the middle of school again? That was way beyond fucked up.



Kylie: you have a secret identity don't you? ;] pass yourself off as eileen for a little while if anything happens.



Salt Lick: ...



Salt Lick: I can hardly wait. -.-;



___






With a soft sigh, Andy let his arms slip away from the computer desk and dangle uselessly at his sides as he stared blankly up at the screen with bloodshot eyes. The conversation helped pick his mood up, knowing Kylie was safe and sound still, but the very thought of turning in the middle of public again made him dizzy with anxiety. He felt lucky that he even made it out of the classroom before anyone saw. He didn't dare think upon what would have happened should it have ended up like his transformation at the cinema. 



Yeeesh... Happy places. Deep breaths. He shuddered at the very thought. 



He was about ready to head back to sleep, if for no other reason than to purge the disturbingly graphic images of his painful shifts out of his mind for a while. Just as he was about to haul himself away from his computer, however, a light knocking came from his door. 



"Come in," Andy muttered as his head rested on the seat of his swivel chair.



The door quietly pushed open as Madeline poked her head in. "Morning," she smiled softly, stepping inside.



"At least you didn't put 'good' in front of it. Then I'd have to disagree with you," Andy sarcastically commented in a grouchy voice. 



Madeline instinctively rolled her eyes. "Oh, come on, honey. It's too early, and I haven't had my coffee yet."



Andy turned his head slightly and looked up to his mom, who still wore the same horrifically ugly PJ's she had on the night before. "Sorry, I'm just on edge right now."



Madeline knelt down next to Andy and placed a hand on his back. "I can understand that, but let's be fair, I was extremely lenient with you last night. Had you not showed up all beaten to shit and made me feel sorry for you, I probably would have been even more pissed off."



"Thank God for my injuries, I guess," Andy joked with a side of dry humor. 



Maddy fell silent for a moment as her brow furrowed. As she cast her eyes to the small pile of clothes Andy wore as a female, she was reminded once more of what she had witnessed. Tentatively, she muttered, "Honey, I have something to admit...."



"You saw me change, didn't you?" Andy asked, completely unvexed as he lifted his head off the seat cushioning.



"...Yeah. Yeah, I did." Madeline swallowed hard as she pulled her hand off Andrew's back. "I uh... I don't know what to say. I had only ever seen it happen once before with Christopher, but never up close. Not like that."



Andy finally picked himself up off the floor and took a seat in his swivel chair. "Dad was probably a lot smarter with his timing than I am," he assumed, a slight twinge of humiliation passing his eyes.



Madeline slowly nodded, carefully reading Andy's expression. "He was very cautious, that's for sure."



"Just to be certain... while I was changing, you didn't... see anything, did you?" Andy took a deep breath as the awkwardness of such a question set in. 



"Good God, no!" Maddy hastily assured, pushing out a short chuckle at the absurdity of such a notion. "I couldn't even handle what little I did see. Really, the less I know about exactly 'how' it happens, the better."



"Great. Well, then, let's please not have this conversation anymore," grumbled Andy as he turned to his screen again and minimized the Skype chat window. Desperately seeking an escape from the topic, he suddenly threw out the only subject change he could think of off the top of his head. "By the way, Kylie wants me to go back to school."



Madeline canted her head slightly, as if the idea never really dawned on her to send him back while in the state he was in. It did seem to make her apprehensive, as if she shared similar anxieties with her son. "Hm, well, do you actually want to go back like this?" 



"It's either stay out of school more and fail, or go back and try to secure my future," Andy mumbled, not sounding all too thrilled about the idea. "So, when it's put like that, then yeah, I guess I want to go back. Curse be damned."



"You know I'm behind you on this, but you have to be very careful," Madeline warned. "If anybody were to see you change..."



"I'd rather not even think about it," Andy curtly interrupted. "Like, really, that's the last thing I need on my mind."



With one more nod, Madeline stood up from the bed and began to walk out of the room. "Well, I'm sure you want to be left alone right now, so I'll be just downstairs if you need anything."



That's when it the hunger pangs began to hit Andy in full. "Nngh, damn..." he grumbled, placing a hand over his stomach. "Uh, mom? If it's cool with you, could you please bring me breakfast in a bit? The change left me drained, and I can't walk too great right now." 



He felt weird asking something of his mother after seeing her so angry the night before, but he knew that if he took his chances traversing the stairs, he'd probably end up with another bloodied forehead. That, and he'd feel really stupid crashing down the stairs in his underwear.



Madeline flashed a pleasantly cordial smile, obliging, "Of course, honey. Just let me have my coffee real quick, and I'll fix you something." 



She stepped out, drowsily dragging her feet slightly as she walked. 



As the door closed, Andy glanced down in thought, then came to a realization. Huh, I'm grounded, yet I still have all my shit. My games, phone, net... is this pity? Am I being pitied? Well, I shouldn't press my luck. Humility, Andrew.



Another uncomfortable hunger pang stopped him from dwelling, instead causing him to refocus his attention elsewhere in some vain attempt at staving off the thoughts off food for a while longer. He knew there was only one surefire way to distract himself in a time like that. In desperation, he pulled up Chrome and entered a single search term into the address bar. 



"YouTube."





~*~

Meanwhile...

~*~






Back at Kylie's house, there was a serene stillness that was severely missing the night before. It was just the right atmosphere to collect one's thoughts. For good reason, too. In his darkened room, Karl sat at his large wooden desk with a lamp craned over the face of it. Still in his bath robe and slippers, he couldn't have been more lazy in his selection of problem-solving attire, but the fact still remained that he was trying to solve a most perplexing problem.



Sprawled out before him on the aging wood was the sinister spell book itself, the Trangeminiti, in all its menacing glory. The aged, yellowing pages lay open, displaying alien texts that would completely baffle the untrained mind. Some of the writings seemed to have been Arabic in nature, while others were of a definite Japanese origin, but the majority of the text in the book largely consisted of barely defined shapes and intersecting lines that didn't even attempt to resemble any comprehensible reading material. It looked more like a code language than anything else. Beyond the cryptic scripts were various skillfully designed ink-drawn illustrations, ranging from layouts of the human anatomy and planetary rotation charts, to pentagrams and abstract depictions of spellcasting mechanisms. 



Karl, stubborn as a mule, came prepared for the many challenges that the enigmatic tome was undoubtedly going to dish out. At his side rested stacks of old scholarly books relating to the topics of witchcraft, illustrations of the arcane, and various forms of decoded translations for the otherwise unreadable contents of the spell book. His sources weren't perfect. Far from it, actually. But it was better than nothing, and he knew it. 



With a pencil pinched in his fingers, he scrawled down his findings on a scuffed up notepad, looking more like a student after a long night of studying rather than the average, hopelessly lazy father he was in reality. Something was driving him, but he didn't quite know what. Perhaps it was the idea of saving someone from a troubled life, or clearing his tarnished family name of the dark deeds Eve had so carelessly orchestrated all those decades ago. 



Whatever it was, it was pushing him further and further towards the answers he was looking for.



After hours of working non-stop, he reclined back in his generously cushioned oak chair and let out an exasperated sigh, tossing his pencil down on the desk with a frustrated flick of his wrist. 



"Fucking hell," he groaned. "Right, break time, let's see what we have here." 



His hand reached over and swiped up a small pair of reading glasses, placing them on the bridge of his nose as he leaned forward to review his notes.



The various sloppy scribblings and hurried sentences quickly jotted down were the result of passion, excitement, and even fear in many respects. Not a single bit of the thick notebook was left unused, and as his eyes glided from end to end of the crumpling papers, he began to see a recurring theme. Some pattern that popped up that he missed on every occasion he had tried to translate the book. Somehow, some way, he was completely oblivious to the complex nature of the curse. 



It was right then and there, he felt like the biggest jackass on the face of the Earth.



"Oh, that's why it didn't work..." he gruffly whispered as he shook his head in disappointment. "Well, sod it. May as well tell her. Better now than later."



He then stood up from his seat and began a sluggish gait out into the hallway and over to Kylie's room. With a hand raised to her door, he lightly tapped against it with his knuckle.



The door tentatively creaked open as Kylie's head popped out, her red hair having been let down to her shoulders after a sleepless night. On her face was a rather large bandage plastered to her scraped cheek. It seemed she had been busy healing, or at least being grounded, prior to being summoned by her father. 



"Oh, hey dad," she greeted in a dismissive voice. "Can I have my PS4 and phone back yet?"



"You'll get them back when you get them back." Karl placed his hands on his hips. "Can I come in for a second? I need to talk with you about something. It's important."



Kylie nodded with a roll of her eyes, opening the door and stepping aside to allow passage, revealing her to have been wearing nothing but a white T-shirt and a pair of purple panties. "Go for it. It's not like I have company right now," she bitterly reminded. 



"Yes, yes, you're angry at me, I know. Getting an attitude isn't going to make this any easier on either of us." Karl stepped into the room and promptly took a seat on the edge of Kylie's bed. "Sit down with me for a second."



"Alright, but if I feel a gun pressing to the back of my head, I'm gonna be very annoyed," Kylie joked, her facetious personality still shining bright even after all that's happened. Still, she did as she was told, and plopped herself down on the bed next to Karl, mostly to avoid another argument. "Alright, what's eating you?"



Karl placed a hand on Kylie's shoulder and looked her in the eyes with an unusual sincerity. "Well, I've been doing quite a lot of reading into the spell book, as you know, and I've been turning up a lot of new information about it."



Kylie narrowed her eyes as a twinge of curiosity passed over them. "Yeah? Like what?"



"Like... well, Andrew's father. I think I've finally figured out why he couldn't reverse the curse on his own, even after all that painstaking effort." Karl pursed his lips beneath his beard as guilt visibly carved into his features. "I can't believe I didn't realize it sooner. I've been such a damn idiot for not seeing it."



"Dad, dad, it's cool, I'm sure whatever it is, it can't be all that bad," smiled Kylie. "No beating yourself up. What was Chris doing wrong?"



Karl's mouth opened briefly, but he quickly stifled back whatever he was going to say, almost as if it pained him to get it out. He was never the type to hold back, and he certainly wasn't about to make an exception now, so he took a deep breath and simply blurted it out. "Only a natural born woman of the Ancalime bloodline can reverse the curse. Christopher was neither of those."



"Oh, wow, so... huh, I guess that explains a lot," Kylie managed a fleeting laugh, her voice that of quiet disbelief. "I feel kind of bad laughing, all things considering.... But wait, are you telling me...?" Her eyes suddenly bulged at her father. "Oh crap, you're actually going there, aren't you?"



"I am." Karl cast his eyes up at the various posters on the red walls. "I know this is putting you on the spot, but I don't see any other way around it." He turned back to face his very confused daughter, taking her hand in his. "Kylie, you're going to have to be the one to break the curse. You're the only one left who can harness Eve's magic."



"Whoa, whoa, whoa, magic?! I'm magic?!" Kylie brought a hand up to her bandaged cheek and chortled heartily. "Wow! Wowie! To think, I didn't even believe in this stuff a week ago, and now here you are, telling me I'm magic. You're not having a laugh, are you?"



"No, I'm not. Not this time," Karl sternly declared. He didn't seem to see the humor in the situation. "I'll walk you through the process as much as I can, but in the end, it's going to have to be you who recites the incantation and casts the spell."



Kylie swallowed hard. Her smile had vanished as the reality of the burden placed upon her sunk in. "This is quite a lot to take in, I'm gonna be honest with you, dad. I don't even know how to cast this... magic. Can't believe I'm actually saying this."



"As I said, I'll teach you when the time comes." Karl returned his hands to his lap with a soft sigh of relief. "With the book in hand, and the knowledge I give to you, you'll be able to save Andrew." He managed a quiet chuckle. "It's appropriate, at least, given that he's your boyfriend and such."



"Wha-whoa, what?" Kylie deadpanned as her cheeks tinted red. "Boyfriend?! When did--?! How..? Eh... why you always make these things awkward, dad?"



"You're not exactly subtle, dear." Karl looped an arm around Kylie's shoulders and pulled her close. "I won't pry, you know that. I do approve, though."



"We aren't like, dating. I mean, not yet, anyway." Kylie nervously cleared her throat as she cast her eyes towards her PC, as if to give herself some form of mental distraction to avoid having to flaunt her seldom seen bashful side. "We plan to, but...."



Karl hummed a more energetic laugh as he rustled Kylie's hair, making it even messier than it already was. "It's fine, in spite of all that's happened, I think you two would do well together. He's a fine young man, even if he does lose his bollocks on most nights."



"Oh, come on, dad," Kylie cringed, not exactly finding his blunt humor on the subject too appealing. "Let's try to avoid those kinds of jokes, especially around Andy. He's... very sensitive about it."



"Right, right, poor taste, I understand." Karl stood up from the bed and started for the door. "Sometimes I can't help myself. My filter turned off a while ago from lack of sleep, so I just say whatever comes to mind. I said I was going to fix it, though, and I'm a man of my word."



Kylie nodded, casting her eyes downward as her composure took on a bit of subdued grief. "Dad, do you think Andy holds anything against me over the whole curse thing? I mean, it's because of my family that he has to go through this."



"I'm not sure, you'd have to ask him about it," Karl said with a small shrug.



"Oh..." Kylie let out a soft sigh. "...I'm afraid to ask him, though. I'm afraid of what might happen."



"Kylie, it's nothing to worry yourself about. I'm sure he knows that you didn't personally do this to him." Karl smiled as he stood in the doorway. "The key to a healthy relationship is communication, dear. Don't hold back if it truly bothers you."



"I'll think about it." Kylie reclined back onto her bed, nestling her head into the belly of a large Pikachu plushie. "Thanks, dad," she said with only a slight hint of enthusiasm. 



"Right, well, don't let this news of magic overwhelm you. It's not quite as daunting as it may sound." Karl turned and began to walk back to his room. "Everything will fall into place soon enough."



The sound of his door creaking shut was the last thing heard from him as Kylie laid there on her bed, staring up at the ceiling as the gray morning light of a cloudy day bled through her black curtains. Her computer monitor had since shut itself off from inactivity, but the sound of Skype's chat bleeps still continued to play. She knew it was likely Andrew, and despite wanting nothing more than to talk with him, she couldn't help but reflect upon the bomb that had just been dropped on her.



However, the more she lingered on the idea of casting a very real spell from a very real spell book, the more excited she became as an eagerness to delve into the arcane washed over her. A smile, a snicker even, came from her, as she pictured arcs of lightning shooting from her fingertips, or telekinetically punching someone through her computer screen when they pissed her off in a video game. There was even the devious thought of casting a spell to become invisible and causing all sorts of mischief at school.



As her imagination went wild, though, she quickly found herself arriving at a mildly disconcerting conclusion.



"Huh... I'm a witch."


Anxieties

Chapter 18 - Anxieties



- Day 8 -




For the first time in what seemed like an eternity, Andy experienced legitimate boredom. A whole day had passed, and by twelve O' clock noon the next day, he was almost wishing he could go back to school again. On top of that, the clouds still hadn't let up, as if nature was overcome with a severe bout of indecisiveness, and couldn't figure out if it wanted to unleash another storm or simply pass over. Thanks to the overcast, though, there was no transformation to be had for the apprehensive were-woman. Zip. Zilch. Nothing. A whole night with not so much as a single strand of hair out of place. 



Since he was still nursing a sprained ankle, it's not like he was going to be adventuring anywhere anytime soon to actually enjoy his freedom from the curse. Limited in his options, Andy instead used up his excess of downtime with equally excessive amounts of research, finally taking the time to make up for his procrastination. 



For hours, he had sat at his desk under the light of his half-destroyed flex lamp, wearing nothing more than a pair of black briefs to protect his modesty. Several internet searches and further delving into his great, great grandfather's journal continued to turn up more questions than answers. Even after flipping his way through two-dozen or so pages in that accursed diary, there was still nothing that answered his burning questions from his previous attempt at reading it, and the only results that popped up online were all works of fiction that didn't amount to anything more than brief distractions. 



Andrew, bored to tears, drew in a long breath, then heaved an exasperated sigh down at the journal that lay open before him; the yellowed pages illuminated by the glow of his lamp.



This is getting me nowhere, he defeatedly thought to himself, pushing the swivel chair away from his desk as he inclined his head upwards. For several seconds, he stared blankly up at the ceiling, his brain fried from trying to absorb so much information at once. I've run myself in circles long enough. Screw it, break time.



Andy then lazily picked himself up off his chair and subsequently tossed himself onto his bed with an unceremonious thump, trying desperately hard to quell a headache brought about by a sleepless night, not to mention the generally ill feeling of having consumed copious amounts of Pepsi and Pringles.



As he lay there, staring off into his poster-plastered walls, running the pages of personal diary entries and countless Google searches through his head, he inevitably began to tire from the stillness. Eventually, he found himself curling up with his sheets and closing his eyes, making extra sure to keep his injured foot hanging off the side of the mattress, so he didn't end up smashing it into something in his sleep.



Unfortunately, though, it failed to occur to him that sugar, caffeine, and pestering anxieties are never good things to fall asleep to. 





*** 






In an almost seamless, surreal transition, a sense of consciousness took hold of Andrew once more. His eyes slid open, greeted by a blinding light. His ears rung with the sounds of a large crowd, the joyous howls of people echoed as though from a large distance away. As his eyes adjusted, the piercing light seemed to have been coming from luminous stage lights pointed directly at him. Details of the world around him slowly defined themselves, and the sound of the crowd eased in closer and closer, reaching a point of clarity. Somehow, some way, he'd been plopped down on a large, black stage, polished to an almost mirror-like state.



Before him was a large expanse of seats stretching off into the lesser lit parts of what appeared to have been an impressively large auditorium. The seats were packed with people who looked to be in their late teens, and all of them had their eyes fixed intently on Andy with beaming grins and arms raised in cheer. Their faces were recognizable; collections of classmates, old friends, internet buddies. People he knew from all over in his life. It was like some large celebration of sorts. That, or they were expecting a comedic stand-up routine out of someone who couldn't tell a joke to save his life.



"Hold on a tick..." Andy grumbled to himself, his voice muffled under the noise of the crowd. His eyes darted everywhere as he tried to get his bearings in such a hopelessly confusing situation. "What's going on?" 



A quick peer down at the rest of his body revealed that he was suddenly garbed in a black academic gown, with a white button-up shirt and red tie peeking out of a V-shaped collar. A similarly black mortarboard cap then floated gently down from thin air, coming to crown itself on his head in a perfect fit. Tucked away in his grip was a rolled up piece of parchment, tied off with a rather fancy red string. 



Andrew's eyes widened in surprise as his lips curled into a curt, excessively excited grin. "Holy fucking shit," he murmured to himself in a quavering voice. Peering back up from his attire, he noticed a wooden podium standing before him at the edge of the stage, having not been there last time he looked. "I'M GRADUATING! YEAH!!"



With Queen's 'We Are the Champions' blaring over the auditorium's sound system, he bolted over to the podium, nearly tripping over his own feet just to get there. As he stood over the crowd, he noticed a certain special someone sitting in the very front row. His favorite redhead in the whole wide world. Kylie herself stared up at Andy, her beaming eyes flaunting a twinkle of admiration, all while dressed in her own black academic gown. 



It was finally happening. At long last, after a world of hell and clawing his way through the weeks on auto pilot, he was finally going to realize his dream. That being, leaving high school in the dust once and for all. 



"Man, what do I say? This is amazing!" Andy held up his diploma victoriously to the sound of roaring applause, just as the song playing over the speakers swelled to its height. "YEAH!! You clap at that shit! This is a ceremony of legends! This will go down in histo--..." 



He was cut off very abruptly as the crowd exploded into thunderous laughter. Everyone but Kylie - who appeared positively shocked - was practically collapsing in hysterical chortles that were deafening to the ears. Andy only stood there at his podium, his eyes narrowed in bewilderment and slight frustration that his big moment was halted with a resounding thud. He finally brought his hand down, relinquishing his eager complacency to figure out just what the hell was going on. That's when he realized that his diploma had inexplicably vanished from his fingers! Panic quickly set in, and he began to hastily search around, hoping that he simply dropped it on the floor. 



He almost wished he hadn't started looking, however. His eyes met his body once more, and that's when he finally became aware that every single article of clothing, save for a pair of blue boxer shorts, had disappeared off his body! 



"WHAT?! Are you kidding me?!" Andy shrieked in horror, rushing to cover himself up as he hid behind the podium. "Why me?!"



As if things weren't bad enough, even the podium ceased to exist the very instant he pressed against it, leaving him half-naked up on the stage in front of hundreds--if not thousands--of people, all rolling in the isles as they laughed uncontrollably at the sadistic manner in which fate had decided to treat the young man. 



He tried to scream, but nothing came out. His voice inexplicably muted, and as he stood up to try and run away, it became incredibly apparent that he couldn't move, either. His muscles were frozen stiff, denying him even one step away from where he stood. All he could do was wait there, legs quivering like they were about to buckle beneath him any second.



Just when he thought things couldn't get any worse... they inevitably did. 



As he stood up there, now a laughing stock of the whole planet, he was overcome by that same tingling that characterized the beginning of a shift. His sparse body hair detached from his chest, arms, and legs in one effortless instant, the individual hairs vanishing the second they came into contact with the stage floor. His hips then violently splayed outwards with two cartoonishly loud (KLOK) sounds, all while his short, messy hair shot out in length, curtaining over his face in one swooping motion. 



A sharp gasp was the only sound he could make as he reached his shrinking hands up to cover his face in shame. If there was a God, it really, really must have hated him, because no amount of bad luck or family curses could possibly orchestrate something so evil, so vile, and so sadistically cruel -- and yet, unlike every other one of his male to female transformations, that one was unusually painless.



No, no! Not here! Not now! Andy thought frantically to himself as his sides curved inwards and his shoulders shrank. He tried so hard to shout, only for silence and wheezing breaths to escape. 



Soon, the audience's laughter ground to a halt as their expressions collectively contorted to looks of shock and awe. The music had since stopped, and the only things that could be heard were the confused exchanges of the students who had to witness the impossible magical metamorphosis happening up on the stage. Andy hoped so badly that Kylie would pull him out of there like she always did, but one fleeting glance confirmed another alarming suspicion. 



She was gone! Kylie's seat was the only one without a person in it, as if she had fled the scene while he wasn't looking. 



An intense pressure built up in his chest as his pecs swelled outward with watery gushes, rounding out into the familiar assets he always seemed to be unable to escape, no matter how hard he tried. A sense of vulnerability overtook him suddenly, and upon reaching his hands down to cover his exposed chest, the exceptionally bright stage lights once again cast onto his face, which by then, had already finished shifting into the soft female visage he always managed to sport by the end of his changes. 



That was it. His body was all but female. There was only one thing left to see go before he could declare his humiliation to be absolute.



Shit! No, no, no!! Andy screamed as hard as he could in his mind, which raced faster than a speeding bullet as he tried to move his legs, yet failed with every subsequent, increasingly futile attempt. Why can't I move, dammit?!



An oddly dull pulling sensation occurred in his groin; a dullness which served as a major disparity that defied the normally painful lurches at such a stage in his changes. His mental bracing couldn't help him anymore, not with an audience of people staring him down through it all. He couldn't even move his hands below his grumbling stomach, almost as if some invisible force field kept him from guarding against the prying eyes. He could only watch helplessly downward as he witnessed his male-defining bulge collapse beneath the blue fabric of his boxers, leaving it flatter than a day-old soda.



Andy stared down between his breasts in abject horror for a moment before he directed his eyes back up to the crowd, who undoubtedly saw everything that had happened. Their eyes were bulging, hands over their mouths as they were all robbed of their words in the wake of the unnaturally abrupt changes in the young man's physical anatomy.



Small flashes flickered throughout the crowd. In typical human nature, everyone who wasn't shocked into a stupor had pulled their phones out and begun snapping photos and recording videos of the half-naked were-woman, likely with the intent to spread them all over social media. At that point, his stomach dropped as he felt an acute sense of dread welling up inside him. 



Andy's face deadpanned with eyes lifelessly staring forward.



My life is officially over. 



"And, it is done," the condescending, mildly amused voice of a man croaked from the crowd as a figure stepped into the empty isle that cut a path through the endless rows of seats. "You should know better by now, lover boy."



A single spotlight illuminated the figure from above, revealing it to be Harry, dressed in a blue three-piece suit with a Cuban cigar hanging out of his fiendish grin. His goatee was trimmed into a silly handlebar mustache, and his long hair was tied off onto a long braid that draped over his shoulder. The overhead light shaded his eyes beneath his brow, injecting a sinister presence to his otherwise comic appearance.



He stared down Andrew with a look of spiteful condemnation as he reached into his pocket and produced that same rolled up piece of parchment Andy once held, tied off with the same red string. In his other hand was an engraved, golden Zippo lighter, which he promptly ignited with a slow, succinct cackle. 



"Should have known better than to screw with me," Harry growled with not an ounce of sympathy in his inflection. He drew hard from his cigar and bellowed smoke from his lips. "You're mine. You, your life, and your pretty little girlfriend, too. Mine."



Harry then held the lighter flame beneath the diploma as it engulfed in dancing wisps of fire, raining motes of ashes down onto the patterned isle carpeting. Andy's eyes bulged as tears welled up in his eyes. He pulled his hands away from his breasts and reached out towards Harry as his face contorted with rage. His legs were still as stiff and unmoving as solid stone, however, so he could only watch from afar as his future crumbled before his very eyes. 



Just as his anger had reached a head, however, the world began to distort and fade away. The crowd of people all turned to shadowy black masses and melted into nothingness as the ebony wall panels and steel ceiling supports vaporized. Even the stage dissolved beneath Andy's feet, causing him to lose his footing and fall backwards as he screamed nothing but silence. 



The image of Harry with the burning diploma clutched in his hand was the last thing Andy was able to make out before blacking out entirely. 





~*~

Two Hours Later...

~*~






(Bump!)



"Ow, dammit..." a female's voice whispered from nearby, slightly irate as a result of the sound.



Immediately, Andy startled awake and sprung up from his covers to see that he was back in his room again, only on the floor next to his bed, having pulled all the sheets and pillows off with him. Relief soon washed over him once he realized that, at the very least, he was planted back in reality again. 



The air cooled his sweat-covered forehead as he moved, and as his eyes adjusted to the glow of the afternoon sun that bled into the room through the window, he was able to make out a figure sitting in his swivel chair, browsing Wikipedia on his computer. Who the hell? Is that... mom? No, she doesn't use my PC. Wait, who else would do something this bold?



"...Kylie?" he murmured up to the person in his chair with an eager curiosity in his voice.



With a steady swivel in place, the chair turned to face Andy, revealing Kylie, dressed in her usual fare of a knee-length denim skirt, obnoxiously bright and vibrant Smash Bros. T-shirt shirt, and purple sneakers, with her hair tied off in a ponytail. It was an attire she was content to call her own as she crossed one leg over the other. 



"I was wondering when you were gonna wake up, Grumpy," she beamed. "Have a good sleep?"



"Minus the shitty nightmare, yeah, I suppose." Andy pulled himself up from the floor and onto his bed, cradling his ankle as gathered his bedding from off the floor. "I thought you were grounded? How did you get in here?"



Kylie's eyes widened as Andrew stood up, but she refrained from commenting on what she saw that elicited such a quietly astonished physical response, though her cheeks did noticeably turn a light shade of crimson. "C'mon, Andy, you know I climbed trees as much as you. It's not that hard to scale your house," she snickered as she rolled the chair closer to the bed.



"How long have you been hanging out in here?" asked Andy as he let out a hearty yawn.



Kylie peered up in thought for a moment, tapping at her chin with pursed lips. "Hrm... I'd say about eh... fifteen minutes? Which reminds me, you should probably start locking your window! Who knows what kind of freaks could break in here?" Her lips curled into a puckish smile, acknowledging the fact that sneaking into someone's house could verge on being downright creepy if taken in such a light. 



Andy craned his head towards his window, which had clearly been opened with little to no trouble. The thought that someone could have easily crept into his room and robbed him blind wasn't lost on him. But he couldn't be bothered with 'what if?' scenarios, not while he was still waking up. His mind still mush, he simply let out a brief snort in response to Kylie's shaded sarcasm before bringing his hands up to rub at his eyes. 



That's when it occurred to him, though, that he seemed to have been missing something very important. 



His underwear.



Andy gasped as he gathered all of his blankets and hurried to cover his nude body with them, gaining a renewed sense of speed in light of his previously sluggish movement. "What the hell?! Why didn't you tell me I was naked?!" he cried under a hushed voice, his face turned beet red. 



Kylie shrugged, stifling a laugh. "I thought you knew! I guess you must have pulled them off when you fell from your bed, I dunno," she mused, obviously trying to keep an understanding look as to not embarrass Andrew further. She did, however, have the presence of mind to point down at the pair of black briefs bunched up on the floor at the foot of the bed. 



"Fuck's sake..." Andy reluctantly loosed as he reached down and snatched the shorts from the floor, making sure he didn't accidentally expose himself again.



"Hey, it's not like I've never seen you naked before," Kylie assured, bringing her hands up defensively as she reclined back in her chair. "Remember the pool party? I don't think I've ever seen swimming trunks fall apart like that."



Andy paused as he was forced to reminisce about such a painfully humiliating moment. How does she even still remember that?!



"Yeah, well..." he grumbled, his blush not relenting in the slightest. "Anyway... you've been really quiet over Skype, have you been all right?" he asked, hoping that the question would at least change the subject.



Kylie's normally calm and cool demeanor suddenly took a sharp drive downward. Her expression grew uneasy as she clasped her hands in her lap and cast her eyes towards her feet. "Yeah, about that. My dad kind of dropped a bomb on me, and I didn't know how to tell you." She thumbed in the direction of the open window. "That's why I snuck in here. I wanted to tell you in person, 'cause balls to being grounded."



"A bomb?" Andy queried, his shorts clasped tightly in his hands as he furrowed his brow in concern. 



"Yeah, see..." Kylie stood up and came to sit on the bed next to Andy, inclining her head upwards as she drew in a deep breath. "I'm sure you've had your suspicions about me and all. After you made that discovery that Eve and I were related, you probably had your fair share of doubts." She turned her attention to the naked teen at her side, her lips forming a half-hearted smile, trying to mask her nervousness behind a facade of self-assurance. "Am I right?"



Andy flicked his hands up slightly as he looked Kylie in the eyes. He didn't even have to say it. It was written all over his face. "Kinda... I mean, I still don't hold anything against you, but I'd be lying if I said I didn't at least... y'know, start to think that maybe you were hiding something."



"I understand completely," Kylie nodded in reply. "But I made a promise to myself to be completely transparent with you, so... I'm a... witch. I'm a witch." She kept her eyes fixated on Andy, tentatively awaiting a reaction. The front she put up was flimsy at best, as her eyes darted all over the place, and her fingers fidgeted in her lap. "I'm going to be the one that breaks the curse on you."



A short silence followed. Andy felt a cocktail of emotions swimming around in him at the very utterance of the word 'witch.' Happiness, sadness, amusement, but above all else, fear. Yet, he couldn't quite place why he felt such things. Perhaps it was the idea that the very person he'd been hanging around for so many years would be the same person who would decide his fate. 



Whether he would continue to exist as a full male, or be damned to walk along on the thin line that blurred male and female for the rest of his life, the decision was rendered unto her will, now. 



"Wow," Andy murmured in subdued amazement, stuffing his doubts away for the moment. "I'm... I'm really sorry this happened. I didn't ever mean for this kind of crushing weight to be put on you."



"It's all right, I guess. Kind of a rough place to be in, but I'm in it, now. We really are in this together," Kylie hummed an apprehensive laugh in the face of such a twist of fate. "I'm your curse, and your salvation."



Andy carefully maneuvered himself to face Kylie, keeping a firm grip on the blankets that covered his waist. "So, wait, this means you're magic, right? You can like, cast spells and all that? Like fireballs? Or lightning? Or... laser rays?!" 



"I have no idea, dude," Kylie admitted with another small shrug. "Dad just showed up, told me I was gonna break the curse, and then that was it. I talked with him a bit more about it after, and he did help calm me down a little, but he never told me what else I might be capable of. I know as much as you do right now."



"Well, if it's any help, this changes nothing in my eyes," Andy tried to reassure, his eyes conveying a genuine desire to help. "I mean, color me crazy, but I still dig the hell outta ya, Liz, witch or not," he chuckled quietly, looping an arm around Kylie's waist and pulling her close.



Like clockwork, Kylie's gloomy sulk brightened up a bit, as if just being in close proximity to Andy helped her claw her way out of that gaping apprehension she was undoubtedly slipping into. Perhaps it was something he said that offered a brief moment of sanity in an otherwise insane circumstance. She may not have been exactly beaming, but it was clear that at least some of her anxieties had been soothed somewhat as she leaned in and hugged Andy close, planting a small, tender kiss on his lips. 



Despite the generally up-tight, shaken nature of Andy, that kiss still brought him back to a more comforting state of mind quite fast.



"You haven't called me Liz since middle school," Kylie purred. "I kinda liked that."



"Liz!" Andy chirped, rolling his shoulders as he nuzzled his nose into the crook of Kylie's neck. "Rawr awr awr!" He quickly stole a handful of kisses off her while he was there, making exaggerated smooching sounds. 



It certainly helped drive home a persisting truth that, even if things didn't look up, he still at least wanted to see Kylie happy, if nothing else.



Kylie couldn't hold back her wiggling and excessive giggling, and despite her attempts at keeping quiet for Andy's sake, her will was eventually broken, causing her to unleash a throaty laugh that echoed in the room. There was no way that wouldn't have been heard downstairs, but at that point, neither of them really cared, anyway. To them, it was better to enjoy each other's company, than have to face the harsh realities that they'd been so unceremoniously plopped down into. After all, it's not like that could get re-grounded.



"Shit, Andy!" squeaked Kylie in between her suppressed chortling. "You're gonna make your mum come in here and kick my arse!"



Suddenly, Madeline's voice barked from downstairs. "Andrew! Turn that damn porn down, I can hear that shit from down here!"



The two teens deadpanned for a moment, then snorted heavily as they stifled a hysterical laugh. 



"Good God, your mother," Kylie murmured with an impish smile, pinching the bridge of her nose.



Andy shook his head with a sigh, pulling himself back into his blankets. "She's something alright." He looked Kylie in the eyes as he took on a more sincere demeanor to him, abandoning the humor in favor of a more serious note. "But like I said," he whispered gently. "It's all good, I'm here for ya. You're free to hang out as long as you want if it makes you feel better. Might have to hide from my mom, though."



Kylie nodded cordially, her smile waning as the thought of her witch-hood dawned on her again. "I'll take you up on that offer, Grumpy, don't worry." She reached into her pocket and produced one of the day passes for the arcade. "After all, I still have plans. If nothing else, maybe I can beat your arse at Street Fighter to make me feel better," she smirked.



"You're carrying those around? Aren't you afraid you'll lose them?" asked Andy, the thought of forfeiting such a spree of gaming bothering him just slightly more than turning into a girl again.  



"Mm-mm, this was just to help motivate you. I'm keepin' the passes safe under lock and key." Kylie pocketed the pass again, then stood up from the bed and brushed herself off with a light huff as she began to make her way over to the window. "I probably should get going, though. Dad's gonna discover I'm not there and probably take something else away from me, like my door... again." 



That's when it hit him. In all his buzzing thoughts, Andrew had almost forgotten that Karl was toiling away on translating the spell book, likely inching closer to a resolution. One question burned in his mind, and with a burst of excitement, he stood up from the bed on one foot, dropping the blankets at his feet as his manhood flopped free again without a care in the world. 



"W-wait! Wait! Kylie! Wha-what about the book?! Did your dad say when this was all going to go down?!" he questioned urgently, practically tripping over his own bedding as he tried staying off his bad foot.



Kylie turned to Andy, and immediately was greeted by the sight of his nudity again, once more being caught off guard by it. "He hasn't said much yet. But dick wor--, I mean DON'T worry! I'll make sure he tells me everything once he's finished with this, then I'll tell you!" 



"Oh, good, awesome..." Andy sighed with relief before looking down, having let it slip his mind in that short moment of passionate curiosity that he never did put his shorts back on. He hastily grabbed for his blanket and covered himself back up. "Sorry, sorry! I swear, I'm not doing that on purpose!"



"It's all good, Grumpy. At least the curse didn't sacrifice size," Kylie teased as she stifled a positively tickled laugh, stepping one leg out the window and hoisting herself through the frame.  



"Uh, uhm... well, damn," Andy stumbled over his words bashfully at the unexpected comment. For his own sake, he once again took it upon himself to nudge the topic in another direction. "Well, hit me up whenever on Skype, y'know? I'll definitely be around doing... a whole lot of nothing."



"Oh, don't worry, video calling you will be the first thing I do when I get home. You have no idea how boring it gets over there," groaned Kylie as she reached into her other pocket and fished out her pair of broken glasses, still twisted and mangled from her heated run-in with Harry. "By the way, thanks for keeping these safe for me!" She offered a two-finger salute before stepping her other leg over the frame and sliding out the window. 



"No proble-- oh..." Andrew's chipper attitude deflated slightly upon seeing the redhead exit so quickly. It felt like a bit of a tease on her part, which wouldn't be surprising, all things considering.



A light (thep!) was heard from outside as her shoes stomped onto the grassy lawn. Andy approached the window, and in the distance, he could see Kylie running full sprint down the sidewalk towards her house as the neighbors stared at her in confusion. They looked worried for a moment, casting their attention to where she was running from, as if expecting to see a masked killer chasing her with a chainsaw. No dice, though, she was just really keen to get home.

 

"Jesus, she's quick on her feet," Andy muttered; a small, subtly infatuated smile appearing on his face as he closed his window and locked it.  



With his company gone, he finally decided to step into his underwear and pull them back up around his waist, so that if someone else saw him, he'd at least be decent again. But that effectively left him without anybody to talk to - save for his mother, which he didn't exactly feel like engaging in a deep, heartfelt conversation with at the moment. He knew it would just devolve into a flurry of 'yo mamma' jokes, anyway. 



Since it was going to be at least another ten minutes before he heard from Kylie again, he figured the next best thing would be to check in at his first stop in social media. 



No, not Twitter; Facebook.



His mind set firmly on goofing off for a bit, Andy plopped himself down on his swivel chair and rolled it back over to his desk, where he brought the PC out of sleep mode and navigated his way to his favorite time-wasting website. Everything was normal as could be in the realm of Facebook, with all the news reports of the most important things going on in the world, such as celebrity marriages, movie announcements, and various world events. Nothing out of the ordinary, but something did, in fact, catch his eye. He had notifications waiting for him.



Huh, I guess people at school really are starting to wonder where I am, Andy thought as he clicked on his messages to see who talked at him.



His inbox loaded, and among the various posts on his page from concerned classmates regarding his long absence from school and all the strangers he never personally knew in the first place advertising their personal lives, he saw a notification that stood out among all the others. One that made his blood boil the second he laid eyes upon the sender's name. Coincidentally, it also happened to be the only one that was sent personally to him via private message. 



___



Harry Centeno



I hope you realize what you've started, O'Doherty. 

I'll see you at school.



___





Prick... Andrew sighed quietly with narrowed eyes, staring daggers at his screen as he pulled his hands off his keyboard and clasped them on his desk. What a way to ruin my mood.



It was war. He had hoped that the one passion-fueled punch would have been enough to deter Harry from ever bothering him or Kylie again, but he should have known better than that. It would have been too easy. Dealing with someone that unstable, there was no way it was going to end so quickly on just a single strike to the back of the head. There was no side-stepping the dangerous chain of events he had set in motion. 



Never once did he consider the negative consequences of his actions that fateful night at the apartment building, but he felt that very soon, he was going to find out.


A Promise

Chapter 19 - A Promise



- Day 11 -




It was another fresh, brisk morning in the city, and citizens of all walks were well on their way to starting their day as the sun cast its mellow glow down on the quiet neighborhoods and bustling downtown streets. The thick blanket of clouds had since dispersed, allowing the blue sky to proudly reveal itself at the dawn of a new day. With this loss in overcast, however, it also meant that the moon's gaze would once again be allowed passage to the wary were-woman below. 



Andrew was back on the clock, and it was only a matter of time before he turned again, this time without the safety of it simply being another bad dream playing on his deep-seated anxieties. Even so, it was something that had to be dealt with, much like school, which he could no longer afford to miss.



It had been three days since he received that foreboding message over social media from the one person he hoped to never see again, and every day was a test to see which would win over him - paranoia, or panic.



It wasn't easy, but after much coercing, Kylie managed to get Andy to emerge from his home once more and confront the obstacles he knew he would inevitably run face-first into by venturing back out into the world.



Over at Davis High School, students were beginning to pour into their classes to the sound of the ringing bells, and slowly but surely, the campus grounds emptied. It seemed like everyone was ready to embrace the monotony of public education with open arms. Everyone except for Andrew, who stood in the packed parking lot next to the hulking black truck Kylie drove, keeping himself standing with a pair of crutches tucked beneath his arms, and weighed down by a bulging black backpack.



His hair was still damp and messy from a shower, and dark stubble had begun to reappear around his jaw, allowed only by the complete lack of transformations. The crutches, coupled with the fresh bandage that still needed to be plastered over his healing forehead, gave him quite the beaten appearance. While not yet at the point of looking like an absolutely disheveled mess, he was still miles off from being dapper.



Concern crossed his eyes as he stared down the monolithic campus buildings that stood before him, knowing that his problems were far from over.



"I can't believe I'm about to do this," groaned Andy as he reached down to zip up his Hylian-crested black hoodie. "I can't even fight in this condition!"



Kylie shut the driver's side door of the truck and sauntered over to take a stand next to Andy, pressing her thumb to her keychain to arm the truck's alarm. Her bandage had finally come off her cheek, and she even had her glasses back to boot, though they appeared to have been haphazardly bent back into shape, and one of the lenses was missing. In spite of that, though, she still kept herself in tip-top shape, not a hair out of place otherwise. 



Her attitude couldn't have been more typical, either, as she looped an arm around her friend and pulled him close, flashing a warm, reassuring smile over to him. 



"Don't worry, Grumpy, he wouldn't be dumb enough to start a fight in the middle of school. Not with his record." Kylie motioned a hand towards the school campus in a presenting manner. "While you're here, you're safe from Harry. He can't lay a finger on you, because if he does, he gets his arse put away. He's eighteen now, so...."



"He'll be tried as an adult," Andy concluded as the corner of his mouth raised in subdued glee. "Well, he can't touch me, but he can still screw with me, right?"



"Eh... sort of," Kylie tentatively replied. "He can't threaten violence, but the worst he'd probably get out of that is detention, so it's not even really worth reporting unless he pulls a weapon on you." 



"Which he might," sighed Andy, slouching his shoulders.



Kylie promptly shook her head. "Mm-mm, he won't. He's stupid, but he's not that stupid."



"Hey, you two get to class!" barked a yellow-vested campus security guard in the distance as he exited the nearby gym's front doors. 



"Ah, shit," Kylie frowned. "I guess we don't have as much time to dick around as I thought." She turned to face Andy again. "Alright, we'll meet up in front of the library after each period to check in, how about that?"



Andrew nodded, forcing a smile onto his face. "Alright, sounds like a plan. Let's... fuck shit up, I guess." 



He began to crutch his way off the asphalt, hovering his injured foot an inch off the ground. Kylie followed, tailing closely behind Andy as he went, prepared to catch a fall should one happen. 



"Easy there, Schwarzenegger; we're just going to school," she chuckled.



"I know, I'm just on edge," Andy heaved as he tried maneuvering his way around with the cumbersome crutches. "Gotta be alert... can never be too careful."



"Too right, there," smiled Kylie.



The two slowly progressed through the campus, only occasionally passing the odd late student every now and again as they made their way to the sprawling white structure that housed the library as well as a large majority of classrooms. After navigating a small maze of hallways lined with blue lockers, Andy eventually managed his way to his 1st period class, already late thanks to his molasses-slow speed. 



As he stood in the empty hallway with Kylie, he caught a glimpse of the packed classroom he was to attend through the windowed door. Everyone inside was already hard at work, filling out papers from binders with open text books sprawled over their desks.



Grumbling a few nervous profanities, Andy shuffled his way around to face Kylie, who stood there with a mildly amused smirk on her face.



"Don't worry yourself too hard, Grumpy," she murmured. "You've got a change of clothes in case your feminine side starts to show again."



"Yeah, that's what has me freaked out," Andy admitted as he reached up to straighten one of his backpack's shoulder straps.



Her smile turning more sincere, Kylie stepped closer to Andrew, hands stuffed into her jean pockets as she whispered an enthused, "Relax, Andy. Don't fall apart on me, okay? Remember, you've got a date to keep!"



Andy managed a breathy chuckle, nodding in agreement. "Alright, I'll try to mellow out. I'll probably get an ulcer if I keep tripping out, anyway."



"Exactly, so chill out a little," suggested Kylie as she leaned in and gingerly stole a kiss off Andy's lips. 



The show of affection seemed to perk Andy right up as he bashfully smiled a short, "Chill as a cucumber. I'll see ya later, Kylie."



Adjusting her broken glasses, Kylie began to step away, holding onto her quietly content composure. "See ya in a bit, Grumpy," she purred, before suddenly snapping out of her captivated gaze, shrieking, "SHIT! I'm late for class!" 



Without another word, she turned heel and bolted off down the hallway, with her red ponytail bouncing wildly the whole way. Her sneakers stomped heavily on the hard floor, sending obnoxiously loud echoes through the deserted corridors, being perfectly audible even after she had turned a corner and dashed for the exit. 



Sporting a cringe of guilt over the inconvenience his injury posed to others, Andy turned himself back towards the classroom door with slow and deliberate movements.



I really need to train myself to move quick with these stupid crutches. Can't be holding people up with my slowness. Now I remember why I stopped climbing trees.



Pushing his way through the door, Andy's day had officially begun. In spite of his doubts that his time there would go smoothly, his gratitude towards the lack of another daytime moon skyrocketed into the stars. Had another change happened, he knew he wouldn't have the escape of ditching to save him again. Not unless he wanted to fail his classes, of course.



Save for the accommodations having to be made for his crutches and limp, his school day progressed fairly normally, with not one glimpse of Harry to be found anywhere. There was always the lingering fear, however, that while traveling between classes, there would be a fist suddenly emerging from the dense crowd of students and right into his face from a very furious, and very vengeful Harry. 



Such a scenario never actually occurred, but to Andy, that didn't exactly mean one wouldn't. It was only a matter of time.





~*~

Later That Day...

~*~






Most of a very grueling schedule had progressed into noon, and lunch had finally arrived. Taking full advantage of the temporary freedom, the campus grounds flooded with people, with the grassy clearings and outdoor resting areas quickly becoming populated with small pockets of students having conversation among themselves. Others wandered about with their expensive touchscreen phones, and the rest were busy squeezing their way into the congregation that had formed inside the cafeteria.



The grounds were busy as a small town, but there was always one place, even during the rush of lunch hour, that always managed to keep a serene, quiet atmosphere about it: the library.



With her arms folded at her stomach, and a slight bounce in her step, Kylie sauntered through the rows and rows of books lined on the shelves, taking in the slightly musty scent that permeated the room. The midday sun glared down through the hexagonal segmented windows that comprised the skylight at the domed ceiling of the library, decorating the floor below with sharply defined patches of sunlight, through which motes of dust visibly floated.



Taking in the tranquility as she could, Kylie also seemed keen on finding someone in particular as she scoured between the rows of reading material and desks with outdated school PC's. Several minutes passed as she searched, but all she turned up most of the time were other students minding their business, either enthralled in their card games, diligently catching up on school work, or quietly sketching in seclusion. 



Finally, though, she saw a stir in the very back of the library, near the manga section. The spiky-haired, bespectacled, pale-white nerd that complicated the whole mess in the first place was seen organizing the selections of Japanese comics on display, mumbling statistics to himself in a hushed voice.



"Greg!" Kylie curtly blurted as she approached the man from behind.



"GAH!" Greg hopped up in surprise, dropping a clipboard at his feet as he placed a hand over his chest. "Kylie, you scared the crap out of me!"



"Why did you snitch on us?" Kylie pressed, stepping closer with narrowed eyes. "You got Andy and I into a lot of shit for that."



Greg knelt down and swiped up his clipboard, sighing, "Because I knew you two were going to end up looking for Harry. I told you not to go looking for him."



"We had it handled!" asserted Kylie, her raised voice sharply piercing the quieted atmosphere like a heated knife through butter.



The exchange began to draw the curious eyes of other students sat at the nearby wooden tables, drawing them out of their hushed conversations as they shifted their attention to the redhead and librarian.



Greg simply shook his head in disagreement, motioning towards Kylie's face as he continued organizing the shelves before him. "You call that handled? You look like you've been knocked around like a rag doll."



"Why, you--..." Irritated, Kylie draped her arm along the shelf Greg was organizing, obstructing him from tampering with it further. "You made a bad situation worse. We got the Trangeminti back from Harry, regardless of you having ratted on us."



Greg paused as his eyes widened and a grin splayed across his face. "You got the book?!" he excitedly whispered, as if hoping to have it in his hands by the end of the day.



"Yes," Kylie sternly uttered. "And I'm keeping it, too. It belonged to my family, so it stays with my family."



The beaming smile Greg flaunted immediately vanished. "What?!" he shrieked, mood deflated. "What about my other books, then?!"



"That's on you, Greg," Kylie dismissed as she pulled her arm off the shelf with a pursed lip. "Our deal was only regarding the spell book. Nothing else."



"Wow, alright, then," grumbled Greg. "Why are you always such a... pardon my language, but such a bitch to me?"



Kylie stepped even closer, closing the distance between the two as she jammed her index finger against Greg's chest. "Because, I still haven't forgotten about how you almost got Andrew arrested over a book that he owned in the first place."



"How do you still remember that?!" Greg whined. "Why do you care so much, anyway? Andrew's kind of a dick!"



Kylie pulled her lips thin in disgust as she sharply drew in a breath through her nostrils. "Who do you think you are?! Like you have any room to judge him! Do you even realize what he's going through right now?!"



Greg sputtered a few unintelligible utterances as what little calm the moment had collapsed before his very eyes. Hastily, though even then, with a bit of sarcasm evident in his voice, he began, "Well, aside from the whole turning into--"



"Or what about what happened to his dad just last year?!" Kylie hissed, her voice growing louder with each venom-laced word spoken.



Being pushed into a corner, Greg's confusion only exacerbated as he stammered, "What? I didn't kn--"



"Exactly! Because you didn't even take two seconds to get to know him first!" Kylie boomed as she shoved Greg in the shoulder with considerable force, knocking him into the shelf as manga came tumbling onto the carpeted floor. 



With a hard grunt, Greg implored an urgent, "Kylie, stop!"



She wasn't having it, however. Unrelenting, she continued, "So next time you try to talk down at him from your ivory tower, just remember that he's kept it together through all of this, whereas you fell apart for years after just one girl rejected you!"



With a riled huff, Kylie spun around and marched away, pushing through the students that had approached the scene while grumbling to herself. 



Hoisting himself off the shelf, Greg only gawked onward in a stupor with his glasses dangling off his face, as if in disbelief that someone would so brazenly stand up to him in his domain. It took a moment for him to notice the onlookers staring him down, to which he hastily tried to compose himself professionally as he straightened his shirt and spectacles out.



"Uh... right, don't worry, people! Just a little personal issue, nothing to see here," Greg nervously assured with a halfhearted grin. 



"Damn, you got destroyed, Gregory," laughed one of the students.



After a few amused snorts and shaken heads, the gathering of onlooking teens dispersed, returning to their tables, leaving Greg standing among a pile of manga strewn around his feet. With a humbled glower, he quietly took back to organizing the shelves, never once turning his gaze back over his shoulder to see if anyone was still watching him.  





~*~

Meanwhile...

~*~






Out near the running track that flanked the gym, Andrew sat on the frontmost seats of the empty bleachers, secluded from the busy crowds that cluttered the campus grounds during the relatively fleeting lunch time.



Crutches stacked on the seating behind him, and his wrapped, injured foot rested on the lush grass beneath him, he was quiet and peaceful as could be. From time to time, he eyed his slightly scuffed smartphone placed along the top of his denim-garbed thigh, swiping across its screen with a free finger to select from assorted video game news articles, or the occasional YouTube video as he slurped from a cup of steaming instant noodles gripped in his hands. 



Man, am I sight. All sitting here by myself; I look like some kid in an after school special, he thought as he drew a swig from a can of Dr Pepper before placing it at his side. 



Suddenly, his cup of noodles and the plastic spork he used to eat them with found themselves being swatted right out of his hands and spilling all over the grass. With another hard swipe from the stranger's invasive hand, his can of soda was launched several feet away onto the amber asphalt running track that the seats overlooked. 



Andrew was almost impressed by the sheer audacity at work. Only one person could have been so bold as to ruin a perfectly good, if cheap, lunch like that.



"Wow, you're such an asshole," said Andy, staring down at the noodles and broth that now decorated his black sneakers.



"That's for stealing my book," the sardonic voice of Harry growled out from behind Andy.



Two leather boot-clad feet then stepped over the seating and planted down with muffled thumps as Harry nestled into a spot directly beside Andrew. He sported a black T-shirt decorated with stylized Led Zeppelin artwork, and tattered, jet-black cargo pants with chains dangling from the pockets, clanking together as they swayed in his movements. Most noticeable of all, though, was a very obvious white brace shielding his neck and supporting his chin.



Andrew slowly turned a sidelong glare towards Harry, pointedly rumbling, "It's not your book, it's Kylie's. Leave me alone."



"I love it when you get angry, Andrew. Or should I call you Eileen?" Harry laughed, tauntingly hovering a bruised hand mere inches above Andy's shoulder. 



Andy visibly winced at the usage of his female moniker. I'm not a violent person, but damn, I just wanna flick you in the nuts so hard. As if looking for a way to get even for the cheap shot, he remarked, "That's a nice brace you got there, man. Definitely a visual improvement."



Harry glowered as his teeth ground together behind tightly closed lips. Loosing an irritated hum, he added, "I have some serious dirt on you, were-woman, so I'd choose my next words very carefully."



"Bullshit," Andrew fired back. "You're not gonna scare me, not after I put you on the ground before."



Sliding closer, Harry drew his brow flat as he stared daggers at Andrew. "You cold cocked me from behind. I'd knock your dick in the dirt so fast if you took me on in a fair fight."



"That a threat?" asked Andy, trying to pull off his best tough guy face, though it was slowly waning from the growing tension.



"That's a promise," Harry snapped in reply. 



The two stared each other down for a moment until Andrew drew in a deep breath, then turned his eyes forward again, resting them upon the running track. His composure was quickly deteriorating. His eyes narrowed, his fists balled in his lap, and his lips pulled thin. He looked as if any minute, he was going to end up throwing a punch right at Harry's smug face. 



Don't do it. Don't hit him. That's what he wants you to do.



Harry focused his attention specifically on Andy becoming more and more irate, muttering, "Go on, hit me again, Eileen. I dare you."



After what seemed like eons, the tension was abruptly diffused when Kylie's voice indignantly snarled, "I'd suggest you back off, Harry, before I spark you out myself."



Harry's eyes immediately turned over his shoulder, where he saw Kylie standing atop the seats behind him with her hands on her hips, and a stern, resolute glare pointed directly down at him. Her feet were in a perfect position where one well-placed kick to the head would easily send Harry tumbling onto the ground.



Knowing when to concede defeat to avoid further injury, Harry slowly stood up and stepped away. 



"Don't worry, Elizabeth, I'm done for now," he ensured.



Kylie's caustic scowl deepened as she hissed a quick, "Don't you ever call me Elizabeth."



Bringing his hands up defensively, Harry stepped backwards along the running track. "Fine, Kylie. A storm'sa comin'," he warned, pointing an index finger at the two with a pompous grin. "It's gonna be big. I hope you're ready."



He continued to stare down the two teens up in the bleachers as he exited the field, almost as if to challenge them to follow him. But they knew better than that. After a series of drawn-out steps, Harry faced himself forward and disappeared behind the gym, off to go about his business, whatever that twisted deed may be.



Gradually relaxing her scrunched up face, Kylie took a seat next to Andrew, groaning, "This day keeps getting better and better."



Kicking a few spilled ramen noodles off of his shoe, Andrew sheepishly admitted, "Maybe it wasn't the best idea for me to hang out way over here by myself."



"Probably not," Kylie agreed with a subdued sarcasm. "But we just have to deal with him following us around. Can't just ditch school anymore."



"Great, that's gonna be an adventure in itself," grumbled Andy. "How does he even know about all this, anyway?!"



"I don't know," Kylie frowned, "but I intend to find out."



The school bell called in the distance, alerting students that lunch had ended. The day was ready to proceed. Absent was the subtle displeasure normally displayed by the two teens when faced with continuing on with the mundane assignments that fried their brains. In fact, they seemed relieved, as they were given an excuse to vacate the area and escape the negative vibes that permeated the air around them.



"Well, shit, let's just get this day over with so we can go home," Andy sighed, slipping his smartphone into his pocket, then grabbing his crutches off the seats and hoisting himself up with them.



Kylie assisted with a delicate touch, lightly adding, "Hey, you know what? Balls to what Harry says. I say the best thing we can do is just have fun, despite his crap."



Andy turned to Kylie, brows aloft as he wondered, "You think that'd be smart? Just... brush him off?"



Smiling sheepishly, Kylie affirmed, "Yeah, absolutely." She then looped an arm around Andy's neck and pulled him in close, stumbling him up a bit. "Look, the way I see it, Grumpy, if he brings us down to his level, he'll win. We can't let him intimidate us."



Andrew quickly sputtered out a short, "But, what about the dirt he--"



"He's a twat, he's just trying to scare us," Kylie reassured. "Wanna know how we get back at him?"



Wiggling free of Kylie's lazy chokehold, Andy tentatively asked, "How?"



With a cat-like reflex, Kylie grabbed Andy again and pulled him back over to her. "By playing some fucking video games! You, me, pizza, and Halo. You game, or are you game?"



"I uh..." Andy turned his eyes low, doubt welling up in the back of his mind. After a brief hesitation, he smiled a short, "Alright, you're on, then. Aren't you still grounded, though?"



"Yep, I am; that's why we're going to your house," grinned Kylie as she scooped up the discarded styrofoam soup cup and smashed soda can, then sauntered away to dispose of them.



I hope this works. Problems don't always just go away when you ignore them.



Andy carefully maneuvered after Kylie, tailing her to the center of campus, which was still crowded with students as they emptied out of sight and into their classes. The day was almost up, just a bit more grind to endure before it was freedom, however temporary that freedom was before it started all over again in typical rinse-and-repeat fashion.



Harry remained out of sight throughout the remainder of the school day, much to Andy's relief. He couldn't shake the feeling, however, that he was being watched. Wherever he sat in his classes, whichever path he tried to take between periods, and even on his way out to the parking lot when the final bell had sounded, the he couldn't shake the paranoia. 



During the ride home, his concerns continued pestering him incessantly.



He had to have been bluffing. If he wasn't... what could he possibly have on me? Unless... no. No, he couldn't have... could he?


Toil and Trouble

Chapter 20 - Toil and Trouble



- Day 14 -




Hung high in the night sky, the crescent moon was on the cusp of disappearing, preparing to start its cycle anew. Until such a saving grace occurred, however, it was unhindered by the clouds, which had all but vanished from the sky without a trace. The moon was but a faint glimmer, but its menacing influence held just as firmly as the curse it commanded. 



Just past midnight, Andrew lay in his bed, staring blankly up at the ceiling in contemplation, left restless as his anxieties robbed him of a good night's sleep once more. His room was practically pitch black, save for the faint light bleeding in through his closed blinds from the street light outside, and even though it was quiet enough to hear a pin drop, the serenity of the still atmosphere didn't do nearly enough to put him at ease. 



If anything, it only made him more restless.



The lingering physical soreness that followed his horrific physical transformations had only just subsided, but it still did nothing to relax him. The thought of being turned into a female still hadn't fallen out of the realm of outlandish and absurd to him, despite the tedious repetition of it beginning to set in. But by then, he also knew that he only needed to wait until dawn for his altered form to bugger off for a while. 



Karl said he was hard at work still. I hope it doesn't take too much longer, he thought, absentmindedly drumming his fingers on his stomach over the fabric of his T-shirt. Weird that he barely asked for my help outside of copying from the journal. I guess it really is too complicated for me. Probably for the best, I guess.



Every so often, he glanced over to his PC, able to faintly make out the contours of his computer monitor reflecting the soft glow from the window off of its glossy plastic surface. Throughout the night, he constantly considered returning to his waiting computer, or even taking a stroll through the chilly night air. Anything to draw his mind away from the worries that constantly begged his attention. Yet, he refrained for fear of messing up an already botched sleep schedule. 



I'll lay here all night if I have to. Kylie does it all the time. I can be stubborn like her, too. He defiantly huffed through his nostrils. Hm... I wonder what Kylie's doing, anyway? Gah, gotta stop! It's only keeping me up.



His previously perpetual resting face eased into a soft smile at the thought of his favorite redhead. All of his worries seemed to magically fade away after that, with minimal effort. Gone were the troubling threats uttered by Harry, or his uncertainties over when his curse would be removed from him.



It didn't take long for his will to be broken as he relented, Still, though....



Like a wildfire, daydreams of Kylie slowly began to sweep through his head, sparking an excitement in him which only served to keep him awake longer. He allowed such thoughts in without further protest, accepting them as one of the few shreds of comfort he could conjure up at such a troubling time in his life. Yet, it was inadequate. Nothing replaced the face-to-face blunt pep talk from the one person he knew would knock him back into shape without hesitation.



Tempted as he was to make a reach for his phone to mitigate his impatience, he knew that if anybody answered, it was going to be Karl. The idea was quickly relinquished.  



As his desperately tired mind wandered, so, too, did his hand after a time. His drumming fingers began to travel along his feminine form, inching south in reluctant advances, eventually slipping below the sheets pulled up to his waist. 



From that point on, he blanked. 



His hand seemed to take on a life of its own as it tentatively explored a foreign anatomy, making his rejection to the notion two weeks prior all the more futile in hindsight. Andrew's hindsight had all but vanished by that point, however. Raging teen hormones mingled with lewd fantasies he wouldn't dare discuss in mixed company, resulting in an act that could only have been described as natural for anyone his age, sans the curse. 



The point which he would normally have denied himself such an indulgence had long since passed. The tender caressing he carelessly allowed his fingertips to perform down below sparked an electrifying ecstasy which pierced straight through his body, causing his legs to fidget slightly beneath his sheets. Losing himself, he never once took notice that his eyes fluttered in the dark, his pulse quickened to a light thumping against his chest, and his breath became faintly ragged with heated sighs of discreet bliss.



But before long, the surreal, dream-like experience finally dawned on him through his exhausted perception as being all too real.



Wait... wait, what the hell am I doing?!



With a muted shriek coupled with a frightened gasp, Andy fiercely yanked his hand from his shorts and sat up, furrowing his brow as concern set deeply into his features. 



Why would I do that?! Have I gone fucking insane?!



Suddenly, he shot up from his bed and threw open the door to his room, dragging a few blankets up to the threshold as he went. With several clumsy hops on his good foot, he navigated through the dark hallway and entered the bathroom, where he flipped the light on and began furiously scrubbing his hands of the self-exploration under the running sink faucet. 



Every so often, his eyes glanced up at the flustered, blushing reflection of himself in the mirror, casting a self-deprecating glare at it, only to follow it up with a disappointed shake of his head.



Oh man, if Kylie found out about this... she's not going to find out. Nobody will. This curse is gonna be fixed, and I'll never have to think about this again.



Allowing himself one last shame-ridden glimpse at his reflection, he brushed the light switch off with a swipe of his hand and awkwardly hopped his way back towards his room with his hands dripping water and soap.



Before he could reach his door, the hallway light switched on as Madeline's voice groggily grumbled from behind, "What are you still doing up, Andrew?"



Andy froze with widened eyes as he turned his gaze over his shoulder, seeing his mother standing in the doorway to her room with her hair standing up all over the place, and her plaid pajama bottoms bunched up around her knees. She seemed to be wincing from the light hitting her, having to use her hand to shield her face while her eyes adjusted to the nearby bulb on the wall.



"Uh... I was..." Andy murmured, thumbing towards the bathroom, "I had to uh... eat the... toilet. Yeah, that."



Madeline deadpanned, pulling her hand from her face as she stared down her trembling son. "You're so weird, Andrew," she snorted. "Why is your face so damn red?"



Andrew quickly turned his face away from his mother, pulling his bangs down over it to obscure its crimson coloration. "N-nothing! Nothing! It's just uh... y'know, stuff," he stammered over his sentence, bolting his eyes back and forth.



With a yawn, Madeline nonchalantly asked, "Honey, are you okay? You're acting like you're hiding something again."



"No, no!" Andy yelped as he resumed hopping his way towards his room, "I'm fine! I'm fine, I-I'm cool, seriously." 



Madeline simply rolled her eyes, accepting that she wasn't going to be getting the scoop as to whatever was bugging him. "If you say so, baby. Just, go back to bed; you have school in the morning."



"S-sure thing, mom," Andy nervously whimpered.



Madeline then unleashed another yawn as she switched the hallway light off, then slipped back into her room and pushed the door closed behind her with the bottom of her foot. 



As he retreated back into his own room, Andy threw his door shut, only to immediately place his arm in the path of the closing door, halting it abruptly. His presence of mind hadn't been lost entirely, as he realized the cost of slamming a door so late at night. Instead, he very gently pressed it shut with as little noise as possible.



Last thing I need is another confrontation over slamming the stupid door again, he thought as he threw himself onto his bed.



There he continued to lay, arms folded over his chest, stubbornly squishing his breasts flat with his forearms, as if to deny the modest assets the right to exist. He knew he was sure not to get any sleep by then. Not after that. With sunrise still hours away, he was practically on the verge of throwing caution to the wind and firing up the PC again, welcoming the notion of surviving the remainder of the day half-asleep.



But even then, he had something new to concern him. His own sexually curious impulses, the likes of which he scolded himself over yielding to, even if just once. 



Don't even think about getting comfy in this body. It's going away, and after that, I can move on with my life. That's that.





~*~

Later That Day...

~*~






Evening was setting in as the sun began its inevitable descent towards the horizon. Being such a time of the day, the already quiet neighborhood the Ancalime and O'Doherty families took up residency in was even quieter. Everyone had yet to come home from work, and school had only just let out. Everything was still and silent, save for the sounds of someone loudly sawing from inside their home.



The ceaseless noise was originating from Kylie's house, where Karl was busy toiling away. 



Dressed in a worn pair of khaki shorts and a white tank top, Karl sat hunched over an aging red oak workbench in the shade of his garage, surrounded by old car parts, wall-mounted shelves lined with toolboxes, and crates of dusty family possessions gathering cobwebs. Propped up in the center of the room above a subtle oil slick impressed onto the concrete stood a customized blue Harley Davidson chopper which acted as decidedly the cleanest, most well-preserved thing out of the whole lot. 



Armed with a hacksaw, Karl sliced away sections of a feverishly cleaned human femur bone, dividing it into portions no bigger than his palm. He was aided by a diminutive, rusted lamp craned over the face of the workbench, illuminating the spoils of his tireless sawing which took the form of a fine grey powder encircling the bone. With every breath that escaped his nose, the dust swept around, giving rise to small plumes that lingered in the air.



"Madeline, did you find the ring?" he asked in a raised voice, setting the hacksaw down and dragging a red face towel across his damp forehead. 



Maddy suddenly rushed in through the door that lead into the rest of the house, clapping her feet on the floor with flip-flops as an unzipped University of Arizona hoodie flailed over her torso with every hurried step. Pinched in her fingers was a golden ring with diamonds embedded into it in a lavishly intricate design.



"Yes, yeah, I have it, I found it!" she yelped, setting the ring onto the workbench before Karl. "Little shit was hiding at the bottom of the case. How's the bone coming along?"



"I have it portioned out, but now I have to grind it up," rumbled Karl as he swept up the ring and looked it over under a small, silver magnifying glass. 



Expectantly, Madeline chirped, "We set?"



Karl fell silent for a short moment as he investigated the piece of extravagant jewelry, counting out the various individual chips of diamond set into it with the end of a small Phillips screwdriver. Placing it down, he then turned his attention to his binder full of hastily scribbled notes, looking over the recipe he had copied from William's journal. 



"Almost," Karl murmured. "We still need the hair samples and...." 



With one brow arched, Madeline craned her head over the mess of notes, cooing, "...And?"



"And a sample of Kylie's blood," grumbled Karl.



Madeline sharply inhaled through gritted teeth as she tentatively asked, "How much are you going to need?"



Turning his eyes back towards the sliced up bone before him, Karl replied, "Not much. Only a small amount."



"I assume you know how you're going to convince her to agree to drawing up blood?" prodded Madeline.



Pushing out a soft sigh, Karl reclined back in his seat and intertwined his fingers atop his belly as he reasoned, "I won't need to convince her. She already knows that she's crucial to fixing all of this." 



"If you say so, Karl," Madeline sighed before turning her attention to the divided bone. "Where the hell did you even get that thing, anyway?"



"The internet," Karl dismissively murmured, absorbing himself in thought as he added, "You know, it's a damn good thing you found that journal. Nowhere does it mention we need 3 grams of ground human bone in the spell book, just that we needed bone in general."



"William must have gotten pretty tight with Eve to figure out some of this stuff," mused Madeline. 



Twirling his fiery red beard between his fingers, Karl apprehensively admitted, "I'm not so sure of the vague wording on some of these instructions, though. He never listed a particular moon cycle to do the ritual under, and the spell book makes no mention it, either."



"Maybe it just means anytime the moon's out?" Madeline reasoned, raising one shoulder in a shrug. "I mean, that's how the curse seems to be working. Maybe the solution works like that, too."



"Maybe," mumbled Karl, intently staring down his binder with his brow furrowed. "I don't know how willing I am to risk it."



The quiet atmosphere was soon broken when the sound of a truck pulling into the driveway muffled through the closed garage door. The rhythmic growling of its powerful engine was unmistakable in how it rumbled the floor beneath them. Both of the parents had their attention grabbed by the light quaking, and straight away, they knew exactly who had returned. 



"Hm! Speaking of," laughed Madeline as she leaned against the chopper. "Looks like we can break out that awkward conversation sooner than we thought."



Karl merely grumbled to himself as he buried his nose in his notes again, eyeing a sloppily copied sketch of a pentagram with jotted down text flanking it. Outside, the truck's door slammed shut, and seconds later, the front door was heard opening and closing, all to the sound of sneakers eagerly stomping about. 



"Dad, I'm home!" Kylie called out.



"We're in here, dear," replied Karl with a slight dread evident in his voice.



"Jesus, you're still working in there?" asked Kylie in a bit of a whine as she poked her head in through the wooden door Madeline first emerged from. "I thought you said you were going to help me with my PC today!"



"The computer can wait," snapped Karl as he motioned for Kylie to come closer. "I think I'm coming close to getting this ritual all worked out, and I'll to be needing your help very soon." 



"Hi, Kylie!" grinned Madeline.



"Oh, hey there, Maddy," Kylie returned the smile as she slipped her way into the garage, adjusting her skirt before it ended up hiking up her knees. With slight exasperation evident in her voice, she added, "I dropped off Andy. He fell on his face at school today, so that was fun."



Madeline gasped as her brow shot upwards. "Oh God, is he okay?!"



Hastily, Kylie reached over and placed a consoling hand on Maddy's arm. "Relax, he didn't hurt anything but his dignity. Like a dummy, he tried to crutch his way over a wet floor." 



Resting a hand on her chest, Madeline sighed a relieved, "Alright, I'm taking your word for it, honey. But if I go home and see he has another bleeding head wound, I'm gonna bitch slap someone!"



"It can't be me, because I already got bitch slapped," smirked Kylie, pointing to her cheek, which still had traces of scabs speckled over it.



Karl, however, was unconcerned by the banter. Coldly and concisely, he began, "Kylie, I'm going to need to draw blood from you for the ritual."



The sudden proposition seemed to take Kylie off guard, robbing her of her usual snappy, immediate retorts. At first, she furrowed her brow, then squinted in confusion, before settling on a look of slight amusement at the bluntness her father flaunted. Approaching the workbench, she curiously eyed the chopped bone laid out atop it, and the expensive ring placed alongside it.



"Damn, you can tell when he's in the zone, Maddy, because he treats even me like just another tool in his toolbox," Kylie remarked as she folded her arms over her sweater-garbed chest. Her words were particularly cutting in the wake of her apparent dissatisfaction. 



Karl seemed to realize just how deeply he had invested himself in his work. Halfheartedly as it were, he did manage to conjure a slight smile as he reached a hand over and rubbed at Kylie's shoulder. With a bass-laden murmur, he explained, "I'm sorry, dear. This has just been quite a stress on me, that's all. I can't afford to make any mistakes with this."



A sympathetic smile pulling at one end of her mouth, Kylie leaned down and looped her arms around her father, purring, "It's okay, dad. I know you wanna see this through just like the rest of us. I'm here to help, you know that."



His own weathered and exhausted expression turning more sincere, Karl continued, "Then I'm going to need that sample right quick. We can't save Andrew without it."



"How're we going to get my blood, exactly?" Kylie tentatively asked. "I mean, I could always play the Super Nintendo version of Doom. That'll make my eyes bleed."



Madeline audibly snorted as she stifled a laugh. Still not budging, though, Karl further clarified, "I have the supplies to safely draw the blood in my closet. We'll dig them out in a bit, after I've finished here."



A puzzled look passing over her face, Kylie seemed as though she didn't truly want to know as she pried, "Aaaand how in the world did you get those kinds of medical supplies?" 



"The internet," blurted Karl. "Point being, once I have enough, I won't have to ask you again. If everything works out, we'll only need to do the ritual once."



On that note, Madeline pushed herself away from the chopper and started for the exit. "Well, it seems like you've got everything rolling. I'm gonna head home and check on my clumsy son before he gets himself into any more trouble."



"See ya, Maddy!" chirped Kylie.



Turning his head over his shoulder, Karl quickly added, "Tell Andrew that Kylie's no longer grounded, if you will, please. I think they've learned their lesson. For now, anyway." 



Beaming a smile, Kylie hopped up and down, giggling, "Yes! Ah-HA! I'm free! I can get all my shit back!"



"Language," Karl firmly warned. 



"I guess it's about time I let Andrew off the leash, too, then. Catch you two later," beamed Madeline as she stepped into the house, leaving through the front door shortly thereafter.



Turning his attention from the door and back onto his overjoyed daughter, Karl was quick to temper Kylie's excitement, continuing, "Yeah, you have your stuff back. Now, you can go visit Andrew without having to sneak out."



"Uh, what? Sneak? Who? What?" Kylie sputtered with widened eyes, straightening her broken glasses as her hopping quickly drew to a halt. "I have no idea what you're talking about."



"Of course you don't," breathed Karl, turning his attention back to his notes. "The safe's combination is 0-4-5-1. Keep your hands off my Ruger, or there'll be hell to pay."



"YES! Thank you, thank you!" boomed Kylie, clapping her hands together as she rushed over and planted a kiss on Karl's bald head, only to start spitting off to the side with a soured expression. "Ugh! Blah! Jesus Christ, dad, you're saltier than the food they serve at school!" 



Finally, that cracked his shell. Humming a reserved laugh, Karl belatedly disclosed, "Should probably be wary about trying to have a taste of my head, then."



"Ooh, you still haven't lost your cheek, though, have ya, dad?" smiled Kylie as she exited the garage with a slight bounce in her step.



For a moment longer, Karl held firm to that smile, salvaging a shred of solace in the midst of the daunting task placed at his feet. The small taste of humor and energy exhibited by his daughter did wonders for his sanity after working tirelessly for days straight. Even so, he was acutely aware that there was little time for messing about. 



Taking a fine point knife in his hand, he very gingerly pried a single diamond chip from the gold ring, placing it far from any edges where it might fall from. 



Every so often, he glanced over to his binder that lay open. On the pages, he could see the incomplete spell verse that Kylie was to recite, having painstakingly translated it from a convoluted offshoot of Latin. He glowered subtly at the sight, resolving to put it out of his mind for the time being until all the necessary components were in place. 



The time for action was readily approaching.


New Moon

Chapter 21 - New Moon



- Day 15 -




School's out! Every student at Davis High School eagerly poured out of their classrooms as the final bell unceremoniously blared. After a long day, even the overworked and underpaid teachers flaunted visible relief that yet another monotonous schedule had hobbled its way to its overdue conclusion. The general mood among the crowds funneling towards the school buses and parking lot was exhaustion, with practically no exception. 



None, other than one particularly ecstatic redhead stomping around the campus at high speeds, raving and ranting at the top of her lungs.  



"Come on, Grumpy; today's the day!" Kylie enthusiastically hollered, dragging Andrew's distended backpack around with one hand as she sprinted towards her truck in the student parking lot.



"Hold on, I can't go that fast!" Andy called out, crutching his way along as quickly as he could.



Disarming the alarm with her keychain, Kylie tossed the backpack in the bed of the truck, then popped open the passenger's side door, further beaming, "C'moooon, I can't wait! This is gonna be fucking amazing!"



"Chill your lady boner, I'm almost there!" chuckled Andy as he reached the truck, then tossed his crutches into the back along with his change of clothes. Afterwords, he hoisted himself up into his seat with a helpful push from Kylie.



"Get in there! We've got a date with destiny!" Kylie boomed as she slammed the door shut, then sprinted her way around to the driver's side.



She then jumped into the driver's seat, pulled her door shut, jammed the keys into the ignition, and floored the truck out of the parking lot as an obnoxious screech rung from the back tires against the asphalt. In her haste, she nearly knocked a mirror off one of the doors as she passed by the perimeter fence and out onto the highway. Thankfully for the both of them, they did so without traffic cluttering up the road, for once. 



Her exuded energy was contagious, as even Andy, who still hadn't quite fully gotten used to her excessively reckless driving, managed to take on a huge grin as he bounced in his seat.



"Okay! We're clear of school! Let's slow down a little before we die, Kylie," Andy pleaded behind thinly veiled excitement, gripping his hands firmly to the seat, despite having his seat belt clicked into place. 



Kylie turned a sidelong glance over to Andy as her lips pulled into a mischievous little smirk. "Oh, I know you love the thrill of almost dying. Don't deny it!"



"Noooo, no, no, I don't! I like the thrill of living!" Andrew affirmed with a hard nod.



Kylie gently pressed her foot to the brake petal while easing up on the gas, slowing the truck to match the speed of passing cars. "Fuck, I haven't been this amped since I heard they were making new Star Wars movies!" she giggled.



"I'm pumped, too!" Andy glowed. "You have both the passes, right?"



"Abso-fuckin'-lutely! They're right in my pocket," Kylie blurted, sharply veering the truck around a corner, causing both of them to lean to one side. 



"You think our parents are going to be cool with this?" wondered Andy.



One end of Kylie's lips tugged upwards, forming a wicked half-smile as she carelessly reasoned, "If they have an issue with this, they'll have to take it up with us after we're done."



Choking back a noticeable tension, Andy added, "And you're absolutely sure there's going to be no moon tonight?"



"Yep!" chirped Kylie. "This is our one sure chance at making this happen before you're back on the cycle."



Loosing a sigh of relief, Andy said, "Alright, then let's make the best of it! While we can, anyway."



Through congested streets and bustling freeways, the two journeyed far away from the part of town they normally frequented, traveling several miles up north, towards city limits. As they drove, traffic gradually became less dense, as did the frequency of stop lights - something Kylie relished. The sparse grouping of skyscrapers that rose from the downtown area became specks in the distance the farther out they went. 



By the time they closed in on their destination, the passing houses gradually became noticeably newer; luxurious almost in their construction. Gone was the sight of crusty 30-year-old homes and scrap-cluttered yards, no longer could they be found. Instead, every home that caught their eye had a clear, clean lawn with lush grass growing from them, towered over by white, two story houses that resembled infinitely more costly versions of Andrew's comparatively humble abode. They couldn't have been older than a few years, judging by their immaculately spotless appearance and modern, sleek aesthetics. 



"You see that?" said Kylie, pointing a finger beyond the houses and trees. 



"Is that...?" Andy muttered, squinting his eyes as he leaned in towards the dash for a better look.



"You bet your grouchy arse it is," smirked Kylie. 



Less than a mile from them was a sprawling white shopping center, encircled by a spacious parking lot packed full of cars from end to end. Like the rest of the houses in the community, that structure definitely hadn't been there for long, given that it was lacking the usual wear and tear of the malls they were accustomed to. 



As they drove closer, stylized, illuminated signs became visible at the mouth of the snugly crowded lot. The displays dealt in the typical fare of national corporate clothing, merchandise, and fast food brands. But among all of the logos so brazenly showcased, the one that caught their eye was of a stylized Atari 2600 joystick with its cord coiling around the boldly defined words, 'Thumbstick Arcade.'



For Andrew, nothing could have stomped flat his excitement after laying eyes upon that logo. I don't even care if I start to turn, I'll just use the change of clothes. The curse isn't gonna ruin this day for me.



After navigating through an intersection and squeezing into the maze of cars that filled the parking lot, the truck managed to wiggle its way into the one empty spot they found after several minutes of frantic searching and eager bickering. 



Kylie dropped her sneakered feet out onto the asphalt, nearly forgetting her own keys in the ignition in her absentminded impatience. Andrew, though slowed due to his injured foot, was still quick to retrieve his crutches and hurry after Kylie, who seemed to have been resisting with every fiber of her hyperactive being the urge to make a nimble bolt for the busy entrance of the mall.



"So close," Kylie whined, "soooo close... I can't. I need it! I want it!"



Arching a brow as he crutched his way between the cars, Andy remarked, "Easy there, Liz, don't blow your load before we get there."



"I'll blow my load all over your face if you don't hurry up, dammit!" Kylie jocularly barked.



"That a promise?" said Andy, preying upon her lewd humor with his own poke of fun. 



"That's a threat," Kylie swiftly snapped back, quickly confirming her only jesting with a mischievous grin cast back at Andrew.



The walk felt like forever, but they eventually did navigate through the rows and rows of parked cars, easing their way through the sliding doors that comprised the windowed entrance of the mall.



They stepped in through a second pair of sliding doors, and immediately, they were overwhelmed with the rush of industrial air conditioning blowing against their faces, the sounds of shopper's combined conversations culminating in a disorienting cacophony, and strangers of all walks brushing past them.



Stretching before the duo was a towering fortress of shops and restaurants, all urging the nearest passerby a moment of their time with their colorful advertising and shameless promotions plastered upon their display glass. The tactics had no effect on the teens, however. They eagerly made their way up the escalators, rising to the second floor, and after a brief argument over where to head next in the confusing crowd they steeped themselves in, they resumed pushing forward in diligent persistence.



Their ultimate goal was at the far end of the bustling shopping center, situated right across a book store, of all things. The arcade was made obvious, as its logo - not unlike its design facing the street outside - was brightly illuminated with neon lighting that cast an unmistakable reddish-orange glow onto the polished white floor it overlooked. 



"Here it is," said Kylie, her voice endowed with a sincere reverence.



Andrew stared up at the logo before him, then down to the set of glass double doors that marked the arcade's entrance. "You ready?" he harshly breathed out. 



"Let's do this," Kylie playfully growled.



With a few steps forward, the two pushed open the doors simultaneously and entered the establishment. Straight away, the parting of the soundproofed glass blasted them with wacky sound effects and adrenaline-fueled soundtracks coming from the nearby video games.



What greeted them was a virtual wonderland filled to the brim with arcade cabinets of all sorts. From the Street Fighter joystick decks, to the Cruis'n racing seats, right down to the classic light gun shooters. Peeking out from beyond them, there even still existed working vintage machines along the lines of Donkey Kong, Galaga, and the tried and true Pac-Man.



Off to the side, away from the sea of arcade machines, was an adjacent room dedicated specifically for home consoles of all kinds, from the Xbox One's straight down to the relic Intellivision's. They were all there in all their well-maintained glory. 



It was as if they stepped into another world - a world catered specifically for them. The tantalizingly vast selection had drawn other people to the scene as well, all of them of a comparable age to the duo stood at the door. 



The dancing 90's-styled neon lighting scattered about the walls and ceiling glimmered off the lone lens of Kylie's disfigured glasses as she stared on in amazement, Andrew's awe closely mirroring hers. 



One step away from foaming at the mouth, she simply uttered, "Happy belated birthday, Grumpy."





~*~

Meanwhile...

~*~






While Kylie and Andrew were busy unwinding, Karl still relentlessly worked to prepare for the ritual from the comfort of his home. 



Out in his living area, he had dragged the coffee table and recliner far out of the way to create a clearing in the center of the room. Splayed out across the carpeting were several large pieces of white construction paper taped together to form a single sheet, evenly spanning five feet across. Carefully drawn out upon the entirety of the paper in a black paint was a pentagram with a complete chart of the moon cycles encircling the outermost ring. 



Marked within the empty spaces between the five points which comprised the star were runic symbols of a decidedly arcane nature, mimicking the same unusual claw-like markings found within the spell book. All of them pointed inwards in some way or another, towards the center of the design, as if begging for something to be set within it. 



Sat back atop the couch with the Trangeminiti opened across his lap, and a leg propped up atop his knee, Karl patiently studied the faded, aged contents of the book, absorbing every last word he could in his efforts to gain a complete understanding of the winding, twisting passages and intentionally cryptic illustrations. His reading was aided by a pencil pinched in his fingers, tracing along each word with the eraser end, using a touch ever so gentle, as to not damage or smudge any of the book's contents. 



Accompanying him was Madeline, resting on the recliner moved halfway into the kitchen. Every so often, her nap was interrupted by a short cough or a snore. Placed along the arm rest was her smartphone, only a short reach away should anything come up that concerned her. 



"Hrm," Karl rumbled beneath his breath, "I think I have the design down."



Madeline slid her eyes open and pushed out a soft yawn as she asked, "You mean that pentagram?"



"For the pentagram, yeah," nodded Karl.



"So, gimme a guesstimate; how close are we to the ritual?" Madeline plainly inquired as she slid off the recliner and carefully maneuvered around the illustration on the floor to come to a stand next to Karl.



"Very close," he muttered, his eyes still refusing to break from the spell book, "I have the design, the diamond, the hair samples from Andrew and Kylie, the blood, the bone... now, I just need to teach Kylie the spell and manner to summon the magic."



"Think it'll be easy?" Madeline cooed.



"Relatively speaking? No, not really," breathed Karl.



That seemed to visibly discourage Madeline as pushed out a short sigh. For a few moments, her stare bored down upon pentagram on the floor contemplatively. Stuffing her hands into the pockets of her jeans, she simply stood there. Not a word, nor peep. It was as if the damning notion of something going wrong dawned upon her in once more. 



Karl was so absorbed in his research, he failed to witness the bothered frown impressed onto Madeline's features.



Nevertheless, he did still take notice to the unusual silence. It didn't take long before he reassured, "The process will be safe, I promise. I'm doing everything in my power to make certain this works exactly how it's supposed to."



Madeline nodded, then parted her lips to say something, only to bite it back. Her hesitation was all too obvious in light of her usual inability to keep herself quiet. 



She eventually resolved to get it out in the open, "Karl, I have to ask, why are you trying so much harder this time? What's driving you to see this thing finally put to rest?"



"You mean compared to when I was helping Chris?" said Karl, turning his eyes up to Madeline, who offered a short nod in reply. "I suppose it's the lack of resistance this time. Christopher was so stubborn on doing everything himself, even if his inability to fully comprehend the contents of the spell book resulted in failure every time. You know that, and I know it, too."



"Yes, I do," Madeline murmured with a disappointed shake of her head, "but I know there's more to it than that."



"I'd also like to see your son live a normal life," Karl calmly continued. 



Madeline's gaze shifted to look Karl in the eye. She wasn't buying it. "With how far back Chris' family and yours go, I know there's something you're not telling me," she pressed.



Pulling his lips into a warm smile, Karl set his pencil down atop the pages of the spell book and intertwined his hands atop it. "I can't fool you, can I, Madeline?" he laughed. 



Madeline bounced one shoulder in a shrug as she presumed, "I just know there's more to this than I've been told. I'm an outsider, I'm not part of the O'Doherty bloodline, but I can still try to understand what's going on."



"Alright, then yes, there's a more personal motive in this for me," Karl admitted. "I never told you about what I had to go through living as an Ancalime in the UK. What the rest of my family had to go through bearing the same surname shared by a feared practitioner of the dark arts."



Madeline's interest became visibly renewed as she took a seat on the couch next to Karl, placing her hands in her lap as she asked, "So, what Eve did was known to other people as well?"



"Of course," said Karl, sounding none too pleased with having to tread over it, "she made it a point to spread rumors of her abilities, to intimidate her enemies, and discourage anyone from taking action against her. The reputation stuck, even long after she had died."



"You couldn't just... y'know, explain it to people that you want nothing to do with what she did?" Madeline reasoned.



"They wouldn't listen," Karl grumbled, flicking his hands up before flopping them down onto the face of the book in a gesture of exasperated defeat. "My parents, and their parents before them tried to clear their name, but it was too late. Superstition won out over logical thinking. Our entire family was branded as witches."



"Oh, so that's why you came to America," Madeline assumed, scowling at the thought.



"I came to America to protect my daughter," asserted Karl, his voice wrought with indignation. "Shortly after she was born, Megan and I packed our things, took Kylie, and left London. It wasn't because of the greener pastures, it was because I feared for the safety of my little girl."



"Hey, I'm not judging! It's for the best; after all, I can't imagine growing up with that kind of reputation would be easy," mused Madeline. 



"It wasn't easy for me," Karl mumbled dejectedly, "it was hellish. The ridicule, the deceit, the assaults. All the lies said about us, all the self-proclaimed witch hunters trying to have a go at me when they thought no one else was around. I wasn't going to let Kylie live that life, too."   



A short silence followed as Madeline carefully looked over Karl's face with an almost meticulous scrutiny. Before she could even conjure up another syllable, she suddenly brought herself forward and pulled Karl into a loving hug, her inflection as sincere as it's ever been, "Karl, I'm so, so sorry this happened to you and your family. I had no idea it was that bad for you guys."



Karl brought up his arms and returned the hug. "And I'm sorry this happened to your son," he murmured, meeting Madeline's gaze again as she began to pull away. With a hand lingering upon her shoulder, he staunchly declared, "But we're finally going to make this right, once and for all. For you, Chris, and I, but above all else, for them."



"For them," smiled Madeline.





***






A few hours had passed since the two teens set off upon their wild video gaming adventure, and by the time they decided to pry themselves from the addictive thrills, the exhilarated duo had exhausted most of the excess energy they had built up over the day. 



The sun was beginning to set, tinting the sky a brilliant fiery orange as it neared the horizon. The stars were beginning to faintly dot themselves in the heavens beyond the reddish wisps of clouds, but still there was no moon to be seen. It was like a gift of its own, to be surely spared of a transformation. For once, to have that guarantee that nothing would go wrong.



After Kylie and Andrew departed from the arcade, they had decided to take the rest of their outing to the park only a few blocks away from the mall. There they lounged on one of the many concrete tables that dotted the grassy field, using the actual seating as a foot rest. 



The public spot's evident maintenance and care fit well into the higher standards set by the surrounding neighborhoods. It proudly boasted more evenly paved roads, cleaner drinking fountains, elaborately designed playgrounds, and even a small pond that vibrantly reflected the sky above.  



Time flew by as personal stories were shared back and forth in slightly exaggerated tellings. Every so often, they started eagerly one-upping each other with movie quotes, all while sharing from a bag of caramel popcorn situated between them. Their problems were set aside for a short time, if only to allow them to actually take in the fun like the breath of desperately needed fresh air it was. 



"Oh, you'd be surprised at how much better at Resident Evil you are than I am," Andy laughed, carrying on a prior conversation as he snacked on the popcorn clutched in his hand.



"Really?" Kylie canted her head, somewhat surprised by such a notion, "I couldn't hang on to a herb if my life depended on it, though."



"Uh, ma'am, the H is silent," Andy teased at her thick accent with a mischievous smirk



"Oooh, we're going there again," snickered Kylie as she playfully shoved Andy in the shoulder. "I'll have you know that my pronunciation is a sign of regal awesomeness, sir!"



"You got the awesomeness part right, I'll let you have that," concurred Andy, "but you're not up-your-own-ass enough to be regal."



"Yeah, you're right," Kylie nodded, working to hold back another laugh, "I'm only seventeen percent up-my-own-arse. Just enough to be a Let's Player on YouTube."



"Oh, ouch! Ow! That hurt, Kylie!" griped Andy as he placed a hand to his chest, all in the name of a lighthearted jest. "You're killin' me!" 



"Nah, I like your Let's Plays, Grumpy," grinned Kylie, looping an arm over Andrew's shoulders. "I'm biased, though, so don't listen to me."



Smiling sheepishly, Andy promptly asserted, "I'll listen to you, anyway, so nyeer!" 



Pushing out an amused huff, Kylie then seemed to oddly fall silent after that. It wasn't an abrupt pause, but a gradual one, as though something beckoned her from the moment. Her eyes fixed on the horizon, where the sun had finally disappeared, leaving only a steadily fading glow in the distance as night crept over it.



She wore a poorly hidden pensive expression. A toiling intellect stirred within her as she pondered quietly to herself. Even so, her arm remained clasped around Andrew, never once loosening its grip, as if the young man at her side provided her with a sense of security, the likes of which seemed scarcely found elsewhere.



Andy was quick to catch on. I know that look.



The volume of his voice lowering to a hush, he cordially asked, "What's on your mind, Kylie?" as his own arm looped over the small of the redhead's back. 



"It keeps popping back into my head, that's all," she apprehensively murmured.



"The ritual, you mean?" Andrew gingerly queried. 



Kylie nodded, lowering her eyes down to her lap, then settling them upon Andrew's face. "I'm still kind of... well, kinda scared, honestly. That I might mess it all up."



Andrew placed the bag of popcorn on his lap, allowing him the ample space to scoot closer to Kylie. Being so close, it was practically impossible to miss the slight furrow of her brow, or the uncertainty faintly dancing across her sullen eyes. 



Meeting her gaze with his own, he tenderly began, "I can't blame you for being scared. I'm scared, too. This is a really, really... really weird time for all of us."



"Especially with you and I," Kylie facetiously muttered, "what with me kinda being a witch, and you turning into a girl a lot."



"Exactly," Andy modestly smiled, "like you said, we're in this together. For better or worse."



"I wanna hope for the better, but I can't help but lean towards the worst, all things considering," Kylie admitted, dejection slipping through her every utterance. 



"I'll be there with you every step of the way, just like your dad will," Andy assured. "I know you're more capable than you give yourself credit for, Kylie. You've proven that way too many times."



Kylie pushed out a self-deprecating laugh as she somewhat pessimistically reasoned, "But those times, I never had to wield magic."



"True, very true, but the principle still stands," Andy said, raising the index finger of his free hand and placing the end against the tip of Kylie's nose, causing her to center her eyes upon it. "You're a badass. For as long as I've known you, there's never been a jam you couldn't get out of."



"This might be the jam to end all jams, though, Grumpy," sighed Kylie as she took Andrew's hand into her own, lowering it down to her lap.



"Nah, nah, this is just hard mode, that's all," Andy optimistically explained. "You know how my mom always says we don't have the right to complain, 'cause we haven't hit the shit in life yet?"



Kylie rolled her eyes at the thought. "Oh, she went on about that when I complained about my Android's screen cracking. That was... fun." 



"Yeah, well, we just hit our own brand of shit, but we're still going, and we're gonna keep going, because fuck the odds," Andy energetically encouraged. 



Kylie let loose a hummed laugh in a quieted voice as she beamed what could have only been deemed as admiration at the somewhat sappy young man. Something he said must have cause something to click in her, because from that point on, she couldn't shake the puppy-dog eyes, or the charmed, unwavering eye contact. It was as if the pep talk normally reserved for her own doing was turned on its head and repurposed for use by Andrew to a staggering effect.



It was a turn of events, but it seemed to be one she didn't mind. 



"How did you do that?" she asked, genuine curiosity in her inflection.



"Do what? Fuck the odds?" smirked Andy.



"No, no... well, yes," Kylie snorted, "but I meant more like... how'd you pick me up so quick? I felt like complete shit just a second ago."



"It's only 'cause I know ya so well, Liz," whispered Andy, his smile broadening.



There was a brief hesitation in Kylie after that. She glanced down to her hand still intertwined with Andrew's, coy contemplation painted upon her features as she lightly bit down on her lip. After a moment, she pulled her glasses off with her other hand and directed her attention back towards Andy, looking to him knowingly.



She said nothing. Not a single utterance, yet her body language spoke volumes well over what any glib remark or softly spoken banter could have done justice. She began to lean closer, her eyes sliding shut as her lips parted ever so slightly. There was no mistake in her intent.



Oh shit, is she about to? Yep, I think she is. Screw it. Go for it. Guns blazin'. He nervously drew his eyes closed in response, mimicking the tentative advance Kylie started upon. 



In that fleeting instance, they closed the distance between each other, locking lips together in a tender embrace. Everything else around them seemed to come to a standstill. The rushing sounds of distant traffic on the highway softened, the gentle wafting of the brisk wind against them ceased, and for once, truly and surely, nothing else mattered.



This kiss lasted, and even in the relatively short time it did, for the two of them, it felt like the first truly real one.


Humbling Descent

Chapter 22 - Humbling Descent



- Day 19 -




Another hectic and perpetually long day was drawing to a close, and everyone who had the decency to have a life was returning home from it, not the least of which being Harry, who trundled along the cracking neighborhood sidewalks, still dressed in his worker's uniform. As he walked, his eyes set firmly on the concrete path he followed, only bringing them up to navigate crosswalks or scratch one of the many bothersome itches that conveniently flared up beneath his neck brace. Along the way, he passed by several back yards, most of which having their resident pet dogs loudly barking through the openings of the deteriorating walls of wooden planks that fenced them off. 



By the time he had reached the silvery apartments he called his home, many of the usual dealings of provocative delinquents and loudmouthed high-schoolers garbed in sagging jeans had already begun hanging around the stairs and parking lot of the complex. They were the types that seemed like they didn't even attend school that day, but rather ditched to waste time making trouble for anyone who wasn't a part of their little posse. Nothing out of the ordinary for that part of town, but still an unwelcomed sight at best. 



Harry attempted to walk straight past them on his way through the parking lot, determined to ignore their very existence, but he soon found himself being hindered by a thick, lingering cloud of Axe body spray that was wafting off the nearby high-schoolers. The cheap fragrance was powerful enough to scorch the hairs out of one's nose should they remain in it long enough. Unable to control himself, Harry made the mistake of letting loose a gagging cough in response to his senses being assailed by the stubbornly pervasive hygiene alternative. 



"Yo, you got something to say, Harry?" croaked a particularly lanky, pale-white teen with a cigarette pinched in his fingers.



"Nope," was all he offered in reply. Harry didn't have the patience for that brand of young hoodlum, or the standoff that would likely ensue should he take any one of them up with an acidic quip. 



"That's what I thought, keep walkin', bitch," taunted an equally as lanky wanna-be gangster from the loitering group. 



They had a hive mind, he knew that much. If he singled out one, they'd all gang up on him. They wouldn't dare go one-on-one, not with his imposing 6'2" build. Considering he was walking around in a brace as it was, he wisely passed up the opportunity to land a punch on one of them, as grudging as it was to resist such an urge.



He instead traversed up the steps and made his way along the second story walkway with a hand dragging across the railing, ignoring the teenaged voices flinging all manner of inflammatory remarks at him from below in their refusal to leave well enough alone. As his door came into view, he noticed that it had visibly been tampered with. The patterned mat at the foot of the threshold was slid a few inches out of place, and the door itself was slightly ajar. 



"You fucking kidding?! Again?!" Harry shouted, storming over and pushing his door open with a fist cocked back. Troublemakers outside was one thing, but he wasn't about to grant a burglar in his own home the same leniency.  



Just as he was ready to have a scuffle that would likely result in the complete destruction of his living room, he was immediately greeted by the sight of a young woman standing before him with her hands placed upon her hips in a disapproving manner. She had a darker, caramel complexion to her, with ebony hair that cascaded down onto her shoulders in elegant curls. Much like Harry, she herself appeared to have been dressed for work, sporting a gray business jacket fastened over a white button-up shirt. Snugly draped over her stocking-covered legs was an equally as drab gray knee-length skirt. 



Her amber eyes set on Harry in a scowl, and with a few large clicking stomps towards him in her black heels, she hissed, "There you are! I've been trying to get a hold of you!"



"Kelly?!" Harry shrieked, quickly bringing his fist down to his side in lowered defense. "What'n the hell are you doing here?!"



"You know exactly why I'm here, Harold!" Kelly boomed, throwing the front door shut in a slam that rattled the window next to it, startling Harry in the process. "I've been hearing non-stop from Kylie about how big of an ass you've been making of yourself!" 



Harry scurried his way into the kitchen, putting a distance between him and Kelly so as to avoid her atomic outburst. "Since when did you care?! I thought you said you were leaving town on business!"



"I WAS!!" screamed Kelly, "But now I have to delay my trip to Paris just to talk some sense into my pea-brained dickhead of a brother!"



The raving woman proceeded to stomp her way over into the meager kitchen with Harry as he frantically whined, "Dammit, dude, get out! This is my problem, not yours!"



Kelly reached for the cupboards above the stove and yanked them open, revealing the bottles of alcoholic beverages still stored inside. "Oh yeah?! Your problem?!" She pulled a bottle of Jack Daniels out by the neck and held it up to Harry. "You made this my problem! Why are you still doing this shit?!"



Harry was quick to back into his fridge with his hands raised defensively. "It's tea! Kelly, it's fucking instant tea, relax!"



"You've been pretending you were Billy Badass since you were thirteen!" Kelly tossed the bottle into the sink with a hard clank against the assorted dishes in it. The throw was hard enough to shatter the bottom of it, causing the tea to gush out and down the drain. 



"It was for show. Fuck, man," Harry grumbled.



"Exactly," growled Kelly, "you're so concerned with trying to impress everyone else, you forgot to check yourself in the process. Shit, no wonder Andrew put you that brace."



Harry threw his arms up as he indignantly exclaimed, "You're really gonna take Kylie's word over mine?!"



"Yes, I am!" Kelly snapped back, getting in Harry's face as she pressed an index finger up to his chest, seeing to it that her manicured nail uncomfortably dug into him. "She told me you hit her in the face! She showed me the goddamn mark you left! And you broke her hundred-dollar glasses, too!"



Harry shoved away Kelly's prodding finger before it ended up leaving a permanent mark in his chest. "Okay, okay, fine, maybe I did take it a little far," he admitted, "I shouldn't have hit her. But fuck, man, do you know how bad it hurt when she turned me down for that scrawny little nerd?"



"I don't give a shit how bad it hurt your fee-fees! You don't hit her, you got that?!" Kelly demanded, finally pulling out of Harry's face. "I thought after you left dad's to go live on your own, that you'd straighten out. Holy crap, how wrong I was."



Harry pushed himself away from the fridge as he desperately tried to reason, "I'm gonna straighten out, though! I just have this one thing left I need to take care of!"



"What is it, then?! What are you waiting for?!" Kelly's voice rose to an angry shriek once again. "Do you want Andrew to apologize for putting you in your place? Or Kylie to drop to her knees and beg your hand in marriage after hitting her? Because neither of it's gonna happen."



"No, no, it's not that! It's not that," Harry sighed, pulling the fractured bottle of Jack Daniels from the sink and setting it on the counter, "it's something else."



With a quick turn of her heel, Kelly found herself coming within inches of Harry's face again as she served up one harsh ultimatum, "You had better stop dicking around with me, Harold. I've had it up to here with you. I will tell dad about how you've been using the rent money he's been helping you with to buy weed instead."



Harry gasped, "What?! C'mon, don't do that! I'm sorry! I just... I-I just need to get something back, then I'll quit! I'll leave them alone."



"Tell me what it is, then," Kelly pressed, "tell me now, because if I walk out that door empty handed one more time, I am done with you."



A long pause followed, and it was practically deafening in the wake of such a profanity-laden argument. Harry stood there, staring down at his shoes, looking as if he so dearly wanted to speak up, but couldn't, for whatever reason. He came close, but only started upon the first syllable before abruptly shutting himself up.



Kelly'd had enough. "Fine, be that way." She spun around and started for the exit, pulling the door open and stopping just over the threshold. She looked back one last time, allowing herself a final figurative kick in the gut, "Grow the fuck up and move on with your life, Harold. Give that librarian his belongings back, leave Andrew and Kylie alone, and quit pulling me into your bullshit."



The door slammed shut as she stormed off. The sound of her heels clicking down the steps muffled through the wall until they faded off into the distance.



Harry stood there, staring down the door, quietly mulling to himself. The finality of it all enacted a delayed response in him, as though an open wound beginning to ache after the effects of adrenaline had ceased numbing it. 



"Cool. Fine," Harry hissed, breaking his silence after several long minutes. "I didn't need your help, anyway."



He then stormed his way out of the kitchen and looped around into his bedroom. Inside of the cramped living space, he saw his bluish laptop laying open atop his bed's wrinkled comforter, just where he left it. Jammed into one of the USB ports was a thumb drive amusingly shaped like an actual human thumb. The computer had long since entered sleep mode to conserve its battery life, but it appeared untouched. Kelly may have been infuriated beyond any doubt, but it didn't seem like she was nosy enough to go poking around his stuff.



Fortunate for Harry, as he certainly had something to keep under wraps. With a hard yank, he loosed his black tie free from the collar of the button-up shirt he wore, then swept his name tag off the breast pocket. He let both aimlessly drop to the floor as he pulled the laptop closer to him and brought it out of sleep mode with a tap of the space bar.



"I don't need anybody's goddamned help," he angrily grumbled, "I'm getting that book back one way or the other."



Using the touch pad, he navigated around a cluttered desktop bearing a fairly plain blue Windows 7 wallpaper. His goal was the USB drive, which upon opening, filled an instance of Windows Explorer with a laundry list of folders and files that originated from the external storage device. Everything was still there, not a letter out of place. 



Among the files were cryptically named items such as 'manager gifts,' and 'side-by-side.' 



Harry's hard frown faintly pulled into a dark little smirk. "Even if it means putting you into a corner."


To Adapt

Chapter 23 - To Adapt




While Harry was off in his own world, there were more pressing matters to be tended to over at Kylie's house, where Karl, Andrew, and the magical redhead herself were all gathered in the living room of the humble abode. 



The lights were switched off, and only a handful of candles strategically placed atop the various stands and shelves created any suitable illumination to work with, given the fading twilight outside. The faint light afforded by the candle flames conveniently weaved a foreboding atmosphere when coupled with the task at hand, though whether or not that was their intention was never quite specified. They could have been an unspoken component to the training, or Karl's morbid sense of humor at play. 



Incense sticks burned from small glass saucer-shaped mounts keeping them upright, fallen ash collecting in the center of the miniature basins. The sickly-sweet smoke climbing off their smoldering ends passed through the glow of the candles, lending ghostly form to the thick aroma that carried through the home.



Stacked in several sloppy piles along the couch were crumpled notes and instructional sketches compiled over the past week, all of them relating to fixing the curse in some way or another. Kylie and Andrew had been preparing for days up to that point, exhausted and irritable from the seemingly non-stop practice and lectures Karl subjected them to, breaking only to attend to school and other real life needs. 



Karl seemed obsessive in his unshakable resolve, determined to push forward at all costs, much to their exasperation. Still, the trio persisted, adamant on solving their predicament before the month was up. 



The two teens were sat at either end of the paper mock-up pentagram sprawled across the carpeting, both still wearing the clothes they took with them to school, legs neatly criss-crossed, with the Trangeminiti laying open, fixed into the center of the menacing mark. The book was oriented towards Kylie, leaving Andrew staring down at upside down text penned in a code language that he couldn't even decipher, anyway. 



The sobering fact that they were all huddled over a pentagram like some reclusive, wack-job zealots wasn't lost on them, either.



"As I said," Karl explained to Kylie, crouched down to one knee with his bulging binder laying open in his palm, gesturing to his chest to illustrate his point, "you're looking for the sensation of running water resonating from your core, near your heart. That's your abilities reacting to the book." 



"So basically... blood circulation?" said Kylie. "You know, we can use normal phrasing here for this, dad. Unless we're too deep in the zone for that."



"It's not blood, we already went over this," Karl sighed, tapping a finger to his chest. "It's below your heart, right here, and it should feel like a branching, flowing current extending from there to your limbs, and to your head, but you have to focus to feel it."



"I know, I know, focus," groaned Kylie. She then pulled her eyes shut and hovered her hands out before her with outstretched arms, allowing Andrew to take them into his own without hesitation, as if they'd done it several times before in practiced repetition. "This magic stuff's not exactly easy to conjure up, y'know."



"It's only as difficult as you make it," argued Karl as he reached his free hand over to correct the positioning of his daughter's slacking arms. "Your power's summoned not through thought or emotion, but by will. Calm yourself and quiet your mind, then you'll feel it. Now, try the incantation again."



Kylie visibly grimaced. "Again? Isn't this like, the hundredth time you've had me say it?"



"Hundred and twenty-sixth," Andrew murmured with bloodshot eyes and a drooping posture, flashing a sympathetic smile to Kylie.



"Exactly, a hun-- hundred and twenty-sixth?!" fussed Kylie. "We've done this a hundred and twenty-six times! I know that silly verse better than the lines to Scarface by now."



"The incantation and your abilities go hand in hand, you can't properly use one without the other," Karl sternly emphasized. "That's why we're practicing before doing the real thing, so you learn. You remember what I said before?"



Both Kylie and Andrew then dryly mimicked Karl's voice with a lethargic inflection, "Perfect the spell and you'll be swell."



Karl's brow lofted with glazed over eyes as he looked between the two, unimpressed. "Alright, I could do without the cheek."



Kylie's hands loosened from Andrew's grip and fell limp into her lap as she sighed a short, "Can we please at least take a break before trying this again? We've been sitting like this all day. The book's not going anywhere, dad."



"Yeah, Karl, maybe we should put this down for a second. I think I'm gonna be changing again soon, anyway," Andy sheepishly chimed, turning his eyes towards the window to try and catch a glimpse of the outside from beyond the drawn black curtains. 



The anticipation was killing him. The fleeting freedom he had been granted by the new moon had ended, and the curse loomed in the distance once more, threatening to claim his body as its own. 



"Hm, I suppose we can put this on hold for now," Karl conceded, firmly snapping his binder shut in his hand, producing a sharp (Phlak!) "An hour break, but after that, we get back to it."



"Thank God! I thought my legs were about to fall off from sitting like that for so long!" Kylie immediately sprung up and stepped away from the book before breaking into a wobbly jog towards the bathroom. Her insouciant behavior in light of everything was typical as it'd ever been. "Yeaagh, my feet have that weird tingle! Oooh crap, they're asleep, they're asleep!



"Try not to slam into the wall again, dear, I just fixed the photos," murmured Karl, his gaze only briefly shifting down the hall before setting back upon the book.



Andrew was slower to hoist himself off the floor than his energetic partner in crime. Much like Karl, his eyes lingered on the sprawled Trangeminiti for a few seconds. He couldn't get it out of his mind that it had some sort of presence to it, its invisible glare piercing straight through him. He tried to chalk it up to anxiety, but considering he had arrived at a point in his life where he was dealing with very real magic, he second-guessed himself constantly. 



Quit freaking out. It's a book, Andrew. A really dangerous book that will probably kill us if we use it wrong, sure. But still, just a book.



The sound of the bathroom door opening and slamming shut relinquished his focus over the tome with a startled blink. The book may not have been a pleasant object to be around, but at the least, it jogged his memory of something he had since left to more capable hands. His eyes turned up to Karl, then to the kitchen. 



Shit, right, I almost forgot. I mean, how could I, right? I've only been cramming for exams and now this. Screw it. I forgot my PSP, anyway.



He started towards the kitchen with a slight limp in his step, carefully navigating around Karl as he went. Absent were his crutches, which he thankfully no longer needed. The throbbing pain that plagued his right foot for what seemed like forever had all but gone. All that remained was a dull soreness in his ankle that served as an occasional reminder that tree climbing wasn't for everyone.



Andy had to shimmy his way past the recliner which took up most of the entrance into the kitchen, considering there didn't seem to be any better place to relocate the hulking La-Z-Boy to. As he approached the dark oak dining table, he caught sight of his belongings messily thrown onto the glass face of it, not the least of which being the Hylian-crested black hoodie that became as synonymous with him as the color purple did to Kylie. 



Haphazardly slumped next to a lit candlestick was his trusty backpack, like-new if it weren't for the bright red paint footprint sloppily impressed into the face of it.



"You put the journal in my backpack, right Karl?" Andrew asked, zipping open the top of his knapsack.



Karl never replied. He seemed absorbed in thought as he remained knelt on the floor, hand clasped over his fuzzy chin. He bore down at the spell book intently, quietly mulling to himself as though running a complex mathematical equation through his head. While Andrew's eyes told of a subdued disgust and fear of the arcane object, Karl's was simply that of academic ponder. 



To the casual observer, however, perhaps he was a little too fascinated with that book. The dark circles under his eyes didn't simply happen over the course of an hour. 



"Karl?" Andrew repeated, poking his head out from the kitchen.



"Hm?" Karl turned his head up to Andrew. "Yes? Oh! Right, the journal. Yeah, it's in your backpack, don't worry," he smiled, quickly regaining at least an ounce of his signature pep. "I marked down what I needed from it. You gonna give it a read?"



Andrew nodded as he returned to the table, "Yeah, it's been a little bit since I last opened it up. So much has been going on, you know?"



"Too right. But you've got some downtime now, so have at it," Karl sleepily muttered, bringing himself to a stand and taking a seat in the recliner. His soft smile soon fell flat before adding a cautionary, "Be careful how you process the information in that journal, though, son."



"Why?" Andrew fearfully paused halfway into taking a seat at the table, tentatively resuming easing himself into the chair as he pulled the leather-bound journal from his bag. "Is there something really bad in there?"



"You told me you only read up to the recipe," said Karl. "I've read it all the way to the end. It's like sifting through someone's email. There's a lot of very personal things written in that journal beyond what you've seen. Some of them you might feel better not knowing."



"As long as William didn't kill anyone, I think I can handle it," Andrew joked, lifting the journal's cover open on the table.



With that, he took a gingerly hand to the journal and parted its yellowed pages. His fingers gently pulled at their corners, trying to find his way back to where he was before his sudden outburst tore him away previously. The task was made all the more difficult due to having to track down his spot under a flickering candlelight, but ultimately, he had his way. 



It was just as he left it. The hastily jotted down recipe to the ritual, and the tattered remains of whatever pages were torn out directly next to it. 



Why would William have torn these out, anyway? Unless there was something embarrassing on those pages. Maybe that's what Karl was talking about. I swear, if I accidentally stumble across some softcore erotica.... Please don't let there be any erotica.



His face scrunched slightly in revulsion when he realized his mind was leading him to a place he would rather not venture to. Before that train of thought chugged any further, he stomped it to oblivion with a visible shake of his head. With that distraction handily dealt with, he leaned over the journal once more, pulling the nearby glass candlestick towards him to aid in his reading.



The handwriting beyond the missing pages had returned to the reserved cursive that had characterized most of the early entries, no longer a sloppy scribble of print left in the presumed heat of the moment. 



What's more, Andy soon discovered William had become quite a bit more talkative with himself since then.



___






7th of February, 1931



It's been two months since I last recorded my thoughts in here. Considerably longer than I had intended. My mind's racing as of late, and as a result, I've reacquired my ever chatty inner monologue. I suppose returning to this would be a good idea. I'd prefer not being known as the crazy fellow people get a glimpse of through my window while passing by on the street, watching me pace back and forth in my hotel room as I talk to myself. I'd like to believe I've risen above that phase.



I've calmed down since going into hiding. The British authorities were never able to locate me, though they certainly didn't make it easy. Much time was spent covering my tracks. Ancalime eludes me as well, thank God. She lost track of me back in Chester, and I can only hope the trail stays cold. She and her deluded cult can slither back to Scotland where they came from. 



I was able to sneak my way through the countryside to London, where I plan to book passage back to America. I'm not sure what I'm going to tell Judith. As far as she knows, I'm still the same eccentric man she swooned over in school. How am I going to explain this to her? 





26th of February, 1931



Judith left me.





19th of March, 1931



I suppose there's a bright side to everything. With the house all to myself, I've been able to make astounding progress on my research. For prosperity, I feel it would only be fair to detail some of my more interesting findings in here. My academic journal is overflowing with my notes, so I had best keep it simplified in this more personal diary of mine to avoid absolute redundancy. When I've sorted this whole matter out, I can look back on this chronicle. Perhaps turn it into a work of fiction. I've always wanted to pen a novel.



The first of these personal cliff notes will be as follows: 



The centuries-old hexing tome titled "Trangeminiti" is only one out of many artifacts I discovered while looking to reclaim it from Eve's impressive manor. While that book in particular focuses upon the transformation of one's sex, there exists other books suited to different purposes. Some function to turn subjects into inanimate objects, regress or advance their age, and even shapeshift people into animals! I've never seen anything like it. It would appear the Trangeminiti shares a similar function with another book I encountered, which instead of altering the victim's sex under the moonlight, induces an aggressive form of lycanthropia. 





23rd of March, 1931



It's just occurred to me that it's been well over a year since Eve placed the curse on me. To this day, I still metamorphose into a woman when night falls. I've had to make accommodations in my daily life to keep things moving forward. I've learned the moon phases by heart, allowing me to plan my outings accordingly. Managing a high-energy diet has been something of a drain on my finances, but has proven to be necessary because of this.



I suspect that had otherworldly forces not been responsible, the first transformation would have killed me. It doesn't seem likely the human body could endure something of that nature and not go into shock and cardiac arrest, least of all repeatedly. This is, of course, merely conjecture. Is this what Eve wanted? To keep me alive to suffer? Well, that bitch can go straight to Hell. 



It's in human nature to adapt, so against her wishes, I have. By day, I am William Zachary O'Doherty, a respected student of archaeology. By night, I am Jean Copenhaver, freelance landscape artist. A damn good one, too.





___






Andrew's expression suddenly darkened and his eyes stopped dead in their tracks. While the previous entries he had encountered struck him with a sense of historical curiosity, he couldn't help but feel a perturbed twinge looming in the pit of his stomach with what little more he uncovered. As if the fact that more than one of those accursed books existed out there in the world was enough, he also had to deal with the reality of another fact. 



He... accepted it? But... how? Andrew slouched in his seat, staring off into the poorly lit kitchen. I'm pulling my hair out after just a few weeks of this. This guy lasted an entire lifetime with it. And he came up with a fake name, too.



The time for pondering family history was apparently over, however, once a soft Cockney-accented serenade began to sound from behind him, all to the feeling of two hands lightly grabbing his shoulders.



"I put a spell on yoooou."



"Kylie, please," Andy murmured with a smile beginning to crack.



Suddenly, Kylie's cheek pressed firmly against the side of his face, causing her glasses to become crooked. A quaver in her voice betrayed her barely contained laughter.



"Because you're miiiine!"



Andrew's head shook from side to side as his smile splayed further apart. "Liz, you know I hate that song."



Kylie swelled her gentle singing to a shrill roar, lifting a triumphant fist into the air, "I LOVE YOU ANYHOOOW!!"



"KYLIE! Shut up!" boomed Karl upon being awoken in the midst of an otherwise comfortable nap.



Both of the teens startled and faced the direction of the recliner with eyes widened, owing to them a distinctly frightened deer-caught-in-the-headlights look. 



"Okay, okay, sorry!" guffawed Kylie. "I saw the opportunity and I seized it!"



"You must be bored out of your mind, dude," chuckled Andrew as he turned to face her.



Leave it to Kylie to still be laughing and smiling despite spending the past few days practicing a satanic ritual. Maybe I did get through to her a little.



Kylie plopped down in the seat next to Andrew with her chuckles beginning to calm, eagerly adding, "Of course I am! I've been sitting around in the same spot all day long chanting some nonsensical mumbo jumbo and holding hands with you!"



Andrew kept quiet in the following few seconds, letting her process just what she said. 



True to expectations, she coyly loosed a quick, "Well, actually, I quite like that last bit, but the rest was utter crap!"



"When you put it like that, yeah, I'm with ya," Andy concurred. "It's nice to have some freedom finally."



"Let's not waste any time, then!" Kylie excitedly blasted. "C'mon, I want to get that stupid emblem run done already!"



"Oh yeah, that's still a thing, huh?" said Andy, peering sidelong towards William's journal still laying open before him. "Well, we could get back to it, but...."



Kylie's bubbly mood swiftly deflated once she shifted her gaze to where Andrew was looking. "Buuut... you've got stuff on your mind." 



She scooted her chair closer to Andy's to the sound of the wooden legs gratingly dragging along the tiled floor. One energetic grapple later, her lightly freckled arms were firmly looped around Andrew's shoulders, pulling him in close.



"Alright, then," she purred, "what's on your mind, Grumpy?"



"It's just..." Andy held his eyes on the journal, tentatively asking in a raised voice, "Karl, there's really more than one spell book?"



"Mhmm," was all that came from Karl. It wasn't a particularly bothered utterance, either.



Kylie's brow furrowed as her hands pulled off Andrew. "Since when?!" she squawked. "Wait, was that in the journal? Did I miss something? I feel like something just flew straight over my head."



"Yeah, it's in the journal," Andy explained. "It's William, he started marking down what he found out. There's more than just the one spell book, and also... he... he accepted the curse. He took on an alter ego and everything. He called himself Jean Copenhaver when he was turned."



A confused silence fell upon Kylie. She sat there, blinking once, then twice, before pushing out a soft, "Huh... Hm! Well, I didn't know what to expect out of that, but... yeah, I guess it makes sense when you think about it. Cute name, though."



"Karl, are we just okay with this?" pressed Andrew. "We're just totally cool that there's probably dozens of these crazy spell books out there in the world?"



"Mhmm," Karl hummed again, still unconcerned. "Sometime in the late fifties, Eve's manor burned down. Exactly how was never determined by the police. But the majority of her library was destroyed in that fire."



Andrew snappily countered, "The majority? What about the rest of it? What if there's someone else out there in the world with their own spell book?"



"I'm still not worried, Andrew," Karl dismissively murmured. "The only Ancalime still in the UK is my brother Stuart, who I doubt anybody would go after even if they did find a surviving tome and somehow deciphered it."



Kylie injected her own snark into the conversation, as expected, with a muttered, "Yeah, they'll track down the Tesco he works at and hold him at gunpoint."



Andrew managed a soft snort hearing her remark come from stage right all of a sudden. But a few seconds of mild amusement wasn't enough to pull him out of what he'd let himself fall into. A sullen air hung over him, things weighing on his mind all the while. 



"I'm gonna be honest, reading that stuff has got me on edge," he admitted.



"Why? What's the problem?" Kylie asked, her tone quickly turning to muted concern. 



"It's just that I--" 



Andrew abruptly paused, prompting both Karl and Kylie to stare pointedly at him. They both had come to recognize what that meant by then.



The chilling invisible weight wreathed his form once again, cascading from the top of his head down to his toes. Another transformation quickly mounted. It left him little time to react, even when he did shake off the paralyzing sensation of the moon's icy breath upon him. He felt the ants marching under his clothes. His eyes quickly bolted down to his arms on the table, and even in the dull light, he was able to make out the hairs along them raising, then retreating back into his skin in unison.



His hands compressed as the familiar crackling of bone and squirming of flesh pierced the silent air. In a haste, he held them close to the candlelight, at which point he realized his hands could easily have been mistaken for Kylie's at the rate they had tapered.



"Uh-oh, you'd better get outta here, Grumpy! Go!" urged Kylie.



"Bastard! I knew it!" Andrew croaked out in a voice already beginning to crack higher. "I knew it'd happen while I was in the middle of talking, it happens every tiiiiiIIIME! NNGH!!" 



He abruptly shot his hands down to his between his legs over the dreaded feeling of his body swallowing his reproductive system one piece at a time. As if that wasn't bad enough, Kylie seemed to clearly be able to hear it all going on from her front row seat. At least, that's what he figured the nauseated grimace situated on her face was all about.



"W-we'll talk about it another time!" he frightfully yelped. Swiftly, Andy clenched his hands into tightly balled fists and planted them at his sides as he shot up from his seat. 



With an elusive dodge to the side, he looped around Kylie and bolted out of the kitchen with a clumsy limp in his step.



Karl pulled his feet inward to make room for Andrew's passage, giving him a friendly pat on the back as he made his way by. "Don't worry, my boy, we'll wait for ya. Now get outta sight and let me get back to my nap."



"Hey! Don't break any of my stuff in there!" Kylie shouted from her seat.



"I said I was sorry!" fussed Andy on his way into Kylie's bedroom, pushing the door shut behind him. 



"Yeah, well, tell that to my 360!" Kylie fired back.



He tried to play himself off with a touch of dignity, but it never worked out that way. Despite how carefully he attempted to maneuver, he still ended up knocking the assorted gaming merchandise off the wall-mounted shelves due to the hit to his equilibrium. A sickening lurch in his gut buckled his knees and sent him tumbling onto the floor with a loud thud. 



From then on, he was at the mercy of the curse.



He knew the routine already, he'd gone through it enough. He had to call that carpeting home over the next few minutes, writhing in pain as he lie there, staring through narrowed eyes at the ceiling and the various posters Kylie had somehow managed to plaster up there. The fact that the one placed directly over her bed depicted a shirtless Daniel Craig still didn't surprise him.



It was always the same, monotony being the key factor when the pain and embarrassment of the whole ordeal was removed from the equation. Sometimes the order in which things occurred were different, but the result was always consistent. When it was all said and done, and his fairer side had reemerged into the world, he was still left an exhausted, panting mess left to recoup before facing the world again.



This time felt different, however.



He was still a mess after the transformation concluded, as usual. But troubling thoughts swirled, beyond the norm. That name haunted him still. The discovery left him hungry for more, curious as to how much deeper he could dig. Yet, regret lurked, damning that curiosity as he was reminded of his fate should Eve's work never be reversed.



All he had left was the Ancalimes, that book, and one stubbornly devoted objective in mind.



I'm not spending the rest of my life like this.


By the Light

Chapter 24 - By the Light



- Day 25 -




The day had arrived.



Over a week of grueling, painstaking training, and the monotonous grind of Karl's daily coaching - or more accurately, nagging - was finally about to pay off. All the pieces were in place, leaving the players of this secretive game to rendezvous over at Andrew's house in the dead of night. It wasn't exactly a secure underground bunker of reinforced steel and concrete as would befit something of such scale and secrecy, but it would have to do.



Inside, Karl impatiently stomped around the living room, placing notes and the vital ritual ingredients into a black duffel bag sat on the couch. He was dressed like he meant business, clad in a parka jacket with thick cargo pants and ostensibly well-worn hiking boots. The large zippers fitted to his attire clinked loudly, announcing his presence whenever he moved. It was serious attire for him, at least, considering he was the kind of person who wouldn't think twice about going grocery shopping in his bath robe and slippers.



Stood in the archway that lead into the kitchen was Madeline, her own pajama-bottomed attire the complete opposite of Karl's mountain-climbing get-up.



"No, it's just a question, why out in the middle of nowhere?" Madeline pressed. "It's not like anyone's going to see you if you just do it up in the attic like a normal person."



"If that were an option, I would take it in a heartbeat," said Karl as he gathered a small stack of notebooks off the coffee table, "but believe me, this is going to be far louder than you think, Maddy." 



Madeline lofted a brow, not entirely convinced. "And you know this how exactly?"



Karl paused and shot Madeline a look of bewilderment. "Wha--? Because I read it from the book, Maddy. It reads that I should expect a loud noise when the spell 'goes off."



"You're positive this is safe?" asked Maddy. "Because I'm having a hard time believing this is something I should just 'chill out' over," she air-quoted, "considering this is the same magic that did that to him in the first place!"



Karl took note of her concern. He placed the last of the work materials into the duffel bag and zipped it shut with one swift yank, then slung its strap over his shoulder. Then, almost as if to increase the suspense artificially, he turned heel and approached Madeline without a word after she herself had run out of things to say, and placed his gloved hands upon her shoulders.



"Relax. Bring the energy down. I promise, I'll keep this safe. They'll be all right."



Maddy still wasn't sure, but it wasn't like she was going to stop him. A half-cocked smile pulled across her face, if only for a few seconds. "Alright, fine, but I'm holding you to that, mister Ancalime. No funny business, no bullshit. Get the job done, then bring them home."



Karl grinned a confident, "I'll have them back with enough time to spare to catch up on Walking Dead."



With the supplies packed and something resembling a common ground found between them, the two parents ventured upstairs to find the door to Andrew's room slightly ajar, a subdued stretch of light streaking across the carpet from the crack. Madeline gingerly pushed it open to reveal Kylie sprawled out on the bed asleep, a half-eaten bag of beef jerky gripped in one hand, and the other outstretched at the base of a recently slept-in pillow to her side.



Karl stepped in and flicked the light switch on, then turned off the TV which had been playing The Terminator, cutting short the climactic scene where  the eponymous mechanical horror is crushed. 



"Time to head out," he said, rousing Kylie awake.



"Mmh... hm?" she hummed as her head lifted off the pillow. "Finally?"



Karl nodded. "We're all packed up. Where's Andrew?"



"Oh, he's..." Kylie turned to face the empty spot beside her. "...I don't know where he's gone off to. Maybe he's in the bathroom or something?"



It was a good guess, though not a particularly difficult one to make. While the family gathering took place in his bedroom, Andrew stood in the bathroom, staring himself down in in the mirror. His obligatory metamorphosis into a female had completed for the night, and as such, his hoodie and jeans hung loosely from his form. Stubborn as ever, he still refused to dawn an attire that would actually fit him. 



His hands were placed along the edge of the sink, slack sleeves covering most of his fingers. He just stood there, silent and still, with nothing but the sound of his own breathing and the muffled voices from the other room to keep his mind off what was to come. Gone was the bandage on his forehead, the minor injury having scabbed over since then. 



That woman that stared him back in the mirror, Eileen, looked fearful, as though his alter ego knew she wasn't long for this world. 



You're here, you can't chickenshit out now. What do you seriously think is going to happen? It's probably more dangerous to drive on those roads outside of town than it is to do what we're about to do! Chill. Calm. Cool. Breathe.



He drew in a deep breath through his nose, held it, then calmly pushed it back out through his mouth, gaze unbroken with his female doppelganger.  But just as he was beginning to relax, a small knock sounded beyond the door. He knew that knock. Shave and a Haircut. 



"You in there, Grumpy?"



He froze, like being caught in the act of something dubious. "Y-yeah. Yeah, I'm here," he sheepishly stuttered out.



"Dad says it's time to go."



A stab hit his gut, the same one that came about when bad news arrives. Particularly bad news. Like being told he'd just been expelled from school, or placed under arrest. But he knew he couldn't let his own doubts in the face of destiny stop him up now. He psyched himself up and pushed away from the sink, pulling open the door to reveal Kylie standing there, propped against the wall. 



Her fiery hair was hidden from view, stuffed into a grey beanie capped over her head, the rim covering her eyebrows and only barely allowing her a view of her surroundings. Her hands were stuffed into a hoodie of her own, unzipped to reveal a dark-purple flannel shirt buttoned up beneath it. A pair of new glasses markedly similar to her previous glinted in the bathroom light as she shot Andrew her own look of uncertainty.



Andy stood in the doorway, reaching over to shut off the light to the bathroom. "You nervous?" 



Kylie bounced a shoulder as she turned her eyes down to her boots, quick to hide her skittish demeanor. "I don't know. Ask the shit in my pants if I'm nervous."



"Pfft. Well, if it's any help, I'm nervous, too."



"Oh, good," she said with an unenthusiastic laugh, "now we can both die scared."



"Ooookay, not helping."



"Yeah, sorry. I just... I really want to get this over with. Get back to our lives, you know?"



Andy shambled towards Kylie, leaning forward and resting his forehead against hers. "Uuuuugh," he moaned in a zombified manner, "no, I don't know. Tell me more." 



She let slip another laugh, this one with a touch more heart to it. "Smart-arse," she smiled. "I guess we're gonna have to find something to do with those clothes I got you, huh?"



Andy nodded, pulling back some so he wasn't so dangerously close to fusing with her face. "When I'm back to normal, I'll hit up Allison about that job at GameStop. Pay you back."



"Naah, don't worry about it, that was my gift to you. Besides, I can't let you work at a GameStop, you've had a shit enough 2014."



"Then I'll work there in 2015."



"We--" Kylie huffed an amused sigh. "Fair enough."



"You two ready up there?" called Karl from downstairs. "We're burning moonlight, let's move."



"Time's up, I guess," said Andy. "Let's go get back to normal."



Whatever normal looks like.



Kylie glanced over to the stairwell, then back to Andrew. Without a word, she closed the distance between them and stole a kiss, then lingered for those telling few extra seconds, enough to feel her breath warm his lips on that particularly cold night. He could see it in her eyes, it was the very same look he saw in Eileen. She was petrified, perhaps even more so than he was. 



"Whatever normal looks like," she said before reluctantly breaking away and starting down the hall.



Andy lofted a brow. Huh. Wavelength.



The two descended the stairs and met Karl and Madeline at the front door, Kylie nearly getting knocked over from the bulging bag slung over her father's shoulder as he turned to face them.



"There you are. I assume we're all ready to go?" Karl asked once more.



"As ready as we're gonna be," Andy said with a shrug and a limp flick of his hands at his sides. 



Karl shifted his attention to Madeline. "Are you sure you don't want to come along, Maddy?" 



Madeline was quick to shake her head. "Noooo, thank you, I'm stressed out as it is. I think I'll just stay back here and find something to take the edge off. I'll be there in spirit."



"Try not to be too drunk when we get back," Karl advised in a half-joking manner as Madeline rolled her eyes. "Right, let's go, we've got a long drive ahead of us."



He stepped out the door, Kylie following close behind. The Ancalimes headed for the truck parked in the driveway, practically mounting the poor Volvo sat ahead of it. Just as Andrew was about to step out the door, he was stopped by Madeline with a hand to the shoulder. 



"Andy," she said, her voice wrought with worry.



"Hm? What's up?" said Andy as he spun around to face her.



She paused and let out a sigh, looking as if she didn't quite know what to say, or how to say it. "Be safe, okay? Just come back safe, Andy."



Andrew smiled and placed a kiss on Madeline's cheek, visibly putting her at ease, even if only slightly. "I will, mom. You hang tight, we'll be back before you know it. With a little luck, I'll be a dude again."



With that, he set off. Andrew hopped in the truck next to Kylie, with Karl finally having the opportunity to drive his own vehicle again. It cautiously rumbled out onto the asphalt, then rode into the night. 



The journey had begun.



Time soon became an afterthought the longer the drive dragged on. All that mattered was the road ahead, and the destination in mind. They passed through downtown, city lights glittering along the polished surface of the black Ford, stop lights frequent, and traffic as congested as it had ever been. But then the traffic began to let up. The number of stop lights dwindled. The corporate high rises turned to family homes and apartments, then industrial sites and the odd Circle K. Their trek onto the freeway saw even those disappear soon enough.



And then after a while, nothing. The city was behind them, the last beacon of civilization glowing as one in the rear view mirror. Karl eventually saw it fit to exit the freeway and ignore the minuscule spattering of diners and gas stations that surrounded the poorly lit stretch of road at the bottom. They, too, became nothing more than an afterthought that vanished from sight. Andrew almost felt sympathetic to the poor souls having to pull graveyard shift at some forgotten pit stop in the middle of nowhere like that.



Ahead of them lay a wide expanse of wooded wilderness shrouded in darkness, save for the headlights of the truck illuminating the winding, cracked, and lonely highway. 



None of them spoke the whole trip. The only sound coming from inside the truck was the decades-long solo from Lynyrd Skynyrd's 'Free Bird' playing at a low volume on the radio. Even then, the general impression was that it was only playing because nobody could be bothered to switch the radio off. 



Andrew stared out the window, feeling Kylie's hand rest in his own and her head on his shoulder. His eyes fixated on the moon up above, halfway darkened in its cycle. Its presence painted the night sky a deep cobalt, silhouetting the distant hills and towering pines against it.



After what had to have been well over an hour of driving, Karl pulled in to a disused hiking trail parking lot. 



"We're here," Karl grumbled, shooting a brief glance over to the two next to him before turning the truck off and stepping out. 



The two teens exchanged uneasy looks and followed suit, the cold air like knives against their skin. They could scarcely make anything out, even the ground beneath them. As he walked, Andy could feel the grass growing between the cracked pavement brushing against his jeans. Every step felt like a challenge not to slip into a pothole hidden in the dark.



Either this place hasn't seen company in a long, long time, or the city really does suck at keeping their nature trails in good shape. It's not like it really matters, I'm probably never gonna see this place again after tonight, anyway.



Karl fished the duffel bag out from the bed of the truck and slung it over his shoulder once more. With a soft click, the beam of a flashlight revealed the area before them. He had torch duty, along with everything else, it seemed. 



Reluctantly, the two followed him into the dense, unyielding forest and onto a winding dirt trail, replete with more than its fair share of fallen branches and pine cones to trip over, not to mention the creeks to fall into should they not watch where they step. It may not have been so treacherous compared to other parts of the world, but at night, the place took on an almost horror movie feel. As if the Blair Witch was skulking about in the darkness beyond the trees, waiting to snatch one of them away when they least expected it. 



At least, that's how Andrew looked at things. 



Out of nowhere, Kylie's voice sounded off beside him. She sounded particularly agitated between her chattering teeth. "What time to be alive. Out in the middle of butt-fuck nowhere freezing my arse off, getting ready to cast a satanic spell so my boyfriend will stop turning into a girl."



"Livin' the life," quipped Andy.



"Livin' the life," Kylie flatly parroted. 



Several more minutes passed, and for a little bit, Andrew began to suspect they were lost. But just as he was about to muster up a query as to their whereabouts, they happened upon a clearing. It was almost too convenient, a couple hundred meters worth of open space, as if something had kept the forest at bay. 



Upon closer inspection, however, the vaguely defined remains of a handful of rotted fence posts and a couple damaged stone foundations reared up from under all the leaves and dirt when light was cast upon them. Whatever used to be there hadn't been there for some time.



"This is it," said Karl as he set the flashlight and duffel bag down on the dirt and began to unpack.



"You knew about this place?" Kylie inquired.



"I did a spot of idle research and turned it up," Karl explained. "It's perfect. The closest populated area are those upper class Duvall estates up north."



Kylie's eyes glazed over. "You looked this place up on Google Maps, didn't you?"



"Maybe," Karl murmured while setting his bag down.



"You sure have your ways, Karl," Andy sighed into the night sky, his breath scattering away in a misty cloud. 



Karl pried the spell book free from the bag and held it in his grip. "Right," he croaked, "let's get to work."





~*~

Meanwhile...

~*~






Back at civilization, Madeline searched about the house, worrisome as was typical of her. Not quite panicked, though from from relaxed, she found herself searching for something. Something of great importance to her. On the floor of her bedroom, she stood on all fours, rummaging through the packed cardboard boxes lined up beneath the bed. 



It was almost like its own version of the attic, though nowhere near as deadly to the lungs when it came to the amount of dust. 



Box after box of collectible model cars, cassette tapes, CDs, and other bundles of memories were shoved out into the light to make room to dig deeper. 



"Ah-ha!" Madeline chirped.



Out she emerged from under the bed with an old plastic crate in her hands. With excitement, she plopped it atop the mattress and started sorting through it. On her way to the bottom, she encountered a stack of Polaroid photos. As she grabbed them and set them aside, she took notice of the one of the top of the stack. 



Though somewhat faded and overexposed, there stood Madeline, no more than 20-years-old, in her wedding gown. Confetti was sprinkled in her hair, and friends surrounded her with wide, joyous grins. But it was who was stood next to her with an arm looped around the small of her back that caught her eye.



The man was dressed in a black three-piece suit with the bow tie having been undone in the midst of the celebration. He stood tall, enough for the top of his head to outdo everyone else by a few inches, and his frame further backed that up, being of an athletic physique himself. He looked on proudly to the camera, his winning smile framed by a light speckle of trimmed stubble on his cheeks. The quality of grooming was equally as neat and tidy as the rest of him, his bushy straight hair freshly clipped and combed to the side for the occasion. 



In the photo, mimicking a display by Madeline, he flaunted the wedding band around his finger. What's more is that, in a telling display of the couple's maturity, or perhaps lack thereof, they were doing so in a manner designed to imitate a particularly rude gesture. 



Maddy let out a melancholy sigh. "I know you said for emergencies only, babe. Well, I think this is one."



Breaking her attention from the photo, she fished out an article of rolled up cloth. She held it by one end, letting it uncoil. Out the contents poured into her palm. It was a cellophane bag filled with generously sized clumps of a dried plant-like substance. That, and a silver Zippo lighter.



"Or at least an extraordinary circumstance."



She again reached a hand into the crate to seek out a small tin full of rolling paper. Along the way, she had to lift and set aside a cluster of assorted envelopes and old letters. 



But then something tumbled out of one of them. A piece of torn, yellowed parchment that looked considerably older than anything else in the box. It looked familiar. Enough to give Madeline pause. She delicately pinched it in her fingers and held it up to the light to see what it was. 



The text was so smudged and the paper so abused, it was almost illegible. But some of it could be made out.





___




... ...f Nov...ber, 1930



Ano... ...mpt failed. I have precious li...le of Eve's blood l... ... ...ave, if ... measurements are accurate, enough for two more rituals. B... ... ...ing about this nex... ... The translat... didn't yield much as to the nature o... ...wever, I discovered something in one of the illustrations... ... The k... ...olution provided by Elias proved paramount to revealing ...dden text on the lunar chart on page 97. ... ... ...ip past me. ... ...eeded to do was peform the ritual ...eath a full moon and it would have worked. 



... ... This time, I'm getting results. I'm sure of it.



___






Madeline went pale. Perhaps she read it wrong, maybe something was amiss in her reading comprehension. Only she wasn't so lucky. It was exactly as it seemed, even after a second read. In a sudden burst of frantic energy, she shot up, causing her recreational goods to tumble and spill onto the floor. In the span of one single, leaping step, she stood before the window with the curtains grasped in her clutches, parted to allow a view of the slumbering neighborhood outside. Moreover, the moon above. 



Unless she was half-blind, that didn't look like a full moon. 



"You're kidding me... you're kidding me!" she squawked in disbelief. "Karl, you fucking idiot!"



She quickly tore herself away from the window and began a desperate search about the room for her phone. Off came the blankets and pillows from the mattress, and out poured the contents of the various boxes she had retrieved from under the bed as her hands swept across the floor and knocked them over. It was no use, it wasn't there. There was no time for this. She bolted out of the room and down the hallway with enough tenacity to put a professional track runner to shame.  



Someone had to warn them before it was too late!



***






Back in the forest, the two teens had taken up a small portion of land in the center of the clearing, in the midst of a stamped out dirt trail that cut through what was once a property. 



At last, the preparations and ingredients had all come together. Meticulously carved out in the ample space provided by the packed dirt was the same grim pentagram design that adorned the practice replica back home, only this one was drawn with the blood of an Ancalime, staining the ground a dark crimson that glistened in the moonlight. Candles neatly lined the circumference of the pentagram, their flames still and motionless in the dead, freezing air.



In the center of it all rested the Trangeminiti, parted open to reveal a series of interconnected shapes and texts that looked not of this world. Within that, a miniature clay bowl sat between the open pages, filled with a mixture of human hair, blood, and the pulverized remnants of diamond and bone.



Sat criss-crossed at either end of the morbid marking on the ground was Andrew and Kylie, with just enough space between them for the spell book to rest. Again, they had taken each other's hands and held them taut above the unholy conduit of dark magic before them. 



Karl was off in the distance, knelt over one of the foundations with his flashlight off. Were it not for the ivory skin of his bald head, he'd be easily missed. 



The two teens locked eyes, both looking just as dismayed as the other. Hands trembled, hearts raced, and a cold sweat ran down their foreheads. Andrew truly began to consider whether or not a wild bear or Leatherface showing up would have been quite so terrifying. But he was there, miles from home. There was no turning back now.



"Good luck, Liz," Andrew murmured in a quavering voice, shaken from the cold.



Kylie gave a slight nod, and for a moment, she paused, silent in contemplation. She drew in a breath, then slowly released to the sound of "You too, Grumpy."



Then her eyes shut. Andrew's followed. 



It was then that Kylie began to recite her spell in the same Latin offshoot that turned its book of origin into such a confusing, convoluted mess to begin with. Yet, despite the fact Andrew didn't know it, somehow, a comprehension of the language dawned on him. An echo played in his mind, almost imperceptible to his senses, but there, speaking plain English. As if the voice in the back of his head had turned female.



Finally, he could understand her.



Forgive by my fortune and charity.



Heal what remains by my blood.



Andrew Michael O'Doherty, may the sins of your ancestry be absolved.



May your indignities be relinquished.



Never more will you fear the night.



Return your male flesh and bone to this coil.



Unbind your soul from my gasp.



Become whole again, tethered no longer by my witchcraft.



By the light of the moon, may my hexing be undone!




All throughout her ominous and methodical reading, Andrew could feel something being channeled into his hands, up his arms, and straight to his very core. A warmth with the dense consistency of flowing water. Simultaneously, a soft wind rose up from beneath him, thick like humid air, and yet no warmer than what he'd walked through to get there. Strangely, the wind didn't move his clothes or hair an inch. It seemed to only focus on him, his body. It penetrated through his clothes and engulfed him from the bottom up. 



After a moment, he ceased perceiving the outside world. Sound stopped. Light no longer bled through his closed eyelids. He couldn't even feel Kylie's hands, or the ground beneath him. Only the steady, rhythmic flowing within him, and the breeze rising from beneath. And for a few seconds, he found tranquility.



It seemed, however, that an interloper had infiltrated the spiritual haven he'd now found himself in. A voice called, its origin seemingly a great distance away. It was Karl. 



"Achkoup!" he called, his incomprehensible words trailed by a lingering echo.



His focus began to return, and again, he heard Karl's voice.



"ACKUP!" 



It came louder, clearer.



He felt the ground forming beneath him as the wind died down, and the flowing within him receded. He felt as if he were being pulled from a dream. The voice called once more, and this time, he understood it. 



"WAKE UP!!!"



Andrew's eyes snapped open, and all the sounds of the world around him hit him all at once. A loud hum surged through the air around him, its cacophony nothing like anything he had ever heard, man-made or otherwise. 



The pentagram around him shimmered a bright red, and the pages of the Trangeminiti were obscured beneath an impenetrable white light. The candles had been extinguished, and above, the moon had turned the same bloody shade of crimson as the mark beneath him. 



Confusion turned to panic as Andrew swiveled his head around to see Karl sprinting at them with his phone in hand. Shifting his attention back to Kylie, he could see her convulsing violently, the light from the spell book bouncing off of her from below, lending her a ghostly appearance. She had locked his hands tightly in her grip, and something, somehow, was paralyzing him because of it. He couldn't move a muscle below his shoulders.  



He considered his own transformations into a female to be something of such a terrifying caliber, he knew would never forget. But nothing could have prepared him for what he witnessed in that moment. Kylie released a low groan comprised of multiple voices, male and female, young and old. Her eyes slid open. Their features were indistinguishable, an oily black color comprising their entirety. They rolled back as her glasses fell from her face due to her constant quaking. 



Then, he was blinded. Not by light, but by pain. Every inch of his body inside and out felt as though it was being bathed in magma, and with everything he had, he unleashed a scream so loud, so agonized, it pierced the forest around them. He quickly became deafened to his own cry, an acute ringing taking its place instead.



Just as he felt Karl's hand forcefully grab him by the shoulder, his vision blanked white in the same way it did when his head struck the branch. Only this time, it prolonged itself. It was accompanied by a great force slamming into his entire front side and effortlessly flinging him through the air, as if he'd laid himself upon a pile of live grenades and let them explode. 



The cold rushed at him from behind, his numb limbs helplessly flailing about until all of him came crashing back down into the rocks and dirt, knocking what little breath remained out of him, and his consciousness along with it.
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