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      “Um… is everything okay?” I asked, watching the last customer of the night exit the restroom and look around hurriedly.

      “Yeah, uh, sure.” He glanced at me. “Everything’s fine.” He took a quick breath and looked over his shoulder, scanning the empty store. Then he scooped up his bag and moved toward the exit, which seemed odd because he still hadn’t paid for the items in his bag.

      “You going to pay for that?” I asked, holding the broom in my hands. We were technically closed, and while I didn’t want to bother the guy while he was in the restroom, I did want to make sure everything was okay. I really needed my job as a cashier at Super Mart, and my boss was a bitch. If I got another complaint, she’d give me even worse hours, and I was already working the closing shift even though I had classes early in the morning.

      “Yeah, uh, sorry.” He looked at my nametag, “Roger. Everything is fine. I just needed to get something from that check stand.” He pointed at the check stand closest to the end of the store where we had a ChapStick display. “The weather is just crazy on my lips.”

      He smiled, but it didn’t come close to his eyes. No. In fact, it made him look more worried. Sweat began to drip down his forehead as he turned away from the door and headed toward the display. Then he began thumbing through the different kinds.

      “You’re welcome,” I said, nodding at him. “Let me know when you’re ready.”

      “Will do,” he said, pulling one from the rack and flipping it around so he could read the back.

      I watched him for a couple more moments, trying to decide whether or not I thought he was fucking with me before I went back to my sweeping. It was past closing time, and with any luck, I’d have this floor done by the time he finished picking out his ChapStick. Then I could just shut off the lights and go home.

      That was when I heard the door alarm sound. As I spun back around, I saw him racing away outside through the glass door, grocery bag clutched in his hand.

      Fuck.

      If my boss found out about this, I’d be in so much trouble. No. Not just in trouble. I’d get my pay docked for sure, especially since the guy had come in five minutes before I was supposed to lock the door. At the time, part of me had wanted to tell him we were closed, but I’d relented, and not just because my boss was in the back room, but because I’d felt bad for the guy. Only now the scumbag had skipped out.

      “No!” I cried, dropping my broom and sprinting for the door. I hit it a second later, and as I pushed it open, I saw the guy leaping into his shiny douchebag BMW. He took one look at me as I approached and slammed his door.

      “Stop!” I called, waving at him as I approached, my footsteps thudding on the cracked asphalt. “You forgot to pay for that.”

      His only response was to start his car, causing the engine to roar to life. Fuck.

      Chest heaving and heart hammering, I sprinted toward him as he slammed his foot on the gas, causing the tires to squeal, spraying gravel across the parking lot.

      “Please just pay,” I said, grabbing the door and trying to jerk it open, even as he began moving backward. My feet started to go out from under me, and as I realized I was about to be turned into street pizza over eighteen dollars’ worth of groceries, the guy hit his brakes. My entire body jerked to a stop, my shoulders squealing in pain.

      I blinked, trying to regain my footing as the guy’s window rolled down.

      “What are you doing?” he growled, fixing me with angry eyes.

      “You…” I huffed, trying to catch my breath. “You forgot to pay.” I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly dry.

      “I didn’t forget,” he snapped and started to roll up his window. “Let go.”

      “I can’t—”

      My words were cut off as his door jerked violently open. The metal caught me on the side of the head, knocking me backward. As stars flitted past my vision, he slammed the door closed once more. My hands lost their grip on his door then, and as I crashed to the ground, the guy took off, tearing out of the parking lot.

      As I lay there, the harsh light of the streetlight overhead illuminating my shame and the sound of his car leaving me in the dust filling my ears, time seemed to slow down. Then my mind replayed the last twenty minutes. The guy had come in asking if we had a restroom, and when I’d informed him it was for customers only, he’d grabbed a reusable shopping bag off the rack and thrown a few things in it.

      I hadn’t thought anything of it because, believe it or not, this happened a lot. We were the only market on this particular truck stop after about fifty miles of barren wasteland. At first, we had stayed open later, but Chuck, the district manager, had quickly found out that after about nine PM or so, barely any customers came in anymore, and it was actually more expensive to be open than to just close for the night.

      Still, none of that knowledge would help me now. No. Only God could help me now.

      Grumbling, I pushed myself to my feet and made my way back toward the Super Mart. As I pulled open the door, I sighed and turned off the door alarm. With the sound still ringing in my ears, I surveyed the place.

      Despite what had happened, most everything else was already clean, so once I took out the trash, set the alarm, and turned off the lights, I’d be free to go home and try to forget I’d been knocked down by a car-door-wielding thief. Then, if I was really lucky, I’d get to study for my exam tomorrow. Assuming, of course, my roommate Marty didn’t have a chick over.

      As I pulled the lid off the trash can so I could empty the bag, my boss Amy stepped out of the back room and glared at me.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, and I’d be lying if I said Amy wasn’t pretty. She was a fair bit older than me though she still leaned more into the milf category than the cougar category. I’d always thought she had a pretty nice body, and if I was being really honest, I’d admit she’d been the subject of more than a few of my, well, fantasies.

      Amy stood nearly six feet tall with snow white skin, mousy blonde curls, and I often wondered just what she looked like under her clothes.

      “Some asshole just ran out. Again,” I replied, rubbing my face with one hand. I could already tell I was going to have a headache.

      “The jerk off you let come in after we were supposed to close?” She shook her head, more annoyed than ever. “And he didn’t even pay?”

      “No,” I said, gripping the trash bag so I could pull it out. Only as I did, the bottom tore open, spilling food across the floor. As I stared at the mess in horror, a combination of old soda, greasy wrappers, and snotty tissues rushed past my legs and covered the floor.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Amy snarled, taking a step toward me before stopping. I could already see the vein pulsing on the side of her neck that meant she was three seconds from blowing a gasket. “First, you let a guy come in after hours and steal shit, and now you spill shit all over the floor?”

      “I’m sorry.” I tried to breathe, to calm myself. I just needed to do something, anything. “I’ll clean it up?”

      “You better fucking clean it up, you fuck.” She shook her head. “Why I should fire you. This is the third time you’ve let someone do this.”

      Summoning all my courage, I fixed my eyes on her. “Actually, that was Marty—”

      “I don’t give a fuck who it was. You should have been more aware. Watched him more closely. This is your fault,” she growled. “If it happens again, you’re fired.” She dared me to argue for a long moment, and as much as I wanted to tell her to go fuck herself, I didn’t.

      I barely had enough hours to get by. Without this job, I’d probably be foraging for roots and berries, and I really hated roots and berries.

      I stuffed down my anger and sighed. “Sorry.”

      “Good.” She nodded once. “I’m going to let you off with a warning instead of writing you up.”

      With those words, she spun on her heel and made her way to the back where I knew she’d pretend to work while mostly watching television.

      Sighing, I turned my attention back to the mess. “Fuck!” I grumbled as I reached for the bag and slipped. I crashed to the ground on my elbows and pain exploded through me, ripping up my side.

      As I laid there, sludge soaked through my slacks in an instant, and the realization that I was kneeling in three inches of slime hit me. Rage surged up inside me, only that wouldn’t help things. Not even a little. Trying to summon my inner, I dunno, Batman, I guess, I crawled to my feet and looked down at myself.

      My uniform was ruined, and even if it wasn’t, I wanted to burn everything. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do that. I only had two pairs of slacks, and I’d never be able to afford another pair. Hell, I wouldn’t even be able to buy a new shirt.

      As I surveyed the damage, I wanted to just walk out. Only, I couldn’t do that either. I had to clean up this shit spectacle.

      “No,” I said aloud, hoping that would keep me from losing my shit. “One step at a time. First, clean the floor. Second, clean myself off.” I know, it seemed crazy. I should have just left, but I really needed the job. My rent was already overdue, and my scholarship had informed me it didn’t actually have money to give me, and it was nearly breaking me. I needed to stay in school, to get my degree and move past all this. It was why I had put up with this shit.

      With tuition due next week, I needed every penny I could scrape together, even if it meant I had to work twice as hard as everyone else for less.

      “I’m just glad my parents aren’t alive to see this,” I mumbled, my hands tightening into fists as I fought to keep my eye on the prize. I could do this. For them, I could do this. I could make something of myself.

      I made my way toward the janitorial closet. As I pulled the door open and removed the bucket and mop, I realized I’d have to move across the part of the floor that was still clean to fill up my bucket. Only that’d just leave me with more to clean. I stood there for half a minute, trying to figure out another way, but there wasn’t one. Worse, the smell, combined with the overhead lights was starting to give me a headache. I wanted to prop open the door, but that would leave me with the same problem.

      “God,” I asked, looking up at the ceiling and finding only crappy overhead tile staring back. “Why do you hate me so much?”

      Instead of getting the Almighty’s response, I got Amy.

      “How are you not done cleaning this mess up yet?” she asked, glaring at me, and before I could respond, she waved a hand at me. “After you finish, I need you to take a delivery order to the carnival.” She glared at me, daring me to say something.

      As I stared at my boss, part of me wanted to shove my mop down her goddamned throat. She knew my car was at death’s door, and I didn’t like deliveries. Hell, I usually lost money on them because gas was crazy expensive and tips were for shit.

      “Okay,” I said, nodding. “I’ll take it.”

      “Good.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder as she turned back toward her office. “It’s in the deli under the heat lamps. They were supposed to have a guy come get it, but he had an accident of some kind. I don’t really know. Something about diarrhea… They need it delivered. Don’t mess it up or you’re fired.” She stepped through the door and closed it before I could even respond.
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      “What do you mean I have to pay for parking?” I cried, rage bubbling up inside me as I stared at the pimple-faced teen in the neon green vest at the entrance to the carnival. Behind him, I could see a multitude of brightly-colored tents, an enormous Ferris wheel, and a bunch of people spending more money than I even had in my bank account. Even still, it looked like fun, and something about the sight served only to make me more frustrated.

      “If you want to go inside, you have to pay to park.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I’m just delivering sandwiches.” I pointed through my windshield while trying to maintain my cool. It was hard because every part of me wanted to wring his neck. “To that tent.”

      “Rules are rules, man,” he said, sighing in a way that made me think he was stoned off his ass. “Anyone who goes through has to pay.” He shrugged. “I’d love to help you out, but my hands are tied.” He gestured to the left where a camera sat watching the entrance.

      “If I pay the fifteen dollars to park—”

      My cries were cut off as the car behind me honked.

      “Can I just turn around and park across the street?” I asked, sighing. The last thing I wanted to do was pay the fifteen-dollar fee to park. If I did, I knew it’d come out of my pocket since delivery orders were paid up front on a credit card.

      “No can do, man. There are way too many cars behind you for you to back up, and even if they weren’t there, those metal things will chew right through your tires.” He shrugged as I glanced in my rearview. He might have been right about there being too many cars, and that knowledge made me even angrier.

      “Come on, bro, just raise the gate.” I tried to keep my rage out of my smile.

      “I can’t put the gate up without the fee being paid.” He shrugged again.

      “Fine,” I snapped. I was done dealing with this asshole. Here he was, a minimum wage slob like me, and he wasn’t being cool. I’d have let him in to deliver his stupid sandwiches if our roles were reversed.

      That was when I realized something. If the gate guard didn’t want to waive the charge, I’d just make the delivery on foot. Then when I got back, he’d have to let me through to turn around, and if he didn’t, well, we’d be in the same spot, but my delivery would be done.

      I opened my door. As I got out of my car, the guy stepped back in confusion.

      “What are you doing, man?” he asked, stepping out of his booth, and the smell of weed and sweat hit me like a freight train.

      “Getting the sandwiches,” I said, glaring at him as I opened the back door and pulled out the bright red cooler bag with Super Mart Deli stenciled on it in fading golden letters. “I plan on delivering it.”

      “You can’t leave your car here,” he said, confused.

      “It’s just for a moment,” I said as the car behind me honked again. “I’ll be right back.” I slung the strap over my shoulder. I was done with this bullshit. Sure, there would be the matter of not being able to back out, but I’d deal with that later.

      “Bruh,” he said, looking at me and wiping one hand over his face. “You can’t do that. There are all these people…”

      “Seems you have a choice.” I felt like an asshole, but I was done. Simply done. I smelled like old mayonnaise, was tired, and I was still halfway across town from my apartment. “Let me drive through and park or tow my car.” I moved around the gate which was hard because there was barely any space even though I wasn’t exactly fat since it was hard to put on much weight when your meals consist of ramen noodles nine out of ten nights.

      “I, er, but…” he mumbled before getting out of the booth and blocking me from going further. “You can’t leave your car here.” He leaned in toward me then, his Cheetos-stank breath wafting over me. “Just drive in, and I’ll put the gate up, okay. Just pretend like you’re paying me.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised that had worked. I mean, I’d been about to leave my car here and foot it to the tent, but I hadn’t expected him to break and let me in. That was crazy good luck.

      “Yeah, really. Just get back in, hand me whatever, and I’ll give it back to you, okay?” He nodded once. “Deal?”

      “Deal,” I said, smiling. “And thanks.”

      “Sure, man. Just get back in your car.”

      I nodded quickly and squeezed back past the blocker before sliding into my car. As I did, the guy held his hand out for the gate fee.

      Looking around, I realized I didn’t have anything that looked like money, and worse, all I had was a twenty. Grumbling, I pulled the bill out and offered it to him.

      He took it and nodded. “Thank you, sir.” He hit the button, raising the arm. “And exact change. I appreciate it.” He stared at me as the metal arm rose, allowing me passage.

      “What do you mean, exact change?” I asked, confused. “I gave you a twenty, which you were supposed to return.”

      “Um… no.” He looked at me in confusion. “You gave me fifteen.” He continued to stare at me, and as rage boiled up inside me, the cars behind me honked again. That was when the security goons rolled up in their golf cart, lights flashing.

      “Is there a problem?” the left goon called, his bulky body barely able to fit in the vehicle. He started to push himself out of the cart, eyes fixed on me.

      “No problem, Larry,” the stoner at the gate called. “This guy was just going.” He smiled at me.

      I wanted to rage, to yell and scream, to do fucking anything, but I couldn’t. If I argued, the guy would just lie, and they’d believe him, not me. No. I was just going to have to suck it up unless I wanted Tweedledee and Tweedledum to smash my teeth into the curb.

      “You sure?” the goon asked, one hand reaching to his Taser. “I got a report someone was trying to leave a car at the gate.” His eyes narrowed.

      “It’s fine, sorry. I thought I had a flat tire,” I said quickly before nodding. “He was just helping me check.” I gestured to the stoner who nodded knowingly.

      “Everything seems okay, move along inside,” the stoner replied, waving me through with his stupid orange wand.

      I glared at him before turning back to the gate and driving through. I was so mad I could barely think. Not only had he gotten me to pay the fee, but he’d ripped me off for five bucks. Worse, there was nothing I could do about it, and since the stupid delivery charge included a three percent service charge, I was unlikely to even get a tip.

      “No,” I growled, hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly, my knuckles turned white from the effort. “I will not let them get me worked up. That lets them win.” I let out a slow breath as I made my way through the lot. Only, for whatever reason, all the delivery spots were full of trucks and other vehicles. I sighed. Maybe I could just park here and run in?

      A quick glance in my rearview mirror let me know that wasn’t going to happen. Tweedledee and Tweedledum were following along behind me. I knew the moment I got out, they’d accost me, and that was the last thing I needed tonight.

      So, instead of double parking, I drove my happy ass to the back of the lot. It took me five more minutes to find a spot. It wasn’t at the very back, but it was so far away, it might as well have been.

      Grumbling, I wedged my tiny Kia between a lifted F-350 and a Chevy Silverado with spinners. It took me another couple minutes to get myself and the sandwiches out because there was barely four inches of space between the car and the road. As I squeezed out, I wanted to kick the stupid trucks. Why had they both needed to park on the line?

      Then again, maybe it was lucky? Maybe that was why there was a space. I had a tiny car, after all, most everyone else wouldn’t have been able to fit in that space. Deciding to go with that in an effort to feel like less of a loser, I slung the strap to my sandwich carrier over my shoulder and trudged to the entrance.

      It didn’t take long to reach the end of the parking lot, and as I stepped onto the curb, I noticed a pair of spots just a few meters away. They had been full when I’d driven by not a minute before, but now? Now they were both empty.

      I stared at them, trying to ignore the indignity of it all before sighing. I’d already parked and made my way over here. There would be no point in reparking.

      Adjusting the strap on my bag, I approached the tent, and as I did, a midget with skin the color of mashed potatoes poked his head out from the flaps and inhaled sharply, his wide nostrils flaring mightily.

      “You the sandwich guy?” he asked, looking over at me.

      “I am,” I said, holding the bag out. “Are you, uh,” I glanced at the tag, “John Tenner?”

      “That would be me,” he said, taking a step out. He was dressed in an immaculate, well-tailored suit that looked incredibly expensive. Like, so expensive, I was pretty sure it’d cost more money than I’d ever have ever.

      “Do you have the card you ordered with? And ID?” I asked, shifting the bag. “I have to check.”

      “Sure,” he said with a bored laugh. “I can show you my ID.” With that, he pulled out his wallet and flipped through it before offering me the card and ID.

      A quick glance revealed the name John A. Tenner on the credit card and a matching name on the Florida license, only the picture didn’t match at all. For one, the guy in the picture was a bald black guy, and his height was listed as over seven feet.

      “Um… this doesn’t look like you at all,” I said, uncomfortably looking over at the midget. “Unless you’re supposed to be LeBron James.”

      “Oh.” He smirked. “Give me a second.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out one of those moleskin notepads and the ugliest, most beat up pen I’d ever seen. I mean, wow was it a work of horror, all mish-mashed colors that clashed like a bad eighties sitcom.

      “Is it in your notepad or something?” I asked, confused as he began to scribble something down on the pad.

      “Huh?” He looked at me for a moment. “Oh, no, just look at the ID again. I think it’s the right one.”

      “Um… buddy, I think I know how to look at a picture,” I said, turning my gaze to the ID just to be sure. Only as I did, I saw the face of the midget staring back at me. Even crazier, all the details had changed as well so now it listed him as a three foot six white guy with blue eyes and brown hair.

      “Well…” he asked, sidling up to me. “Is it right or not?”

      “It’s right. I must be crazy.” I sighed. I could have sworn… “It’s been a rough day.”

      “Has it?” he asked, and he seemed genuinely interested which was surprising. “Tell me about it? I’m bored. So fucking bored.” He looked up at the sky. “I thought being a midget at a carnival would be fun, but it isn’t really.”

      “Um… I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, pulling his order out of the cooler bag and offering it to him. “Here you go, Mr. Tenner.”

      “Tell me,” he said, moving past me without taking the food and sitting down on the bench to the left of the tent.

      “Tell you what?” I asked, confused.

      “About your day.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a fucking gangster roll of cash. “If you do, I’ll give you this.” He offered it to me.

      “Really?” I squeaked, my mouth suddenly dry as I stared at the wad of cash unable to believe it. That amount of money would help me so much it was crazy. I’d be able to pay my rent, to eat a real meal. Hell, I might actually be able to buy my books for my next class instead of trying to get my classmates to let me photocopy theirs.

      “Yeah. I said I was bored. Entertain me while I eat.” He traded me the cash for the bag of fried chicken sandwiches.

      “Thank you so much!” I cried, unable to contain myself because I was already buying things in my mind’s eye. There had to be over a grand in the wad he’d handed me, and if there was one thing I could do, it was spend it.

      “It’s not a big deal.” He patted the bench. “Talk to me. Make it good, and I’ll double that.” He gestured at the gangster roll I was holding.

      “Really?” I asked, unable to believe this was happening. Nothing good ever happened to me.

      “Really.” As he nodded, I wanted to ask him that, ask him why me, but I didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth. Instead, I did as he said. I mean, money was money, right?
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      “I’m sorry to hear about your parents,” the man said when I’d finished my story. “And your sister.”

      “Thanks,” I said, looking at my shoes. I always hated telling that part of the story. I had been over at a friend’s house when they’d died which was probably the only reason I’d lived. On the surface, the normality of the whole thing made me want to scream.

      It had just been one cold Michigan night like any other, and because the central heat always bothered my sister’s allergies, my dad had taken to lighting a fire to keep everyone warm. Only, I guess he forgot to put the hearth stop in front of the fireplace, and a log had rolled out while everyone slept…

      “Okay, so enough about that,” the midget said around a mouthful of sandwich, and I turned to look at him. He had a look in his eyes I couldn’t quite understand. There was the normal pity everyone had of course, but there was something more, something dark and mischievous.

      “Enough of that?” I asked with a laugh. “Don’t want to hear how I’m about to get kicked out of school because my scholarship lost all its money to a Ponzi scheme?” I tried to smile. “Trust me, we haven’t even started going down this rabbit hole.” I ran a hand through my hair and tried to play it off like my life was worth having. Truthfully, sometimes I wondered why I even bothered…

      “Yeah, look.” He met my eyes. “You seem like a nice enough bloke, so let me give you a bit of advice. You need to stop feeling sorry for yourself.” He squared himself in front of me. “Start visualizing what you want.”

      “Ha, that’s easy for you to say,” I said, shaking my head and sighing. I’d heard people tell me to be more positive before, but that never really seemed to help. No, the only thing that ever really had was working hard, and if I was being honest, luck seemed to help a lot more than that.

      “I’m not just saying that,” he replied with a shrug. “It’s true. Being negative hurts you more than anyone.”

      “Right, okay. Look, I think I’m going to go.” I jerked a thumb at my chest. “Try to keep, keeping on, and all that.” I smiled. “The cash will really help though. I appreciate it more than you know.”

      “That’s just money.” He looked at me, chewing on his lip for a second. “Not happiness. Trust me, I’ve had everything anyone could want, and it’s not anything worth having.”

      “You know, I always hear that bullshit, but truth be told, I’ve never believed it. No one who had everything would give it up to swap with me.” I got to my feet, ready to go. Even though he’d given me a bunch of money, I was depressed as fuck. I needed to go home before I did something stupid.

      “That is true.” He nodded at me, and as he started to say something, I interrupted him.

      “Okay, look. You seem pretty well off, and all, but you know what? Just once, I’d like to be well off too, have a little of the good life. Learn for myself that it sucks.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Because I think I’d be pretty fucking awesome at being rich, all things considered.”

      “Would you now?” the midget asked, curiosity piqued. “What would you do?”

      “I, um…” I stopped. I hadn’t actually expected him to ask me. “I’d probably just finish school, live a normal life. You know…”

      “That sounds boring,” he said, getting to his feet. “So boring it hurts my brain.” He sighed. “Better than snorting coke off of a hooker’s ass though.” He gave me a look that made me think he had actually done that, and something about it upset me. I mean, I’d never wanted to snort coke off a hooker’s ass or anything, but at the same time, I’d like the opportunity to try, you know?

      “Yeah, I guess it is.” I shrugged. “I will just never have enough money to dream of snorting coke off a hooker’s ass even if I wanted to do it. No use getting my hopes up. Got to keep my eyes on the attainable, otherwise I’ll just disappoint myself, and honestly, I’m not sure I could deal with that right now.”

      “Oh?” he asked, and this time that strange curiosity was back, that ‘I’ve seen it all’ look. “Maybe you should try.”

      “There’s no point,” I said, not wanting to divulge my deepest darkest secrets to the guy.

      “It might.” The midget pulled out his moleskin again. He opened it to an empty page before fishing out his stupid-looking pen. “Tell me what you want.”

      “Why? So you can write it down?” I asked in confusion.

      “Yes.” He nodded. “I find writing things down helps a lot. You know, helps you visualize what you want, make it real, you know?”

      “I’ve not found that to be true at all. Is that your secret?” I glanced at him. He really seemed to believe that, and I didn’t know why. Part of me thought he was crazy, but he’d also just given me a couple thousand dollars like it didn’t matter. Maybe there was something to it?

      “You have no idea,” he said, tapping the pen against the page. “Tell me what you want, Roger Stevens.”

      I thought for a moment as he eyed me expectantly, but when I didn’t say anything, I saw boredom begin to cloud his features. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to continue with the exercise, but at the same time, he’d given me almost two grand, so I felt I needed to humor him. It seemed like the least I could do, only my mind was a total blank. Actually, that wasn’t it at all.

      “Go on, tell me,” the midget said, stamping one foot impatiently. “What do you want?”

      “I feel uncomfortable just telling you,” I said finally. “Maybe I could write it myself. Then you could just read it?”

      He stopped and looked at me for a long hard time. So many emotions I couldn’t place flickered across his face, swimming through his eyes before settling into something. Interest. No, that wasn’t right at all. That was the look I’d seen right before people did something dumb, like jump over a shark on a motorcycle, or leap a flaming gorge. It was a crazy exhilaration. Only that didn’t make any sense given our current situation.

      “You know what, Roger, maybe you’re right.” He took a deep breath and then looking like he was about to give his life savings to a stripper, offered me the pen and his pad. “Go ahead and write down whatever you want. Really visualize it.”

      “Um… okay, sure,” I said, taking the items from him, and as I did, the man’s entire demeanor seemed to change. He looked around apprehensively before staring at me like he couldn’t believe what he’d done.

      “Hurry it up,” he said, shuffling from foot to foot. “Write it down.” He swallowed, edging closer. “Quick and give it back.”

      “I will, just hang on a second,” I said, taking a step away from him. “Let me just think.” I chewed on my lip as I stared at the blank page. What did I want?

      A million thoughts ran through my mind. Did I want my parents back? My sister? Part of me wanted to write that, but it seemed silly. That would never happen. No, I had to be more realistic. What did I want?

      I put pen to paper. I wanted my scholarship funded. Only, after I wrote that, I realized I didn’t want that at all. I know it’s silly, but as dollar signs of fortune and fame flickered through my brain, the only thing I could think of was my part-time job at the local superstore. Not because it was a great place or anything, but because my boss there was so mean to me.

      If there was anyone I wanted to be nice to me more than I wanted Chuck, the district manager, to be nice to me, it was for Amy to be nice to me. No. I didn’t just want her to be nice to me, I wanted her to treat me like I was a person, and hey, if she decided she wanted to make up for being so mean to me, that would be okay too.

      I scribbled that down and began to think again.

      “Are you done yet?” the midget asked, moving closer and trying to see what I’d written.

      “Oh, um… sorry, I just need another second, is that okay?” I asked, and when he met my eyes, I could see the answer was no.

      “No, it’s not.” He held out his hand. “You’ve had my pen long enough, give it back.”

      “Okay,” I sighed, looking down at the page, and then before I thought about what I was doing, I wrote down another thing. Thanks for helping me, wish I could have written more.

      As I closed the pad, intending to hand the pen back to him, something exploded behind us. I turned, right in time to see a flaming bit of the tent hit the midget in the chest, flinging him backward. As his body hit the ground and tumbled, a fire alarm screamed through the air. Shoving the pen and pad in my pocket, I ran toward the midget, but before I reached him, another explosion filled the air. The shockwave hit me like a roundhouse kick to the face, throwing me off my feet. I toppled across the cement before slamming into a parked car.

      Agony ripped through me as darkness encroached along my vision and my hearing distilled down to a high-pitched ring. As I lay there, I saw a dozen guys clad in swat style body armor and face masks appear from everywhere. They swarmed around the midget, desperate to protect him, all with their M16s ready. A pair grabbed him up, pulling him away from the carnage as I lay there struggling to breathe.

      That’s when he pointed at me, and the guys with the guns turned toward me and opened fire.
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      As the sound of gunfire filled my ears, I managed to roll beneath the car I’d slammed into. My body was thrumming with adrenaline, and once that wore off… well… I knew it was going to hurt from that explosion.

      Still, I’d have to get away for that to matter. As I heard the sound of boots coming toward me, there was another explosion. Then another.

      “Fuck!” I cried, scrambling out the other side and sprinting through the cars and running as fast as I could. I wasn’t sure what the fuck was going on, but it sounded like someone was raining down fucking Armageddon on the group of soldiers who had shot at me.

      That was great because it kept them from shooting at me, but bad as hell because I had no idea what was going on. I knew one thing though. I needed to get the fuck out of here. I didn’t want to deal with any of those gun-toting assholes nor whoever had caused the explosions. The midget had been nice, sure, but at the same time, the moment he’d pointed at me, they had opened fire. He could deal with whatever the fuck this was.

      No, I needed to not be here. Taking a deep breath and trying to calm myself, I pushed down the pain in my chest and legs and began to hobble toward my car while trying my best to stick to the crowds of people rushing into the parking lot. I threw quick glances around, trying to find the guys with the guns, but I didn’t see them anywhere. They’d vanished from sight. On the one hand, that made me feel a lot better, but on the other?

      On the other, I just worried they’d sneak up behind me and jam a knife into my kidneys. I wasn’t even sure who they were, but one thing was certain, they’d wanted me dead enough to open fire on me.

      Careful to stay in the crowds, I slowly made my way to my shitty Kia. Even though my whole body hurt and my clothes were covered in blood, grime, and everything else, I was glad to have reached it without anyone killing me.

      I quickly unlocked my car, and as I slid into the driver’s seat, something jabbed into my ass. Reaching down, I found I was sitting on that stupid pen. I stared at it for a moment in surprise. With everything that had happened, I’d forgotten about the midget’s pen.

      Shoving the pen and the notebook in the cup holder, I started my car and sped toward the rear exit because M16s and Roger Stevens don’t mix. Not even slightly.

      Thankfully, the exit was only a few meters away. With any luck, I could escape this place before it became a total clusterfuck. The absolute last thing I wanted to do was get shot by those SWAT-looking motherfuckers or blown up. No. All, I wanted to do was run and hide.

      As I exited and pulled onto the main street, I slammed my foot on the gas, rocketing away as fast as my beat up Kia could take me. Then I made a right, and a left, and a few other turns. I didn’t think anyone was following me, but I couldn’t be too sure.

      After about fifteen minutes of driving in a direction that could only really be classified as away, my phone rang, and I nearly jumped out of my skin before I realized what was going on.

      “God damn,” I muttered, trying to keep my heart from pounding its way through my chest while my phone played the theme to Legend of Zelda.

      Quickly fishing the phone out, I quickly glanced at the screen to see who it was. My face fell. It was my boss from my second job at the superstore. Amy Soli. The one I’d just wanted to be nice to me. Of course, she’d be calling me now.

      Whatever it was about couldn’t be good. I knew from experience she’d just keep calling until I answered, leaving one angry voicemail after another, but at the same time, I had just scored with the midget giving me a couple grand.

      I took a deep breath. No. I was rattled as fuck, and there was no way I wanted to deal with her right now. I just wanted to go home and take a shower before hiding in my bed and hoping those gun-toting maniacs didn’t find me. Only, as I had that thought, the phone continued to ring, drawing my eyes to it.

      The thing was, as much as I hated dealing with Amy, I was having a lot of trouble keeping my mind off what had happened. Yeah, the adrenaline rush was starting to fade, but maybe talking to her would be good. Maybe it would distract me.

      “Hey, Amy. What’s up?” I asked as I answered the phone, trying to keep the panic at what had happened out of my voice. “It’s not really a good time for me to talk.”

      “You know it’s creepy as fuck when you answer the phone like that, right?” she asked, and I heard her sigh into the receiver. “Like, I get it because it probably shows my name or whatever, but I still don’t like it.”

      “Look, I was just at the carnival, and there was an explosion right next to me, and I’m kind of freaking the fuck out,” I said, not sure how else to respond. “I don’t even know why I answered the phone because all I want to do is go home right now.”

      “That’s actually why I was calling, I saw that on the news and knew you had a delivery there… Are you okay?” That was certainly odd. Was that a note of concern I heard in Amy’s voice? “I heard there were terrorists…”

      “Yeah, I’m okay. The explosion threw me back, and I got shot at, but I escaped, and now I just wanna go home,” I said before I could stop myself. Geez, the adrenaline must really be getting to me.

      “You got shot at? Did you call the cops?” she said, and the way she said it was odd, almost worried, which was when I realized my boss, a woman who had once told me she would rip off my balls and shove them up my ass so far I’d taste them when I’d incorrectly arranged the blenders was concerned for me, even though that was how she had told me to do it, but I hadn’t.

      “No. I ran the fuck away, and I’m not calling the cops. I just want to forget about the whole thing.” I said, suddenly wishing I hadn’t answered the phone. I should have just put it on silent. “I really just want to head home. I have a quiz to study for, and I just worked a shift.” I glanced outside the windows. “It’s dark, and I’m really not in the right mind to be working.”

      “I totally get that.” She took a deep breath. “But I know you lost your parents, don’t you live alone?”

      “I do.” The words weighed on me because I knew the second I got home I was going to freak the fuck out. I wouldn’t study, I wouldn’t do anything besides jump at every single sound. It was going to be miserable.

      “Then come here. No one else is here, so I’m stuck here by myself. I’d called to see if you were okay because of the delivery, but now I’m just worried. Please come. You could study here. That would be better than being all alone, I think.” She took a long breath. “I’ll even get you something to eat. I’d made a bit of dinner for myself, but you could share it with me if you like…”

      I didn’t know what to say because this had never happened before. Part of me wanted to accept because, admittedly, I wasn’t going to do anything much at home, but most of me was worried. I didn’t need the shift, and I didn’t want it. I had to study too.

      Only… the thing I wanted more than that was not to be alone. I wanted that so much I decided to just go for it. Sure, she was my boss, but even spending time with her would be better than jumping at the sound of every raindrop outside. And Hell, if she was telling the truth, I might even get to study and get a meal out of it.

      “I’ll be honest, Amy. I would really love to do that because you’re right, I don’t want to go to my empty apartment, but I’ve had a gross day. I really need to shower and change. That would take at least an hour and by then?” I winced as I said the words hoping that would be okay.

      “Okay, but make sure you come by after, I’ll even let you clock in. That way you’ll get paid for your time. It’s a good deal, and you know it,” she bubbled into the phone.

      “Amy, I’ll be there.” I sighed. “I’m not sure why I’m letting you talk me into this, but I appreciate you trying to be there for me. It means a lot. So yeah, I’ll come. Thanks.”

      “Good. I’ll see you in a bit.” The phone went dead in my ear, and I swear to God I stared at it for a good fifteen seconds.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I mumbled to myself, but then again, I wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. As much as I just wanted to go home and hide, I was definitely intrigued by the prospect of not being alone for once in my life. Sure, it’d be my boring boss, but still…

      Shaking my head, I turned on the radio and began to drive toward my place, trying to put the business with the midget and the explosions out of my mind. So far, no one had accosted me, and I was pretty sure that meant I was in the clear.

      Better still, the traffic wasn’t bad, which struck me as a bit odd. Shouldn’t there have been a bunch of commotion from the explosions and whatnot? Only, there wasn’t. Hell, there wasn’t any traffic at all. As I ambled through the city streets, I realized I was the only car on the road.

      It was late, but not late enough for it to be like this. Not at all. No. Something was off. I just wasn’t sure what it could possibly be.

      Easing up on the gas so a cop wouldn’t spot me and decide I was going to fast given the level of traffic, I made my way home as quickly as I could.

      As I approached my apartment building on the bad side of town, I managed to find a parking spot only half a block away and nearly cried out for joy. The building I lived in was only about a decade old and had been built when a developer had knocked down some tenement houses and erected a massive low-end apartment building in their place. Since the streets had been designed to have only about ten houses on either side, and this building was only four stories, there was no parking anywhere.

      If it had been five, the owner would have been required to build parking, but as it was, he’d gotten out of it.

      Still, this was closer than I usually got, and as I climbed out of the car, I found the night air chilly. Worse, I could feel my body stiffening up. It was no good at all. As the wind swept across the street, kicking up old candy wrappers and causing plastic soda bottles to rattle like ancient teeth, I made my way home.

      It was obvious from the moment I stepped onto the third floor that my roommate wasn’t home. I lived in the unit closest to the stairs, and as I approached, I saw the front light was off, the curtains were drawn, and no music drifted from beneath the door. All signs pointed to Marty being out.

      Despite being a suave lady’s man, he was a good guy though, paid his rent on time, and occasionally brought me along with him to bars. He’d even tried to play wingman for me, but my ability to talk with women ranged from somewhere between awkward and non-existent. It wasn’t that I couldn’t talk to them, I just didn’t know what to talk to them about since none of them seemed particularly interested in things I thought were great.

      Part of me was glad Marty was gone. I always hated walking in on him with a girl because it always made me feel more alone. Sometimes I’d thought he did it on purpose, but either way, it always made me feel awkward. After all, what was I supposed to say when I opened the door to find him getting a blowjob from a blonde? Anything other than sorry for existing seemed out of the cards.

      Knowing that wasn’t the case this time, I unlocked the door and stepped inside. The smell of trash from the kitchen nearly overwhelmed me, and I cursed. I knew I should have taken it out, but I’d hoped Marty would do it. Evidently, he’d thought the same thing.

      Sighing, I flipped on the lights as I made my way to the kitchen. I quickly pulled out the bag and set it outside the door, so I could take it down when I left. Then I went to the bathroom to shower.
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      I adjusted the tie to my Super Mart uniform as I sat in my car in front of work. I hadn’t been sure what to wear, but this seemed the most reasonable. Even still, something about wearing the red tie always felt a bit off to me, and it was a small comfort that both men and women were required to wear the same thing. A white button up, a red tie, and black slacks. The owners thought it brought an air of prestige to the place, but I was pretty sure it just made people feel like they needed to dress up to shop in our tiny version of Target.

      Whatever. There was no use complaining about it. I took a deep breath and sighed. It’d taken me a lot longer to get here than I’d expected, and I wondered if Amy was going to be pissed I was late. Taking a shower hadn’t been so bad, but once I’d gotten back on the road, traffic had been insane, like all the people who should have been driving earlier were suddenly on the road trying to make up for lost time. Worse, it’d felt like people were watching me, even though I knew that was insane.

      Still, after seeing what seemed like the same black van follow me for a few blocks, I started driving in crazy directions until I’d lost them. All in all, my paranoia had cost me an extra forty-five minutes, and honestly, I was not looking forward to getting yelled at. As dread welled up in my stomach, I unfastened my seatbelt and drummed a hand nervously on my steering wheel. I was stalling. I knew that. I also didn’t care. A few minutes wouldn’t make any difference at this point.

      Casting a quick glance around the nearly empty back lot, I spied only a repair van with no driver and Amy’s car, a rather nice Lexus SUV that was a perk of her position of manager of the store. As I stared at it, I wondered what it’d be like to ride inside it. I’d never even been in a car that nice before.

      As the thought crossed my mind, I wondered if I should write that down, you know, to visualize it like the midget had told me. I knew it was silly, but it couldn’t hurt. Besides, I was stalling, and what better way to stall than to write myself notes? Hell, I could even read it.

      Turning my eyes back to the moleskin and pen in the cup holder, I stared at them for a long moment. I was procrastinating, but fuck it. Step one, read what the midget had written. Step two, write about riding in Amy’s awesome car for visualization purposes.

      I picked up the notebook and opened it. Only, the notes inside didn’t make sense. It was all weird sentences like “play in the NBA and score game-winning point” and various other fantasies. The last page with any notes at all, which was page three in the notebook, said “carnival midget with awesome suit.” It was followed by a note about wanting the best chicken sandwich in town and then finally by, “have the right ID.”

      That seemed a weird thing to write, and as I stared at it for a moment, I briefly recalled the midget writing in it and telling me to check his ID again. Surely that was a coincidence, right? There was no way his weird line had anything to do with me looking at his ID wrong the first time. Unless it did?

      I wasn’t sure, but as I flipped the page and found my own notes, I noticed something I hadn’t before.

      On the back of the page with the notes about being a midget was a single sentence. “I just want to stop being bored.”

      It was weird because as I looked at the sentence, I could tell it’d been written idly. Not with the same steadfast strokes as the rest of the words on the other pages. I briefly recalled the guy complaining about being bored, and I hadn’t quite understood why, but then again, with his whole “write what you want and visualize the good” bullshit, maybe that was what he’d been doing. Either way, I resolved to ask him about it if I ever saw him again. You know, assuming whoever had the guns and explosions hadn’t already killed him.

      Part of me couldn’t believe that had happened, and as I sat here, I still wanted to go home. The only reason I hadn’t stayed there was because even that short time alone in my apartment had been too much. The whole time I was in the shower, I’d worried someone would kick the door in and shoot me.

      While being with Amy wasn’t exactly ideal, it would be better than staying home alone, especially if she did let me study. Taking a moment to glance around outside for ambushers, I closed the notepad and shoved it in my pocket before getting out.

      As I went to close the door though, I found myself looking at the pen still sitting in my cup holder. I couldn’t say why, but something in me made me grab it and shove it in the pocket of my slacks before grabbing my backpack and heading to the back entrance.

      I locked my car, adjusted my stupid tie again, and made my way to the back door. A quick swipe of my keycard on the door lock caused it to blink from red to green, and as I pushed it open, I found myself staring at a well-lit room. It was a touch odd because the lights in here were motion detecting, and were almost never on.

      “Amy?” I called, stepping inside and shutting the door behind me. As it closed with the click of an electromagnetic lock settling in place, I looked back and forth down the hallway. I didn’t see her, or anyone else, anywhere, but then again, she’d said no one else was here.

      “Man, I need to get a handle on things.” I took a deep breath trying to stop myself from jumping at every shadow. Just because there had been a weird explosion and guys with guns did not mean people were after me. I mean, why would anyone care about me? I was a shitty college student with an even shittier part-time job. Sure, I aspired to more, but that would come with time. Once I graduated and got a real job, I’d tell both places to fuck off.

      I laughed to myself, and the movement made my ribs ache. As I paused to rub them, I knew I’d have a hell of a bruise in the morning. Part of me was still shocked I’d come through the whole thing with what seemed like relatively minor injuries. Hell, after I’d exited the shower, it’d been hard to tell I’d been hurt at all. Only that made no sense because I’d been thrown twenty feet through the air into a car.

      That was not something I wanted to dwell on. Not the explosion. Not the guys who shot at me. Not my miraculous recovery. None of it.

      Part of me knew I shouldn’t have come in at all, but the thing was I didn’t want to be alone, and I had to study anyway. Besides, once I clocked in, they’d have to pay me for at least four hours, and if I got paid extra to study and got dinner? Well, that’d help me keep my mind off things.

      Or at least it was supposed to keep my mind off things, but something about stepping into an empty superstore in the dead of night made me anxious in a way I couldn’t quite explain. I knew there were probably no terrorists or whatever, but that didn’t stop me from imagining them around every corner.

      A quick swipe of my keycard against the timekeeper caused it to light up, marking my entrance time and letting me know I was officially on the clock. Good. Now to find Amy.

      Adjusting my book bag over my shoulder, I moved past the clock and toward the break room. I wasn’t sure if that was where Amy was, but it was on the way to her office. There was a good chance she’d be in one of the two places if we were supposed to eat.

      A quick peek inside the break room revealed it to be lit up like the hallway, but there wasn’t anyone there either. It was a bit odd because there was always someone here. Even at night, there were stock boys and the like. Hell, there should still have been people here. Only, there wasn’t anyone. Not even the repairman who had his van parked out back.

      “Guess I’ll just have to ask Amy about it,” I mumbled, moving past the break room and heading toward her office. It was a bit weird because as I moved, I got the distinct impression, I wasn’t alone in the place, and not in a good way. Sure, Tony the security guard sometimes like to sneak up on me and scare me, but that wasn’t the feeling I had now. No. It felt like I was being watched from on high. Only that was just crazy.

      Resolving to stop being a pussy, I made my way to Amy’s office, and as I approached, I heard someone bustling around inside. Good. She hadn’t stood me up. I did a quick three count, readied three separate excuses for why I was late, and knocked on the door.

      As my knock echoed through the empty building, there was a squeak of surprise from inside, and the shadowy occupant I could see through the frosted glass leapt from her seat before scurrying toward the door.

      When Amy opened it a crack and settled her eyes on me, her face came to life in a way I’d never seen before. Usually, she had a grumpy scowl on her face, but this time? This time she looked at me like I was the most important person in the world. I mean, okay, I could have been wrong, but that was definitely what it felt like.

      “Roger, I’m so glad you came. You must have been so scared.” She pulled open the door, and as she did, I realized that while she was wearing her uniform, she’d clearly forgotten her bra. Her nipples stood prominently at attention, pressing out against the thin white fabric with such force, I could make out every last nuance of her spectacular breasts.

      “It was a bit. I’m just glad I didn’t get shot,” I said, using every ounce of my willpower to tear my eyes from her breasts while trying to remember this for later. God, I needed to remember this forever!

      “Do you wanna talk about it?” she whispered, voice a little hoarse as she reached out and touched my arm with one slender, well-manicured finger. I froze instantly. Amy had never touched me before, ever. Not even casually.

      Hell, I don’t think I’d ever seen her so much as shake hands with anyone at the entire company. She was a cold-hearted ice queen right down to the core, but this? This was fucking strange.

      “Not really. I kind of just want to study,” I said as she put her arm through mine and pulled me toward the small round table in the corner she used for reviews. Before, she’d sat at her desk when she’d done them, but corporate had delivered an edict saying that might make the person on the other side of the desk feel more defensive about performance issues. Since then, our meetings had been at the table.

      Only now, the cherry-red plastic table wasn’t empty or piled high with papers. No. It was covered with food. Expensive food.

      Stranger still, there was an open bottle of wine. And not just any bottle of wine, either. This was a Silver Oak Alexander Valley Cabernet Sauvignon. I’d never had it before, but I knew from stocking it in the glass case, that it cost almost a hundred bucks a bottle.

      “That’s fine, Roger, I just want you to have a nice time.” Amy pouted slightly, which was again, something I’d never seen her do. “And I thought to myself, you know what, Amy? Roger deserves a nice night after what happened to him at the carnival.” She nodded to the table. “This is all for you.”

      “I can’t believe you did all this,” I said as she pulled me to the table.

      “How could I not after you nearly got killed.” She shook her head. “It seemed like the least I could do.” Her cheeks reddened. “I just realized that I never really appreciate how hard you work. It’s easy to overlook you because you’re quiet and unassuming, but I realize that you’re the backbone of my team.” She gestured to the spread. “This is my way of thanking you for that.”

      “Wait, hold the fucking phone.” I swallowed hard. “You did all this for me?” I raised an eyebrow. It was way more than I’d expected. “The food? The wine?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” she asked, licking her lips and taking a step closer, so her breasts pressed against my arm. “Can’t a boss just want to spend time with her number one employee?”

      “Um… am I being punked?” I looked around for the camera. “This can’t be real. I mean, you want to drink on company property?”

      “I do it all the time. How else do you think I can get through all the paperwork?” She moved past me, dragging her breasts along my arm as she did before leaning down and grabbing the bottle. The movement let me see down her blouse, and as I stared, I realized I could see the dark outlines of her nipples through the slits in her shirt.

      I swallowed hard, my mouth going dry. Everything in me knew I should look away, but I just couldn’t. I mean I was seeing my bitchy boss’s perfect tits, and it was everything I’d ever dreamed of.

      “Wine?” she asked, straightening. She held a glass of red out to me. The dark red liquid sloshed up the glass in a way that let me know a single sip would be like heaven.

      “Um… okay,” I said, deciding to just go with it. I accepted the glass, and as I did, she held hers out to me.

      “A toast,” she said, clinking it against my glass. “To my best employee.”
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      “Thank you for spending the evening with me, Roger,” Amy said, squeezing my arm as we made our way to the exit a couple hours later. “I’m sorry you didn’t get that much studying done, but I you had some really good ideas about how we can change the place. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d love to put you in charge of implementing some of them.” She gave me a once over, and I could tell that while she was a bit tipsy from the bottle of wine we had shared, she was totally going to remember this conversation in the morning.

      “I’d be happy to help,” I said, somewhat wishing I’d never said anything at all. We’d spent most of the dinner talking about improvements because, oddly enough, she’d asked me what she could do to better the place. Then she had actually listened when I’d spoken. Neither of those things had happened before. Then again, we’d had dinner together in her office, and that had never happened before either, so…

      “It would, of course, come with a raise.” She smiled at me as we reached the outer door. “How does being Assistant Manager sound?” She frowned slightly. “Honestly, not much would change, but your wages will go up about fifteen percent.”

      “Wow, really? I would love that,” I said, flabbergasted. Becoming assistant manager would definitely get me out of the shittier jobs and get me better hours. That would give me more time to study. Hell, maybe I could even take extra classes and graduate sooner.

      “Great!” She gave me a tight hug that pressed her breasts against my chest for all too short of a time. “I’m going to head back in and draw everything up. That way I can get it signed when the DM comes in for the morning meeting.”

      “Wow, I just don’t even know what to say, Amy.” It was true, I was at a complete loss for why or how this was happening, but at the same time, I was so fucking glad it was happening, I didn’t care. Sure, a succubus was probably going to show up and demand my soul or something, but at the moment, I was going to take this and run with it for as long as I could.

      “You don’t have to say anything, Roger. After all, it’s my fault for not appreciating you before.” She pushed the outer door open, and a cold burst of air hit us. I shivered slightly and looked up at the sky. It hadn’t been stormy before, but it was now.

      “Looks like it’s going to rain,” I said, moving to hold the door. The movement caused her arm to brush against mine, and that brief touch of her warm skin against mine nearly made me forget what I was doing.

      “Yeah.” She nodded, biting her lip. “I’ll have to be quick. I definitely don’t want to get caught out in the rain wearing white.” With that, her cheeks flushed practically scarlet, and she took a step backward, swallowing hard. “Well, um, good luck. Don’t stay up too late, okay? I know you have classes…” She kept looking at me, blue eyes roaming over me as I nodded back to her.

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, wondering if I should make a move on her. I mean, she seemed interested, but at the same time, she was my boss and had just offered me a promotion. What if I was misreading things? That could turn the tables in a heartbeat. No. I couldn’t risk it.

      “Well, I’ll see you then.” She took another step backward, and as she did, I shut my eyes and walked out the door. As I let it close behind me, I leaned against the wall.

      “I’m an idiot,” I mumbled, wiping my face with my hand. “A real idiot.”

      She had seemed so into me, and while she’d never seemed like she’d liked me at all before, everything in me wanted to turn around and go back inside, to see what would happen. It would be a risk, sure, but maybe it would work out?

      Still, I could lose my job, or worse, get branded with sexual harassment. Was that a risk I, of all people, really wanted to take? My job at the superstore barely kept me afloat as it was. While I did have the money from the midget, that would only hold me over for so long.

      Losing my job would mean I’d have to find another, but even knowing all that, I put my hand in my pocket and felt my keycard. I turned and looked at the door once more, wondering if I should try it, anyway. After all, if she did fire me, I still had the money from the midget. It’d buy me time to find a new job.

      “You know what, fuck it.” I took a deep breath and heart hammering, slid my card across the reader. It blinked once, the light flashing green, before releasing the lock.

      Taking a deep breath, I grabbed the door and opened it to find Amy standing there.

      “Amy, I didn’t realize you were right there,” I said before I could stop myself. Truth be told, I couldn’t tell you how I had even managed to say that much because my heart was thundering louder than a storm with embarrassment. While I’d planned to make a move on her, now that she was right here, I was having doubts.

      Still, I’d come back in here to do this, hadn’t I? It was time to man the fuck up.

      “Did you forget something?” She leaned toward me, and I suddenly realized we were only a few inches apart. While we’d been this close earlier in the night, this seemed different, felt more… electric, more charged.

      “Yeah.” I took a deep breath as she raked her eyes over me. “Truth is, I came back because I feel like there’s something between us. I might be crazy, but, well, I think you might feel it too.”

      “I’ve seen you looking at me tonight.” She smiled while dropping a hand on her lap. “It was by design.”

      “It was?” I asked, suddenly confused.

      “Yes.” She reached out and took my hand, drawing it toward her as she pulled me back inside. “Do you think I normally forget to wear my bra?”

      “I’m not following?” I said even though I was. At least, I hoped to God I was following.

      “Well, let me make it crystal clear for you.” She placed my hand on her lap before pressing it against her crotch until I could feel the heat of her. “There’s something else I’m not wearing.”
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      The shrill cry of the alarm on my phone shocked me from sleep, and as I tried to blink myself awake, I realized I had no fucking clue where I was. I looked around, trying to understand the strange place. As my gaze swept across the expensive hotel room’s interior with its modern art on the walls, sleek furniture, and marble floors, everything came back to me in a rush.

      I’d come here, to the most expensive hotel in our little city and slept in a suite. With my boss. I could still barely believe it’d actually happened. Only, maybe it hadn’t because I was alone in the bed.

      I guess that shouldn’t have surprised me much that the bed was empty. Sitting up and causing the ridiculously soft sheets to slide off my naked body, I looked around. Most of my clothes were strewn across the floor.

      “You’re awake,” Amy said, and as I turned toward the sound of her voice, I saw her standing in the bathroom doorway wearing only my white button up and a smile. It fell just above the middle of her thighs, and as I stared at the exposed flesh in awe, I found myself barely able to concentrate on anything else.

      “I, er, maybe,” I conceded, finally managing to tear my gaze away from her tanned thighs and draw it up her body. “I keep thinking I must be dreaming.”

      “Oh?” she asked, coming toward me all swishing hips, each step revealing a hint of the golden triangle hidden by the edge of my shirt. “Why is that?”

      “Is that a real question?” I asked, shaking my head. “You’re fucking hot, and I’m, well, me.”

      She frowned slightly. “I don’t follow.” She shook her head. “I think you’re just great.” She smiled again. “If anything, I’m the lucky one.” She settled on the bed beside me and laid one hand on my thigh. “Really lucky.” She licked her lips, eyes roving down my body to settle on my crotch.

      My heart hammered in my chest as she ran her hand up my sheet-covered thigh before running her nails along my naked abdomen. “You had so much to offer.” Her cheeks flushed, and her nipples strained against the shirt’s fabric as she looked at me. “More than I ever imagined.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to wrap my head around what was going on. “I, um, thanks, I guess.” I no longer thought I was being punked, but something was definitely off. Really off. I might buy last night what with the two bottles of wine we’d had, but right now, she seemed stone cold sober. And crazily, she seemed to like me. A lot.

      “You’re welcome.” She leaned in close, causing her scent to fill my nose. Part lavender, part sugar, and part something unmistakable female. I felt myself react to it as her tongue flicked out, tasting my earlobe. “Let me show you just how welcome.” Her breath was hot on my neck as she spoke.

      I didn’t have a chance to respond because that was when her other hand dipped under the sheet, grabbing hold of me. The hot caress of her fingers as they wrapped around me tore a gasp from my lips that was silenced by her mouth on mine.

      She kissed me hungrily, mashing her lips into mine as she pushed me backward onto the bed. As the back of my head hit the pillow, she straddled me, effortlessly sliding me into her in one quick motion. The feeling was nearly indescribable, and as the warmth of her hit me in a surge of pleasure, I gasped.

      She moaned, leaning in toward me and grabbing my hands and pressing them against her breasts. I could feel her hard nipples jutting through the thin fabric of my shirt, and as another wave of ecstasy slammed into me, my goddamned alarm went off again.

      At first, I didn’t realize what was going on, and as Amy thrust herself down onto me, content to ignore it, the ringing pinged something strange in the back of my mind. It was a familiar sound, too familiar, and it stirred something in me so visceral that I knew it was important. I just didn’t know why.

      “Ignore it,” she moaned, leaning toward me and kissing my neck, her breasts pressing against my chest as she rose on top of me, inch by excruciating inch. “I’ll make it worth it, I promise.”

      As she hung there in that position, the tip of me barely inside her, I decided she was right, that alarm could go fuck itself. I reached around, grabbing her by the hips and pulled her down on top of me.

      “Good choice,” she half-moaned as pleasure enveloped me. She began to rise in that same infuriating, excruciatingly slow way until I was nearly out of her. Then she thrust herself down on me in one quick motion that buried me to the hilt within her.

      A gasp exploded from me as the alarm started going off again, this time a different, more urgent one, and as I turned toward the phone, Amy grabbed it and flung it across the room. It smacked into the expensive looking couch and lay there, still chirping.

      I stared at it for a moment, more confusion going through me as she grabbed my chin and turned my attention back to her once more.

      “Maybe this will help,” she said, pulling her shirt off and revealing her nearly perfect breasts to me. I barely remembered them from the night before and staring at her dark nipples made me forget nearly everything else. She leaned down toward me, pressing one into my mouth, and as my tongue tasted her, there was a knock at the door.

      “Fuck!” she cried, sitting up and glaring at the door with absolute fury. “Seriously?”

      “Room service,” the person outside called as the door jiggled before hitting the deadbolt and refusing to open.

      “Did you order room service?” I asked as Amy’s face fell. I didn’t like that look. It made me think she was considering ending our little session.

      “Yes. I thought it’d be nice,” she said, sliding off of me. The movement made me want to cry. “Now it pisses me off.” She glanced down at me as she grabbed the shirt. “Just give me one second, I’ll take care of it.”

      I nodded to her as she pulled the shirt back on and headed for the door, giving me a spectacular view of her ass. That was when my alarm went off for the third time, and I finally realized what it was. The notification to get my ass to class because it started in an hour.

      And I had a quiz.

      Fuck.

      Double fuck.

      Leaping from the bed as she answered the door, I grabbed my phone, hoping it was anything but what I thought it was. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that kind of luck.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Amy growled, and I turned to find her staring at me. She had brought the tray of food inside, and it sat atop the silver cart. I’d never even seen her open the door to get it, probably because I’d been too preoccupied.

      “Turning off the alarm, so it doesn’t keep bothering us,” I replied, tossing the phone back down.

      “Good idea.” She pulled her shirt off, letting it fall to the ground. “Now come over here.”

      “That alarm means I’m going to be late for class. I can’t be late, so we have to finish this in an hour.” I sighed, feeling like an idiot as I moved toward. “Is that enough time? I probably should make it if I can, but if not…” It was true. I was doing okay, but there was this super smart kid who aced everything, destroying the class curve. The worst thing was, I knew he didn’t even study. Still, I could miss one quiz. And I would miss one quiz.

      “Why don’t we find out?” she pouted, tweaking one nipple between her thumb and forefinger.
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      “You sure you’re worn out?” she asked, playing with me after we’d finished. We hadn’t taken up the whole hour, but it was close. And I’d have stayed, but at the same time, I was pretty sure I was at my limits. As much as I wanted to keep fucking her, little me needed a break.

      “Yes,” I said even though I’d literally never wanted to do anything more in my life but stay here with this goddess, but little me would not get with the program. Fuck. Why was my body so lame?

      “Okay,” she said, sadness etching into her words as she bent down and picked up my shirt. “You will probably need this then.” She offered it to me.

      “Thanks,” I said taking it from her and putting it on.

      The sad thing was, even though I could smell her on the shirt, I wasn’t happy about it at all. I didn’t want to leave. I wanted my dick to be back at attention. It just wasn’t going to happen. Three times was too many times, even for it.

      “Can I at least drive you?” she asked as she pulled her shirt on. “I’d like that.”

      “I’d appreciate it,” I said.

      “Good.” She finished dressing and moved to the tray, pausing long enough to grab a strip of bacon from the room service platter. As she bit into the strip, my stomach grumbled in a way that let me know I was starving. So, as I followed her outside, I snagged my own handful of cold bacon strips. Shoving them into my mouth, we hurried to the elevator and headed down.

      “This was really great, Amy,” I said as though the words could somehow convey how amazing everything had been. Just one facet of the gemstone of the last few hours would have been enough, but the whole thing? It was insane. Crazy. A deluded daydream. Shit like this just didn’t happen. At least not to me.

      “The ending wasn’t what I’d planned. In my head, you can keep going and going.” She shook her head, causing her mousy curls to frame her face. “Maybe we can pick up later?” She gave me a wry grin. “I’m free this evening.”

      “I would like that more than anything in the world.” I smiled at her, envisioning what another night would be like. It was almost enough to spur little me back to life.

      “Good. I’ll wear something nice.” She nodded, smiling to herself as the elevator dinged, unleashing us into the hallway beside the lobby. “Let’s hurry.” She touched my arm. “I don’t want you to be late.”

      “I won’t be late,” I laughed as we moved through the lobby. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

      “I meant to your class.” She smacked my ass, hurrying me toward the Lexus.

      “Oh, yeah.” In my excitement, I’d almost forgotten about my stupid class.

      “Say, I have an idea,” she said as she unlocked the car. “Maybe you can drive?”

      “Me?” I asked, confused as she moved toward the passenger side. “Drive your Lexus?”

      “Yeah.” She gave me a wry smile. “I don’t know the way to your school.” Her cheeks flushed.

      Amy slid into the passenger seat, and as I stood there confused, I shrugged. If she wanted me to drive her awesome car. I was just going to go with it.

      Seizing my chance, I opened the driver’s side door and slid into the seat. Only as I started it, she leaned over and looked at me.

      “Now pay attention to the road, okay? I don’t want to end up dead,” she said, giving me a strange look.

      “Um… okay. I’m a pretty good driver,” I said, pulling out of the parking space and heading toward the exit.

      “Maybe.” She grinned at me. “But I’m really good at giving blowjobs.”
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      “Nice of you to join us, Mr. Stevens,” my teacher, Ms. Mattu said as I burst into the room with only twenty minutes until class ended. That was the problem with the forty-five-minute classes. Even being a little bit late could cost you a lot of class time.

      Every other student had their head down, scribbling furiously on a piece of pink paper, and the sight of them made my stomach lurch. Even from here I could tell there were so many questions on the quiz, I’d have barely finished even if I’d had the full period. This was going to be a bloodbath. Still, I had to try. You always have to try.

      “Sorry, I’m late. I got caught up with work,” I said, hustling toward her, one hand outstretched to take a quiz.

      “I’m sorry too,” she said, looking me over from behind her large glasses. Her eyes seemed huge and bug-like, magnifying the pity in them. “You can still take it, but you won’t have enough time, and I can’t make exceptions.” She offered me a packet of papers. “At least it’s multiple choice.” She offered me a faint smile, and I got the impression that even though she was in her fifties, she’d probably been incredibly beautiful when she was younger.

      Hell, she was still pretty attractive in that old lady sort of way, what with her long dark hair, and general, well, poise.

      “Thanks for letting me take it,” I wheezed, my heart hammering as I struggled to catch my breath. I’d sprinted all the way here from the parking lot, and while I’d gotten as close as I could to the building, in retrospect, Amy’s ministrations hadn’t helped things. In fact, it’d cost me an extra five minutes, but honestly, it was still worth it.

      “I guess I have a soft spot for people who work hard.” She nodded at me. “Now hurry. You’re wasting what little time you have.”

      She was right, so I whipped around and headed to the first empty desk I saw. It was toward the back corner, near the door. Sliding into the seat, I plopped the test down in front of myself and went to reach for my bag. Only as I did, I realized it was still back in my car behind the superstore. What the hell was I supposed to do?

      As I stared at the test in front of me, unsure of what to do because I had nothing to write with, I started to move, to get to my feet so I could go ask to borrow a pen. That was when I remembered the pen I’d gotten from the midget. It had been in my pocket when I’d gone into work.

      Reaching into my pocket, I quickly found it and pulled it out. The pen still looked ridiculous, but I didn’t care. It would write, and that was what I needed.

      Turning my attention to the test, I began to work as quickly as I could. The first couple questions were easy, copied straight out of the homework as usual. Ms. Mattu often did that as a way to check to see if anyone actually did the assignments. Unfortunately, those were the only easy ones.

      As I stared at the next problem, trying to remember a formula I’d normally have committed to memory the morning before the exam and then hurriedly scribbled on the test the moment I got it, I felt my mind starting to wander over to the other activities. It was weird because my life had already changed so much, and while I wasn’t sure what Amy and I were destined to be, I was excited to find out.

      “Five minutes left,” Ms. Mattu announced. The closeness of her voice shocked me out of my memory. I stared down at my test in horror. I’d barely gotten a third of the way through the problems. Jesus, I needed to hurry.

      Setting my mind to work, I calculus’ed the fuck out of the test. Or at least tried to calculus the fuck out of it.

      Unfortunately, when she called the two-minute warning, I had over half the test remaining, and by the time she called one minute, I made an executive decision. I was going to guess. Turning my attention to the answer sheet, I quickly circled answers as time ran out.

      “Pencils down,” Ms. Mattu said from the front of the room. “Everyone pass your papers forward.”

      I did as I was told, chest heaving as dread filled my gut. I felt like I was going to throw up, and I could barely breathe. I’d totally bombed that test. Even if every problem I’d worked out was correct, I’d had to guess on almost half the test. With that many problems left to chance, I’d be lucky to pull a passing grade. No, it was much more likely I’d have a high F.

      Rubbing my temples with my thumbs, I watched as Ms. Mattu handed the stack of papers to her assistant to grade and began her wrap up lecture. I barely listened as she went over each problem from the test because I already knew I’d gotten three of them wrong. It was stupid mistakes really, grabbing the answer that was almost right because I’d forgot to carry a negative sign through or whatever, but wrong was wrong, and since it was multiple choice, there was no partial credit.

      By the time she finished, I wanted to find a hole to crawl inside and die. I had no idea how many of the answers I’d guessed at were right, but either way, there was no way I could salvage this test through luck. There would be no high F for me. No, with the way things seemed, I’d be lucky to nab twenty percent.

      “Um… Ms. Mattu?” my teacher’s assistant said, getting to her feet and taking a quick step toward the professor. “Something is wrong.”

      “What do you mean?” Ms. Mattu asked, turning toward the girl, Charlene. She was a graduate student who helped Ms. Mattu with research, and while not particularly attractive, I’d always found her nice enough. However, none of that would explain why she kept taking furtive glances at me. So far, our interaction had been incredibly limited.

      “Mr. Stevens got a perfect score.” She swallowed as she held out the paper like it was a viper, but I was barely paying attention because I was almost too shocked to breathe.

      I knew I’d gotten questions wrong, and besides, I’d guessed on a ton of the test. How could I possibly have gotten a perfect score? It didn’t make any damned sense.

      “Really?” Ms. Mattu said, surprise filling her voice. “I guess you’re a good guesser.” She gave me a “you got lucky” look. “I still don’t see why that’s a problem. Chance could allow—”

      “Ricky missed almost every question.” She held up Ricky’s paper, and my jaw dropped. Ricky aced everything. He’d been breaking the curve forever. That he’d missed almost every question was unthinkable.

      “I did not!” Ricky snarled, leaping to his feet and charging forward like a bull on parade. “I worked them all out three times.”

      He was a shorter guy with dark black hair and clothes that cost way too much for him to be at a place like this unless he wanted to. While our school wasn’t bad per se, it was local, and judging from the way the guy dressed, he could have afforded Harvard or somewhere more ivy league. It made it doubly frustrating that he was doing so well.

      The thing was though. Looking at him stand there, fists clenching and unclenching, I almost felt sad for him. Blowing the test would kill his grade, and while that’d lower the overall curve, I kind of agreed with him. He should have aced it. He usually aced it.

      “The answer sheet doesn’t lie,” Charlene said right before Ricky snatched the test from her. He glared at the offending answer sheet.

      “How can this be?” he snarled, tearing his eyes from the answer sheet and looking to his own. His eyes went wide, and his lips started to quiver. Then he flipped away his answer sheet and stared at the first piece of scratch paper he’d had. “I worked it out correctly.” He pointed at the sheet.

      “It seems you did,” Ms. Mattu said, looking over his shoulder. “It looks like you just copied the answers incorrectly to the sheet.” She sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “You can’t really fail me for that, can you?” he asked, and the crack in his voice made me swallow hard. I actually felt bad for him, which was crazy because if our positions were swapped, he wouldn’t have given a handful of warm shit about my plight.

      “Let’s talk about this after class,” Ms. Mattu said, giving him a calming smile. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” Ricky said, still standing there as she collected the test from him.

      Ms. Mattu turned her attention back to Charlene. “How did everyone else do?”

      “It’s a lot lower than normal.” Charlene bit her lip. “And that’s the other problem.”

      “Oh?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      “A lot of people did the same thing as Ricky.” She pointed to the stack of tests. “I checked, and a lot of students have the work right but somehow wrote the wrong thing down on the answer sheet.”

      The whole class let out a collective groan, and as they did, I didn’t know what to think. I’d somehow aced a test I wrote down random answers for, and at the same time, the whole class had failed because they’d done the work correctly and written down the wrong answers? How was that even possible?

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Ms. Mattu said, eyes scrunching up in confusion. “How could a whole class just transcribe the answer down incorrectly?”

      “I… um…” Charlene looked at her shoes. “I can go through it again?”

      “That’s probably a good idea. I’d like to look it over as well.” Our teacher turned back to us as class time ran out. “Would you all mind if I handed these back tomorrow? Don’t worry.” She paused, settling her eyes on me. “I’m not sure what is going on, but I aim to find out.”

      I took a deep breath as the entire class rose and made a death march toward the exit. Only, I stayed there for a minute, confusion filling me. Nothing made sense. I never had luck like this. Hell, I always had the worst luck.

      Or at least I had until I’d met the crazy midget who had been like “write down your desires.”

      I stopped.

      My eyes fell to the pen on my desk. Could it be?

      No. That was crazy? It couldn’t have made my answers right, could it?

      As I stared at it, my mind drifted to last night, and as my heart nearly leapt into my throat, I reached into my pocket and jerked out the moleskin from my pocket. Flipping it open, I found myself staring at one of the lines I’d written in the notebook.

      I want my boss Amy to really appreciate my hard work and then have crazy sex with me.

      Then I’d underlined appreciate six times. I blinked, suddenly feeling sick.

      Had I? No. I was not going down that road. I refused to believe a pen had made her change her attitude toward me so abruptly. It was just a pen for god sakes.

      The crazy thing was, I felt ridiculous thinking that because as I stared at the notepad, I realized that might very well be the case because I hadn’t written anything about the quiz. No… I’d just used the pen to circle the right answers. Had that been enough to make my answers the right ones? Could the pen really affect things that much?

      If it could…

      I stopped and stared at it for a moment.

      If it could do that, was that why they had attacked the midget with so much force? To get the pen?

      My heart started to hammer. Did that mean they would come after me next?

      Only that was crazy. There was no way I had a magic pen. Still, it would be easy enough to find out for sure. I had to test it.

      Make the terrorists from the carnival unable to find me.

      The words stared back at me, completely normal, and while that should have made me feel better, I still didn’t know if the pen was actually magical nor if it had actually done anything.

      No, I had to test it on something that I could easily observe. Only… only I didn’t know what to test it on.

      Looking up toward the front of the room where Ms. Mattu and Charlene were going over the tests, I decided to just try it. Turning my eyes back to the pad, I picked up the pen, but as I went to write something, my phone rang.

      Without thinking, I fished out my phone and looked at the number. My heart sank. It was the scholarship office. Great. Just great.
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      Because I had an hour before my next class, and the automated message had informed me I should come in as soon as possible, I made my way there. Part of me still wanted to try the pen out again, but I wasn’t sure what to write, and what’s more, I didn’t know its limits. What if it did work, and I wasted its power on something dumb?

      After all, it already seemed like I’d used the power to rewrite the fabric of space and time to give myself a perfect score on a test. Had that used up all its mojo? I wasn’t sure, but as I approached the scholarship office, I decided to wait and find out. After all, there was one other thing I’d written down.

      I want my scholarship fully funded.

      I could feel the words burning a hole through the moleskin in my pocket as I opened the door to the scholarship office, eliciting the jingle-jangle of the bell above. There were only a couple of people inside, both staring at their phones and doing their best not to look annoyed with their situations. I’d never actually heard of the scholarship office calling anyone for good things, but if today was any indication, I was seriously hoping this time might be different.

      Sidling up to the counter, I smiled at the student clerk behind the desk. He had olive-colored skin and was busy tapping away at the keyboard in front of him with his index fingers.

      “Hunt and peck, that’s my jam,” I said and immediately wished I hadn’t as he looked up at me and frowned. “Admittedly, that sounded better in my head.”

      He shrugged, giving me a conciliatory smile. “I tried to learn to type once, but I could never get the hang of it.” He adjusted his glasses slightly, gaze flicking back toward the screen for a second. “How can I help you?”

      “I got a call asking me to come in,” I said, nodding to him. “So here I am, ready to get fucked in the ass.” I winced. “I just hope they brought some lube this time.”

      “Don’t we all,” he mumbled, turning his attention to the computer. “What’s your name?”

      “Roger Stevens,” I said before telling him my student ID. Then I watched him type it all in. He was surprisingly fast even with his two fingers.

      “I can’t see what they want you for, but there’re only two people ahead of you.” He nodded to the pair of students in the chairs. “I doubt it’ll take more than thirty, if you have time. If not, I can make an appointment.”

      “I’ll wait,” I said, taking a deep breath to keep myself calm. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but I really hoped it’d be good news. If it was, not only would I have good news, but maybe the pen really was magic.

      “Okay, I’ve got you down.” He smiled at me. “Have a seat. We don’t have magazines, but I’m sure you’ve got a phone, so…”

      “Yeah.” I smirked. “Got that one covered.”

      Making my way to an empty chair, I pulled out the moleskin. Only as I stared at it, that uncomfortable feeling of being watched came over again. I looked around but didn’t see anyone other than the two students, and neither of them were looking at me.

      “Man, I’m losing it,” I mumbled, turning my attention back to the notes that had been written in it before I’d gotten it. What was written there still seemed like gibberish, but if I went with the assumption that the pen had the power to grant wishes, the meeting with the midget as well as his notes made a lot more sense.

      For one, maybe that was how his ID had changed. There was a line about that in there as well as enough to make me think I had it put together, at least a little. The man had seemed bored with his life. He’d probably turned himself into a circus midget intending to spice up his life.

      I swallowed as I reread one of his messages. Had that idle message about not wanting to be bored set everything into motion? Could that be possible? I wasn’t sure, but as I stared at it, I realized that it might very well have. Maybe that was what had precipitated the pen falling into my hands?

      I wasn’t sure, but I was suddenly wary. If this pen was truly magical, would the note I’d written keep those guys from finding me? I had no way of knowing if they were after me, given what had happened with the explosions, but I was pretty sure if they had attacked the midget for the pen, they’d be coming after me next.

      Was that why when he’d let me use it, he’d immediately grown antsy about the whole thing? It made sense, but only if the pen actually worked. So far, it could just be coincidence. Either way, I’d know in a few minutes. If my scholarship was funded instead of being broke, I’d know it was the pen.

      Shaking my head, I tried to put it out of my mind. I didn’t want to get my hopes up and start writing things down, and if it did work, I didn’t want to jinx my scholarship by using up all my magic or something. Once I met with my counselor, I could experiment.

      The next thirty minutes passed so slowly I was sure I’d spent an entire week in that chair. Every time I tried to distract myself, I found my mind filling with delusions of grandeur. Ones I didn’t dare bring to life for fear they wouldn’t work.

      That wasn’t something I could handle given the precarious state of my finances. I’d have to sell a kidney or something.

      I tapped the pen to my lips while glancing at my phone. I could barely concentrate, barely think about anything beyond what she’d say, and at the same time, I was too damned worried about jinxing things to try anything else.

      Getting to my feet, I walked around the room three times before forcing myself to sit down and try to read something on my phone. Only after reading the first line of the same article three times, I put my phone away. It wasn’t helping because I kept glancing at the time.

      Thankfully, before I could completely lose it, the door to the back opened and Miss Montgomery, my counselor, looked over at me.

      She was only a few years older than me, and I’d heard this had been her first job after graduating with a counseling degree. She wasn’t majorly attractive or anything, reminding me more of the girl next door, especially given her choice of dress. Pink cardigan, button up, and pleated skirt.

      “Are you ready, Mr. Stevens?” she asked, arching one flame-red eyebrow at me.

      “You have no idea,” I said, practically leaping to my feet. “I’ve literally never wanted to meet with you more than I do now.”

      “Oh?” Her nose crinkled in confusion, causing the splash of freckles across the bridge of her nose to stand out against her snow-white skin. “Are you expecting something?”

      “You tell me,” I said, following her through the door and toward her office. “Should I be lubing up?”

      “Well, someone’s gotten some pep.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “I honestly don’t know. I haven’t opened your file yet.” She shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out together.” With that, she opened the door to her office, gesturing me inside.

      It wasn’t big by any stretch, barely large enough to hold her desk and a couple chairs. On the wall behind her chair was a large picture of a frog hanging on as a bird tried to swallow it. I’d always sort of hated the picture, the hopeless desperation of the frog struggling against the might of reality, but I got it was supposed to make me feel better even though it mostly just pissed me off.

      The only other decoration in the room was a kitten calendar that hung on the wall to my left with similar style uplifting quotes and pictures. It was like she knew her job was to rape me in the ass. Which, it sort of was.

      “Okay, so, let’s see what this is about.” She gave me a brittle smile as she shut the door and headed toward her chair. “Why don’t you have a seat?” She settled into hers. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything for you to bite down on, though.”

      “Is that a joke because it’s going to be like getting whipped or something?” I asked, surprised at her candor. She’d never quite acted this informally with me, but at the same time, I’d never been as flippant with her either. Hell, I didn’t even know why I was acting this way. I wasn’t normally such an asshole. At least, I didn’t think I was.

      “Yes. Sorry. I guess it wasn’t as funny as I thought it’d be.” She flushed slightly as she opened my file on her computer. Then her eyes got as big as fucking saucers. “Whoa.”

      “Whoa?” I asked, suddenly confused. “What’s it say? Something bad?” My heart started to sink.

      “No.” She swallowed. Hard. “It, um… give me a second, okay?” She took a deep breath, her eyes flicking back and forth as she read through something on her screen.

      “Sure…” As I watched her read, her mouth moving slightly with each word, I fought the urge to leap across the desk and look for myself. I didn’t, but it was a near thing.

      “Okay,” she said, after what felt like an hour. Her green eyes steadied on me, and she smiled. “Seems you’re rich.”

      “I’m rich?” I asked, confused.

      “Well, not actually rich,” she amended before turning the screen so I could look at it. “Look.”

      My account balance had been paid in full, and not just for the balance I’d had. No, it had been paid up through my entire expected tenure of study, and there was at least a hundred grand more in there that could be used for books, lodging, whatever I needed for expenses.

      “No fucking way,” I said, swallowing so hard I nearly choked. My mouth was so dry, I could scarcely work up moisture. It’d worked. Actually fucking worked. The pen worked. My scholarship was funded. Sweet baby Jesus.

      “I don’t know how this happened,” she said, blushing. “But I’m happy for you.” She nodded once. “This is the best news I’ve given, well, ever.” She smiled once more. “As long as you keep your grades up, everything will be fine.”

      Her words made my elation evaporate. My grades weren’t actually all that good thanks to my work/study balance being for shit, but as I had that thought, another one popped into my head.

      “Would you mind checking my grades for me?” I asked, and when she nodded, I pulled out my pad and pen. Then I waited as she chewed on her lip and moused through her screens.

      “Eww…” she stuck her tongue at me. “Not a very good student, are you?”

      I shrugged and jotted down a quick note in the moleskin. “Would you just refresh it? That doesn’t seem right.”

      “Um… I’m pretty sure it’s right.” She moved to turn the screen so I could look. “Barely a C average.”

      “Humor me?” I asked, and she sighed.

      “If you insist.” She clicked something and waited for a second. Then confusion flashed across her face. “Hum…”

      “What is it?” I asked, wanting her to turn the screen so I could look.

      “You were right. You have straight As. Huh. I wonder if it’s buggy?” She raised an eyebrow at me while turning the screen so I could see my transcript.

      As I stared at the screen and my perfect fucking grades, I let out a whoop of joy. It’d worked. Actually fucking worked. Oh my fucking God.

      “You seem really excited about seeing your grades,” my counselor said, looking up at me as I pounded my fist in the air.

      “Yeah, well, it’s been a good day.” I smiled at her as I forced myself to sit down in my chair and be calm even though all I wanted to do was get the fuck out of here. I had a magic fucking pen, and who knew what else it could do?

      “How so?” she asked, genuinely curious, and as I looked back at her, a really bad thought flickered through my brain. If the pen had caused Amy to fuck me, what could it do to Miss Montgomery? Would it affect her the same way?

      I know it sounds terrible, but a part of me needed to find out. I had to know if the pen could really affect her perception of me, so as she looked at me, I settled on one innocent phrase.

      Miss Montgomery likes me.
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      “I really would like to hear about your day, Roger,” she said while I stared at my page feeling a bit sick to my stomach. That was also when I realized she’d called me Roger and not Mr. Stevens. It was odd, but maybe the pen had worked? Or maybe she was just her being nice to me because she liked me?

      “Would you—” I’ll be honest, I would have said more, but as I swung my eyes up to her face, I realized she had taken her hair out of her ponytail, causing her scarlet locks to fall around her face in a frame of red. Her green eyes roamed over me, and she leaned forward on her elbows breathing hard.

      “I really would love to hear anything you have to tell me,” she said, tongue flicking out to lick her lips as she spoke. “Anything.”

      “I’m not sure that you want to hear about my morning,” I said, thinking back to the time I’d spent with Amy. Part of me didn’t want to believe it was the pen, but pretty much every bit of me was sure it was the pen, and I didn’t know how I felt about that.

      “Roger,” she said, reaching out across the desk and touching my hand. “I really would. Please tell me everything that has happened.” She winked at me. “Maybe I could make your day even better.”

      “Um… how could you make it better than finding out my scholarship is funded?” I gestured weakly at the screen.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” She shuffled in her seat for a second, and the next thing I knew, she dropped her panties on the desk. A black see-through number with red hearts on the crotch.

      “You can’t be serious,” I said, swallowing hard. This was not going as planned at all. I hadn’t expected, well, this much.

      “I know it probably seems sudden, but I really like you.” She took a deep breath, causing her breasts to strain against her top. “Still, if you’re uncomfortable, all you have to do is get up and leave through that door.”

      “Look, I can’t,” I said, getting to my feet, and as I did, she rose too, coming around to me.

      “Is it because I’m your counselor?” Her hand reached past me, locking the door. “Because no one will see us.” She gestured around the room. “No windows.”

      “No, it’s because I have a magic pen that is making you like me,” I said before I could stop myself.

      She stood there looking at me for a moment. “Are you being serious?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Anything I write comes true.”

      “That is the dumbest thing I have ever heard.” She shook her head, and I saw anger flash across her face. “Do you think I normally do this?”

      “No. That’s my point.”

      “Roger, stop.” She took another deep breath. “I don’t know what your hang up is, but I’m making this choice. Sure, I might like you. Hell, I like you a lot. But this is my choice, my decision.” She pulled her skirt up, revealing her glistening folds. “This wants you a lot too.” She smiled at me. “Don’t you want to find out just how much?”

      “But the pen,” I said weakly because I was not going to be able to stop myself. I just didn’t have it in me. As she reached down and rubbed a finger against herself, I knew I was done.

      “If it is the pen, show me what you wrote.” She nodded to my pad. “If you wrote Felicia fucks my brains out or something, I’ll believe you, but otherwise, well.” She took my hand and put it on her breast. “This is what I want.”

      “I just wrote that you’d like me,” I said weakly. And oddly, admitting it made me feel a bit better. She was right. I hadn’t made her fuck me with the pen. This was her choice. Sure, I maybe kinda might have nudged her toward liking me, but at no time did I expect her to hike up her skirt and ask me to ride her like a fucking pony.

      “Then we’re good.” She stepped closer until her breath was hot on my skin as she spoke. “Because while I might like you, I have self-control. I’m a lady.” Her tongue flicked out, tasting my neck. “And I want to blow you.”

      “You want to blow me?” I asked, surprised.

      “Yes.” Her hand slipped down my chest before dipping into my pants. “You might not know this, but I’m kind of a freak. I love casual sex, public sex, basically anything where I can get caught.” She kissed her way up my neck. “And I saw you sitting there, and I thought, well, I know what would be exciting.” She met my eyes before taking a step backward and sitting on her desk. Then she spread her legs, revealing every inch of herself to me. “Now, how about you come over here, and let me have my fantasy?”

      “I will, but just, um, give me one second.” I took a deep breath as she gave me a Cheshire cat smile.

      “Don’t be long,” she moaned huskily and reached down between her legs.

      Then, even though I felt like a total asshat because God fucking damn, I picked up my pen and scribbled out the line I’d written. As I stared at it, feeling my heart sink at what I’d done because I was an idiot, stupid, and ridiculous, the entire line vanished into the ether like it’d never been there at all. Had it worked? Had it undone the spell? It had to have, right?

      “Are you coming?” Miss Montgomery asked, and as I turned toward her, she plunged two fingers inside herself. “Or do I need to do everything myself?”

      “Wait, you still want me to fuck you?” I asked, incredulous.

      “Of course,” she said, licking her lips. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Well, that was that. Not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth, I grabbed her thighs and plunged my head between her legs.

      As I began to lick her, she did a sort of shimmy like she was trying to rearrange herself under my tongue, reminding me of something Amy had done last night. Only, unlike Amy, after a few moments, she grabbed me by the back of the head and forcefully ground my face into her while shifting again.

      “You’re really bad at this,” she said, finally pulling me away and meeting my eyes.

      “I am?” I asked, surprised, and I’ll be honest her words sort of brought me back to last night. I wasn’t exactly really good with women, and there had been more than a few times I could tell Amy wasn’t enjoying things as much as she could have been.

      “Yeah,” she sat up and smiled at me. “It’s not your fault though.” She patted my head before pushing me back a bit. “Let’s just skip to the next part, okay?”

      “No, um… let me just regroup, okay?” I tried to smile. “This is your fantasy, right? It needs to be perfect.”

      “It never is.” She gave me a weak smile. “You always think it will be better, but well…”

      “One second,” I said, turning away from her. “Maybe take off that cute shirt? It might help.”

      “Yeah, I guess I haven’t even taken off my bra,” she said, cheeks flushing as she grabbed the hem of her shirt. “Well, I can fix that.”

      Ignoring her was hard, but I managed, somehow. Grabbing my pen, I wrote another line in the moleskin.

      I am amazing at sex.

      I wasn’t sure if it’d work or anything, but as I turned back toward her and saw her standing there, I really hoped it would.

      Miss Montgomery had a way better body than I’d expected given the clothing she normally wore. My eyes moved over her flat stomach before settling momentarily on her perky breasts with their pert pink nipples. Like her nose, she had a splash of freckles across them, and before I realized what I was doing, I reached out, wrapping my arm around her waist and pulling her to me.

      As I moved to suck her nipple, my other hand went lower, fingers slipping inside her.

      “Oh my God, just like that,” she moaned, hands gripping my shoulders so hard her fingernails dug into my flesh. “Just. Like. That.”
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      “Please call me,” Miss Montgomery said as I finished dressing. Her hair was disheveled, and the tiny office smelled so much like sex, I needed a breath of fresh air. I wasn’t even sure how long we’d been in here. Hours? Days? Years? All I knew was that I’d gone, and gone, and gone, and yet she kept wanting more. Like my dick was fucking heroin.

      “I will,” I said, winking at her. “You can count on that.”

      As I turned toward the door, she wrapped her naked arms around me, pressing her bare breasts into my back as her hand dipped once more into my pants.

      “Or not… you could stay a bit longer.” I felt her lips on my neck. “We could stay here all day. I could make it worth your while.”

      I’ll be honest. Part of me wanted to stay, to take her up on the offer, but at the same time, I’d been having sex with her only a few moments ago. I knew her mouth was writing checks her ass couldn’t cash. Literally. She needed to recover just as much as me.

      Spinning on my heel, I kissed her hard, my tongue slipping into her mouth, and as she gasped in pleasure, I pulled her hands away.

      I broke the kiss. “I don’t want to hurt you, and we ran out of lube an hour ago.”

      “I know… it’s just…” she pouted, burying her forehead against my chest. “It was so good. You don’t even understand.”

      “I do.” My hand instinctively went to my pocket where I’d written the note. “I get it.” I cupped her chin in my hand, turning her eyes so I could meet them. “I gave you my address already. Just come by tonight, okay?”

      “Don’t you have to work?” she asked, face scrunching up as confusion and hope fought for dominance. “You said you had to work last time you tried to leave…”

      “I think I’m going to quit.” I smirked. “In fact, I know I’m going to quit.”

      “Okay.” She swallowed hard, giving me a long look. “I’m going to be there.” She nodded once and took a step back, leaning against her desk for support. “Um… can you help me get dressed?” She blushed. “I don’t think I can stand long enough to do it.”

      “Sure,” I said with a laugh.

      A few minutes later, I left her fixing her makeup and stepped out of the office. A quick glance at the clock in the hallway let me know I’d been in there for over four hours. That realization hit me hard, and as I stared at the stupid clock, I realized I’d missed almost all my classes.

      Hell, even my last class, a primer in obscure programming languages, was halfway over by now. Panic surged through me. I needed to learn those things, to get my degree so I could make something of myself… only…

      Only, I didn’t need to do any of those things. I glanced down at my pocket before pulling out the pen. Everything was different.

      I smiled as I fingered it. I didn’t need school, didn’t need a degree. I could write myself both those things. At least I think I could. I mean, did I even need to work? I wasn’t sure, but I aimed to find out.

      Moving quickly through the counselors’ building, I tried to ignore the mountain of people in the waiting room, but as I saw them, I felt bad. After the first knock on the door, I’d used the pen to make sure we hadn’t been disturbed. Evidently, that’d created a backlog, and now staring at them all waiting, I felt bad. Really bad.

      I’d thrown off all their schedules just so I could fuck Miss Montgomery. Something about it made me feel ten kinds of awful, like one of those douchebag business guys who parked his Lamborghini across three spots. As a tremor of guilt racked me, I resolved to be better, more careful.

      I had to use my pen for good, and the like. That was first thing. I was secondary, right? I mean, I had always hated how the man kept people down. Maybe I could fix it. Maybe I could fix everything.

      Nodding to myself, I sat down on the bench outside and pulled out the moleskin. Flipping to a blank page, I realized I didn’t know exactly what to write. Should I just write down world peace? What would that do? So far, the pen seemed to make things happen in its own unique way. For all I knew, that’d mean Mecha-Hitler would take over the world and enslave everyone to wipe out conflict.

      Given my new powers, I, for one, would not welcome that idea.

      No. It was best to start with something simple, something under the radar. I got to my feet and stepped back into the scholarship office.

      “Hey,” I said, waving my hands to get the rooms attention, and as a scant few students looked up at me, I smiled. “Does anyone have student loans?”

      A few people laughed nervously. Others nodded. Most looked at me like I was flipping insane, which to be fair, was what I’d have done in their situation.

      I wanted to try helping someone, but for all I knew, it wouldn’t work. Still, I’d come this far. I might as well try.

      “Does anyone actually have a loan bill, tuition bill, something like that?” I added, hedging. “Like the physical copy?”

      “I do,” said a guy in the corner. His arms were covered in tattoos, and he wore a black and red checkered flannel. He had one of those weird lumberjack beards and slick hair, making me think he was definitely going to regret his school photos in a few years. Or not. Cool was cool, I guess.

      “Awesome,” I said, moving toward him. “Could I maybe see it for a second?”

      “Why?” he asked, staring at me with curiosity and suspicion. “You going to try to steal my identity or something?” He gave a nervous laugh. “Trust me, not much there to steal.”

      “I’m writing an article for the student paper on oppressive student loans. You know, how the man is keeping us down.” I sighed loudly. “Doing the math, most of us won’t ever do more than pay off our interest on our loans. We’ll pay a bunch of money for our degrees, and the banks will make more than the university or us off of it for creating money with their backroom printing press.”

      “If you say so.” The guy smirked at me. “You’re clearly crazy, but I like your moxie.” Then as I stood there wondering why someone actually used the word moxie, he pulled a piece of paper from the folder on his lap and handed it to me. “Check out that.”

      My eyes nearly bugged out of my head as I stared at the loan document. The guy owed almost ninety-thousand dollars. Part of it was because his master’s degree cost a butt load, but still, it seemed crazy. While the payments were deferred for now because he had a year left in the program, I could see why he was here. He needed more money. There was a huge gap in between what he’d already been loaned, and what he needed for his master’s in Art Theory.

      “If this is where you tell me my degree is worthless, don’t.” His words drew my attention back to him. “I know that. I only started here because I had a scholarship, and then after a year or so, it dried up, but by then I was already on board so I kept paddling along, figuring I may as well finish. Then I couldn’t get a job because everyone wanted masters.” He rubbed his face.

      “I hear you,” I said, reaching into my pocket and pulling out my pen. Then I wrote a quick note across the top.

      Paid in full.

      “Say, can you pull up your balance on the app?” I gestured at him with the paper. “You know, on your phone?”

      “I guess. Need to correlate something?” He asked as he navigated through his phone.

      “Yeah, actually. Is that okay?” I said, hoping it’d work.

      “Not a problem. I’m already fucked.” As he brought up the application, he squawked in surprise. “What the actual fuck?”

      “Is something wrong?” I asked, suddenly worried. Had I messed things up somehow? Had nothing happened? No. Something had to have happened, or he wouldn’t look so surprised.

      “It says my account has been paid in full.” He swallowed and looked at me in shock. “How is that possible?” He began to scroll through the app. “My loan has been wiped out.”

      “That’s great,” I said, smiling as I turned away from the shocked hipster. “If anyone else wants me to pay off their loans, or fix their scholarships, grants, whatever, I’ll be outside on the bench. Please form an orderly line.”
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      An hour later, I’d given out at least a million dollars in student loan forgiveness. Hell, I’d even paid off a few credit cards, an overdue rent notice, and someone’s tab at the student dining hall. The last one had made me laugh a little, if only because the food was horrible.

      Still, the line of people had finally slowed to a crawl. At first, I’d worried people might rush me or something because, you know, free money, but after the initial wave had ended, not many more had shown up. That was good because not only was my hand was starting to cramp, but that strange feeling of being watched was back.

      Getting to my feet, I stretched, feeling the sun hit my face and trying to ignore the feeling. Despite my paranoia, I felt good, like I was taking on the man in some small way. Sure, some of the people I’d helped had been entitled assholes, but most? Most were just hardworking people like me who had gotten shit on by the man. Sure, the man was unlikely to notice what I’d done for these people, but at the same time, they had noticed, a lot.

      That said, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched, like someone was following my every moment. Unfortunately, I hadn’t seen anyone, and I wasn’t quite sure how to make the pen tell me if someone was, in fact, watching me. Writing down questions with it didn’t seem to do anything at all.

      “You sure you don’t need anything?” the guy next to me asked, interrupting my thoughts. He was a tallish fellow in a skin-tight purple muscle tee. He had close-cropped hair and wore camo pants, making me think he might actually be in an ROTC program or something.

      Either way, I’d just paid off his car for him, and while I didn’t even know if he really needed it, who was I to judge. It wasn’t like it cost me anything to do it.

      “No,” I said, taking a step forward and trying to ignore the weird feeling I had.

      “Are you sure?” he asked as the wind ruffled my hair, bringing with it the scent of rain. “Storm’s coming.”

      He was right, of course. Worse, my car was still back at the superstore. Well, that was no problem. I’d just bippity boppity boo my ass over there. Whipping out my pen, I quickly scribbled a line in my moleskin.

      Take me to my car.

      Only, as I finished writing the words, the words vanished from my sight in the same way they had when I’d scribbled them out with Miss Montgomery earlier. As I stared at them uncomprehending, it began to rain, spilling from the clouds overhead in big, fat droplets.

      Damn. I didn’t have time to figure out why it didn’t work. At least not if I wanted to get my car anytime soon. Sure, I could go back inside and try different variations of the wording, but there was a simpler way to get to my car.

      “Actually,” I said, stopping the guy as he looked over at me. “Could you maybe give me a ride?”

      “Sure,” he said, a smile spreading across his lips as he looked me over. “You bought it, so it seems like the least I could do.” He gestured for me to follow him. “Come on.”

      “It’s really nothing,” I said as I hurried after him, wishing I had a sweatshirt or something. All my stuff was still in my car. In fact, aside from my pen and pad, all I had was the shirt on my back.

      “Don’t say that, man. You really helped me out.” He huffed out a breath. “Everyone says not to buy a new car out of high school, so what’d I do? Buy a car.” He tapped his knuckles against his temple. “I never was much of a smart guy.” He smirked. “Guess it’s good that I’m big and dumb. The army would never have paid for me otherwise.”

      “You were in the army?” I asked, not really surprised.

      “Yep. Did two tours before a piece of shrapnel caught me in the leg.” He touched his thigh as he moved. It was a little weird because he didn’t seem injured. “Our vehicle got hit by an IED.” He gave me a hard look, like the tale bothered him, but not too much to share.

      As I saw memories flash through his eyes, he continued. “You know those stories where they say someone got lucky?” He touched his chest with his thumb. “I was the lucky one.” He swallowed hard. “The guy next to me got blown clean in half along with the vehicle. The blast threw me clear of the wreckage as it rolled, and as I hit the sand and lay there, a chunk of metal the size of my arm in my thigh, a rocket hit it.” He got quiet for a moment. “The bastards who shot us must have thought I was dead because they never came down to check. If they had, I’d have a bullet in my skull.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, watching him move. Each step purposeful, sure in a way I’d never had. Like he’d seen the worst the world had to offer and then overcame it.

      “It’s not your fault.” His lips curled into a smile. “Unless it is?”

      “No. I don’t even know how to shoot a gun.” I shrugged.

      “You should learn. A man’s got to defend himself.” He nodded once. “Look me up, I’ll teach you, sometime.”

      “I’ll do that,” I said, unsure if I would. For all I knew, I could write myself bad ass samurai skills. Hell, I should try that anyway. I’d always wanted to use a katana.

      “Good.” He pulled the key from his pocket and clicked a button, causing the Silver Tundra that had backed into the space ahead of us to beep. “Where are we heading?”

      “The Super Mart on Wilson,” I said with a shrug. “That’s where I work.”

      “You work at a Super Mart?” he asked, rounding the pickup and opening the driver’s door. “How did you afford to pay off everyone’s stuff?”

      “Would you believe a midget left me some money?” I asked, smirking at him as I got into the truck. I hadn’t really come up with a cover story for my wealth, figuring people would forget what I looked like the second they had what they wanted.

      “Not really, but it’s your thing.” He started the car and pulled forward as rain splattered against the windshield. He turned on the wipers before looking over at me. “You paid off my baby, so I can hardly get upset if you don’t wanna tell me the when and why of it.” He gave me a serious look. “I probably don’t want to know, anyway.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal,” I said, leaning my head against the passenger window. “I just wanted to do some good for once. You know, now that I could.”

      “That’s a nice sentiment,” he said, tapping out a drumbeat on his steering wheel. “Need more people who want to do the right thing.” He sighed. “Sometimes I just wish I knew what that was.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take that. I didn’t really want to have an argument with him or anything, but as I stared at him, I wondered if perhaps there might be more I could do. So far, I’d paid off some loans and stuff, but that seemed like small potatoes.

      Maybe I could do more?

      I wasn’t quite sure, but as we rode on in silence, I found myself wondering just what the pen could do. That was when I had a brilliant idea.

      Taking out my pad, I wrote a quick line.

      Know everything about the pen.

      Only, like when I’d tried to teleport to my car, the line vanished itself. Fine. I could try something else.

      Have an instruction manual for the pen.

      Again, the line evaporated. I tried about twenty more variations, all with the same result. Nothing. It made me think that as long as the line stayed, the thing would happen, though not necessarily in the way I thought. Miss Montgomery had proven that this thing definitely had unintended consequences when used, which made me want to not write a sweeping statement like, I dunno, No more terrorists.

      “Hey,” I said, looking over at my new friend as we pulled up to the superstore. “What’s your name by the way?”

      “Adam,” he said with a shrug as the words Be able to fly faded before my eyes. “I think I introduced myself earlier.”

      “I’m bad with names,” I admitted, which was actually true. “I just wanted to say thanks for the ride.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, smiling at me as I unbuckled and opened the door. “Wish I had an umbrella for you or something.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, taking a deep breath as I pointed to my car. It was still sitting in the same spot as last night. “Mine is in my car.”

      “Good.” He waved at me as I shut the door.

      As I stood there, he sped off into the distance, leaving me to stand there as the rain continued to fall, I suddenly felt sort of alone. At the end of the day, while he had been nice, he hadn’t been my friend, not really anyway.

      No, what I needed was someone to share this with, and as silly as it sounded, the only person I could even think of was my roommate, Marty. Well, that was fine. I’d just go get him.

      As I got behind the wheel of my Kia, that same sense of being watched came over me again, and once more, I looked around and found nothing. Still, I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Something was definitely off.

      Taking out my pad, I scribbled a quick note.

      Make whoever is watching me reveal themselves.

      Only the words vanished nearly the moment I finished writing them. I stared at the blank page for a second, worry growing in my gut. That was odd. Shouldn’t that have worked? Then again, maybe I was just being paranoid. Maybe no one revealed themselves to me because no one was watching me?

      I decided to try again anyway. Maybe I just had to be a bit smarter.

      Make me aware of how best to dodge the people after me

      Again. Nothing.

      Make me aware of how to protect myself from them.

      “Fuck,” I growled when that line faded away too. Maybe it wasn’t working because people weren’t after me, but I didn’t buy that. I may have just been paranoid, but it felt like people were after me. No, it had to be something with the way I had worded it. That had to be what it was. After all, maybe I was being too specific, and the pen didn’t know how to help me?

      Make me hidden from people who would do me harm.

      This time the words stuck, and as I stared at them, the weird feeling of being watched vanished, leaving me to wonder if it was cause and effect, or if it was just me feeling better because I’d written the note. Either way, I wasn’t waiting around to find out.

      I might be hidden now, but for all I knew, that could change. I had no idea how long the pen’s powers worked, and if someone was looking for me, and had known I was here, this was the first place they’d check.

      Unfortunately, there was one problem with that. My car still wouldn’t start. As I tried turning the key, I got no response whatsoever, but then again, I had a fix for that.

      One quick note and my car started, roaring to life in the back lot of the superstore. Then, as I sat there, another idea filled my mind. I had a chance to do some real good.
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      As I pulled into the parking lot of the chemotherapy day clinic, I was beginning to have second thoughts. At first, this had seemed like a good idea, like I could roll into the hospital and write away maladies, but now that I was sitting here, I began to feel like an idiot.

      Maybe I should just go?

      No. I needed to do this. Firstly, it was a good thing to do, assuming it worked, and secondly, I wanted to know if it would work, and how better than here?

      Summoning my courage, I got out of my car and stood in the parking lot. The rain had stopped, and as I stared at the windswept parking lot, I found myself looking at only a half dozen cars.

      “Roger, is that you?” Gail, the head cheerleader at my school and the girl who sat next to me in Sociology said. “What are you doing here?”

      I spun toward the sound of her voice and found myself staring at the buxom, green-eyed blonde. Only she wasn’t in her cheerleading outfit now. No, she was dressed in a navy blue sweatshirt and blue jeans and was walking patiently beside an older man using a walker and wearing a bathrobe and pajamas.

      Even though each movement the man made seemed to cause him pain, I saw Gail visibly refrain from helping him.

      “Is that one of your friends?” the man asked in a gravelly voice that told me he had probably smoked way too many cigars. He frowned. “I told you I didn’t need any help getting to my chemotherapy.”

      Gail gave me an apologetic look that told me she wished she hadn’t said a damned thing to me.

      “I just came to see about volunteering actually,” I said, shrugging. “I didn’t know you or your beautiful granddaughter were here.” I gave a small smile.

      “You volunteer here?” Gail asked, raising a shapely eyebrow at me. “I didn’t know that.” She looked at her feet. “Admittedly, I’ve not been here before. My mom usually takes Pop-Pop to his chemotherapy appointments, but she had to work, and I had free time between classes.”

      “I haven’t started.” I smiled at them as I approached them. “It just seemed like a nice thing to do.”

      “Wow.” Gail nodded at me, her emerald eyes raking over me like she was seeing me for the first time. “That’s amazing. How do you have the time?”

      “Why don’t you get the door for an old man?” Pop-Pop said with a snort as his eyes flicked from his granddaughter to me and back again.

      “Sure,” I said, suddenly feeling embarrassed. Only, maybe I could help out Gail and her grandfather?

      Moving quickly, I grabbed the door and pulled it open. Then I braced the door open with my foot while the old man made his way inside.

      “Thanks for your help,” Gail said, giving me a smile before following her grandfather inside.

      I stood there for a moment, somewhat unsure of what to do.

      “Fuck it,” I muttered and stepped inside. I’d expected it to be loud inside or to smell like sick people, but it was neither. In fact, there was only one other person in the waiting room. A well-dressed black man sat in the far corner and was way too busy playing with his phone to look at us.

      I stood there, looking around the nearly empty waiting room, noting the cheap modern art on the walls, the white linoleum floors, and the fluorescent lights overhead.

      As Gail and her grandfather went to the desk to check in, I realized I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing. Should I just write stuff down now? Should I go see the patients? How would I even know if it worked?

      As I thought, I made my way forward and sat down in one of the cheap grey chairs. Pulling out my pad and pen, I stared at it for a moment before trying for the direct approach.

      Pop-Pop no longer has cancer.

      Only, the moment I wrote the words, they vanished much like they had when I’d tried to teach myself how to fly with the pen. Worse, my next few variations of the sentence also evaporated.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as Gail sat down next to me, which was when I realized her grandfather had gone through the patient door.

      “Everything okay?” she asked, looking me over.

      “Yeah,” I said, sighing. “I just wish there was a cure for cancer.” I shrugged before I realized how stupid I probably sounded.

      Gail’s face dropped a bit as she looked down at her lap and fidgeted with her fingers. “Yeah, me too.” She sighed. “It’s weird. My grandfather was always such a tough guy, you know? I mean, he used to raise horses and ride bulls. Once, when I was little, we went to visit him on his far, and he was trying to teach me to ride. The horse bucked me off, and my grandpa punched it in the head, knocking it out in a single blow.” She looked up, giving me a tiny smile before turning to stare at the door. “He was always so strong, and now? Now, I just hope his treatment works.”

      “I hope it does too…” Only as I said the words, I wondered if that might be the problem. Perhaps I couldn’t cure cancer because there was no cure for cancer, but at the same time chemotherapy was an effective treatment right?

      Make Pop-Pop’s chemotherapy effective at eliminating the cancer.

      This time the words stuck, and as I stared at them, my mouth nearly fell open. I couldn’t say how I knew it would work, but I just did.

      “I dunno, Gail. From the sound of things, it seems like he’s pretty tough. I bet he beats the cancer.” I nodded to her, and she gave me another smile.

      “I hope you’re right,” she said, taking a deep breath. “It’s just grandpa, mom, and me, and if he goes… I’m just worried about my mom.” She looked away. “I don’t know if she’s gonna get over it.”

      “Hopefully, she won’t have to get over it,” I said right before I wrote down another line.

      Make Gail feel better.

      As the words crystalized into truth, I smiled at her. “I’m sure everything is going to be okay, so feel better.” I stared at her, trying to will understanding into her. Part of me wanted to tell her what I’d done, just so she wouldn’t worry, but I needn’t have bothered because as I watched her, a shadow seemed to lift from her, and she smiled back.

      “You know, Roger. I think you’re right.” She nodded. “Power of positive thinking, right.” She opened her mouth like she was going to say more before frowning. “Say, you were going to talk about volunteering, right? Don’t let me keep you.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem.” I shrugged. “I can do that after, unless you want me to go away because you hate my company.”

      “Actually,” she looked up at the ceiling. “I’d kind of like it if you stayed and kept me company. It’s always so horrible sitting here waiting.” She bit her lip. “Does that make me a bad person? You know because I’d much rather you stay here and talk to me than go help those people?”

      “Well, the way I see it is I came here to help people, and if talking to you helps, I’m good.” I shifted in my seat. “So, what do you want to talk about?”

      “Not the game tonight.” She frowned. “We’re gonna get murdered.”

      “I didn’t even know we had a game tonight.” I rubbed the back of my head. “I don’t really follow school sports.”

      “Yeah… I got that impression.” She smirked and ran a hand through her hair, brushing it behind her ear. “You should come. We do this thing every game where we invite people to shoot from half-court. No one ever makes it, but it’s hilarious to watch.”

      “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow at her. Only before she could reply, the receptionist called for Gail.

      “Guess it’s time for me to go back.” She touched my shoulder as she got up. “Thanks, Roger, you’ve been really sweet.” She took a couple steps away before turning to look at me. “You should come tonight. I’ll totally hook you up with awesome seats.”
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      “Whoa, where did you get an Audi A5?” my roommate, Marty, asked as I pulled up in front of the Super Mart where he was busy gathering up shopping carts.

      He was clad in the standard uniform, but unlike me, managed to make it look good, which was probably because he was reasonably well-muscled, blond, and had blue eyes. Part of me had thought we’d have never been friends if we hadn’t been roommates, but then I’d found out how much he loved Super Smash Brothers Melee.

      Friendships had been forged, and lost, over less.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said, sidling up to him and offering him my hand. “Come with me if you want to live.”

      “You know I can’t, dude,” he said, glancing at my hand. “But points for the reference.” He sighed. “I have to close tonight.”

      “No. You don’t.” I shook my head, and when he looked at me like I’d sprouted a second dick, I marched my happy ass inside and knocked on the door to Chuck’s office because I remembered Amy saying he was going to be here today. Thankfully, a few quick swipes with my pen and a couple phone calls had put my plan into motion.

      “Um… bro? What are you doing?” Marty asked, glancing around before following after me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve never been better,” I replied, smacking knuckles against the thin wooden door once more. I could hear movement inside, but there was still no response.

      “Um… then why are you bothering Chuck?” Marty swallowed, coming close and whispering. “He’s got Melinda in there.”

      “Oh.” I sighed. Melinda was this worthless cashier who always fucked shit up. Hell, we all knew the reason why she had a job was because she gave Chuck blowjobs. It was sad, really. Still, she was nice enough to me that I mostly tolerated her.

      I knocked again.

      “Dude!” Marty hissed, but I ignored him.

      “Chuck? Get your fat ass out here. I have something to tell you,” I called, hitting the door again, and then growing impatient, I took a step back. “Fuck this.”

      I kicked the door hard, right by the jam, causing it to splinter at the handle and burst in, revealing Chuck’s fat ass leaning back against his desk with Melinda on her knees in front of him. Everything was hidden by the back of her head, but I didn’t really want to see the specifics.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Roger?” Chuck hollered, scrambling to pull up his pants as Melinda popped his cock out of her mouth. She didn’t even look embarrassed as she turned to look at us, opting only for a small shrug.

      To be fair, I didn’t blame her. What she did was her business and not mine. She’d always been more or less nice to me, when she wasn’t fucking up customer orders, anyway.

      “I quit,” I said before jerking a thumb at Marty. “So does he.”

      “Wait, what?” Marty said as Chuck turned eighteen different shades of enraged purple all at once.

      “You can’t quit because you’re both fired!” Chuck huffed, and as he did, the reporters from the local news chose that moment to step into the shop.

      “Over here,” I called, waving to them, and as Cynthia Burkowitz, the feminazi on channel eight that I’d summoned with my pen, approached all bulldog glare and man-hating attitude, I pointed at Chuck. “Guess who got caught in the act.”

      Chuck’s face turned white as a sheet as Cynthia laid eyes on him. His pants were still not all the way up, and as he stared at the reporter, they slipped from his grip, revealing his cock to the woman while Melinda still sat there on her knees hair disheveled and lipstick smeared. The same shade of lipstick that was on the shaft of Chuck’s cock.

      “Whoa,” Marty said, turning to look at me as I shot my roommate a smirk before grabbing his arm and pulling him aside.

      “Thanks for the tip,” Cynthia said, nodding once to me before directing the cameraman behind her to the spectacle.

      “Don’t mention it,” I said, wanting to laugh because this entire scenario was ridiculous and would never have happened without some very specific notes from my pen.

      “Chuck is so fucked,” Marty said the moment we hit the door. “Sooooo fucked.”

      “Yeah,” I said, approaching the Audi A5 because it was my favorite one. I mean, Val Kilmer drove it, and he was awesome.

      “So… uh, how did you?” He looked at me as he seated himself in the Audi. “Because I’m not buying any of this is real.” He shook his head. “It’s like something out of a bad eighties movie.”

      “Yeah, well, I have recently come into an unfathomable amount of awesome.” I grinned at him. I still wasn’t sure whether or not I wanted to share the details with him because I was suddenly worried he might want to take my pen from me, but either way, I did want a partner in crime.

      “I can see that,” Marty said, face souring as he stared through the windshield at the Super Mart. “I also need a job. While awesome, quitting for me like that was kind of a dick move.”

      “Nah,” I said, shaking my head. “You don’t need it.” Then as he opened his mouth to ask me why that was or if I was crazy, or something else, I waved my hand. “Instead, I want to celebrate. Tell me, if you could do anything, what would it be?”

      “Anything?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at me. “I dunno man. I’m a simple guy. I like beer and naked women.”

      “So, strip club?” I asked, somehow not surprised. It was weird, normally I wasn’t the kind of guy who liked strip clubs, but hey, I had a magic fucking pen of doom.

      “Well, I doubt they’ll be very good at this time, and I’m without a job. Those two things tend not to make strip clubs awesome.” He sighed. “Maybe we can grab a beer, and you can tell me what the fuck is going on with you?” He nodded once. “Dewey’s?”

      I almost wanted to laugh. He always wanted to go to Dewey’s because that was where a bunch of the cheerleaders from school worked. Including his crush, Lisa. Part of me knew why Marty liked her. The girl had long brown hair, giant tits, and a great ass.

      She also had a boyfriend who was the quarterback for the football team.

      “We can go to Dewey’s,” I said as I started the Audi, causing the engine to roar before I took off in a squeal of burning rubber. “But I wanna make a stop first. I promised Gail I’d go to tonight’s basketball game.”
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      “I still don’t understand why we’re here,” Marty said as we walked toward the building where they held the basketball games. “You hate sports.”

      “I don’t hate sports. I hate being bad at sports,” I replied with a shrug. “I love watching basketball.”

      “No, you don’t.” He shook his head. “You like drinking and eating nachos while people watch basketball around you.” He smirked. “It’s a little weird because you don’t even like people.”

      “I always feel a little weird drinking by myself and nachos is definitely a team sport,” I said as we approached the ticket booth.

      I recognized the hipster manning it as one of the people I’d helped out earlier but couldn’t recall his name. He was the first one I’d helped, and as he saw me, his eyes went wide, and he nearly leapt to his feet.

      “Hey, man,” he said, practically reaching through the window to grab my hand before stopping himself on account of security glass. “I owe you a lot.”

      “It’s really nothing,” I said, suddenly embarrassed because Marty was giving me a weird look.

      “What the fuck?” he mumbled, eyes flicking between us as confusion filled his face.

      “You wanna see the game?” he asked, nodding. “I can totally get you in.”

      “Actually, Gail said she might have tickets for us?” I said as his hands moved over the keypad beside him.

      “Yeah, maybe. There’s a friends and family section and those seats are pretty good.” He pushed two tickets under the glass. “Those are better.”

      “They are?” I asked, taking the tickets.

      As I tried to figure out what about them were special, Marty snatched them from my hands.

      “Dude, floor seats?” Marty leaned past me and looked at the guy. “Seriously?”

      “It’s the least I could do.” The hipster ducked his head, suddenly embarrassed. “Now go before someone catches wise.”

      “Come on,” Marty said, grabbing my wrist and pulling me away. “Let’s go before he changes his mind.”

      “Thank you,” I called, waving to the hipster, and when he waved back, I found us standing before the ticket taker. She scanned out tickets without a word and ushered us inside.

      “I didn’t expect them to actually work,” Marty said, shaking his head as we stepped into the well-lit corridor filled with various beverage and food stands. The smell was intoxicating, and before I knew what was happening my mouth was watering.

      “Why wouldn’t they work?” I asked, confused as I stuck my hand in my pocket and pulled a couple bills off the wad the midget had given us.

      “Do you know how hard these are to get? You have to wait in line for two days to enter a raffle. Then if your number gets picked, you get to be in a separate raffle where the actual seats are divvied up by game. It’s insane.” He looked at me, his face totally serious. “I don’t even think he can sell them.”

      “Oh.” I shrugged, not sure how to feel about that. On the one hand, what Marty said seemed pretty insane, but on the other hand? Well, I had just paid off the guys loans. A couple tickets seemed worth it.

      “Oh?” Marty practically shook me. “All you have to say is oh?”

      “Yes?” I raised a pair of hundreds. “Wanna grab some drinks and stuff?”

      “When did you become Mr. Moneybags?” he asked, glancing at the money. “Like, what the fuck is going on?”

      “I met a midget who gave me a crazy tip.” I shrugged not wanting to go into it because if I did, I might reveal I was at the carnival, and that’d lead to a lot more problems. “Can we just go to our seats and stuff? You said they were awesome, right?”

      “Yeah, sure, okay.” Marty stared at me for a long moment before heading to the beer line.

      A few minutes later we were settled into our seats, and they were amazing. Like the second row on the floor just behind the home team amazing. We were so close I could see the players as they sat on the bench.

      Sure, it would have been a lot cooler if I, you know, knew anything about basketball, but there was just something about being so close to the team and feeling the excitement, that I found myself getting into it in a way I hadn’t expected.

      There was just a problem. We were losing. Bad.

      As one of our main players, a guy named Garcia, went for a layup and was knocked flat on his ass, I had enough.

      “Man, we’re getting crushed,” Marty said as the ball spun off out of bounds.

      “Yeah,” I grumbled as the opposing team threw the ball back into play and dribbled it right up the court. Before I could blink, they’d passed it to this guy O’Neil who sank it for three, putting them up by twenty and we weren’t even to halftime yet.

      “Don’t feel too bad, this always happens,” Marty said, slumping in his seat as our cheerleaders tried to rouse our players to action with a stunning display of booty shaking. And while it didn’t stop our team from losing the ball again, it made me even angrier.

      Those were our girls, and our team was letting them down by losing. Something about the sight pissed me off, and as their best player, a guy named Jeffries got the ball, I pulled out my pen and written a line.

      Jeffries loses the ball to Maddocks who makes a three-point shot.

      As I finished, Jeffries, stumbled and the ball hit his foot before ricocheting off across the court right into the waiting hands of our guy. He took one look around before passing it to Maddocks who took three steps before taking a shot.

      Nothing but net.

      And as the crowd went wild and the cheerleaders began to dance and gyrate, I stared down at my pad, dumbstruck. I hadn’t expected that to actually work.

      Only it had.

      “Did you see that shot?” Marty asked, grabbing my arm and practically shaking me. “It was amazing.”

      “Yeah,” I nodded to him as all eyes turned back to the game but mine.

      Let our team win.

      The words vanished, and as they did, I remembered what I’d learned with Gwen at the clinic. It had to be doable, and specific. At least, I was pretty sure it had to be both those things. Sure, the pen had a bit of randomness to it, and sometimes distorted my intentions a bit, but at the same time, I wondered if there was a way around it.

      Make our players ten times better at basketball.

      This time the words stuck, and it was a good thing too because Jeffries was driving straight up the center. Only as soon as I finished writing, Garcia stole the ball and passed it to Maddocks for another three-pointer. It had happened so fast, the ball was bouncing off the court in the wake of the shot before anyone realized our team had scored.

      “Holy fuck,” Marty said as the clock hit zero, letting us know halftime was starting.

      “Yeah, our team got good,” I said, nodding. “I hope they win.”

      “Me too.” He smirked at me. “I know you don’t like sports, but this is exciting.” He held up his empty cup. “Gonna grab another. You?”

      “Sure,” I said with a shrug as he made his way to the concession stand with some of the money I’d given him from earlier. Only as he went to leave, Gail made an announcement that stopped him in his tracks.

      “And now it is time for our half-court shot. Does anyone think they can make it?” I looked up to see her standing there beside Maddocks in the center of the court. She looked small next to him, and as they surveyed the crowd, Maddocks spoke up.

      “You know the drill. If no one volunteers, we’ll just pick volunteers.” He smirked. “No one wants that.”

      “That’s the best part,” Marty said, moving back to his seat. No one can ever make that.” He shrugged. “Beer can wait for hijinks.”

      As he spoke, I decided I wanted to make that shot. Sure, it was meant to be funny because people couldn’t do it, but I wouldn’t miss.

      I make the half-court shot.

      Satisfied the words didn’t disappear, I got to my feet and waved for their intention. “I volunteer as tribute.”

      “Dude, what are you doing?” Marty asked as Gail swung her gaze toward me.

      “Roger?” Gail asked, surprised.

      “Good, come on up here,” Maddocks said, a grin breaking across his dark face. “Finally someone with some gumption. You could learn a lot from him.”

      “Roger, don’t do this. They’re all gonna laugh at you,” Marty hissed as I stepped past him and headed toward the aisle.

      “Only if I miss,” I said, and as he rolled his eyes at me, I made my way toward the court.

      “Roger, what are you doing?” Gail asked as she met me at the edge of the court. “You’re gonna look like a fool.”

      “Unless I make it,” I replied with a shrug. “And I wanna make it for you.” She gave me a weird look, but I barreled on anyway. “I mean, I only came because you asked me to come, said it would be fun, right? Well, making it would be fun, right?”

      “I don’t even know what to say to that,” she replied as we approached half-court and Maddocks offered me the ball.

      “How do you plan on making it?” Maddocks asked, looking me up and down. “Overhand? Granny?”

      “I’m gonna just throw it really hard,” I said with a smirk as I took the ball. It was heavier than I expected, which was partially because I hadn’t held a basketball since high school gym. Wow, that felt like forever ago.

      “He’s just gonna throw it really hard,” Maddocks said, nodding to me and the crowd cheered. “That’s what I’d do too.”

      “We know,” someone called back from the crowd, and more people laughed.

      It was weird because that was when I realized how many people were looking at me. And I’d volunteered for this? I was an idiot.

      “I, um…” I took a deep breath as I shut my eyes and tried to envision them all getting hit in the face with pies or something to help with my nervousness. It didn’t help, but then again, it didn’t matter. I’d already written I’d make the shot. Now I just had to take it.

      “You ready?” Gail asked, putting a hand on my shoulder, and from the sound of her voice, it was like I was being sent off to war. “It’s okay if you miss. They don’t usually televise this part.”

      “Awesome,” I mumbled, taking a deep breath. Then because I was an idiot, I smiled at her. “This one is for you.”

      I tossed the ball before I could even think about what I was doing, throwing it as hard as I could at the basket. It flew through the air like a heat-seeking missile, sinking into the hoop with a swish of net. The stadium went dead silent for a second before bursting into applause, whoops, and calls.

      “That was amazing,” Maddocks said, turning to look at me. “Maybe I should give you this.” He tugged at his jersey.

      “Nah, you can keep your shirt on,” I said with a smirk, right before Gail kissed me on the cheek. The touch of her soft lips on my flesh caused a flash of heat to travel down the entirety of my body, and as I turned to see her grinning at me, I realized how badly I wanted to kiss her.

      “Thank you,” she said, hand lingering on my shoulder for a moment. “For saying it was for me.”
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      “Dude, I still don’t understand how you made that shot from half-court at the school game for that contest,” Marty said, shaking his head as I put the scratch and win lotto tickets I’d bought earlier in my pocket. “That was just insane.”

      “Yeah, it was pretty cool,” I said, touching my cheek where the head cheerleader, Gail, had kissed me. I could still feel the press of her soft lips on my skin, and while part of me wanted to feel them elsewhere, I hadn’t made that happen. Yet, anyway.

      “I just don’t get it. First, they give us floor seats, and then you go up and make the fucking shot.” He shook his head. “And you don’t even seem to care.”

      “Oh, I care,” I said as I opened the door. “That’s why I did it.”

      “What do you mean?” Marty asked as we got into the Audi.

      “Eh?” I asked, confused.

      “What do you mean that’s why you did it?” he asked, repeating himself and fixing me with his blue eyes. “Like cut the shit, man. No one has the luck you’ve had in the last hour.” He shook his head. “I mean Gail gave you her number, and she’s way out of your league.”

      “She did, didn’t she?” I smirked, remembering how the cheerleader had kissed me. I’d thought about her many a time, but never had I been so close to her. It was strange because the thing I remembered most about the moment was how great she smelled. Like strawberries and cream.

      “Right, and you’re a giant tool, so what gives. Did you find a magic lamp or something?” He leaned in close to me. “You can tell me, okay? We’re pals.”

      “I will, I promise,” I said, not sure if I’d make good on it just yet. Part of it was that while I wanted to share the fun with Marty, I wasn’t quite ready to tell him yet. I kept thinking I’d just wake up and my powers would be gone.

      “Whatever, man,” he said, getting out of the car and stepping into the Dewey’s parking lot. “You’re buying.” He touched his chest. “I don’t have a job anymore.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, getting out and locking the Audi even though I’d written a line ensuring it wouldn’t get stolen. “I’ll pay since you’re poor now.”

      “Dude, you’re fucking with my mojo.” He shot a sidelong glance at me.

      “My bad,” I said, shrugging as he pushed open the glass doors to the restaurant and stepped through the thick wooden doors.

      I was greeted by the sight of a thousand posters on the walls. It was always interesting because right between a picture of lions on the Serengeti and a movie poster for Predator was a painting of dogs playing poker. The whole place was like that, actually, covered from head to toe in pictures, posters, and everything in between. None of which made any sense together.

      The smells of deep pit barbecue hit my nose, all tangy barbeque, brown sugar, and fatty meat as we stepped up to the counter where an older lady with red hair smiled up at us. She wore a uniform that consisted of blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a blue shirt with the Dewey’s signature red switchblade emblazoned on the left breast.

      “Hey, Stacy,” Marty said from beside me as he threw one hand up in a casual wave. “How are the kids?”

      “Terrors,” she said, grabbing two laminated menus out of the basket as she circled the lacquered wooden hostess’s station and came toward us. “But I love ‘em all the same.” She looked us both up and down. “Two?”

      “Yep, just the boys,” Marty said, knocking me on the shoulder with one fist. “And, you know… if you could…” He took a deep breath.

      “I’ll put you in Lisa’s section.” She grinned at Marty. “But you be nice to that girl. She’s an angel.”

      “Oh, I will be nothing but a perfect gentleman,” he said, sheepishly looking at the ground.

      “Good,” she said as she spun on her heel and made her way through the tables. The place was a bit over half full, but I knew that in another hour or so, it’d be packed with a huge wait. The key was getting there before five thirty for two reasons. For one, you could actually get a table, and for two, happy hour ended at six.

      “Man, maybe this was a bad idea…” Marty said, glancing over at me as I followed behind Stacy.

      She gestured to a booth in the back corner, and when I nodded, she laid the menus down on it. Then she fished a pair of fork and knife combos wrapped in napkins out of her black belt satchel and tossed them on the table.

      “Hey, it wasn’t like I had to twist your arm,” I said, sliding into the booth. “We could have gone literally anywhere, and you wanted to come here.”

      “I know…” he sighed, looking at the ceiling. “You know, one day I’ll be able to talk to her.”

      “I should hope so.” Stacy smiled. “Anyway, Lisa will be with you shortly, but I can grab you a drink if you like. You want the usual?” She glanced over at me as Marty sat down in the booth across from me.

      “Sure,” I said before gesturing at my friend. “And whatever he wants too. Something tells me buying him a drink is the least I could do.”

      “It is the least you could do. You quit my job for me,” he said, barely looking at the menu for a second. “I’d ask what’s on tap, but…”

      “But you just want a vodka martini, shaken, not stirred.” Stacy shot him a grin. “I may have been born yesterday, but I’d have to be dumber than a box of rocks to forget your drink.” She stuck out her tongue. “Can’t stand the stuff myself. Give me a good gin and tonic, anytime.” She spun on her heel to make her way back to her station so she could put in our drink order.

      “I dunno what she’s talking about,” Marty said, fingering his menu. “I mean, James Bond drinks martinis, and he gets all the chicks.” He dropped his menu on the table. “That’s worth something.”

      “I guess,” I said, dropping my own menu. I didn’t even know why I was looking because I always got the same thing. A burger. I had no idea how Dewey did it back there, but the meat would literally melt in my mouth, and the bacon… OMG.

      “Look, I don’t want to argue about it,” Marty said, picking up his menu again and looking it over. “Maybe I’ll get a burger… That’s what you always get, right?”

      “You say that every damned time and you never get it because you don’t eat carbs.” I rubbed my face with my hand. “We both know you’re going to get the steak.”

      “I like the steak,” he countered, eyeing me over the top of the menu.

      “That’s fine, but I think the burger is starting to feel a bit led on,” I replied as Stacy appeared with our drinks. She set the martini in front of Marty before placing a tall house blonde in front of me. It had just the right amount of foam, and as I stared at the rivulets of condensation dripping down the frosty glass, I licked my lips.

      “Thanks,” Marty said, grabbing the olive from the top of his drink and tossing it in his mouth.

      “Remember that when you tip,” she replied, smiling brightly before returning to her station. “Then again, with Lisa waiting on you, I doubt I’ll have to worry.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Marty said to as he chewed thoughtfully on the olive.

      “That you’d give that girl anything she wanted for a quick look in your direction,” I said, raising my beer for a toast.

      “I want a lot more than a look,” he said as we clinked our drinks.

      I was going to respond, but Lisa took that moment to show up, and like usual she was wearing way more makeup than she needed. She took a quick look at us and pouted good-naturedly.

      “You two again.” As she spoke, Marty practically melted into a puddle. It wasn’t strange. It happened nearly every time. Normally he was a veritable ladies man, but when it came to Lisa, all bets were off.

      “Yep,” I said, glancing at my friend. Part of me wondered if he’d be able to speak, and as I had that thought, I decided to correct the issue for him.

      “I see you already have your drinks.” She smiled, her full lips parting to reveal a flash of white teeth.

      “Yeah, Stacy brought them,” I said, smiling at her as I pulled out my pad. “I’ll have the usual.”

      “Burger with bacon and a fried egg on top?” she asked, not bothering to write it down. “Side of onion rings?”

      “Yep.” She nodded and turned to Marty as I made my move.

      Make Marty able to talk to Lisa.

      The change was like fucking magic. In an instant, Marty threw his elbow on the table, leaning on it as his entire body relaxed.

      “And what would you like, Marty?” Lisa beamed, her thousand watt smile able to power, well, more like ten lightbulbs or something.

      “You,” he said, completely deadpan. For a moment it was quiet, and as my mouth fell open in abject horror, Lisa’s smile went fifty shades of nervous, and she fiddled with her hands.

      “Um… excuse me?” she said, taking a quick step backward.

      “Every day I come in here and sit in your section, and I think to myself, man, that is one great girl. Literally the best girl ever. She’s so smart, so talented. And then I wonder if I’m the only person who thinks it.” He shook his head. “I can’t be, can I? Surely everyone who sees you thinks you’re as amazing as I do.”

      “Um… well, I, erm,” Lisa spluttered, her cheeks flushing red.

      “Lisa, you seem flustered, and that’s the last thing I want,” Marty said, reaching out and taking her hand. “I just want you to be happy. Let me make it up to you.”

      “Make it up to me?” she said, eyes moving between her hand and Marty as she swallowed hard.

      “Let me take you out to dinner.” He smiled brightly. “When does your shift get off?”

      “Um… in about thirty minutes, but—”

      “That would be great.” He looked over at me. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “No,” I said, practically in awe as Lisa nodded.

      “I don’t know if I should do that,” she said as Marty pulled her down until she was sitting in the booth beside him.

      “You owe it to yourself, really.” He patted her hand. “You deserve a good time. I just want to give you that.”

      “But I have a boyfriend,” she whispered, voice a barely audible squeak.

      “Look, I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do,” Marty said, leaning a bit closer to her. “I just want you to have a good time. Surely that would be okay, right? After all, your boyfriend wants you to be happy, right?”

      “You don’t understand,” Lisa said, pulling her hand away. “He doesn’t even like me working here. There’s no way he would be okay with us going out, even as friends.” She shook her head, causing her dark locks to whips around her face.

      “It won’t be just us,” Marty said, recovering as he pointed at me. “Roger will be there too.”

      “I… just can’t, sorry.” She smiled as she slid from the booth. “I’ll bring your food, okay.” With that, she scurried away, but as she moved, I saw her glance back at us.

      “Well, I’m impressed,” I said, taking a sip of my beer. “You were on fire.”

      “No…” he muttered, turning in his seat so he could watch her go. “If I was on fire, she’d have gone out with me. Man, I just don’t know what it is about her…”

      “While I see the attraction because she has huge tits and is pretty, she wears way too much makeup.” I shrugged. Part of me felt bad about what had happened, but I wasn’t sure what to do. Sure, I could pen things up, but I didn’t want to do that. I’d given Marty his shot, which was more than he’d have had otherwise.

      Still, something about it bugged me a bit.

      As I thought about it, Marty turned back to me and looked down at his drink. “She never used to wear makeup at all before she started dating that ass clown…” He shook his head. “That’s a new thing.”
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      A half-hour later, Marty and I wandered out of Dewey’s. I was pleasantly full, and while part of me wanted to use the pen to have some fun, I was tired. It was time to take a nice long sleep. Then I could start my plan for world domination.

      “Ready to head home?” I asked, glancing at Marty as we approached the Audi. “Maybe grab some beers on the way?”

      “Yeah,” Marty nodded to me. “I haven’t had a night off in a while.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how you got me to quit my job.”

      “I have a way with people.” I shrugged, still feeling a bit guilty about that even though he wouldn’t need to work that stupid job anymore. Of course, he didn’t really know that either. I was going to tell him. Hell, I’d planned to tell him, but I just hadn’t managed it yet.

      I chewed on that thought as we approached the Audi. Maybe I could use the lotto scratchers I’d bought earlier to show him? Yeah, that was what I’d do. Only as I reached for the tickets in my pocket, I heard a shriek from across the parking lot. The suddenness of it was so surprising, I turned toward it in time to see Lisa’s six-foot-five boyfriend smack her across the face.

      As she hit the ground like a sack of potatoes, one hand clutching her cheek, the dude towered over her. Rage swelled up inside me, and my vision flared red around the edges. Only, before I could do anything, Marty charged across the parking lot.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he snarled, tennis shoes beating a path across the parking lot as he headed toward the jock who looked up and stared at my friend, eyes dulled by alcohol.

      “Stay out of this, bud,” the football player replied, glancing at my friend with a pair of beady, flat eyes. Behind the alcohol, there was only the cool, calm of a predator. Like a crocodile that liked to beat up women. And as I stared at him, Lisa’s sudden use of makeup all made sense. There was way too much concealer for there not to be something that needed concealing.

      “You’re not supposed to hit a lady,” Marty snapped, nearly to them now. That was when I realized that despite Marty’s rage, there was no way he’d be able to stop that guy. For one, he had at least a hundred pounds and six inches on Marty. For two, my friend couldn’t fight his way out of a paper bag.

      Fortunately, I was pretty sure I could fix that.

      “I said stay out of it,” the jock said, turning toward Marty and squaring his shoulders like he was used to being the biggest, toughest guy in the room.

      Maybe he was, and maybe he wasn’t, but as I pulled out my pen, I took care of that.

      Make Marty beat the fuck out of that guy.

      “No,” Marty replied, taking a step closer to the jock, so there were only a couple feet between them.

      “Do you know who I am?” the guy barked, hands clenching and unclenching as he stood there staring at my friend dead on and looming over him.

      “Yeah, her ex-boyfriend.” Marty pointed at Lisa, his finger practically shaking with rage. “You don’t ever hit a lady. Didn’t your mama raise you right?”

      Lisa had pulled herself into a sitting position, and as the jock’s eyes flicked to her, she scrunched backward, making an effort to look nearly invisible. Her face flashed with the knowledge that things were about to get way worse.

      “Ex?” The guy laughed, pointing one finger at Lisa. “That’s my woman. You need to shove off and mind your own business before my business gets to minding you. Understand?”

      “Oh, I understand,” Marty deadpanned, grabbing his hand and twisting it as he shifted his hips, knocking the guy off balance.

      Marty stepped through as the guy stumbled, driving the jock face first into the parking lot with bone-crushing force. As the guy screamed in pain, Marty wrenched his arm up behind him.

      “There’s just one problem.” Marty applied some pressure to the hold, nearly forcing the jock’s arm to the breaking point. “You don’t hit women. Not ever.” Marty released the jock’s arm and shoved him away.

      “You’ll pay for that,” the guy snarled through clenched teeth as he sprang to his feet. Only as he did, Marty kicked him right between the legs. His eyes bugged out of his skull as he sank to his knees clutching his junk.

      “Apologize to Lisa,” Marty said, grabbing the bully by the hair and twisting his head so he could see the girl. “Now.” When the guy didn’t immediately respond, Marty slapped him across the face like he was a little bitch. “I’m waiting.” He slapped the guy again.

      “I-I’m sorry,” the jock stuttered, but there was rage in those words. This asshole was only sorry Marty had kicked his ass.

      No. The real problem was that as his forced apology spilled from his stupid throat, I knew we had a problem. Things were going to be a lot worse for Lisa. She would ultimately pay for this, and that was something I couldn’t have.

      “Marty, just let Travis go,” she said, her words cracking mid-syllable. “Before things get worse…”

      “You know him?” Jocky McJockface snarled, and if he’d been angry before, well, he was pissed now.

      As Marty stood over the guy, I realized beating him up wouldn’t do any good. No. It’d take more than getting his ass kicked to make Travis change his ways, and I had just the thing for that.

      Travis leaves Lisa alone forever and never hurts anyone again.

      As the words turned into the pure, unadulterated truth, I wondered if I should add more, should add something to make sure Lisa stayed away from him. Only I didn’t want to do that. While I might be okay with making that douchebag leave her alone, she was free to make her own choices. Besides, it wasn’t like he could hurt her.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here,” I said, moving toward my friend and clapping him on the shoulder as Travis lay on the ground. Then I turned to Lisa. “I doubt he’ll be bothering you anymore.”

      “Do you think so?” she asked as Marty reached out a hand to help her up.

      “I won’t let him touch you,” he said as she took his hand. The barest hint of a smile flitted across her lips as my friend pulled her to her feet.

      We made it about six steps before tears filled the corners of her eyes and slipped out to run down her cheeks and ruin her makeup. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?” Marty asked as I unlocked the Audi.

      “For Travis… he’s not normally…” She swallowed hard, wiping her eyes with the back of her face.

      “I really don’t care, Lisa. You’re the greatest girl on Earth, and he hits you.” Marty shook his head. “I don’t know how to make you see that, but I can at least take you home.”

      “Here,” I said, fishing the keys to the Audi out of my pocket and tossing them to Marty. “You do that, I’ll get myself home.”

      Marty nodded and whispered a silent “thank you” as he caught the keys. Then, giving me a thumbs up, he ushered Lisa into the car.
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      As Marty took off in the Audi, it started to rain again. Pulling up the hood of my jacket, I looked around for somewhere to hide from the weather. I needed to find my own way home, which was fine. I could call an Uber on my phone or… my eyes fell on Travis’s truck, and as I stared at it, I smiled.

      After jotting down a quick note, I made my way toward him. He was still sitting on the sidewalk beside the truck, a look of bewilderment on his face. Blood ran down his chin from a cut just beneath his left eye, and while I wasn’t a doctor or anything, I could tell his nose was broken.

      “Hey, I’m going to take your truck,” I said, holding my hand out to him. “Can you give me the keys?”

      “Sure,” he said, blinking twice at me as he said the words. It was almost like he wasn’t hearing or seeing me. Without another word, he rummaged in his pocket and found his keys. Then he tossed them to me underhand.

      I caught them as the sky rumbled ominously and fat raindrops began to fall. That was going to suck.

      Taking a deep breath, I pulled open the door to his truck and climbed inside. I was immediately assaulted by the smell of spearmint, and as I tried to blink away the smell assaulting my throat, eyes, and nose, I couldn’t help but wonder why the smell so strong.

      Fortunately, I didn’t see any dead bodies or anything, but my search did turn up a couple of those curiously strong air fresheners I’d seen on television. Well, that wouldn’t do.

      I shut the door and made a quick note to get rid of the smell. As the scent faded away and rain began to pound at the windshield and roof, I sat there for a moment looking out at Travis. He was still sitting there on the curb, and while I thought he was an asshole, I couldn’t quite understand why he was still sitting there. Shouldn’t he have left?

      Had I written something that would make him do that? Only, a quick glance at my notepad revealed nothing. Weird.

      I shut my eyes for a second and counted to five, trying to put him out of my mind. Only when I opened my eyes, I found him still sitting there. It was a bit strange, and I suddenly felt bad, although I didn’t know why.

      “Dammit. Why am I such a nice person?” I grumbled before writing another note.

      Travis goes inside until the storm passes.

      No sooner had the words appeared on the page did he get up and march his happy ass toward the door. After all, Dewey’s wasn’t closed or anything, and as he opened the door and shuffled inside, I felt a little better about it.

      Most of me didn’t know why I’d done it, but all I could say was that I’d just taken his truck and his girl, and even though he was a douche, I still felt bad about it. Goddamned morals. They were going to be the death of me.

      Deciding to put it out of my mind, I started the truck, and as it roared to life, Nickelback came on through the speakers. I blinked a bit, looking at the stereo for a second and frowned. That was no good. No. What I needed was some driving music.

      A quick flick of the pen later, I had Metallica blaring through the speakers. Perfect.

      I pulled out onto the street in a squeal of burning rubber. The truck was a bit different from my Kia, and it took a bit of getting used to, but as I punched through the city streets at well over the speed limit, I found myself having to stop way too often for it to be fun thanks to all the red lights.

      That wouldn’t do.

      Smiling way too much, I used my magic pen to make sure I never hit a red light again, and surprisingly, it worked. Then, because I was feeling particularly spry, I wrote down another line.

      Have all the driving skills of a NASCAR driver, but with all vehicles and in all kinds of weather.

      When the line didn’t disappear, I nearly cried out in joy.

      Sweet baby Jesus. Life was about to get awesome.

      As the light in front of me turned green, I took off, foot smashing the accelerator to the floor.

      I wove through traffic with ease, my body reacting to things I didn’t know I could do. It was weird, almost like when I played video games. Like I could never consciously do a Shoryuken with Ryu in Street Fighter, but when I got into the zone, I could do them with split-second efficiency. This was like that. Only I was way better at driving than I was at Street Fighter.

      A smirk crossed my face as I whipped around a rain-slickened corner, allowing the truck’s right wheels to drift like I was in Tokyo. I could be a God of Street Fighter, of anything really.

      The thought was strangely sobering. If I could be the best at anything, what would be the point? I mean, sure, I could do it. I could walk into a pool hall and beat the pool bros, or I could walk into the PBA circuit and take home the gold. I just didn’t want to do either of those things.

      No, what I wanted to do was…

      I didn’t know.

      That was a scary feeling. I should have known, right?

      But as Metallica blared through the speakers, I realized I had no idea what to do with my life. No matter what I did, I’d always be the best, always be able to win. It was a touch strange because while I intrinsically knew I could do things the real way, it almost felt silly. This wasn’t like rerolling a new character and not using gear from the main or something. No, this was real life.

      And in real life, I could power level anything with the stroke of a pen.

      So, what did I want?

      That question filled my mind right up until I saw the flashing blue and red gumballs behind me. I instantly knew why. I was going over a hundred miles an hour in a thirty mile per hour zone in heavy rain.

      As that realization hit me, I also realized I was an asshole, but you know what? I didn’t give a flying fuck. What was a cop going to do?

      Not even bothering to slow down, I grabbed my pen and wrote another line on the pad while balancing it against the steering wheel.

      Cops no longer bother me.

      Unfortunately, the line evaporated, which was annoying. Still, if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.

      This cop goes away.

      This time it worked, and as I watched his lights go out, he turned off onto another street. I stared at his retreating car for a moment, chewing on the end of the pen. Why had one worked but not the other?

      Was it because I’d tried to do too much? To influence too much? I wasn’t sure, but as I turned my eyes back to the streets, that strange feeling of being watched settled over me once more.

      I tried to shake it, to ignore it, but I couldn’t.

      I knew I was being crazy because no one was watching me, and I’d used the pen to make it so, but even with that being the case, I found myself pulling over to the side of the road. After I parked the truck, I flipped back through the pad, but as I did, I couldn’t find the line I’d written earlier.

      I stared at the blank page where Make me hidden from people who would do me harm should have been written, but it just wasn’t there at all.

      How could that be? How could my line have vanished after the fact?

      I wasn’t sure, but it made me scared in a way I didn’t understand. Maybe I really was being watched, and if I was being watched, did someone have the power to overrule my pen?

      No. That didn’t seem possible… but what if it was? What if this was being done by whoever had attacked the midget? What if they had found me despite what I’d written? M

      As panic started to flood through me, I resolved to try to fix it, to keep those assholes from stealing my newfound power. Setting to work, I began to write all manner of lines about the midget.

      Only every single word I wrote evaporated. Even innocuous ones like, I dunno, he finds a dollar in his pocket.

      My heart started to race as I stared at the blank page in front of me. Why wasn’t my pen working?

      Previously, I’d thought I just had to be trying to do something real. Like, what I had to write also had to be something that could happen actually happen. Only, that didn’t seem to be the case at all.

      There was definitely at least one person I couldn’t affect with the pen. That wasn’t good, and as I chewed on my lip, I started to worry that he or someone like him was the one watching me. For all I knew, that might mean they could do it without magic. Maybe, they had satellites, spies, and wiretaps.

      Worse, I had no idea what the midget’s powers were, nor the people who had caused the explosions. For all I knew, he could have another pen. Hell, maybe he had something more powerful than the pen? Either way, I’d have to be more careful until I knew what was going on.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to think of what to do. I wasn’t sure, but I knew the pen wouldn’t help me, at least not in a straightforward manner, anyway. Sure, I tried to use it to hide myself again, but that didn’t work. I even tried to make the vehicle around me immune to surveillance and make it so satellites couldn’t track me, but neither worked. Hell, even trying to make my phone untrackable didn’t work. No. I was going to have to go off the grid.

      I had another idea.

      I took out my pen and wrote another line.

      Make anyone looking for the pen think I lost it.

      This time, the words stayed on the page, and as I sat there listening to the rain beat down on the roof of the truck and hoping it had actually worked, that strange sense that I was being watched went away. The thing was, as I looked down at my page, I could see the words I’d written already starting to fade. It was just slower.

      It’d worked, but for how long?
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      As I pulled up to my apartment, I felt a bit stupid because anyone looking for me probably knew where I lived. That said, I wasn’t quite ready to abandon my home just yet. Sure, it was a shithole, but it was my shithole. Besides, the words were still on the pad. I had time to craft a new identity.

      Like usual, there was no parking in front of my building. Part of me thought about using the pen to make myself a space, but since it’d stopped raining, I decided against it. The walk and fresh air would do me good, would let me think.

      I drove through the streets until I found a spot about a block away. I parked the truck, and even though I’d just checked, I took a quick glance at my pad to make sure whoever was watching me still thought I’d lost the pen. When the words were still there, I exhaled slowly. Good, I had time to figure things out.

      Getting out of the truck, I inhaled a breath that smelled like trees and rain. Normally, I didn’t much like the rain, but I’d grown used to the smell. It was strangely calming, and as I looked up at the night sky, I saw the moon just starting to peek through the clouds.

      The day had gone by so fast, and at the same time, I’d done so much. Yawning, I made my way down the street, my hands tucked into the pockets of my jacket for warmth. It really wasn’t that cold or anything, but I also wanted to hold onto my pen. Part of me wasn’t sure why since I’d need to write stuff to make myself more formidable, but at the same time, touching it made me feel confident.

      As my sneakers splashed through the muddy puddles of water collecting on the sidewalk, I had half a mind to make myself dry again. Only as I had the thought, I felt a bit silly. I’d be in my apartment in a few minutes, and I could just take my shoes off and hop in a hot shower. Lord knows I needed one after my last day or so.

      I couldn’t quite smell myself or anything, but I knew I had to be ripe. I smiled. I could make myself clean with a few simple words.

      “Jesus,” I mumbled, shaking my head. “If this keeps up, I’ll just be Jabba the Hutt sitting on a giant throne, using the pen to fulfill my whims.” It was weird because as revolting as the idea of being that giant space slug was, the rest of it was strangely appealing. I could have minions, an empire, people who could protect me from a plucky Luke Skywalker.

      That thought still in my brain, I turned the corner and headed toward the outside stairs that led up to my floor. My foot had barely touched the first step when I heard a car door slam only a few meters away followed by the sound of someone coming toward me.

      Panic surged through me, causing my heart to pound and adrenaline to surge through my veins. Was it for me? I wasn’t sure, but I gripped my pen tightly, ready to whip it out and write them to death as I whirled to find out who it was.

      “Amy?” I squawked, my breath catching in my throat as I saw my boss from the superstore coming toward me with a grocery bag in one hand. It was a bit strange because she’d clearly done her makeup and hair, but at the same time, she was wearing a Dick Tracy style brown trench coat that fell to her ankles, covering her entire body from view. That made it even stranger because she was wearing six-inch red heels that matched her lipstick.

      “I’ve been waiting for you all night,” she said, giving me a brittle smile that told me she was a bit upset, and as I stared at her, I remembered telling her we’d get together tonight, but then I’d erased the line about her appreciating me. After that, I’d completely forgotten about it. So why was she here now that the line was gone? What was going on?

      “I’m sorry, I um…” I stopped myself as her smile started to falter. “I just wanted to shower. I should have called.” I looked at my feet. “One of my friends was getting beaten up by her boyfriend, and I needed to give her a hand.” I offered her a hopeful smile. “Sorry.”

      She recovered, nodding at my explanation. “It’s my fault, maybe I should have called again?” She took a deep breath, stopping only a few feet away. “You didn’t return my last sixteen calls or my texts, but I’m sure you were just busy with your friend.” She gave me a searching look, like she didn’t entirely believe me, though I didn’t know why.

      “Did you really call that much?” I asked, dread exploding through my stomach as I reached into my pocket. I had over thirty missed calls, and as I stared at my phone, I remembered switching it to silent before we’d gone into the basketball game at the college. Damn.

      “It’s okay.” She looked at me, and I could see she wanted to cry but was being brave anyway which made me feel like a monster. “You still want to do something?”

      “I, um...” I swallowed, thinking back to what I’d written, and as my gut swam, she looked at her shoes.

      “I guess when you didn’t answer, I should have just backed off.” She looked up at me. “I just… I want you so badly.”

      As her words hit me, I found myself looking down at my feet. My stomach hurt from the idea that I’d hurt her so unintentionally. How could I have been so stupid?

      “Amy, it has nothing to do with that,” I said, and the words made her eyes start to water. The sight of it made me feel even worse. I hadn’t meant to hurt her, and now every word I said was hurting her. I was a jerk. A real asshole. Only, I didn’t want to be either of those things.

      “Then what does it have to do with?” She met my eyes, and I could see how dangerously close to breaking she was from the twitch of her lips, from the way her breathing had changed, from the way she looked at me, begging me not to crush her heart. I didn’t know how long she’d been waiting for me, but judging by the fact the first missed call was almost four hours ago, I was betting it was a while.

      “That I’m an idiot. Honestly, I had my phone on silent and didn’t hear it. I know that doesn’t make it better, but I am glad to see you.” I gave her a smile. “Maybe I can make it up to you? How about you come inside, and we talk about it, okay?”

      Amy brightened noticeably. “I would like that.”

      She came closer, and as she reached out to me, I realized she wanted to hold my hand. Not sure what else to do, I took her hand. As she squeezed my fingers, I led her up the stairs toward my apartment.

      Part of me was horrified by the prospect, and as we ascended the last step and approached the door, I realized I had no idea if it was even clean. Only, I could clean up.

      “I’m gonna need my hand back for a second,” I said, and as I tried to pull it free of her grip, she held onto it with enough force for me to have to work at it.

      “I’m sorry,” she flushed when I finally wrenched my hand free. “I just like touching you so much.” She gave me a smile and leaned in close to me as I dug my pad and pen out of my pocket. “I like when you touch me too.”

      I swallowed hard and shut my eyes, trying to stop little me from doing the thinking. Everything in me wanted to forget about cleaning my place and take her in my arms. Only, I wasn’t going to do that. I was going to be a goddamned gentlemen. Besides, denying myself now would make it better later. Or at least that was the idea.

      “I like touching you too.” I offered her a grin as I made a quick note.

      My apartment is clean.

      “Good,” she said, leaning in to see what I was doing. Her face screwed up in confusion. “What are you writing?”

      “Nothing,” I said, shutting the book. Man, I was being a bit too blatant. I’d have to write something else about making people not realize what I was doing, but for now, I had other things to do. “Ready to come inside?”

      “You have no idea,” she said as I pocketed the pad and pen and pulled out my keys.

      “Again, I feel really bad about making you wait,” I said as I unlocked the door.

      “It’s okay. Now that I know it’s because you’re an idiot and not because you didn’t’ want me, I’ll be happy to let you make it up to me,” she replied as I stepped inside and switched on the lights.

      My heart did a little flip-flop of happiness when I saw the place was clean. No old pizza boxes and discarded Chinese food containers. No underwear was on the floor. Hell, the blanket by the couch was even folded. Score.

      “After you,” I said, swinging my arm out and gesturing for her to enter. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      “It’s so clean,” she said, giving me a sly look. “Since you’d forgotten about our meetup, I expected you to run in and have to clean while I waited outside.” She gestured at the place. “This makes me think you did remember and cleaned for me.”

      “I did clean for you,” I said. Okay, it was sort of a lie, but at the same time, well, it kind of wasn’t, right?

      She nodded in approval and stepped inside. “You are such a good guy. I don’t know how I never saw it before.”

      “Oh, well, you know,” I said, feeling a bit guilty as I turned and locked the door. I probably would have said more, but as I turned around, I found her standing there dressed in lingerie with her trench coat lying on the ground behind her.

      She was wearing some kind of red satin bikini thing with two thin strips of fabric that spread out from her crotch in a v. Her nipples were barely hidden by the sheen of skin-tight fabric that struggled to hold her huge breasts in place, and as she smiled at me, I nearly forgot how to think.

      “What do you think?” she said, taking a step toward me, her whole body jiggling in exactly the right way. “Is it too much?”

      “Too much?” I swallowed. Hard. “I think my socks have more fabric than that thing.”

      She smirked. “Yeah, I think they charge for this stuff by the ounce.” She did a quick pirouette, showing off her fantastic ass. “But I think it’s worth it to see that look on your face.”

      “The look on my face?” I said as she faced me once more.

      I could see her nipples poking through the straining fabric, and it took a lot of effort to tear my eyes from her spectacular tits and focus on her face. Only as I looked up in time to see her bite her lower lip and drag her teeth across it, I felt all the blood rush from my head.

      “The one that says the only thing you want to do is fuck me.” She nodded, leaning in close so I could feel the heat wafting off of her body. “That’s what makes the next part so fun.”

      “The next part?” I asked, swallowing hard. “What next part?”

      “The part where I go into the kitchen and pour us some wine, and you have to sit out here in anticipation.” She gave me a feral smile. “The longer you wait, the better it will be.” She licked her lips. “Trust me.”

      “Or we don’t do that—”

      “I’ll do that thing you like.”

      Then with that, she turned and walked into my kitchen. The grocery bag still clutched in one hand. And man, while I was sad to see her leave, the thong she wore made it almost worth it.

      As I stood there trying to figure out what to do about the girl in my kitchen, I heard a knock at the door behind me.

      Confused, I turned and looked at the door for a moment. Should I answer it? What if Amy came back and got seen? After all, she was wearing only lingerie. I wasn’t sure I’d be okay with someone else seeing her like that. No. I knew I wouldn’t be okay with that.

      Still, the knocking seemed pretty urgent, and I was pretty sure if it was someone after me, they’d have just kicked it in by now. Pausing long enough to make sure the words about doing me harm were still written, I approached the door.

      “Someone’s at the door. Give me a sec, okay?” I called over my shoulder, and when I heard her acknowledgment, I turned to the door right as there was yet another knock. Only this one was way more insistent than before.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened the door ready to get rid of whoever it was so I could deal with the nearly naked chick in my kitchen.

      “Roger!” Miss Montgomery exclaimed, throwing herself through the threshold and wrapping her arms around me. “You’re here! When you didn’t answer your phone all those times, I got worried and decided to come by. I hope that’s okay.”
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      As panic unlike anything I’d ever expected exploded through every inch of my being, Miss Montgomery turned and shut the door behind her. Then she locked it.

      “What do you think?” she asked, gesturing down at herself as she turned back to me. She was dressed like one of those Japanese school girls, complete with white button up and blue pleated skirt. “I figured this time, maybe you could be the teacher, and I could be the student.”

      “I just…” I said, racking my brain for a solution. Only none would come. I was fucked, screwed, totally hosed. Worse, I didn’t know how to salvage this. Not at fucking all.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked, concern etching across her face. “Is it the uniform? Is it too much?” She shrugged. “We don’t have to roleplay. If you wanna be vanilla, we can do that too.” She nodded once, her eyes drifting to my crotch. “I’m up for anything as long as it involves us both being naked.” She began unbuttoning her shirt, and I realized she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      “Roger, is everything okay?” Amy asked, peeking into the room from the kitchen, and I turned toward her in time to see the wine glasses in her hands slip from her grip and hit the cheap laminate tile in the kitchen. The sound of breaking glass filled my ears as she took a deep breath and stared at the two of us. “Who the fuck is that?!” She pointed one angry finger at Miss Montgomery.

      “She’s my guidance counselor at the college,” I said because I really didn’t have any better explanation. Worse, as I stood there, the only thing I could think of was that I was about to get murdered.

      “If she’s your counselor, why is she standing there with her tits out?” Amy replied, her whole body practically flushed red with rage.

      “We had a date tonight,” Miss Montgomery added unhelpfully from behind me. “Who are you exactly?”

      “I’m his boss,” Amy said, her eyes flicking from me to the woman behind me. “And we had a date tonight.”

      “Look, I can explain,” I said, wishing I could, in fact, do that because I absolutely didn’t want them to fight, especially since this was my fault, but it was as though I hadn’t spoken because the two women had locked sights on one another.

      “Seems like you’re a pretty great boss.” Miss Montgomery took a step forward, pressing her bare chest against my back. “This whole setup is really hot. I bet he’s a great employee.” She kissed my neck, one hand traveling around to cup my crotch.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed as Amy looked like she was about to go ballistic, and truthfully, I had no ground to stand on. I had fucked up. No. I had done more than fuck up. I had done something a billion times worse than fuck up.

      “I said I was up for anything, Roger, and I meant it.” Her breath was hot on my neck as she spoke. Then her lips touched my ear, and she whispered, “You should have told me you were bringing another playmate though.” She smacked me on the ass. “I’ve got this, but you owe me.”

      “Wait, what?” I said as Miss Montgomery disentangled herself from me stepped past me, heading toward Amy.

      “Let me guess, he didn’t tell you about wanting a threesome either.” My counselor shook her head. “It’s pretty fucking rude, but I’m willing to let it slide.” She licked her lips as she hungrily looked my boss up and down. “Because you’re fucking hot.” She did a little wiggle, her already hard nipples cutting through the air. “I can’t wait to go down on you while he plows me from behind.”

      Amy froze so completely that for a second I thought she’d turned into a statue. “What?” she said slowly.

      “He told me earlier he had a big surprise for me later,” Miss Montgomery said, gesturing at me. “I never thought it’d be you.” She smiled brightly and took a step forward. “I’m not sure how he knew to get someone so… well…” She gestured at Amy. “Beautiful.”

      “You planned this?” Amy’s eyes swiveled to me, and there was a tiny flicker of hope in them, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “I… um…” I said, but before I could appropriately stick my foot in my mouth, Miss Montgomery shot me a warning glance. That one look told me to shut the fuck up before I made things worse.

      “It’s my fault.” Miss Montgomery glanced at her watch and sighed. “I’m an hour early.” She gestured at Amy. “I’m guessing he was going to tell you about it before I got here. He did mention he had to make sure everything was okay.” She shrugged. “He was supposed to call me, but you know how he is.” She rolled her eyes. “Never remembers to call.”

      “Yeah…” Amy said, her voice softening. “He doesn’t, but he means well.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, I’m so embarrassed.” As she said the words, she must have realized she was basically naked in front of my school counselor because she crossed her arms over her chest like she was trying to hide her huge tits.

      “Oh, don’t be shy,” Miss Montgomery said, taking my boss by the hand and pulling her into the living room. “I’d love to get to know you a bit better, and if it doesn’t seem like something you’re okay with, I’ll go. Okay?”

      “But what about the mess?” Amy said, her voice full of both defeat and confusion.

      The sound of it made me feel like a complete asshole, which I totally was. This was entirely my fault, and now Miss Montgomery was covering for me because she was, well, I didn’t even know. I was just glad I wasn’t being castrated right now.

      “Roger, would you be a doll and clean up the wine while I talk to your lovely boss?” Miss Montgomery said, winking as she turned to look at me. “I think she’ll be more amenable if we have a chance to get to know each other.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, glad to be getting out of there. I rushed by them and moved into the kitchen itself. I stood there next to the sink for a long moment, my chest heaving. I had no idea what Miss Montgomery would say, but at this point, I’d be glad if I didn’t get dead.

      It was weird too because while I knew I could pen my way out of this, I didn’t want to do that if I didn’t have to. Still, the idea of both of them together was interesting, to say the least. My boss was curvy in all the right places while Miss Montgomery was pretty much the opposite, like one of those swimsuit models who seemed like she’d snap like a twig.

      Swallowing back the sudden rush of desire and the urge to write myself a great little story, I grabbed the sponge and roll of paper towels from beside the sink and headed back to clean up the mess. Only as I got there, I remembered there was broken glass. Setting down the sponge and towels, I moved back to grab the broom and dustpan from behind my black trashcan.

      Sure, I could use my pen to fix the spill. Only, I was pretty sure Miss Montgomery wanted me out of the way for a few minutes…

      I spent the next few minutes cleaning up the broken glass and spilled wine the old-fashioned way and trying to calm myself down. I had no idea what was happening in the other room, but I was still mostly panicked about it. Either way, I was going to be a man about it. Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t swing things in my favor. I did have a magic pen after all.

      While I could just write them to get over it, I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that. Not yet, anyway. I had a whole bunch of things I could try before I went that route.

      After tossing the dirty towels into the trash and replacing the broom and sponge, I moved to my cupboard and pulled down three glasses. It wasn’t even a set. Just mismatched ones I’d gotten winetasting (i.e., getting really wasted) a year or so ago.

      Then I grabbed the bottle of strawberry Boone’s Farm out of the fridge that one of Marty’s dates had left behind. I smiled as I wrote a few words on the label, transforming the contents into that same Alexander Valley cabernet Amy and I had drank in her office.

      After I filled the three glasses, I gathered them up and made my way into the living room.

      “You’re back,” Miss Montgomery said, looking up from her position between my boss's legs, her face slick. “Put those wine glasses down and come over here.” When I didn’t move because I was too shocked at the sight, she continued. “And lose the pants.” She nodded at Amy. “She tells me she’s great at sucking cock, and I wanna see it firsthand.”
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      It was weird trying to sneak out of my own bed with two naked women lying on either side of me. I couldn’t tell you why, maybe it was the pen, but either way, even though they were both unconscious from our activities, I was still wired as fuck after four hours of sex.

      Worse, I’d still not managed to get my shower. So as I slipped out of bed, careful not to disturb either of them, I padded bare-assed naked across the room, pausing only long enough to grab a clean pair of boxers, my lucky ones with the puppy dogs, from my dresser and my phone before making my way to the bathroom. If Marty called, I wanted to give him a heads up about the two naked chicks so he could stay the fuck away. Sure, I’d sent him a text, but who knew if he’d read it.

      As I shut the door to the bathroom, I caught sight of myself in the mirror and couldn’t help but feel like I looked bad. I know it was silly and whatever, but I had the sudden urge to fix myself. Nothing much, maybe just give myself some abs, you know, things like that.

      I quickly made my way out of the bathroom and toward my room as I carefully fished my pen and paper out of my pants while being as quiet as possible.

      Once I got back to the bathroom, I used it to make a few alterations to my body. Okay, more than a few because when I was done, I realized that even Jason Momoa would look like a runt next to me, and I was pretty sure the phrase people would use to describe dick size would be “hung like Roger Stevens.”

      Pleased with my new body with its washboard abs, I turned on the hot water and started to get in the shower.

      My phone started ringing. I stopped myself, foot halfway into the shower, and wished I had left my phone on silent. Still, if it was Marty…

      I tried to read the screen, but unfortunately, I couldn’t see anything from my vantage point. Sighing, I removed myself from the shower, made my way over to the phone, and grabbed it. Only the number was unknown. That was strange. I hit the answer button and put it to my ear.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “Roger?” Gail, the cheerleader from the game where I’d made the half-court shot replied. “Is that you?”

      “Um… yeah, why are you calling me?” I asked, confused.

      “I haven’t been able to get ahold of Lisa, and Travis won’t answer his phone. I got really worried, so a couple of us went to her work and stuff, but they said she left with you and Marty.” There was an overlong pause. “Is she there?”

      “No. I haven’t seen her since Marty took her home.” I shrugged even though she couldn’t see it.

      “Oh.” She took a deep breath. “Well, now I feel stupid.”

      “Um… why?” I asked, confused.

      “Open your door.”

      “Are you outside my apartment?” I asked, confused.

      “Yes.” There was a lot of shame in that word.

      “Why?” I asked, grabbing my towel and wrapping it around my waist. “How did you even know where I lived?”

      “We all know where Marty lives…” She sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. “That’s why I’m here, actually. We thought Marty might be taking advantage of Lisa. She’s kind of dumb about guys…” Another long pause. “So…”

      “This is an intervention?” I asked, somewhat amused.

      “Yes.” She sighed.

      “Well, she’s not here,” I said, shrugging again like an idiot.

      “I know you’re probably not lying, but would you just let me check?” she pleaded. “I’d really appreciate it, Roger. If she was there and I…”

      “If she was here, and I was lying, I wouldn’t let you in,” I said, heading toward the door. “But I’m not, so you can check.” I grabbed the doorknob and opened the door.

      Gail was standing there still dressed in her cheerleading uniform, and despite her jacket looked like she was freezing. Her long hair fell down her back, disappearing from view as her green eyes fixed on me. For a moment, it looked like she was going to say something, but instead, she just stood there, mouth half open in shock.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, waving a hand at her.

      “Whoa,” Gail said, mouth falling open as she came back to reality so suddenly it was like someone had rebooted her system. “Dude, you need to go shirtless fucking forever.” She swallowed. Hard. Then licked her lips. “How is that body even real? Like I knew you smelled good from when I kissed your cheek, but I had no idea what you were hiding that beneath your clothes.”

      “I thought you were gonna check on your friend,” I said, turning away and letting her in. I’m not sure why, but I suddenly felt pretty self-conscious about my rock hard abs and pecs. Chris Hemsworth didn’t have shit on me, and maybe that was bad.

      “Right. Of course.” She blinked a couple times as she stepped through the door. Then she scrunched up her nose. “Jesus, it smells like sex in here. And not normal sex, but fucking amazing hot, heavy sex.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” I shrugged, and she watched the movement, eyes roaming hungrily over me. “I had some company, but they’re asleep.” I probably should have felt embarrassed, but I just didn’t. This chick was barging in on me, after all.

      “They’re asleep?” she asked as she followed me toward the hallway, pausing to glance in the kitchen as though Lisa and Marty might be fucking in the sink.

      “Got worn out. I’m something of a sex god now.” I sighed. I wasn’t sure why I was being like this at all. I actually kind of liked Gail, but at the same time, the whole barging in on me and passing judgment thing was a bad move.

      “A sex god…” she murmured, voice slightly far off as she stepped into the hallway.

      “Yeah. It’s a hard life.” I shrugged. “I go for a long time and have a giant penis.” I smiled. “Orgasms take a lot out of a woman, or so they tell me.”

      “Are you fucking with me?” she asked, voice tinged with curiosity as I approached Marty’s door.

      “No.” I pointed at his door. “That’s Marty’s room.”

      “I’ll just take a quick peek,” she said, stepping past me, her skirt brushing across my towel-wrapped thigh as she glanced through the open door, and as she leaned over, I suddenly had some very bad thoughts run through my mind. “You’re right, she’s not there.”

      “I know.” I smiled at her, wondering if there was a way I could get her into bed. After all, this was the head cheerleader at my school, and the subject of more than a few of my, um, daydreams. Sure, I could use my pen, but I didn’t want to. No, I wanted to come up with a way to get her on my own.

      “Were you going to take a shower or something?” She watched me like she was envisioning me wash myself, which was a tad off. “Or do you just always walk around wearing just a towel? Because if that’s the case, I may drop by more often.”

      “Not usually just a towel. I was gonna take a shower.” I gestured down at myself. “You know how I normally dress.”

      Gail flushed hard and looked away. “How do I know she’s not in that room?” Gail pointed at the room across the way. My room.

      “She’s not, and normally I’d let you check, but um… there are two very naked women in there, and I don’t think they’d appreciate having you see them like that.” I shrugged. “I think I’ve been more than amenable, so you’ll just have to take my word on this.”

      “I guess I can trust you.” She tapped her chin. “You have any idea where they are? Marty and Lisa? I tried calling them both, but neither of them answered.”

      “No idea,” I said. It was true. Marty had never revealed where he took girls, but I knew it didn’t usually have cell reception. I think that was part of the idea.

      “Could I maybe wait for them here? I assume he’d come back here, right?” she asked, moving toward the couch in the living room and flopping down on it before I could reply.

      “Wouldn’t it make more sense to wait at Lisa’s house?” I asked, watching her carefully. Part of me was fine with it. If she waited, I could think about how to seduce her.

      “Mina is at Lisa’s right now. If she shows up there first, I’ll get a call.” She flashed me her cell phone. “I mean, it’s either you let me wait here.” She patted the couch. “Or I wait in my car, and its cold out.” She did a fake shiver. “Brrrr…”

      “I feel like you’re fucking with me.” I shook my head. This was perfect. If she waited while I took a shower, I could think of a plan. “Whatever, wait on the couch and don’t go in my room.” I turned to head to the shower. “There’s wine in the kitchen. I’m gonna take a shower, and I’ll be back to keep you company.”

      “I’ll just be here.” She nodded at me.

      “Great,” I said, trying to ignore a sudden bit of worry. There was the chance Miss Montgomery or Amy would wake up and find her there, but they’d been pretty worn out. I doubted they’d be up anytime soon. Or at least I hoped they wouldn’t. Besides, it made me feel like a dick asking her to wait outside. She’d always been more or less nice to me.

      Heading back into the bathroom, I shut the door and tossed the towel on the toilet seat. The room had filled with steam, and the heat felt good against my skin as I slipped into the shower. I wasn’t even sure how long it’d been since I’d washed. A day maybe? But either way, as the warm water pelted my skin, it felt like heaven. And I’d just had a threesome.

      “My life is insane,” I mumbled, leaning my head against the cool tile and letting the water hit me.

      Only, as I stood there, I heard the door open.

      “Who is it?” I asked, and while there was a response, I didn’t really hear it thanks to the water rushing over my head.

      I pulled myself out of the spray as a flash of cold hit me like someone had stepped through the shower curtain. Before I could turn around, hands reached around me and ran over my abs as a pair of breasts pressed into my back.

      “Oh. It feels even better than it looks,” Gail said, and the sound of her body nearly made me freeze.

      “Gail?” I asked, sure I was confused as she ran her hands over my pecs.

      “Yes?” she breathed heavily into my neck.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I asked, turning around and finding myself staring at the lithe blonde. Her green eyes were full of hunger. Her pink nipples stood at attention as water cascaded over her breasts and ran down her tight abdomen.

      “I checked your room.” She flushed. “I know you told me not to, but I saw the two girls.” She bit her lip, unsure of herself. “I don’t think you’re lying.”

      “What?” I asked, taking a step back. It was weird because she was hot as hell, but at the same time, she’d snuck into my shower after looking in my room after I’d asked her not to. If this situation were reversed, I’d be pretty fucking unwelcome.

      “I don’t think you’re lying about being a sex god.” She looked me up and down hungrily. “And now I know you weren’t lying about the big dick thing either. That’s just… massive.” She gestured at me. “Truth is, those girls looked like they got fucked good and proper. I’ve never been with a guy that could do that…” She took a step toward me, reaching out to touch me. As her fingers closed around my arm, she inhaled sharply. “I also never realized how goddamned delicious you look. Like a fucking firemen of New York calendar.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “I’m flattered,” I said, still kind of angry, but admittedly, as I stared at her naked body, I was having a hard time staying that way. “But you can’t just get into my shower with me.”

      “Do you want me to leave? Because I really don’t want to leave,” she said, dropping to her knees until she was eye level with little me. “I don’t even know if I can wrap my hand around it.” She reached out toward my dick with one hand but stopped just shy of touching me.

      “What do you want to do?” I said, looking down at her, every fantasy I’d ever had about her rushing through my mind.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, looking up at me, green eyes full of confusion. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “You came into my shower. You’re on your knees in front of me. Tell me what you want to do.” I smiled at her. “With words.”

      “I… um—”

      “If you can’t say it, you can just leave.” I pointed to the curtain, but she never looked away from me. That was good because I really didn’t want her to leave. I mostly just wanted her to admit she wanted to fuck me, crazy as it sounded.

      “I want you to take me,” she said, flushing scarlet.

      “Take you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “Take you where?”

      “Why are you making me do this? I’m like right here. You know what I want.” She reached out toward my cock again, and I stepped back until my back was pressed against the cool tile wall. Water hit her full on, cascading down her athletic body. It was magical.

      “Then you should have no trouble saying it,” I said, shrugging before I turned around and reached for the shampoo bottle.

      “I want you to fuck me, Roger,” she squeaked from behind me. “Make me feel like those other two women did. Fill me with that huge cock.”

      I turned around and looked at her. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Please.”

      “Then suck my dick.” I stood there, wondering what she’d do.

      Well, I started to wonder because a second later she had her pretty lips wrapped around my cock. I’ll say this, while she wasn’t as good at it as Amy or Miss Montgomery, she was certainly energetic enough to get me hard.

      “You’re so big,” she said, pulling off of me a moment later. “I don’t even know if this is gonna fit.”

      “Guess we’ll find out,” I said as I grabbed her by the back of the head and guided her back onto me. I’m not even sure if she responded because if she did, I didn’t hear it.

      The whole thing was weird because I’d literally jerked off to Gail a hundred times before, and now here she was sucking me off. Even crazier, she wanted me to fuck her.

      “Are you ready?” I asked, pulling her off of me and meeting her eyes.

      “I’m pretty wet if that’s what you’re asking.” She took a deep breath, one hand reaching down and running through the patch of blonde between her legs. She held up two slick fingers, but since we were in the shower, I couldn’t tell what it was from. Still, I trusted her to know her body.

      “Then turn around,” I said, and she nodded, getting to her feet and bending over so her forearms were resting against the far wall. I stared down at her and couldn’t believe my good fortune. I’d written literally nothing about her, and while I wasn’t sure if this was a residual effect from something, I didn’t care.

      This was the head cheerleader, and she wanted me to fuck her. I wasn’t going to pass it up.

      Carefully guiding myself toward her, I rubbed my tip up and down along her slick folds. She moaned, thrusting back toward me, but I didn’t let her have it yet. Instead, I teased her until she looked back, fixing me with lust-filled eyes.

      “Just fuck me, Roger. Please. I need you inside me.”

      “Well, how can I say no to that?” I replied, and as I pushed the tip inside her, I realized she was so tight I could barely fit. Even still, the feeling was nearly indescribable. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself as I grabbed onto her hips and tried to force my way in.

      “Not so fast. You’re too big. Just go slow,” she cried out as she scooted forward, causing pleasure to ripple up my body and a moan to escape my lips.

      “Do you want me to stop?” I gasped, reaching down to rub her while I stood in place, careful not to go any further. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt her, but at the same time, I wasn’t quite used to being so well endowed. Maybe I’d overdone it a touch with the pen.

      “No, but maybe just let me ease back? Would that be okay?” she said, and when I nodded, she bit her lip and slid forward until just the tip was inside her. Then she slowly rocked back sort of working her hips in a circular motion like she was trying to stretch herself around me until she was just beyond where she had been before.

      We continued like that, her inching her way back along my cock, and each movement felt so damned good, I fought not to grab her hips and ram my way inside her. But I didn’t. Because I was a gentleman like that.
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      An hour later, I’d tucked Gail into Marty’s bed since mine was otherwise occupied, and as she drifted off to sleep, I rubbed my face with my hands. Part of me couldn’t believe this was my life now, but most of me? Most of me didn’t know what the fuck I was going to do when Amy and Miss Montgomery woke up.

      What would they think of Gail? Would things be okay? Would it all blow up in my fucking face? I wasn’t sure, but I could fix things with the stroke of a pen.

      Only, I didn’t want to be that guy. Not even slightly. I mean, I liked having sex with these girls, and while I knew I hadn’t done a damn thing with the pen to get Gail, part of me wondered if they liked me for who I was, for what I was.

      Admittedly, another part of me didn’t really care.

      Taking a deep breath, I shut my eyes and counted to ten. I was tired, but not as tired as I should have been, so when I opened my eyes, I decided to try to figure out who the fuck was after me. They didn’t seem affected by the pen, and that was bad. Really bad.

      Doing my best to move from the room without disturbing the naked cheerleader, I crept into my own room and grabbed my laptop, pausing only briefly to note how both the girls there were still sound asleep.

      It was crazy because I should have been exhausted, but I just wasn’t. Was it because of what I’d done with the pen? Part of the whole body thing, maybe?

      I wasn’t sure, but part of me knew one thing. While having a big dick was fun, it wasn’t as fun as I thought it’d be. The whole experience with Gail had taught me I needed to be a little smaller because, well, a horse had nothing on me.

      Resolving to fix that issue and reduce my size to say Ron Jeremy proportions, I put my laptop on the kitchen table and fished my pen out of the pocket of my track pants. I wrote a few quick notes, so I’d have the perfect dick size.

      Then I made a quick cup of coffee with the Keurig Marty and I had gotten from a garage sale. It was always a little weird to me because it was bright pink, but the price had been good. Only, as I stared at it, I decided I wanted a manlier color, like, I dunno, black.

      With a stroke of my pen, the coffee maker changed before my eyes. Then I grabbed my cup and took a sip. Battery acid. It wasn’t surprising because we only had the cheap stuff.

      Another note later, I inhaled the heavenly scent of Sumatra before taking a sip of coffee that lit up all my pleasure centers. Savoring the mouthful, I sat down at my computer. Then because it booted slowly, I used the pen to make my laptop top of the line because my time was valuable.

      I sat there, staring at the screen for a moment wondering what the hell to even search for. An idea occurred to me. I grabbed the pen beside my pen and wrote a quick line.

      Give me a computer program to help me find information about the pen.

      Crazily, unlike last time, the words sat there on the page, not vanishing like last time I’d tried to just “know things” about the pen. A smile flitted across my lips as I turned back to the computer and found a new icon on the screen. Pen.exe

      I clicked it, and a screen that looked remarkably like a dos prompt filled the screen.

      Would you like to perform a search? Y/N

      I quickly typed yes and hit enter, bringing up a new prompt.

      Type Query:

      The cursor sat there blinking as I thought. Then I wrote Magic Pen and hit enter.

      A half-second later, my screen exploded into an interface with links to websites, videos, and all other sorts of things. After the first few clicks came up with references to a magic pen in every television show, movie, and story ever told, I realized I had a problem. In short, I’d asked for too much information, too generally.

      Clicking back to the prompt window, I chewed on my lip. Then, remembering the midget’s name, I added an additional query.

      “John A. Tenner”

      This time, there were a lot fewer results. Mostly tangential articles that talked about a guy named John A. Tenner and while none of them mentioned a magic pen specifically, there was one article from the nineteen twenties that talked about him attributing his bestselling novel to his lucky pen, but not a lot else. There were also a few pictures, and while the man in them looked nothing like a midget since he was full grown, with a bald head and a patchy beard, the pen was the same one I was holding now.

      It was weird, as I stared at the rest of the results, it was almost like he’d tried to erase his existence and nearly succeeded. There wasn’t much else about him, no birth or death certificate.

      “You can’t really be a ghost,” I mused, going back to the search prompts and typing in a few additional query strings so it would try to find his known associates.

      A second later, my screen filled with a list of names associated with John A. Tenner, and as I checked through them, I saw the exact same pen. I wasn’t sure if it was still John or an alias, but a hundred years’ worth of photos made one thing clear. While I wasn’t sure if all the photos were of different people or of the same guy changing his appearance, I was sure some of the people in the group photos knew about the pen. Even if John didn’t come to take the pen, it wouldn’t be long before someone found me and came to take it.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried not to panic. This was bad. Really bad. No wonder I felt like I was being watched. Worse, if they could track me and the pen, I had to do something, had to stop fucking around and get serious. I wasn’t even sure what the extent of the power I actually had was, and after another two hours on my computer, I was no closer to finding the truth. It was especially frustrating because I’d have thought that between the pen and my new program, I’d have found out easily enough, but there was definitely something that was keeping my pen from working.

      I learned that when a stroke of the pen in combination with my searches brought up a list of everyone who had ever known Brad Pitt (I was doing an experiment) and nothing about Wayne Danners. That was one of the names I’d seen popping up most frequently along with John Tenner. The thing was, the program hadn’t even listed them as contacts, and it was the same for most of the other names I found in connection with the pen.

      “That’s it!” I smirked, leaning back in my chair. “If nothing is coming up for these people, it has to be because of the pen. Otherwise, it’d work.” I leaned back in my chair and thought for a moment. Maybe the key was trying to fixate on them in particular.

      Give me knowledge of all counter-evasion tactics.

      A metric ton of information slammed into my brain in an instant, and as it did, I realized I’d been going about this all wrong. I couldn’t even hide, if they wanted to find me, they would. There were just too many ways they could do it, and as I set about writing down ways to stop them, I began to get discouraged. While some of my lines worked, most didn’t.

      “The question is why…” I murmured after another hour.

      “Why are you talking to yourself?” Marty asked, and as I turned to look at him, his eyes widened. “And when did you get biceps?” He took a deep breath looking at me. “Like I’m not even kind of gay, and right now I almost want to touch you.”

      “How is Lisa? Gail came by looking for her but fell asleep in your room.” I shrugged, trying to change the subject. Part of me wanted to tell him, but most of me was worried about what would happen if he knew the truth. What would he think or do? Would he try to take it from me?

      Marty stared at me for a long time, not saying anything. Then he blew a frumpy lock of hair out of his eyes and sat back. “It went as well as can be expected. She needs time to sort things out.” He flushed slightly. “I’m excited to see if we can make something happen.”

      He pulled a banana out of the bowl in the center of the table and began to peel it as he sat down beside me.

      “Um… I’m not sure whether to say I’m sorry, or I’m happy.” I looked at my coffee and was surprised to find I’d only drank a few sips, and now it was cold. Snatching it off the table, I moved to heat it in the microwave.

      “It’s six of one and half a dozen of another.” Marty shrugged as I put my coffee in the microwave and hit the beverage button. “But you didn’t explain the muscles. I know you, man. You didn’t have them earlier.”

      “You’re not going to believe me, but I found a magic pen.” I smiled at him, trying my best to not look like I was crazy. “Seriously.”

      “Fine. If you don’t want to tell me, I won’t press the issue.” He crossed his arms over his chest, clearly annoyed. “But if I knew how to have a body like that, I’d share it with you because we’re bros.”

      That may or may not have been true, but I figured it was. The thing was, I had told him.

      “I’m serious.”

      “Dude. I’m not an idiot. Magic pens aren’t a thing.” Marty glared at me. “I thought we were friends.”

      “We are friends.” Marty huffed out a breath as an idea sprang to my mind. “I’ll prove it. Give me one second.”

      “Whatever.” He took a bite of his banana and looked toward the window as I dashed to my room and grabbed the scratchers I’d bought earlier.

      He’d finished the banana and was looking in the fridge when I return.

      “Here.” I handed them to him.

      “This is just a bunch of lotto tickets,” he said, taking the scratchers and staring at them with confusion. “They can’t give you that body.”

      “Yeah, the pen does that,” I said, pulling out my notepad. “There’re five tickets. Give me five number values.”

      “What?” he asked, looking from the tickets to me and back again. “I don’t understand.”

      “How much do you think each one will win?” I asked, readying my pen. “Realistic numbers, please.”

      “Um… I dunno.” He shook his head. “Probably nothing.”

      I sighed and rubbed my face with my hands. “Bro, stop being difficult. Just pick five numbers.”

      “Fine.” Marty looked down at the tickets, thinking. Then he pointed at the first one. “Twenty-five bucks.” When I nodded, he continued. “Seven, fifty-two, eighty-seven, four-hundred-sixty-three.”

      “Got it,” I said, handing him a quarter after I finished writing. “Scratch them.”

      “Is this some kind of trick?” he asked, taking the quarter and looking at me. “I’m not sure what this is supposed to prove…”

      “Scratch them,” I repeated, and then I stared at him until he did it.

      “Fine,” he mumbled, taking the quarter to the first scratcher. Only, as he finished it, his eyes widened. “I won twenty-five dollars.” He swallowed. “How did you…?”

      “Finish them,” I said, unable to keep my smile from leaking into my voice.

      “Right, you’re fucking with me, but I’m going to go along with it,” he said, voice half dazed as he hurriedly scratched off the next ticket, revealing seven dollars.

      He took a deep breath, looking at me wide-eyed before quickly finishing the rest, so he was looking at a fifty-two dollar winner, an eighty-seven dollar winner, and a four-hundred-sixty-three dollar winner.

      “This isn’t possible,” he said, looking at me. “How did you do that?”

      “I have a magic pen.” I gave the pen a waggle at him. “Pretty much whatever I write comes true.”

      “I don’t believe you.” He shook his head. “There’s no way a pen could do that.”

      “Dude, seriously? You just won the exact values you said at random.” I reached out and tapped the stack of tickets with the pen.

      “You’ve gotta be faking it somehow.” He looked up from the tickets and stared at me. “Do something else.”

      “Like what?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “I dunno, cure cancer or something.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I can’t,” I sighed, shaking my head. “I stopped at the local VA yesterday before I came to get you and tried things like that. Basically, I can make the treatment they are on work if it does or can work, but if there’s no actual cure, well, the pen doesn’t do anything. I also can’t make myself fly or shoot optic blasts.”

      “So… the pen just makes things that are actually possible happen?” he asked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. He was starting to get it, which was good because I wanted to share this with him and have him help me figure out what to do, not spend the evening trying to prove myself.

      “I think so.” I nodded to him. “Based on what I’ve seen, anyway.”

      “Yeah, not buying it.” He shook his head. “How about you just tell me the truth?”

      “How about you hop on one leg while yodeling Call me Maybe by Carly Rae Jepsen?” I said as I wrote the line down.

      “I will not—” He stopped mid-sentence, got to his feet and began to hop on one foot. Then he started yodeling.

      When he was done, he glared at me. “Not cool, bro.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I rubbed my left ear with my knuckle. “You’re a terrible yodeler.”

      “Whatever,” he waved a hand through the air, and while he was mad at me as he opened his mouth to say something else, his face softened before going wild with excitement. “Dude, we need to go to Vegas. Like right fucking now.” He smacked his hands on the table. “I mean it. We can live like goddamned kings!”

      “Vegas?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “That’s like four hours from here.” I shook my head. “That’s not even what we should be doing. There might be people after me, after the pen.”

      “Even more reason to leave. I’m guessing you haven’t made it so people can’t track you. How long is it before someone shows up here?” He shook his head even though I had tried writing a billion variations of that very thing. “No, we need to go elsewhere, somewhere where we can build up some cash and disappear into a crowd.” He nodded to me in the way he did when he really wanted me to go along with his plan. Unfortunately, I knew that even if it did work, it wouldn’t be for long. “Vegas is perfect for both those things.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, confused even as I wrote a few lines to clear myself from the public database. While I didn’t want to not exist, I wanted to make it hard for people to find out where I lived. The thing was, those lines didn’t work, and they should have. Marty was right. There had to be someone immune to my pen that already knew where I lived. If not, it’d have worked. Or at least, that was my current theory.

      “I mean we’re going to board a private jet to Vegas and get some booze, babes, and bitches. That way, there will be no record of where we are.” He moved to the cupboard and pulled out the bottle of Popov we kept there. “But before that, we need some new phones.” He nodded. “Some burners, and we’ll pay for everything with cash.” He poured the alcohol into a couple of shot glasses. “No wonder you had me quit my job!”

      As he continued babbling, I suddenly had a bad feeling about telling Marty. Sure, all the things he’d said were actually possible, but at the same time, this was definitely out of my comfort zone. Maybe it was good I had him? I wasn’t sure, and even though my gut told me I’d made a huge mistake, he was my friend.

      “You said babes and bitches,” I said, swallowing hard. “And I’ve got three naked women in the apartment. We don’t need to go anywhere for that.”

      “Yeah, but I’m guessing you already fucked them.” He put one of the glasses in my hand while he threw his arm around me and made a sweeping gesture toward the wall. “We can be high rollers. Hell, we can have a penthouse full of women, and with your power, we can hide forever.” He disengaged and held his glass out to me. “Drink up.”

      “I’m not drinking this,” I said as I looked down at the vodka. “This stuff sucks.”

      “Yes, you are.” He clinked his glass against mine. “Bottoms up.”

      “Just wait a second,” I said, quickly changing the Popov into Grey Goose. “Now try.”

      “What did you do?” He gave me a weird look. “Not trying to roofie me, are you?”

      “Dude, if I wanted to fuck you, I could literally make you do it.” I downed the vodka. It burned all the way down before slamming into my stomach like a freight train.

      “I’m glad you’re not into me then,” Marty said, a touch of fear in his voice as I stood there, trying not to throw up from the shot. The initial moment after the shot always made me feel a bit queasy, but I knew it would pass. “And I’m digging the whole water into wine thing you did.” Marty poured another shot and handed it to me.

      Not wanting to get into specifics about how I might not be able to turn water into actual wine, I took it from him and joined him in a second shot. As soon as I finished, he smiled.

      “Good, that should be enough for now.” He thumped me on the shoulder. “Now, why don’t you write us up a limo?”

      “But what about the girls?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder. “They’re still asleep.”

      “Write ‘and then they all found their way home with no problems.’” He began to pour another shot. “God damn this is going to be good.”

      As I thought about what he said, I nodded. We did need to leave if the midgets were after us, and it would be better if nothing bad happened to them. Taking a deep breath, I wrote down what he’d told me along with a few more lines ensuring their safety and whatnot. It hurt a bit because even though we hadn’t spent a lot of time together, I liked all of them. Still, it wasn’t quite safe here for them anymore, and especially not with me.
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      By the time we landed in Las Vegas an hour and a half later, I was pretty drunk. Marty had gone hard and fast on the limo’s free booze and hadn’t stopped when the elderly lady had let us join her on her private jet since she was already flying to Las Vegas.

      Now that we were here though, I was starting to feel pretty good about the idea, especially since I’d used my pen to make it so people didn’t notice when I was using it. That along with the line about people thinking I’d lost my pen still being in my notepad had made most of my apprehension fade, and as Marty pulled me toward the waiting limo at the airport, I couldn’t help but smile.

      The whole thing felt so unreal. I mean, we were in Las Vegas, and not only had I never been here before, but I had the ability to fully take advantage of the place.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I asked as I slid into the waiting limo beside Marty. “See a show or something?” I blushed slightly. “I’ve never actually been to Vegas before.” I took a deep breath, looking around at all the huge buildings. It was still daytime, though it wouldn’t be for much longer, and part of me wished it was already night so I could see the strip all lit up.

      “The plan is we make some money.” Marty grinned at me as he gestured to the driver. “He’s taking us to the Cosmopolitan.”

      “The Cosmopolitan?” I asked, confused. “Is that a casino?”

      “Yeah. I’ve always wanted to stay there, but I could never afford it.” He looked me up and down. “And we need to get you some better clothes.”

      “What’s wrong with my clothes?” I said, fingering my black t-shirt. It, along with the jeans I was wearing, were the nicest things I’d owned.

      “Is that a real question? It’s time to suit up, bro.” He moved to the front of the limo and rapped on the window with his knuckles. It lowered in an instant, and the driver, a well-dressed black man, looked back at us.

      “Do you need something, sirs?” he asked, voice crisp, clean, and eager to serve.

      “Yeah. We need you to take us to the nicest tailor in town.” Marty jerked a thumb at me. “Because he looks terrible.”

      “Right away, sirs.” He nodded. “Whatever you need.”

      “But we don’t have any money, yet,” I lamented as the window rolled back up. “I thought the whole plan was to win a bunch of cash, and if we use our credit cards…” I shook my head already realizing he planned to have me use the pen.

      “I thought of a solution to that whole cash flow problem.” Marty pulled out some cash. He handed me a stack of ones. “There’s a reason I asked for change in singles.”

      “What do I do with these?” I asked, taking the dollar bills and staring at them in confusion.

      “Turn them into hundred dollar bills.” He made a writing motion with his hand. “Like you did with the vodka.”

      “Hmm,” I mumbled, turning my eyes to the ones. His logic was sound, so I decided to go for it. Pulling out my pen, I quickly wrote two extra zeros after the one on the first bill. In an instant, the bill changed into a crisp one hundred dollar bill, and I smiled. “Wow, you’re a lot better at this than me.” I rolled my eyes. “You know I could just write something like ‘find a million dollars in a suitcase under the seat,’ right?”

      “That’s no fun at all,” he said, smacking me on the shoulder. “Sure, you could exploit your power, but you should have fun with it.” He shook his head. “You can have anything, do anything. If I had that pen, this limo would be filled with naked starlets.” He smirked. “But I’d still be coming here to have fun.”

      “Maybe,” I said, thinking back to the midget. After what had happened in the parking lot, something told me I’d be better off keeping my head down even if I hadn’t felt like I was being watched for a while.

      Besides, maybe Marty was right. I’d spent so much time being kicked down by the man. Maybe it was time to have some fun. To really cut loose for a while. You know, start small and progress to having bigger, better things.

      An hour later, I was back in the limo clad in a five thousand dollar suit and drinking a bottle of Dom even though I didn’t like it. The tailor had just given it to me after I’d written paid in full on the bill for our two suits.

      “This is just insane,” Marty said, taking a deep breath as he met my eyes. “Like I didn’t even know suits could feel like clouds.” He held out his fist, waiting for a bump.

      I returned the bump as the driver pulled in front of the Cosmopolitan and parked our limo. Jesus, I couldn’t even believe I had a limo. Yesterday, I’d been praying my car would start so I could go to my shitty job and now? Now I was pulling up to the Cosmopolitan in a fucking limo.

      “I’ll wait over there for you, sirs,” the white-gloved driver said, gesturing to a parking area to the left after he helped us out of the vehicle. “If you need anything, please call.”

      “Sure thing,” Marty said before throwing his arm around my shoulder, his bottle of Dom clasped in his other hand. “What game do you want to play first? I’m thinking roulette.”

      “Roulette?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “Do you know anything about roulette?”

      “No, but I assume you can just write where the ball lands. It’ll be easy peasy.” He nodded to me as we stepped inside, and the overwhelming sound of the place hit me like a hammer blow. There were lights and whistles, and a million other things all slamming into my brain at once. Women dressed to the fucking nines with huge tits and pretty smiles filled my eyes, and as I stared at them, I realized I could have any of them.

      No. I shook my head. I couldn’t think like that. If I did, I’d go down a path I didn’t want to go down. Besides, I had plenty of time for that later. Now, it was time to make money. Only as I had that thought, I wondered if I needed to do that… Maybe I could just write myself into the owner of this place? Of this city?

      Still, that would be suspicious. And people were looking for the pen. That was exactly the thing that would tip them off. Or would it? Hell, how would I even go about it? Write myself finding the deed or something?

      “You’re totally thinking about fucking all these chicks, aren’t you,” Marty said, glancing at me, and the look in his eyes scared the fuck out of me. It was hungry in a way I’d never seen before.

      “I was,” I admitted because it was easier than explaining I’d thought about writing myself into owning the casino. “Among other things.”

      “Me too.” He smacked me on the back. “Me too, bro. Me too. It’s human fucking nature.” He thrust his bottle into the air. “But for now, we party like fucking rock stars.”

      “Yes!” I clinked my glass against his bottle, trying to force myself to be excited. I couldn’t help but think we weren’t going about this intelligently since I could just write myself into a billionaire. Or at least I thought I could.

      “Drink up,” Marty said, watching me. “It will help with the nerves. Remember, we deserve this.”

      “It’s not really that. I’m just starting to think we’re going about this the wrong way, thinking too small time.”

      Marty took a huge swallow of champagne as he shrugged. “Yeah, maybe we could do more with your pen, but this is fun!”

      “Fair enough,” I said before draining my glass. The bubbly liquid hit me at once, rushing down my throat and bringing a calming wave of pleasure with it. Marty was right. It was time to live, to have a piece of the good life I’d been denied for so long. Reality could go fuck itself in the goat ass. Besides, there would be time to exploit my pen’s powers later.

      Marching forward, I followed Marty toward the closest roulette table with the fewest people.

      “You want to play or want me to do it while you write?” he asked, stopping just short of one that only had a couple players. “I kinda wanna do it, but admittedly, it’s your show.”

      “You play, I’ll write. It’s easier that way.” I nodded to him. If people knew what I looked like, maybe having Marty on camera as the winner would work out better for me. Better to stay out of the limelight.

      “Right on, bro,” he said before breaking into a grin. “Let’s make some fucking money.” With that, he spun around and pressed through the throng of people walking through the aisle before elbowing aside a guy in a much less expensive suit and sitting beside a blonde in a strappy dress.

      “Buy-in is one hundred dollars,” the thin Asian dealer said in clipped tones as my friend settled in.

      “What’s the maximum bet?” he asked, plopping down a grand.

      “Maximum inside bet is one hundred fifty dollars any way to the number,” she said, taking his money and cashing it in for a bunch of multi-colored chips. “Maximum outside bet is one thousand dollars.”

      “Perfect,” he said, taking his stack of chips and holding it in his hands. Then he took a deep breath and looked back at me, making me realize he was nervous.

      Truth be told, I was nervous too. I’d never done something like this, even without the pen, but at the same time, I knew deep down in my gut it would work. And if it didn’t, what did it matter?

      I gave my friend a thumbs up. He nodded back and took a sip from the bottle of Dom. Then he turned back to the table as I leaned in over his shoulder to watch.

      “I think eighteen is lucky,” he said, louder than necessary as he put one hundred fifty dollars in chips on eighteen.

      As he did, I quickly wrote a line on my notepad.

      The ball lands on 18.

      A moment later, the dealer called for final bets, and as she did, the ball began to slow down, bouncing from number to number before landing on eighteen. As it sat there, my eyes nearly bugged out of my head. It’d worked. It had fucking worked.

      “Oh my god!” Marty cried, nearly leaping to his feet as the dealer began to pay out. “That’s thirty-five to one, right?”

      “Yes,” the dealer said in a flat voice. “Congratulations.”

      As the dealer pushed five thousand dollars in chips toward him, Marty swallowed hard, his eyes nearly bugging out of his skull. He took a deep breath as he picked up the chips, trying to keep it cool. I knew it had to be hard because I was freaking out.

      “Good job,” the blonde in the strappy dress said, turning to him and pursing her full lips. “Seems lady luck might be with you tonight.”

      “Could be.” He swallowed hard and glanced at me, and when I shrugged, he turned back to the blonde in the strappy dress. “What’s your favorite number, miss?”

      “My favorite number?” she asked, raising a delicate eyebrow at him. “Why, eight of course.”

      “Eight it is,” Marty said, putting another hundred and fifty dollars on eight, and as he did, I wrote another line down.

      Make Marty an expert at roulette.

      Marty paused as the magic took hold, looking back at his stack of chips. Then he grabbed some more and placed another three hundred dollars between the seven and the eight before placing a corner bet for six hundred more. Then he dropped a grand on first twelve.

      As everyone watched him, he shrugged. “Go big or go home, right?”

      “I agree, baby.” The blonde grabbed his arm, smiling as the ball spun in the wheel.

      Quickly writing down another note, I looked up in time to see the ball land on eight, and as the dealer stared at it, her eyes found me, and I could feel the press of her gaze. Only before she could say anything, the table erupted in cheers.

      Her eyes flicked back to the table, and she took a deep breath.

      “Congratulations, sir,” she said as she nudged something beneath the table with her hand, causing a light above her head to go off. That wasn’t good.

      As the dealer handed Marty over twenty thousand dollars in chips, three thousand for his outside bet and fifteen thousand for his inside bet on eighteen, I grabbed his arm, pulling him away from the blonde.

      “We need to go,” I hissed in his ear, and as I did, he started to argue with me.

      “Man, we can’t go now,” he whined, looking at me as the blonde practically wrapped herself around his arm.

      “Yeah, you guys can’t go now,” she said, smiling brightly at me. “I’ve barely made your acquaintance.” She looked us over. “And something tells me, you might find my company quite enjoyable.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled as a rather large black man in a suit came over and began to speak to the dealer. As they did, I took a step back and wrote down another note.

      There is absolutely nothing suspicious about us at all. No one in the casino pays any attention to us.

      As soon as I finished, the guy looked over at us and shrugged. Then, with a scowl at the dealer, he walked off, leaving us to exploit the table to our heart’s content. There was just one problem. The bets weren’t high enough at this table to make any real money.

      I mean, if we were gonna game the system, we should really game the system, right?

      As Marty won another round, netting another eighteen thousand in chips, I tapped him on the shoulder. “How about we hit the high rollers’ table?” I pointed across the way toward a roped off section with minimum bets of ten thousand dollars.

      As Marty followed my hand to the section, he smiled, clearly catching my drift. “You’re right, it’s time to stop messing around.” He stood, scooping up his chips before tossing a grand to the dealer. Then he jutted his arm out to the blonde. “Care to accompany us?”

      “Sure,” she bubbled, and I wondered if she was a hooker since I hadn’t seen her place any bets. My gut told me yes, but I knew Marty wouldn’t care. Hell, I didn’t care. She was hot as fuck, and at the end of the day, we had money in spades. Besides, what was she going to do, charge us for her company?

      With that, we strode away from the table like conquering warlords and headed to the high rollers’ section.

      It didn’t take long for me to realize this was a dumb plan because it was still small time. After only a couple throws, we were up almost three hundred thousand dollars and were fast approaching the maximum table limit. Sure, we could go to a new casino and start over, but at this rate, it’d take forever to make even a few million.

      Besides, I had another idea.

      “Bro, I wanna do something else,” the words had barely left my mouth when Skye, the blonde we’d picked up at the last table, smiled at me.

      “I’m kind of bored too.” She batted her eyes at me. “How about I call some of my friends and we go to that suite they comped you?”

      Before I could respond, Marty butted in. “How many friends do you have?”

      “Six.” She met his eyes, and it was as though they were silently communicating. “I’ll call all of them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      It was strange. As I sat on the balcony staring out at the lights of the Las Vegas strip, I felt, well, silly.

      Why?

      Because I was worried. I’d had the pen for all of a day, and I was pretty sure people were after me. Sure, this had seemed like a good idea until I realized something. I could do more with less. Way more.

      I glanced at the mint condition Honus Wagner baseball card I’d found under the ashtray. I didn’t know much about baseball or cards or anything, but I’d remembered reading how one in okay condition sold for over three million dollars. This one was mint, and it’d only taken me a second to write find a mint condition Honus Wagner baseball card under the ashtray.

      Sure, selling it would get me some heat, but I could have “found” other things too like all the comic books I’d always wanted as a kid. No wonder it felt like people were after me.

      “Maybe that’s why the midget wrote those words and put this all into motion,” I mumbled, thinking to myself as I fingered the card. “Maybe he realized he could do anything, did it, and just got so bored he wanted something more.”

      It was dumb, but I could see someone doing just that. I mean, okay, I wasn’t going to give up the pen by any means because that was really dumb, and I wasn’t going to bemoan my luck or anything. Still, as I looked down at the pen, I realized a couple things. I could do more, and not only that, I had to do more. Otherwise? Well, otherwise I’d never leave this room full of ridiculously attractive hookers.

      I had to leave this room. Staying here was going to get me caught by whoever was after me, and I had bigger plans.

      “What’s wrong? Not enjoying the party?” Skye asked, and as I turned, I saw her coming toward me clad in only a pair of thigh-high stockings. Her breasts bounced with each step as she stepped onto the balcony and moved toward me.

      “You’re what’s wrong,” I said with a half-smirk. Then, realizing she might take that the wrong way, I tried to remove my foot from my mouth. “Not that there’s anything wrong with you. You’re beautiful.”

      “I’m not offended. I know I’m hot.” She swept a hand down her nude form before settling down next to me like she didn’t care she was naked on a balcony. Then again, who would see her? “If I weren't, strangers wouldn’t pay a thousand dollars an hour to fuck me.”

      “That is a fair point,” I said, turning away from her and looking out at the lit-up Las Vegas skyline.

      “Let me guess, sugar,” she said, tapping me on the shoulder with one long, slender finger and drawing my attention to her. “You don’t enjoy my company as much as your friend.”

      “It’s not that—”

      “Let me rephrase,” she said, waving off my comment. “I know you enjoyed my company, but you aren’t the drunken debauchery type. It was obvious from the moment I saw you two at the table. Your friend? He’s an enabler, which is probably why you pretend you like him. He gets you in trouble sometimes, but it’s always a little fun even if you get fucked over a bit. He gets you to do things, like, oh, I dunno, spend an evening in a Vegas hotel room with an army of hookers. It’s basic, and it makes sense, but it’s not you.” She looked at me for a long time. “You’ve got way more potential than that.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I said, meeting her eyes, and I was suddenly surprised by the fact that not only did she seem incredibly intelligent, but she was stone cold sober.

      “But this? It isn’t what you want. Not really.” She gestured down at herself. “Like you have a guy like Marty to be your front man because you want to be the man behind the curtain.” She gestured back at the room. “That’s why you’re not inside, and why you’re out here because you’re already thinking beyond all this.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, surprised at how perceptive she seemed. “It makes me feel and sound ridiculous because everything in me says I should bend you over that railing.” I pointed at the railing separating us from a forty-story drop. “And just fuck your brains out.”

      “You can do it. I’ll let you. Hell, I kind of want you to do it. You’re pretty hot without your shirt on.” She smiled at me and stood before moving toward the railing with slow, sensual steps. Then she leaned against it, arching her back enough to give me a great view of her assets. “But I don’t think you want to do that. Not really, anyway.” Then she smacked her ass with one hand. “It’s a shame because my ass is spectacular.”

      “It is, but, I dunno,” I said with a sigh. “I just, well, part of it is I can do it, right? I could get up, and you’d let me do it. I could do whatever I wanted more or less, and you’d let me do it.”

      “Yeah, for what you’re paying me, pretty much anything is on the table,” she admitted, pushing herself off the rail. “But I get it. You want to work at things, to feel like you earned it.” She swept her hand down her body once more. “And you don’t feel like you earned this.”

      “That’s part of it—”

      “Furthermore,” she continued as though I hadn’t spoken. “You don’t really like me. You might think I’m hot, but you haven’t laid awake in your bed jerking off to me.” She came toward me and dropped down in front of where I was sitting until she was eye-level with me. “I get it.” She kissed me on the forehead, the movement causing her nearly perfect breasts to brush against me. “So, what do you want to do?”

      “Um…” I said, and she laughed. The sound was strangely sweet and comforting.

      “I mean, in general.” She shrugged. “You won a ton of money, but that doesn’t seem to be your thing. It’s fine. For a lot of people, it’s not.” She shifted, sitting down next to me and leaning her head against my shoulder. “But you should figure out what it is you want to do, or you’ll spend your life in an endless haze of hookers, coke, and booze trying to figure out what you should be doing.” She stuck her tongue out at me. “And you won’t even enjoy it.” She made a fist and pumped it once. “If you’re gonna fuck hookers and party, then you need to really be up for it.”

      “Is it sad that I don’t really wanna do the hookers and booze thing?” I asked, meeting her eyes. “I feel like I should, but I just don’t want to.”

      “It’s not sad.” She touched my nose with one finger. “More common than you’d think.” She chewed on her lip for a moment. “You’d be surprised how many guys take me back to their room, even single guys, and realize I’m not what they want.” She sighed. “You have no idea how many times I pretend I’m someone else. The girl next door, a stepsister, Lois Lane, whatever really.” She waved a hand. “I’m a master at being what a man needs.” She looked me up and down. “But you’re different. I don’t know why, but I can tell.” She dropped a hand to her crotch. “You bought this just because you could, but once you did, you didn’t care. You seemed the same way at the tables. Like you wanted to win right until you did.”

      “I guess that’s true.” I sighed. “I just… my life is so strange, and I don’t even think I could explain it.”

      “Don’t tell me.” She waved a hand. “We’re not friends. While I’m basically a really hot, naked shrink right now, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea.” She shrugged. “I like my job, and I get the feeling that if we continue down this path, you’ll want to save me.”

      “Heh,” I said because, oddly, the thought hadn’t really crossed my mind. Only now, I could see how it could have.

      “I drive a BMW, and I have great tits.” She cupped her breasts. “I’m honestly really good with this.” She smirked. “Before I came to Vegas, you know what I did?”

      “Um… no.” I shook my head.

      “I was the director of software design for a fortune five hundred company. I hated every second of it. So, I left.” She shrugged. “Found my calling.”

      “Taking shots of cum for a grand an hour?” I said before immediately wishing I could take it back.

      “That is one way of looking at it.” She bit her lip, thinking. “I want you to have a good time, Roger. I just don’t think that good time would be with me.” She put her hand on my crotch and patted it once. “I mean, I’m sitting here naked, and you’re not even hard.” She jerked her head back toward the room where I could hear the sounds of sex. “And you didn’t seem like you enjoyed any of the other girls all that much.” She tapped her chin. “Makes me think it’s not us and it’s you.” She smirked. “And before you ask, no, I don’t think you’re gay.”

      “I’m not gay.” I shrugged, remembering the slender brunette who had tried to suck me off. Only, I could tell she wasn’t into it, and I’d gotten bored a few minutes into her attentions and come out here. Sure, she’d been hot. But lots of women were hot. And I could have any of them.

      What I really wanted was someone I couldn’t have, something I couldn’t have, and I had no idea who or what that was. More than that though? More than banging hot chicks and winning in Vegas I wanted to feel safe, and even with the pen in hand, I didn’t feel safe. If anything, I felt worse, knowing there were people out there after me. No. The only way I was going feel safe was if I got rid of the assholes after me, whoever they were.

      “I believe you’re not gay, trust me, I’ve fucked more than a few guys who were really gay,” she said, shrugging back at me. “But that is sort of my point. You’re clearly not comfortable, and while I can do anything you want, will do anything you want, well, you probably don’t want that either.” She knocked me on the shoulder with her fist. “You’re just too good of a guy.”

      “I’m not really.” I shook my head. “I’ve done things.”

      “Honey, we’ve all done things. You wouldn’t even believe the things I’ve done.” She gave me a stupid smile. “But that hardly makes you a bad person.” She stood. “I’m going to go back inside.” She chewed on her lip for a moment as she looked through the window into the room. “To the left room. You should come. I would like it. I mean that.” She took a step forward, pausing at the door. “If you’re not there in five minutes, I’m going to put my clothes back on and leave, and you won’t ever get to fuck me.” She smirked. “That will definitely be something you’ll regret.”

      “That’s a fair point,” I said as she stepped inside and made her way across the marble floor, all swishing hips and desire.

      I got to my feet though I was unsure if I was going to follow her. Admittedly, she was hot, and I was male, but it was a bit more than that. Something about our talk had changed things.

      Maybe that had been the idea, but she hadn’t been what I’d expected at all, and while I knew she’d tempted me with the fact that I couldn’t have her again on purpose, part of me didn’t care because that probably wasn’t true. Even if I didn’t have my pen, I basically had infinite resources, and she was a hooker. I could have her as many times as I wanted. Probably.

      Still, maybe I was just being stupid. I should go fuck her. I could sort my shit out later. Besides, if I’d learned anything the last few days, it was that I really liked blowjobs.

      Nodding to myself, I took a step toward the door right as the balcony erupted into flame as an explosion threw me from my feet.

      I careened backward in a fireball of pain. My spine slammed into the guardrail with a crack that made agony rip through me, and as spots danced across my vision and the smell of my own burning flesh filled my nose, the railing broke, and I fell from the top of the Cosmopolitan.
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      I smashed into the balcony below an instant before a bazillion tons of rock came crashing down around me. I curled myself into a ball, trying to avoid the rain of flaming debris. I was hurt, but my body was far from a battered, broken thing. I should have been dead or paralyzed. I shouldn’t feel half as well as I did.

      My hands went to my body, searching for injuries that had to be there when the creak and groan of the entire structure above filled my ears. That sound made adrenaline rush through my veins as I realized I was about to be flattened. Sure, I might have miraculously survived thus far, but there was no way I’d survive being pancaked by a billion-ton balcony.

      My head snapped toward the spot where the balcony above connected to the building itself. I could see the steel girders straining to hold the weight after the explosion, and I knew that it’d be coming down soon.

      “Fuck!” I cried, driving down my pain as best I could and scrambling to my feet. Part of me didn’t understand how I wasn’t a bloody smear. Then again, the last time I’d been hit by an explosion, I’d been nearly unscathed, and even though I felt like I’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson, I wasn’t nearly as hurt as I should be.

      Still, now wasn’t the time to dwell on it. Now was the time to get the fuck out of here.

      I darted forward, grabbing the door leading to the balcony and tugged with all my might as the one overhead groaned ominously. Nothing happened. Despite my cording muscles and adrenaline-fueled strength, I couldn’t move the damned door an inch.

      “Fucking locks!” I snarled, and as I looked up at the balcony, I realized I was an idiot. Quickly whipping out my pad and pen, I wrote a few quick lines.

      Be fully healed.

      The balcony doesn’t fall.

      While the first one stayed, causing my injuries to miraculously heal, the second sentence faded away, letting me know that line hadn’t worked. Dammit. Panic surging up inside me as the groaning of steel girders grew louder, I tried again.

      The door in front of me is unlocked.

      Again, the words evaporated. How was that possible? I wasn’t sure, but as I looked overhead, I knew I was fucked. Or was I?

      Spinning on my heel, I grabbed a chunk of rock and hefted it while trying to keep my heart from pounding out of my chest. Then I wrote another line.

      The glass breaks under the force of my throw.

      As the line solidified, I flung the rock as hard as I could at the glass door. It hit with a resounding crack, shattering into a bazillion pieces. Overhead the steel girders shrieked, and the sound of snapping bolts filled my ears. I was out of time.

      Taking a deep breath, I threw myself through the broken door, and as I slammed into the marble floor inside, the balcony tore free completely. The shockwave from the crash rippled through my gut as stone and steel crashed into the spot where I’d been only a second ago. That had been close. Too close.

      And my pen hadn’t worked. Only, it should have worked in that situation. Maybe not with the balcony, but definitely with unlocking the door. Why hadn’t it?

      I wasn’t sure, but as I got to my feet, worry filled me. What about Marty and the girls? Were they okay?

      Taking another deep breath and patting myself down to make sure I was okay, I reached for my burner cellphone. The face was smashed, and I knew instantly it wouldn’t work. Hell, I even tried my pen on it, but once again, the line vanished.

      That pissed me off. I’d been able to fix my car with the stroke of my pen, so why couldn’t I fix a stupid phone? I wasn’t sure, and it didn’t make sense.

      Annoyed, I wrote down something else.

      Marty and the girls are okay.

      As the words solidified into truth, I let out a long breath. Finally, something was working. Now it was just a matter of going back up there, getting them, and escaping because as I stared at my pad, I noticed the line about people thinking I’d lost the pen had completely vanished.

      “Damn,” I muttered, trying to keep my shit together. “Just do one thing at a time. Concentrate, adapt, survive.”

      I took a step forward as the sound of a helicopter filled my ears. I barely had time to spin toward the sound when the Blackhawk opened fire on me, filling the room with thousands of rounds of lead.

      The first two shots shattered the bedpost right beside my head. Leaping to the side, I took cover behind the thick bed as more bullets cut the inside of the room to shreds. Fuck, what was going on?

      Swallowing hard, I gripped my pen in shaking hands and wrote a new line.

      Make them get hit by a missile strike.

      The line evaporated, and I cursed, trying everything from random meteors to EMPs while more bullets tore into the hotel room. Nothing worked. Clearly, something was keeping my pen’s powers from affecting the helicopter. Only… maybe I was going about it all wrong. Maybe I had to just be smarter.

      I couldn’t affect the helicopter directly, but maybe I didn’t need to affect it. No, I just had to stop them from shooting at me.

      Worse, I was running out of time. While I wasn’t sure how many bullets they had fired at me, but I was definitely getting the impression they were going with more is less. More wood broke off the heavy bedframe, and I wondered how long it would be until they hit me.

      “Hopefully forever,” I whispered to myself as I wrote a new line.

      Fill a ten by ten-meter area directly outside my window with angry, venomous spiders.

      The shooting stopped as screams erupted from the helicopter. Ears still ringing from all the gunfire, I peeked up over the edge of the bed.

      The entirety of the helicopter was just absolutely filled with black widows, brown recluses, and everything in between. More spiders plummeted from the air because they were nowhere near the helicopter itself, but those that were absolutely swarmed over the inhabitants. The sound of their screams filled my ears as the helicopter veered off course.

      That was unfortunate for them because a second later the helicopter smashed into the building. Stone met steel in a shriek of tortured metal before another explosion ripped through the horizon, spraying flaming shrapnel into the room.

      Ducking down, I huddled for cover as chunks of burning metal slammed into the walls all around me, but as the ringing in my ears faded, I realized I was all alone in the room. Getting slowly to my feet, I crept forward in time to see a grizzled guy with three days of stubble drop down on a rappelling cable. He landed on the rubble-strewn balcony. He caught sight of me as he released himself from his harness.

      Grabbing a grenade off his bandolier, he popped the spoon from the explosive before hurling it at me.

      Panic exploded through me, dialing up my senses to the max and making time seem to slow down as I used my pen as quickly as I could while hoping beyond hope that it would work.

      The grenade is a dud.

      As the grenade smacked into the wall in front of me and bounced to a stop at my feet, I nearly hollered in joy. The words didn’t evaporate. Thank fucking god.

      Trying to push down the terror at having been found by the guys who had taken down the midget, I grabbed the grenade. I whirled, throwing it back toward the guy before scratching out the line I’d written. The explosion practically shattered my eardrums, but that was fine because fuck that guy. As the entirety of the room filled with light, making me realize it’d been some kind of flashbang grenade designed to blind me. Had they come to capture me? Is that why all the bullets had missed?

      I wasn’t quite sure, but I didn’t care either way. It was time for some goddamned upgrades.

      Have ninja skills.

      Have super speed and strength.

      Unfortunately, only the first one stuck, and as I stared at it, I knew why. It was because super speed and strength weren’t real.

      Have the speed, strength, and reflexes of a highly trained navy seal.

      That one stuck, and it was a good thing too because, despite my trick with the grenade, I heard the sound of boots on the ground. Part of me wondered why no police or anything had come, why no one had come, but most of me didn’t care. I didn’t have time to care.

      There’s a loaded gun in the drawer.

      As I finished the words, I jerked open the dresser drawer to my left and saw what looked like a big black Desert Eagle. As I grabbed it, I realized I had no idea how to use the damned thing. Worse, I didn’t have time to write more. My ninja skills told me that much.

      Cursing myself for asking for ninja skills and not gunslinger skills, I spun around in time to see the first commando come toward me, Tazer in hand.

      I pulled the trigger, only nothing happened.

      Fuck.

      I did the only thing I could. I threw the gun at him. While I may not have been able to shoot the stupid thing, I was a damned fine ninja.

      The weapon sailed through the air, smacking into the side of the goon’s helmet with an earsplitting crack. As he stumbled sideways, I ducked back down in time to avoid a trio of gunshots that bounced off the wall. They were using rubber bullets. They weren’t trying to kill me.

      That was good, but I still didn’t want them to take me. Using the few seconds I’d bought myself, I grabbed my pen and jotted down another quick line.

      The floor is weakened and will break if anyone steps on it.

      The earsplitting crack of broken wood filled my ear, followed by a shriek as the whole front portion of the room gave way, crashing down into the room below and taking them with it.

      Good. That took care of that problem. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself when I heard gunshots in the hallway above. My friends’ hallway.
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      “Fuck,” I growled, turning to my notepad.

      Their door can’t be breached.

      The words disappeared almost before I finished writing them.

      The floor of the hallway above is a giant meat grinder.

      Again, it didn’t work. Was this the same problem as with the helicopter? I wasn’t sure, but either way, I didn’t have much more time.

      This time, I tried something that seemed to have worked before.

      Hungry jungle cats prowl the halls.

      The sound of roars filled my ears, but I ignored it, knowing it would buy me time to make some much-needed upgrades. Taking a deep breath, I set to work, writing as quickly as I could.

      Thankfully, most of the words stayed on the page, including Have expert skills over all firearms which worked out well when I jerked open the closet door and found a Benelli M4 Super 90 sitting next to a grappling hook.

      As I grabbed the shotgun, my door burst inward, breaking off its hinges and flying backward as dark smoke poured inside. Turning the Benelli on the door, I unloaded three rounds into the breach while backpedaling. My first blast caught the lead guy in the chest, flinging his bloody corpse back into his comrades.

      Bullets flew at me, but I ignored them as I pointed the grappling hook up at the hole in the ceiling and fired. The hook exploded out, slamming into the ceiling of the room above with a sharp crack that caused plaster to rain down on me.

      In an instant, I shot through the hole in the floor above, and as I dangled there, arm muscles straining, I glanced around the room. Finding no immediate enemies, I dropped to the floor, and as I hustled forward, I found Skye was huddled by the bed, hands clasped over her head.

      “We need to go now,” I said, holding one hand out to her as something in the room below exploded, letting me know the tripwire I’d set off had detonated.

      “What’s going on?” Skye asked, looking up at me with her big blue eyes. She was still naked, which made sense, but as I glanced back at the smoke rising through the hole in the floor, I knew I didn’t have time to take advantage of it.

      “People are trying to kill me,” I said as a sharp crack in the hallway beyond the room let me know the door had been breached. It was immediately followed by an explosion as the claymores I’d added to the doorframe filled the hallway with a billion steel balls. At least that was what was supposed to happen, anyway.

      “Why?” she asked at which point I ignored her and stepped into the main room, Benelli at the ready.

      “I don’t know.” I glanced back at her and nodded toward the dresser. “You’ll find an Uzi in there. You know how to use it, I’ve made sure of that, so help me.”

      “I’ve never even held a gun,” she said, swallowing hard as she opened the dresser. Then she pulled out the submachinegun, and as she did, knowledge flashed behind her eyes. “How?”

      “Too many questions for now,” I said as someone tried to breach the room. The Benelli put an end to him, spraying his life across the far wall.

      Gunfire tore through the walls, reducing them to swiss cheese, and I ducked behind the massive marble bar for cover. I had half a second to take a breath when I decided I didn’t actually want to fight them toe to toe.

      Grabbing my pen, I filled the hallway with fire caused by a broken gas line from the suite across the way. As the smell of burning flesh and smoke filled the air, and screams resounded through the hallway, I knew it had worked. Whoever was controlling the hallway, hadn’t thought to protect the other rooms.

      Suddenly, I felt a lot better about our chances for success. I waited a few moments longer, and then scratched out the line, causing the flames to not only die away since the leak was no longer there, but the fire sprinklers to work like they were on a mission from God.

      “Skye, are you okay?” I called, turning to look at the bedroom I’d just occupied.

      She nodded at me from the doorframe, Uzi gripped tightly in her hands. “I think so.”

      “You’ll find body armor in the closet,” I said, a lot louder than I needed to since my ears were still ringing. “I’m gonna check on Marty and the others.”

      As she disappeared back into the bedroom, I crept forward toward Marty’s room. The line about their safety was no longer written on the pad. Fuck. I’d given him and the other hookers the same powers I had, but a bullet would still kill them dead. I just had to hope that hadn’t happened yet. If these assholes had killed my friend, there would be hell to pay.

      I reached the bedroom a moment later and quickly knocked on the door. “Marty, are you guys okay?”

      “I think so,” he called back right before the door opened, and I saw him peering at me from a crouch. “What’s going on?”

      “People are after me,” I said, taking a deep breath. “There’re weapons and body armor in the closet for you and the girls. Get it on while I guard the door. Then we’re leaving.”

      “How are we leaving?” he asked as I heard movement behind him, indicating the girls inside were moving to the closet.

      “There will be a helicopter on the roof. We just need to get to it.” He nodded at my words, disappearing back inside as Skye reappeared in the doorway across from me.

      She was clad from head to toe in body armor like some kind of Special Forces agent, and as she met my eyes, I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Damn, you look hot.”

      “Glad to know the quickest way to get you to notice is to be fully clothed.” She rolled her eyes. “Mind telling me what’s going on?”

      “Bad guys are trying to kill us,” I said, pulling out my pen and turning the walls in front of me into one-way bulletproof glass. “I don’t want us to be dead.”

      “How did you…” Her mouth fell open as she stared at the wall, which was when I remembered she couldn’t see me writing thanks to the notes I’d made.

      “I’m a wizard. A real one.” I waved a hand. “Not important. What is important is we need to get to the roof.” I sighed. “The downside is you guys will have to cover me so I can work my magic.”

      “Are you insane?” Sky replied, and as she spoke, I did a terrible thing. I made her and the others want to protect me because I could already see more soldiers coming up the hallways.

      “Just do as I say, and we’ll all get through this,” I snapped as I made the floor beneath the soldiers’ break, causing them to fall into an oddly placed vat of sulfuric acid.

      “Whatever you say, sir,” Skye replied, moving past me with all the practiced ease of a military bad ass. She reached the door a second later, her back pressed against the wall as she peered through the glass. “More are coming.”

      “Okay,” I said as Marty and the other girls appeared behind me. “You guys move out and cover her. We don’t want to lose anyone. Also, someone give me a phone.”

      There was a collective assent as every last one of them, including Marty, moved to obey my command. My friend quickly handed me his phone before taking his place behind the girls, M16 at the ready.

      Flipping open his phone, I used my pen to help me tap into the hotel’s security system through an app that appeared on the screen.

      Through the hotel’s cameras, I saw men coming toward us, but I could take care of that. Taking a deep breath, I readied my pen. Then I began to write.

      There’s a laser tripwire just ahead of them that triggers mines.

      The floor is really slippery.

      On my screen, the first of the soldiers lost his footing, and as his arms shot out for balance in a vain attempt to keep himself upright, his fingers hit the infrared line of the tripwire. The hallway exploded into fire and brimstone as a zillion metal balls tore the soldiers into ragged chunks of flesh.

      Only, there was a problem. As I watched the smoke start to clear, more soldiers hustled through. It was insane because I’d just blown away six of them and they didn’t seem to care. It was like watching a swarm of ants throw themselves charging forward even as they were mowed down in the process.

      That was fine though. I had a few more tricks up my sleeve, and at the end of the day, there were only a few dozen of them.

      Automated turrets rise from the floor and shoot down intruders.

      This time the words vanished, and as I tried another line to turn the floor to lava, it also didn’t work. Fuck.

      A giant Indiana Jones boulder breaks through the window.

      I breathed out a sigh of relief as the boulder rolled over the men, crushing them. Yet there were still more. No sooner had the boulder rolled through the hall and broken through the wall at the far end, did more come.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said, looking at my comrades as the words The floor is really slippery vanished. “There’s just too many of them, and my pen isn’t working as well as it should.”
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      As we reached the stairwell, a massive explosion rocked the hotel, throwing me sideways into the wall as I struggled for balance. Debris rained from the ceiling as my shoulder slammed into the wall and pain shot through me. The girls immediately stopped, assessing the situation as Skye carefully pushed open the door to the stairs, checking it over with quick, practiced movements.

      “Seems clear,” she said, turning her eyes to me. “But the stairs above are filled with smoke and fire.” Her face fell. “The helicopter…”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled, staring at my phone. The cameras on the top three floors were just gone, making me think the floors were gone too. Without the helicopter, we wouldn’t be able to escape, but as I stared at the phone, I realized that was a dumb idea. How hard would it be for someone to shoot us out of the sky once we got up there?

      No. That was a bad plan. What we needed was to be creative, cunning, and smart. It didn’t seem like these guys had my ability, but they also were immune to it directly and tenacious. Traps though… those had seemed to work well.

      What I needed was to put lots of traps between them and us to give us time to escape in a way they never expected.

      “Let’s go down, Skye. To the basement,” I said, slinging my Benelli over my shoulder before offering the phone to Marty. “You make sure we don’t get ambushed. I’ve got some writing to do.”

      “Okay,” my friend said, nodding as he took the device and motioned for Skye to continue. She stepped into the hall, M16 at the ready and swept it for bad guys before moving down the stairs.

      The rest of the girls moved around me, keeping me hidden between their bodies as I set to work. I couldn’t repair the building or anything, but I didn’t plan to do that at all.

      Instead, I began to sketch out a drawing of the building. It wasn’t that good or anything because I was horrible at art, but that wasn’t the point. Instead, I used that and a combination of notes to turn the complex into a veritable dungeon.

      Deadfalls, snake pits, alligators, and the like materialized with each stroke of my pen as we headed down. Screams filled my ears, and while I was troubled by them, I knew it wasn’t from innocent people. The note that anyone not after me would stay in their room or vacate the premises saw to that.

      “Down,” Maggie, the short redhead with amazing tits and pale skin bringing up the rear said right before she shoved me to the floor and leapt on top of me. Bullets slammed into the wall where my head had been, ripping through the drywall and covering me in debris. The other girls returned fire, filling the stairs above with lead as I struggled to suck in a breath. That had been close. Too close.

      “Go, go, go!” Maggie said, her Irish accent in full swing as she pulled me to my feet and dragged me toward where Skye was engaged in a shootout with soldiers on the flight below. The sound of gunfire obliterated my hearing and made it almost impossible to think.

      “They’re everywhere,” Marty said, glancing at me as Maggie pulled a grenade from her bandolier and flung it behind us. It hit the ground with a thunk before exploding in a wash of flame and shrapnel that turned the men behind us into minced meat.

      “I’ve got a plan,” I said, furiously writing.

      “Good because we’re trapped,” Maggie said, keeping me shielded by her body as best she could.

      “This way,” I said, turning and hitting the wall with my palm. The wall squeaked as the place I’d pressed opened, revealing a secret passageway between floors. “Come on.”

      Maggie nodded to me, stepping through the new doorway and moving ahead to guard me moments before two of the other girls flanked her. Marty and I followed next with three more girls behind us before Skye stepped inside, taking the rear. As soon as she passed through the doorway, the passage sealed itself with the hiss of electronic locks as the steel security door slid back into place.

      “What is this place?” Marty asked, glancing at me, his eyes flicking from the phone to me and back again. “It doesn’t appear to be part of the system.”

      “This is my secret lair. That’s what I’ve been making this whole time,” I said, smirking as I pushed past the girls. “Let me through.”

      They nodded but didn’t look happy about it. Unfortunately for them, I didn’t care. Moving forward, I quickly came to another door, this one made of solid steel. As I approached, I put my hand on the small metal cube adjacent to it.

      The cube lit up, filling the hallway with green light moments before the door slid open, revealing another passageway.

      “Everyone inside. Once we’re through, I’ll activate security and the area between these two doors will turn into a killing field.” I gestured at the walls. “Behind those steel walls are enough weapons to take down a goddamned tyrannosaurus, and even if that doesn’t stop them, the room will fill with nerve gas. Also, there are explosives should they try to enter without the proper authorization.”

      “I’m glad you’re on our side,” Skye said, moving next to me and giving me a kiss on the cheek. “I can’t wait to see what else you have in store.” With that, she led everyone inside leaving me in the hallway. I quickly activated the security protocol and stepped through the door. As it slid shut behind me, I felt a lot better. They might get through it, but they’d have to get through it, and that would cost them. Dearly.

      “Everyone in the elevator,” I said, crossing the room.

      “I already sent everyone else down,” Skye said, waving to me from just beside the elevator doors. “It’s just me waiting here for you.” She gave me a sly smile. “I wanted to get everyone else to safety, and besides, I figured you were more than man enough to save me if something happened.”

      As I glanced at the closed elevator doors, I wasn’t sure whether or not I should be angry or happy. On the one hand, she had saved everyone else, but on the other, it had left me trapped here.

      “Well, hopefully, they don’t get through those doors in the next thirty seconds,” I said right before an explosion rocked the room so violently, I nearly lost my balance.

      As the ground shook, and I grabbed the wall for stability, a surge of panic shot through me. That felt close. Too close.

      “What was that?” Skye called, racing back toward me, and grabbing my arm. She hauled me forward as my eyes flicked to the cameras on my phone. Every single one of them showed static. How could that be?

      “Not sure,” I said, reaching for my pen so I could fiddle with the cameras.

      “It sounded close,” she said, pulling me against the elevator doors. “Too close.” She stepped in front of me and leveled her weapon at the door.

      The entire room shook again, and the door at the other end of the hallway blew inward in a burst of flame and steel. The metal security door bounced, gouging a hole in the floor and throwing sparks into the air as Skye opened fire. Only as the bullets penetrated the thick black smoke pouring from the doorway, they bounced off, ricocheting in all directions.

      “You may as well stop firing. That gun will never be able to penetrate my armor.” I’d barely comprehended the words before a giant ass dude in a mechanical suit straight out of EXO-Squad marched through the smoke.

      I could see a tanned man with a balding head and a white-grey beard behind the sheen of glass covering the cockpit.

      “Wayne Danners?” I said, confusion filling me as the last of Skye’s bullets ricocheted off of the mech, pinging off the walls before harmlessly falling to the ground. This was the guy I’d seen with John in all the pictures. Why was he here?

      “Oh, so you know me.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Give me the pen, and I won’t turn you into jelly. It probably goes without saying, but your pen won’t work on me.” One of his hands came off the controls for his mech and reached into the neck of his blue button-up. He pulled out a golden chain and on the end of it was a pen that looked really similar to mine only the coloring was different.

      “Let’s just see about that,” I snarled as I moved to write something that would help us escape, but before I’d moved even a fraction of an inch, the mech’s left arm lifted, pointing what looked like a giant missile launcher right at me.

      “If you try to write anything else, I will blow you to smithereens,” Wayne replied. “You might survive thanks to the added resilience the pen grants its owner, but your girl there most definitely will not. Furthermore, even if you do survive, you won’t be in any condition to stop me from walking across this room and taking what’s mine.”

      “So, do it then,” I snarled, rage surging up in me. “Take the pen.”

      “I figured I’d offer you a choice,” he said, and a hint of boredom entered his voice. “On account of the fact the last day or so has been the most exciting one I’ve had in the last century.” He smiled, but his eyes were filled with sadness.

      “A choice?” I asked, suddenly confused. “What choice?”

      “You can give me the pen, and I’ll let you keep everything you’ve acquired thus far, or I can kill you and take it and everything.” He smirked. “Giving me the pen back is a good deal.” He gestured at the room. “Don’t think I don’t know about that lottery ticket for the jackpot you’ve got. That’s the first thing everyone does.” He smirked. “This whole dungeon thing. It’s always the second. Trust me. I’ve seen it a dozen times before.”

      “Maybe we should consider—” Skye started but was cut off when Wayne fired a blast of machine gun fire from his mech that tore into the space right beside her head.

      “You don’t talk, sweet cheeks. This is men’s business. Pen business.” He fixed his eyes on me. “Decide.”

      “You can have the pen,” I said, and as I began walking toward him, hoping I could close the distance between us and find some way to stop him, a blast of gunfire ripped up the ground in front my feet.

      “No. I’m not letting you get close either. Just set it on the ground there.” He pointed at the floor. “Then roll it to me with your foot.”

      “Dammit,” I growled right as the elevator behind me dinged, and for a second, I couldn’t figure out what the sound was. As I turned and found Marty standing there with a giant ass rocket launcher on his shoulder, I became even more confused.

      “Get down!” Marty cried, and as Skye tackled me to the floor and the sound of gunfire filled my ears, an explosion of flame ripped out of the weapon as Marty fired.

      We crashed to the ground, and as pain shot through me, a wave of heat and sound erupted from behind me before the shockwave sent us toppling forward toward the entrance. As I slammed haphazardly into the wall, Maggie rushed toward is.

      “Come on,” Maggie cried, dragging me to my feet and toward the elevator. Marty stood in the doorway trying frantically to reload the weapon by himself.

      “What about Skye?” I replied, moving to help the blonde. She was still on the ground, and from the look of things wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon. Anger and rage exploded through me. She was hurt because she’d shielded me from the blast, and as I stared at her body, gunfire ripped through the flaming threshold down the hall.

      Bullets pinged off the walls, letting me know he couldn’t see us well enough to hit us and was firing blindly.

      “Maggie, get Skye in the elevator,” I snarled, ripping my pen and pad free of my pocket.

      The floor in the room beyond opens up over a pit of hot lava.

      Heat ripped through the room like someone had opened a doorway to a blast furnace as the gunfire stopped. The smell of sulfur hit my nose, and a self-satisfied smirk crossed my lips.

      “Survive that, jackass,” I muttered, turning back toward the elevator as gunfire ripped through the opening once more, tearing through the space I’d just occupied.

      I threw myself sideways, barely making it through the elevator doors as Maggie slammed her hand on the door closed button. I wasn’t sure how the fucker had survived a hot lava bath, but either way, I was going to fuck up his whole day.

      Only, my hand had barely found my pen when Marty fired his massive rocket launcher through the closing elevator doors. The shockwave rattled the elevator, throwing my friend off his feet. The giant gun fell from his shoulder, hitting the ground with a clang as the sound of bullets pinging off the steel doors between us and Wayne’s mechs filled my ears.

      Then we were flying downward so quickly, my stomach hit my throat, and I thought I was going to throw up.
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      Something slammed into the roof of the elevator crumpling the three-inch-thick metal. Alarms blared, and lights flashed as the entire car jerked violently, throwing my friends from their feet. Marty lost his grip on the rocket launcher, and as it hit the wall beside me, my fingers slid over the smooth metal wall as I struggled to keep upright.

      The elevator jolted again as the brakes caught, and I stumbled my head smacking painfully against the wall. My vision went blurry as a robotic voice cut through the sound of the alarms.

      “Cable break imminent, prepare for emergency measures.”

      As my brain tried to make sense of the words, the elevator lurched, and the sound of screeching metal filled my ears. We fell, the elevator banging downward as the brakes sought to engage, but even though I could hear the grinding steel outside, I knew it wouldn’t matter. There was too much weight, and we were going too fast.

      A robotic fist tore through the center of the ceiling, splitting the metal like tinfoil. As cybernetic fingers gripped the steel and pulled it back like the lid on a tuna can, I grabbed hold of Marty’s rocket launcher.

      “Drop the pen—”

      I had half a second to realize this mech wasn’t being driven by Wayne before I cut off its words by blasting it full in the face with some kind of rocket launcher. The impact tore through the mech’s midsection, burying itself into the steel contraption before sending it flying up the shaft in an explosion of heat that melted the metal around the ceiling into slag.

      As molten metal dripped from the ceiling, I tossed the rocket launcher to Marty and grabbed my pen. A moment later the elevator was repaired, and as we hung there in the relative safety of our steel cage, I knew we didn’t have long. For one, I had no idea if the mech was actually destroyed, but even if it wasn’t, I was willing to bet there’d be more than one.

      Worse, Wayne wouldn’t dare come at us so directly now. I’d had a chance to kill him, and somehow, I’d failed. That realization pissed me off way more than it should have, and I seized on that rage, using it to guide me.

      “What do we do?” Maggie asked as she got to her feet, M16 raised. I doubt this is going to do much to stop them. She waved the gun at the newly repaired ceiling. She was right of course, but that was fine.

      “We fight fire with fucking fire,” I snarled, slamming my hand on the elevator’s control panel. Instantly the wall to our left opened, revealing a room that hadn’t been there a moment before. “Come on.”

      I hustled into the room with the others trailing behind me, and as I did, the lights came on, revealing three mechanized suits of armor, similar to the ones we’d encountered before.

      “Whoa,” Marty said, dropping his rocket launcher and following me as I moved past the suits. “You’ve been holding out on us, man.”

      “I didn’t know they were possible, but now that I do.” I shrugged as I approached the mechanized chair at the front of the room.

      A loud clang echoed from outside, letting me know the elevator had been mounted by mechanized assholes again. I’d reinforced the armor, but from the way it was getting pounded on, I knew it wouldn’t last much longer. That was fine though.

      “Get in the mechs,” I said as I jumped into the chair. “You should know how to use them.” Then I hit a button on the chair. The elevator in the shaft began to glow before shooting toward the ceiling like a bat out of hell. Flame burst from the jets at the bottom, flaring like the sun right before pushing out of the way.

      A half-second later, I heard it slam into the ceiling at the top of the shaft with an earsplitting clang. Then as the foot-thick steel doors to the shaft closed, the sound of the elevator exploding filled my ears. It was loud even in here, making me wonder just how much damage it’d done.

      Actually, I didn’t care. As my friends got in their mechs, I stared at the screens that rose all around me. In an instant, I could see every inch of my new base, and because of that, I knew we’d barely even started to fight back. There was an army of soldiers back in the room where we’d fought Wayne, some in mechs, but most not.

      The room looked like it’d been devastated by the explosion, making me wonder how many I’d taken out. Not enough, anyway.

      An idea occurred to me. I was trying to stop them from getting through the tunnels to my secret lair, but I didn’t necessarily need to do that. No. I’d made those tunnels. And I could unmake them just as easily.

      With a flick of my wrist, I erased the elevator shaft.

      I can’t quite explain how it looked because one moment mechanized soldiers were leaping down the shaft, and the next, there was a solid wall of dirt because the shaft didn’t exist, leaving the soldiers trapped beneath the Earth like fossils.

      As I stared at the dirt while my friends moved toward the door that was now a giant wall of earth and steel, I took a deep breath and thought. The mechs hadn’t died. And while I didn’t know what their ability to escape actually was, I didn’t want to rely on them being frozen forever. No. It was time to take them out now.

      While I still couldn’t directly affect them with the pen, I could definitely affect the surrounding matter, and I did so with a smile on my face.

      I circled each mech on the layout of the area that appeared in front of me and wrote the words small black hole lasts long enough to destroy each mech.

      No sooner had I finished it when every single mech was sucked into the void, and the black holes extinguished themselves. I was glad that had worked because I’d worried that it might kill us all, but thankfully, it had seemed to happen so quickly, no further damage was done.

      Unfortunately, that still left those who had stayed above, and even a cursory glance at them revealed most had backtracked into the actual hotel.

      That was good and bad because as I erased the entrance to my lair, I realized while they couldn’t technically get to me anymore, we couldn’t escape.

      “Cortiri, are you there?” I asked, addressing the state of art AI, I’d written into being that was in charge of controlling my dungeon. “Can you take over the controls and kill all these fuckers?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” the seductive voice of the AI replied.

      As alerts began to pop up all over my screen, indicating Cortiri had taken over the controls and was waxing fools with impunity, I hopped from my command chair and moved toward the far wall.

      “Open,” I said, causing the wall to slide into the ceiling, revealing another elevator that would lead down into the depths of my new lair.

      There was just one problem. As I turned to tell my friends to come, Wayne Danner’s voice boomed through the space as a holographic projection of him appeared between us.

      “Well done, Mr. Stevens. You’ve defeated my first salvo.” He held up two hands, fingers splayed and slowly lowered one finger. “Can you defeat the next nine waves?” He shook his head. “I don’t think you can. After all, I’ve killed lots of other pen bearers and withstood multiple attempts on my own person. There is no way you’ll last the night. Even with your cute little AI.” At those words, all the power in my lair went out, pitching us into darkness save by the light cast from Wayne’s hologram.

      A pang of fear shot through me. How had he taken out my AI so easily? Even with his own stupid pen? It didn’t make sense, and as I frantically tried to reactivate it with my own pen, he started talking again.

      “Whoops, did I do that?” He smiled at me and shrugged. “Anyway, here’s how this is going to go. I’m going to kill all your friends. Then I’m going to kill you.” He smirked. “This saves you the trouble of telling me to pry the pen from your cold, dead hands, after all.” He met my eyes, and I got the impression he could really see me. “You wouldn’t have it any other way…” He began pacing, arms folded behind his back. “Or would you?”

      As he said those final words, the holographic image of him expanded to include four women tied up next to him, and the sight of them nearly stopped my heart.

      “Say hello, will you, ladies?” Wayne said, turning and gesturing at them before frowning. “Ah, I guess you can’t since you’re all tied up at the moment.” He shrugged. “You have ten seconds to reopen the chamber to your lair and hand me the pen, or I start killing people.” He pulled out a gun, walked toward Lisa, and put it to her head. “After the waitress, I’ll kill your boss, then your counselor, and finally? Well, finally, I’ll kill that cute cheerleader you fucked with that big old dick of yours.” He smirked. “Don’t worry, everyone does that at least once. I don’t judge.” He met my eyes. “Bring me the pen. Now.”

      The image vanished, leaving me to stand there in complete darkness.

      Time seemed to slow down as I stood there, trying to figure out what to do. Obviously, I couldn’t just go up there, give him the pen, and expect everything to turn out well. No. I needed to have a plan, only I wasn’t sure what I could do given my limited time unless I wanted to just let them die.

      And I couldn’t do that. It was weird because while I didn’t fancy myself a good person, I felt like those girls were under my protection, and because of that, I couldn’t let harm befall them. Besides, this fucker thought he was better than me, and maybe he was, but I wasn’t ready to buy that just yet.

      Part of me wondered if I could drop a satellite out of orbit onto his skull or write something to save the girls, but I didn’t know quite what to write since I didn’t know where he was. I was also pretty sure it wouldn’t work.

      Every time I’d tried to directly influence Wayne so far, it hadn’t done a goddamned thing. Worse, he seemed to know that. Hell, he seemed to know more about the pen than I ever could or would.

      No. If I was going to defeat him, I needed to do it myself. Sure, I could use the pen, but I was more than the pen dammit.

      “What do you want us to do?” Skye asked, coming toward me in her mech, and as she caught my eyes, I could tell she really wanted to help me. The thing was, I wasn’t sure how she could help.

      “Just leave them, bro,” Marty said, eyeing me as took a deep breath I began to walk toward my friends. “You have infinite power. You can’t risk it for a few girls.” He gestured toward Skye and Maggie. “Both of them are way hotter, anyway.”

      “That’s not the point,” I said, gripping my pen tightly as I brought it to my pad. “Those girls are mine. He can’t have them. Not while I still breathe.”

      “Bro,” Marty said right before popping open the cockpit of his mech. The hiss of escaping air made me turn toward him as he landed roughly on the ground beside me. “Listen to me. You can’t go up there without us or without a plan.”

      “Actually, I can do whatever I want,” I said, staring at him, and as I did a really bad idea popped into my head. “And I need you to come with me.”
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      Even though he’d given me ten seconds to make it back up to the top, I was really hoping he hadn’t been literal because it took me almost three whole minutes to make it back. Even after I’d spent the better part of a minute writing the elevator shaft and corresponding rooms back into being, once I’d climbed aboard, the ride alone had taken almost thirty seconds.

      Part of me had wanted to make it go faster, but I was willing to blow Wayne off on this one. He seemed to be able to see my every movement, to follow me as I did whatever. He had to know I was coming. Besides, a bit of quick writing on the way up let me feel the heartbeat of all my people, and the four he held captive were still alive.

      Unfortunately, that might not matter in the next few minutes.

      As the elevator reached the apex of its flight, I sucked in a deep breath. I was wearing body armor that could withstand nearly everything, but I still didn’t feel safe.

      “Are you ready, Marty?” I asked, mouthing the words into my hastily made communications system.

      “Yeah,” he said as the doors opened, revealing the room where I’d fought Wayne earlier. Only now it showed no sign of a battle having taken place. Instead, it was just an expanse of cold, unfeeling steel, and as I stepped out into it, I couldn’t help but feel exposed.

      No. It wasn’t that I felt exposed. It was that the unmistakable feeling of being watched had settled over me once again. I didn’t like it, but there was no use dealing with it now. Obviously, Wayne was watching me.

      It sort of pissed me off because I had no way of knowing what he was capable of. What if he had other magical items even more powerful than the pen?

      I wiped the thought from my mind. I couldn’t think about that now. It was time to put my game face on and punch this dude in the dick. Or die trying anyway.

      “Where do you want me to go?” I asked aloud as I moved across the room toward where the passage would lead back into the hotel. “You never told me where you were.”

      “I find it amusing that you think I can hear you,” Wayne’s voice boomed through the tiny room, and as the sound of it echoed off the walls, his holographic form appeared before me. “Come this way.”

      He turned right and phased right through the goddamned wall, and as I stared at it, I couldn’t figure out what to do. The wall had been solid steel, and I didn’t remember drawing a passage here.

      “How?” I asked, confused.

      “You have a magic pen, figure it out,” Wayne’s voice said, and this time it was like a whisper in my ear.

      “You want me to make a passage?” I stared at the wall, feeling for a secret doorknob or something.

      “Yes,” he hissed, head appearing back through the wall. “I can’t believe you, of all people, got the pen. You’re so dumb.” He pointed at the wall as he phased halfway through it. “Open the goddamned door with your pen.”

      “Is this so you can make sure I didn’t create a duplicate or something?” I asked, and he smiled at me with all the humor of a great white shark.

      “Exactly.”

      I sighed and did as he asked.

      Open an enormous door to the passageway beyond.

      The golden letters flared, and for a moment, I thought they would evaporate. Then the wall in front of me slid open like the aperture on a camera, revealing a long circular tunnel.

      “Did you find a giant worm or something?” I asked, staring at the giant burrow as Wayne began to walk down it, not a care in the world.

      “Something,” he replied, shrugging. “You know you’re dead, right?” He turned to look at me. “I probably shouldn’t tell you that, but you are.” He smirked. “And it won’t even be me who kills you because I plan to honor our deal.”

      “Eh?” I asked, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Give me the pen, and you can keep all this.” He shrugged. “It won’t matter though. You’re definitely on someone’s radar by now. They will find you.” He tapped his chin. “If you were smart, I’d give you ten days, maybe. You probably have less.” He was scared. It wasn’t in his posture or his words, per se. No, it was more in his suddenly desperate need to tell me. He should have killed me already and taken the pen, but he hadn’t, and while I didn’t quite understand why, I was wondering if that was important.

      “Who would come after me if you don’t?” I asked as we reached the end of the tunnel, and I found myself staring at what looked like a giant submarine drill thing straight out of a mole men comic. Its nose was a giant circular drill, and while I could tell it had robotic arm things that could slide out from the sides, I was way more impressed by the treads on the outside. They covered nearly every inch of its body, so it could propel itself forward through the rock even when the jets on the ass end didn’t provide enough thrust.

      “The other pen bearers if you’re lucky.” With those words, the hologram vanished, and the door opened, revealing a soldier dressed in the same body armor the others had earlier.

      He had a scar on one cheek and stood nearly seven feet tall. His military style buzz-cut made it hard to tell his hair color given the low light cast by the digging machine, but even still, I could feel the wave of authority coming off of him.

      “This way,” he growled, and as I watched him, I realized he hadn’t bothered to point his gun at me. Instead, it hung loosely on the strap of his shoulder. Part of me was disappointed, but most of me knew why. If I wanted to hurt him, I could, and if he pissed me off, I could definitely do it. Maybe I couldn’t turn him into a frog or anything, but there wouldn’t be a lot to stop me from doing something else.

      “You could stand to be nicer,” I replied, following him inside. Admittedly, part of me was surprised he gave me his back.

      “You killed a bunch of my friends. If I could, I’d gut you like a fish and use your entrails to chum the ocean while you’re still alive.” He glanced at me over his shoulder as we marched past an area filled with soldiers. They were all seated on chairs that were attached to the walls of the digging machine, reminding me of the seats in those giant military planes. “After I’ve raped all your women in front of you until they can’t walk anymore.” He nodded toward the soldiers seated in the chairs all around me. “They’ll all help me too.”

      “Everyone loves a good old-fashioned raping, I guess,” I said, feeling my rage surge up inside me. I clenched my hands, trying not to do something that would fuck up my plan. If I did that, we’d all die. I could deal with this fuck stick later.

      “Not everyone, but I don’t employ the ones that don’t for long. They’re not sadistic enough.” He looked at me for a long time. “Come on.”

      “You know I’m going to kill you, right?” I asked, raising an eyebrow as he pressed a button beside the door at the far end, causing it to slide sideways into the wall.

      “I am looking forward to seeing you try.” He touched the tattoo on the side of his neck. A series of six vertical slashes. “You’ll make the seventh.”

      “Asshole,” I muttered, my hands clenched into white-knuckled fists.

      “Ladies first,” he snarled, gesturing for me to go ahead and enter.

      “Then you should go first, but at the end of the day, no one cares what you do,” I replied, and before he could respond, I stepped into the room. I was done verbally sparring with someone who wouldn’t be alive a few seconds from now.

      The room beyond was bigger than I’d expected, but that was only because the digging machine appeared to have opened up like one of those mobile homes with the expandable sides.

      It was perhaps a hundred feet in diameter, and as I looked around, it felt eerily empty despite Wayne Danners standing there in the middle of the room with a couple armed soldiers. My girls were just behind him, still bound, but not looking any worse for wear despite having M16s pointed at them. Then again, they were blindfolded, so there was that.

      The sight of them made my heart hammer in my chest, both with relief and panic. This was it. If I fucked it up, we were all going to die. If I didn’t, well, that was the only option, wasn’t it?

      “Glad you could come, Mr. Stevens,” Wayne said, taking a step toward me before thinking better of it and retreating back to where he’d been originally. “Please, come over here.”

      “First, I want you to tell me something,” I asked, and at the sound of my voice, I heard Miss Montgomery try to say something through the ball gag in her mouth. The rest of the girls seemed to respond as well, starting to move, but unable to do much at all.

      “I don’t think you’re in a position to make demands, Mr. Stevens,” Wayne said, crossing his arms as the door behind me slid shut with a hiss, and the soldier who had escorted me here took a step forward until I could practically feel his chest pressing against my back.

      “Oh, come on,” I said, right before the soldier shoved me.

      Or at least, he tried to shove me. As I felt him move, I whirled, slamming my hand into the side of the soldier’s skull. As he dropped unconscious to the ground beside me, I shrugged.

      “It’s the least you could do.” I gave the unconscious soldier a kick. “Unless you want me to kill Mr. ‘I’ve killed six pen-bearers’ or whatever.”

      “You do that, and I’ll kill one of your girls.” He glared at me, and the soldiers behind him tensed. The thing was, I could tell he was afraid. It was in his smell, in his inability to come toward me. In his everything, and something about that pleased me to no end because, at the end of the day, this asshole was just another bully.

      “If you harm one hair on their heads, I will kill everyone in this room, and you know that.” I pulled open my shirt to reveal the dynamite strapped to my chest. “Or die trying, which is the same thing really.”

      “You think you’re clever don’t you,” he said, and when I didn’t reply, he made a flippant wave toward me. “Go on. Ask your questions.”

      “Who triggered the explosions at the carnival?” I nodded to him. “You keep talking about others, but so far, you’re the only one I’ve met.”

      “I don’t know who did it, but it doesn’t matter for you.” He shrugged. “Probably one of the other pen-bearers, and before you ask, there are seven of us total.”

      “And you think one of the others attacked John?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “Why?”

      “Why?” he laughed and wiped his eyes with the back of one hand. “For power, of course. The fewer people with pens, the better, and even if they couldn’t recover the pen, well, John wouldn’t have it.” He looked down at the floor for a second, as if lost in thought. “He was something of a legend in his own right.” Sadness flashed across his face. “He gave me my pen before we had a falling out.”

      “And neither of you are at all arrogant. That’s pretty amazing,” I said, rolling my eyes as I moved toward him. Still, his words bothered me. The two of them had been friends and both had pens? What had caused them to go their second ways? After all, together they should have been unstoppable. “Still, that doesn’t make sense. Why would you two separate?”

      “Enough chatter.” He waved one hand. “Put your pen on the ground right now and kick it over to me.” He nodded to the ground at my feet. “Or they will kill your friends, and we’ll just go from there.” He shrugged. “Be warned though. This entire floor is filled with traps that will activate if you attack, and even if I didn’t have time to use my pen, its innate resilience will make killing me pretty damned difficult.”

      “That’s the second time you’ve said that,” I said, pulling the pen out and holding it in front of me.

      “You haven’t been around long enough, but just by acquiring the pen, you become a bit better than the average person. Stronger, faster, more durable. People like you more. That sort of thing.” He shrugged. “No one really knows how it works, but I’ve always surmised the pen doesn’t like losing its owner, so it endeavors to protect you.”

      “You know, as a supervillain, you shouldn’t reveal your plan to me. That’s like supervillainy one oh one.”

      “That’s an excellent point.” He nodded. “Now give me the pen.”

      It was weird. He kept asking me to give it to him. There had to be a reason why.

      “Right, sorry,” I said, getting to my knees, and as I was about to put the pen on the ground in front of me, gunshots went off.

      The heads of the two soldiers on either side of Wayne exploded into crimson goo, and their bloody corpses toppled to the floor while Wayne stared at me, mouth agape like a dying fish.

      Marty and Skye appeared out of nowhere. Marty smacked one of those glue-covered rat traps over the man’s face, cutting off his air supply in one movement while clipping the back of his knees. As Wayne crashed forward onto the ground, hands going to the trap, Skye jammed the Taser into his neck. Electricity arced outward, filling the man’s body and causing him to spasm violently before collapsing to the ground.

      “If you are bad, I’ll plug up the air hole,” Marty hissed as he cut an air hole into the trap before he zip-tied Wayne’s hands behind his back. Then he interlocked the man’s fingers and duct-taped them together.

      “Man that took you guys forever,” I said as Marty moved to untie the girls.

      “Well,” Skye said with a laugh as she carefully made her way toward me. Each step careful and calculated. “It was hard to avoid all the traps they’d set, but you bought us enough time to get through them.” She reached me a second later and rubbed my cheek with her hand. Her touch sent a jolt of warmth through me.

      “I’m just glad the weird holographic invisibility thing worked. Guess we can thank the CIA or something for making Predator-style camouflage work.” I nodded to her. “Now can you lead them out of here?”

      “Probably,” she said, looking me over. “How did you know he’d let you get this close though? He should have just shot you.”

      “I have my suspicions, but I’m certain we’ll find out.” I nodded to Marty as he finished untying the last of the girls. “Can you bring him back with us?”

      “Yeah,” he said, nodding to me as he threw the old guy over one shoulder and made his way toward me. “Ready when you are.”

      “Okay,” I said, pausing long enough to reach into the guy’s shirt and take the pen from around his neck. Only the second I removed it, the color seemed to fade from it until it looked like a lifeless black ballpoint. Why?

      “What happened to it?” Marty asked, staring at it wide-eyed. “It’s like it died.”

      “Maybe it did,” I said, and while I wanted to figure it out, I wanted to do that somewhere safer. Like my own lair. I keyed my comms. “Maggie, take out the others.”

      “Roger, Roger,” Maggie said, her voice coming through my earpiece as she maneuvered her mech into the entrance of the digging machine. A moment later, the interior of the room behind me filled with the sound of gunfire and screaming.

      Then it was silent.
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      I paced back and forth in front of everyone. Now that I had Wayne’s pen and the bastard was strung up in the other room, I wasn’t particularly worried about him. The people in front of me, though? They worried me a bit more.

      “Okay, so here’s the deal,” I said, stopping and swinging my eyes over them. It was a touch weird because while I knew Skye and Maggie by name, I didn’t know the names of the other four “friends” who had come with them to our penthouse. Still, I knew the others. Marty, Miss Montgomery, Gail, Amy, and Lisa.

      I could make them stay, could make them do anything, but I sort of didn’t want to do that. No, what I wanted was for them to stay on their own.

      “The deal?” Marty asked, watching me closely. “Is this where you say something dumb like I have a magic pen, ‘cause we all know that already.”

      “Yeah, that’s been pretty obvious,” Skye added, nodding to me. “It’s okay though, I don’t judge.”

      “Well, you should because you all have to make a choice.” I held up the pen and showed it to them. “I can give you anything, make you anything. Hell, most of you saw what happened back there with that jackass. I did that with this.” I paused, waiting as my words sank in. “Or you can leave.”

      “Are you kidding?” Maggie asked, her Irish accent full tilt as she looked at me. “I can be an unstoppable bad ass who works for a guy with unimaginable power or go back to fucking sweaty old guys? That’s a non-choice.” As she spoke a few of the other girls she’d come with nodded.

      “Truthfully, working for you seems a bit more fun.” Skye smirked, glancing at her friends. “And honestly, I think you can use someone like me.” She held up out her hand. “I’d be happy to join up with you.”

      “Good.” I took her hand and shook it, and as I did, she leaned in close to me, so her breath was hot on my ear.

      “Now use your pen to give me knowledge on all the AI systems in the world so I can beef up your security.” She pulled back a touch. “Because what you’ve designed with your knowledge is laughable.”

      “Right, okay,” I said making the note. She blinked a couple times before grabbing two of the other girls. “Them too.”

      As I finished, the three of them disappeared toward the mainframe room, leaving me standing there looking at the others.

      “I already said I’d stay,” Maggie added with a shrug. “But honestly, I’m not really good at anything but riding dick.” She gave me a sly smile. “And I somehow doubt you’ve got much of a need for that.”

      “What do you want to do?” I asked, looking her up and down. I’d be lying if I didn’t envision her naked, which was kind of easy because I’d actually seen her naked before. Even still, I felt different about her now that I’d seen her be a total badass.

      “I’d always wanted to be a doctor.” She looked at her feet.

      “Oh, that’s good.” I nodded. “Anyone else wanna do medicine?”

      One of the other girls, a shorter ebony skinned lady with long black hair stepped forward. “I would, if you’d have me.” She paused and looked back at her friends. “Honestly, I think I can speak for all of us when I say, we’ll all stay if you’ll have us.”

      “Well, why don’t you and Maggie head to the medical bay,” I replied, making a note to give them new medical abilities. “See what it needs or whatever.” As they assented, I turned my eyes to the last of the girls who had come to our room. “What about you?”

      “Yeah,” the Asian one I didn’t know the name of said. “I want to work for you too.” She threw a punch at the air. “I like kicking ass, not getting my ass kicked.” She smiled. “I want to be a mad scientist.” Her cheeks flushed. “You know how in the movies the crazy bad guy has the evil scientist.” She touched her chest with her thumb. “I wanna be that guy.”

      “Done.” I made a note, giving her the equivalent of a doctorate in physics, robotics, biology, chemistry, and everything else I could think of. “Go design something cool.”

      She blinked a couple times, like her brain was adjusting to the new influx of knowledge before nodding to me.

      “Thank you.” She took a step toward me and grabbed my dick, which seemed a bit blatant. “I’ll pay you back later.” Then she walked past me, heading toward my hastily created laboratory.

      That left just my friends. Marty stood next to Lisa while Miss Montgomery and Amy had moved closer to each other. Gail stood off to the side, watching me carefully.

      “What about you guys?” I tried to smile. “It’s one thing for a bunch of hookers to join up with me to be badass ninjas, but you guys don’t have to do that. I can set you up or whatever.”

      “I want to stay,” Miss Montgomery said, looking at me. “And what’s more, I wanna fuck up that douchebag who took us.” She glanced back at Amy who looked at her feet. “Make me head torturer, and I’ll stay.”

      “Um… okay.” I took a deep breath and wrote it down. As it took affect, she smiled at me.

      “Excellent.” She rubbed her hands together. “Man is he gonna pay.” She glanced back at Amy, and when my old boss nodded, she turned back to me. “I’m gonna go bother Wayne a bit, if you don’t mind?”

      “Have fun,” I said, trying to ignore the wicked gleam in her eye as she moved past me toward where the former pen-bearer was held. As her footsteps echoed on the metal, Amy met my eyes.

      “I’ll stay too. I won’t feel safe otherwise.” She hugged herself. “I don’t know what I want to do yet, though, if that’s okay.” She took a tiny step toward me. “I just want to be around you, be close. So whatever I need to do for that…”

      “Amy, you don’t have to do anything special.” I smiled at her. “You’re welcome to stay. I said that to start. You can all stay.”

      “I’ll stay if Marty stays,” Lisa added, drawing my gaze to her, and I saw she was holding his hand. “I don’t know if it was the pen or not, but he saved me.”

      “Well, I’m definitely staying, but I’m not doing anything other than soaking in a spa for a while.” He met my eyes. “Whip up one of those?”

      “Yeah, I’ll put it just past the croc pool.” I smirked.

      “Sure it is.” He rolled his eyes and took Lisa by the hand. “Care to join me. I have it on good authority, it’s stocked with champagne and caviar.”

      Before she could reply, he pulled her off toward the croc pool, while I added his spa with his stupid champagne and caviar.

      “Guess that leaves me,” Gail said when they were gone, leaving us all alone in the room. “I have two questions.”

      “Okay?” I said, confused, and when I tried to move toward her, she took a step back.

      “Did you use the pen to fuck me?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I used it to give myself an awesome body and a huge dick though. I did return it to a more manageable size though. Also, the half-court shot.”

      “Good. If you’d used that to… I wouldn’t forgive you,” she said, letting out a sigh of relief. “And I’m glad to hear your dicks is more manageable now. I probably wouldn’t have fucked you again. I’m still sore from that.”

      “So you’re staying?” I asked, and she paused for a second.

      “Are you responsible for my grandfather’s chemo working?” As she said it, I realized I’d forgotten about that entirely. I’d used the pen to make sure his treatment was effective.

      “I did write a line to make it effective, but that stuff is complicated.” I shrugged. “Let’s go with maybe?”

      I would have said more, but she chose that moment to cut off my words with her mouth.
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      “A throne, really?” Wayne Danners said from his position chained in front of my, well, throne. I’d strung him up, so his hands were stretched over his head with chains that ran through a loop welded to the ceiling and his tiptoes barely touched the ground. I’d then chained his ankles to a loop in the ground and superglued his hands flat against each other before binding them once again in duct tape so even if he managed to somehow Houdini himself out of the handcuffs and zip ties and got ahold of his pen, he wouldn’t be able to write.

      “Yes.” I smiled at him before nodding to the corner. Without a word, Miss Montgomery walked over to him and pushed her Glock into the side of his temple. “I found I quite like my throne.”

      It was an awesome throne too. Made of gold and gemstones, it properly conveyed how much more awesome than him I was because it had been forged to look like a giant fucking dragon. Or a motorcycle, depending on my mood. Okay, so I had multiple thrones, but right now, I was using the dragon throne, and I towered over his puny form, as fire leapt from my “steed’s” massive jaws.

      “You would,” he spat before turning his eyes to Miss Montgomery. “You best back off before you do something you regret.”

      “I think I’ll do the talking here.” My throne moved, dipping toward him until its jaws were only a few inches from his face. “Why were you insistent I give you the pen? It doesn’t make any sense. You seem like someone who could have killed me, and I somehow doubt it was because you didn’t have the stomach for it.” I held up his pen. “And why did this one change when I took it off you?”

      “What makes you think I’ll tell you?” Wayne said, trying to cover his fear with bravado even though he didn’t really do a good job of it because he was a fucking schmuck. It was plain as day he was scared, which was a bit interesting considering he’d basically been a god for the last century or so.

      I twirled his pen between my fingers as I stared down at him, letting him squirm. “You know, my girls wanted to kill you. To feed you to the crocs.” I smiled. “I do have them, you know.”

      “No lions?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. “Or tigers? You should get a tiger.” He nodded. “Something about being a supervillain requires a giant cat.”

      “I’m not a supervillain,” I said, snorting at him because I definitely wasn’t the bad guy here. No. He had attacked me for no reason. That put me in the right no matter how you sliced it. “I’m just a normal guy trying to get answers.” I pointed the pen at him. “You’re the villain.”

      “Man, if your delusions were Thanksgiving dinner, I’d be stuffed.” Wayne looked at the ground as I glared at him.

      “Anyway,” I said, waving my hand to dismiss his supervillain comment. After all, if I were a supervillain, I’d have thrown him in a giant meat grinder or something. Maybe turned him into chili and fed him to his parents. You know, something more… South Park.

      “I’m still not telling you—”

      Miss Montgomery shot him in the leg, and he screamed as the sound of the gunshot echoed through the room. Blood spurted from the wound as he gritted his teeth. The thing was, the wound wasn’t as bad as I’d expected it to be. Maybe that was the natural damage resistance he’d spoken about earlier? Perhaps it stuck around even after losing the pen?

      “If I have to ask again, I start having her cut things off.” As I spoke, Miss Montgomery produced a battery-operated circular saw and pulled the trigger, causing the blade to whir.

      “You’re a fucking psycho,” Wayne snapped, glaring at me with hate-filled eyes. This had ceased to be fun for him a long time ago. That made two of us. I was already bored of his antics.

      “Felicia, I guess he needs more persuading.” I nodded to my counselor who smiled like I’d just given her a Christmas present.

      “I’m glad I get to be the one to do this, you fuck.” She glared at him. “Do you think I like being abducted and used as collateral?” She arched a red eyebrow at him. “Did you know all four of us wanted to play this part, but I’m very good at rock, paper, and scissors?” She nodded to him as she brought the whirling blade close to him. “The key is to ask a random question right before you go. If you do, nine out of ten times it comes up scissors.” She made a fist. “And rock always beats scissors.” She punched him in the nose. His head snapped backward in a spray of blood, and as she grabbed his hair and jerked him forward, she brought the blade within millimeters of his bloody nose. “This is gonna hurt you more than me.”

      “Stop,” he croaked, trying to pull free of her grip. “I needed you to give me the pen because it only works for the one it has been given too. If I killed you and took it, the pen wouldn’t work. That’s why that one stopped working when you took it. Since I’m the pen’s rightful owner, only I can use it until I give it to someone else.”

      As he spoke, the lie detector that analyzed him with a whole host of sensors within the room let me know he was telling the truth.

      “Interesting,” I said, tapping the pen against my cheek for a moment. “Tell me everything you know about the pen, its holders, pretty much everything. And don’t leave anything out. I’m not sure how long I can hold off Felicia. She’s quite feisty.”

      Oddly enough, Felicia didn’t even have to torture him anymore. He just spilled his guts, and over the next couple hours, I realized I might have a problem. One, for as much as Wayne claimed to know about the pens, he didn’t know any specifics. Not who the other holders were, nor the limits to the pens. In short, it seemed like he’d just gotten lucky rather than being good. That made me hate him a lot more.

      He was like every other asshole who had lucked into being in the right place at the right time while I’d busted my ass to get ahead.

      “Enough,” I said, waving my hand as Wayne finished telling me for the umpteenth time that was all he knew about the other pen-holders. I believed him, and that meant he’d outlived his usefulness.

      “Enough?” he asked, looking at me. “What do you mean enough?”

      “Felicia,” I said, ignoring him as I turned to look at her. “What do you and the girls want to do with him?” I waved a dismissive hand at him. “I think I’m done with him.”

      “I want to shoot him in the face until I run out of bullets and then feed him to the crocs.” She looked at me, and all I could see behind her eyes was the rage at having been kidnapped, at having been used as bait, but mostly? Mostly she was angry at him for making her feel like nothing.

      “Sounds like a plan, but call the other girls too. They probably want to be here for it.”

      “They will,” she said, nodding furiously at me before shooting him in the shoulder for no reason. “That’s for telling me all the ways you were gonna rape me, you fuck.” Then she shot him again. This time in the groin. I’ll be honest, the sight of me hurt me in my own man parts.

      Still, I couldn’t help but think the son of a bitch deserved it, especially since I hadn’t known about the whole raping thing, but then again, considering the guys Wayne employed, it didn’t surprise me.

      “Maybe you should get them before he bleeds out,” I said as she leveled the gun at him again.

      “Maybe…” She shot him again. “But he’s durable, so it’s probably fine.” She glared at him then dropped her gun to her side and headed toward the door at the end of the room. As she touched the keypad beside it, she cocked her head back. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten about the saw, you piece of shit.” The way she said it, almost made me regret turning her into an expert torturer at her request. Almost.

      Only, as the door opened, something grabbed Felicia and flung her backward through the door. As my counselor hit the ground on the other side of the threshold, the metal door that had opened fell back into place.

      A quick glance at my screens let me know nothing was in the room with me, but that couldn’t be possible, could it?

      Heart hammering, I sprang to my feet, surveying the room as Wayne began to laugh. “Oh, you’re fucked now.”

      “Ignoring him, I pulled my own gun as I ran a billion more scans, but nothing showed up. Only, I needn’t have bothered because a second later there was a shimmer of light like the ones my camouflage suits had made when they deactivated.

      A brunette woman with long hair, an hourglass figure, and eyeglasses that magnified her silver-grey eyes stepped from the nothingness and adjusted the FBI badge that hung around her neck.

      “Greetings,” she said, adjusting her clipboard, and I realized she was holding a pen in one hand that looked very similar to mine.

      “Um… greetings,” I said, watching her carefully. “Who are you?”

      “You may call me Agent Smith.” She nodded once, her eyes flicking from me to Wayne. “And I can’t let you kill him.”

      “Why? Because let me tell you, he’s a giant ass and way too big of a liability for me to possibly let live.” I arched an eyebrow as I stared at the beautiful women in confusion. I wasn’t sure how she’d gotten in here, even with her own pen, but I was suddenly very worried. Still, I couldn’t let her know that, and besides, reinforcements would be here shortly. Skye and the others were just outside the door with mechs.

      “I agree, but it is not your problem anymore.” She tapped her badge with the back of her pen. “It is mine.”

      “Explain, please,” I said gesturing at the room. “Because, from where I sit, you should, well, I don’t want to make threats…” As I let my words hang between us, she nodded once.

      “Look, if I wanted you dead. You would be dead.” She pointed her pen at me. “I would take you out as easily as I did John Tenner at the carnival. This is a courtesy.” She ran a hand through her hair, finger-combing it behind her ear. “In fact, I’ve only let you live because you’ve helped me out by bringing me this guy.”

      She had a point, but I didn’t want her to know that. I mean, okay she did know that since she’d been invisible and used the same fucking trick on me I’d used on Wayne even though I’d thought to take precautions against it, but well…

      I sighed and rubbed my temples. Then I got to my feet and climbed down from my awesome dragon throne. As my feet reached the ground, I held a hand out to her. Admittedly, it seemed a bit odd because Wayne was strung up beside her whimpering and bleeding, but you make do with what you have.

      “I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.” I took a step toward her, my hand still outstretched in greeting. “I’m Roger, and I don’t give a flying fuck what you do with that short piece of shit as long as he never bothers me again. If you want him, and can guarantee me that, he’s all yours.”

      “I can guarantee that.” She took my hand, and the touch of her was like coming home after a long day at work and finding out your girlfriend had put on your favorite show, cracked open a beer for you, and then followed it up with a blowjob.

      “Wow. You give good hand.” I swallowed when she released me and looked at my hand. I could still feel it tingling from the one touch.

      “I do.” She nodded, cheeks coloring. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to take custody of Wayne Tenner.” She gestured to him with her clipboard. “You can keep the pen.”

      “Really?” I asked, suddenly confused. “Wouldn’t you want it more than that old piece of shit?”

      “Yes and no. The reason I want him is because he shouldn’t be killed. If he is, the pen you took from him will look for a new owner.” She smiled evilly. “If I lock him away in a dark hole until time ends, that will render his pen useless forever.”

      As I thought about her words, it made sense. The less pens in circulation, the less assholes I’d have to deal with, and by keeping the pen, I could ensure no one else got it.

      “That sounds like a deal,” I said, shoving my hand into my pocket so I’d stop thinking about how good that one touch had felt. It didn’t really work. “There’s just one more thing I want to know before you go.”

      “What’s that?” She arched an eyebrow at me.

      “What’s with the FBI thing?” I nodded to her badge.

      “I’m the leader of a covert FBI team tasked with taking down the pen-bearers, among other things.” She gestured to Wayne. “We’ve been after this asshole for a while. Well, moreover, we’ve been after this particular pen.”

      “Wait, so you’re going to stop me too? To take my pen.” I swallowed, hard. I wasn’t sure what her game was, but one thing was certain, there was no way I was giving her my pen.

      “No.” Her smile widened as she looked me up and down. “I’m actually here to recruit you to the cause.” She took a step toward me, and I could feel heat wafting off of her. “I could tell you that I could stop you, or that the world is imperiled, but you won’t care.” She touched my arm as she leaned in close. “Here’s what you do need to know.” She trailed her fingers along my arm until she reached my hand, each tiny movement sending shockwaves of pleasure running through me. “You’re going to get bored.” She nodded to Wayne. “He could tell you that, but you’ll find out for yourself. It’s inevitable.”

      She kissed my cheek then, and the feel of her lips was so overwhelming my knees shook. Stifling a groan, I could only imagine what they’d feel like wrapped around a very different part of my body.

      “I’m not quite following you,” I said, trying to push back the feeling as it threatened to drive rational thought from my head. The last thing I wanted to do was to help this chick in exchange for something as mundane as a blowjob. No matter how hot she was, nor how good her touch felt.

      “Oh, it’s simple.” She pulled away then, turning on her heel and striding toward Wayne. “When you get bored, call me. I’ll answer, and together? Well, together maybe we can take out all the other pen bearers.” She looked at me over her shoulder, her pink lips stretched into a smile that was part tease, part promise, and all desire. “And then, when that’s over, you and I? Well, we can talk about that when the time comes…” She bent down, examining the chains holding Wayne’s ankles to the floor. “Little help?”

      “Sure,” I said, staring at her. “Open the ring.” As I spoke, the AI heard my command and caused the ring fastening Wayne in place to open. He slumped forward on the ground, or would have if Agent Smith hadn’t grabbed him by the back of the neck and held him upright like he weighed no more than an empty trash bag.

      “Much obliged.” She grinned. “Be seeing you, Roger. Hopefully sooner, rather than later.”

      “But why me?” I asked, still confused. On the one hand, I got that I might get bored enough to help her, like how Sherlock Holmes was so smart he helped with police work just for the fun of it, but it still didn’t make sense as to why she’d come to me.

      “Oh, that’s easy.” Her hand whipped out in a flash, scribbling something on her clipboard, and as she did, a rent in space and time appeared before her. It pulsated, throwing electric purple sparks in every direction as the smell of ozone filled my nose. “Not all pens are created equal.” She flung Wayne through the portal. “And neither are all bearers.” She winked at me. “I’ve got a good feeling about you.” Then, with those words still ringing in my ears, she stepped through the portal, leaving me standing there all by myself in my throne room.

      “She’s through there!” Miss Montgomery cried a millisecond later.

      As the door opened at the far end of the room, I saw she was still laying on the ground and had barely recovered. Skye, Marty, and a few others surged inside, all wearing their mech armor, while the rest of the girls came in, guns at the ready. Only as they stepped into the room, they looked around in bewilderment.

      “Where did she go?” Skye asked, mechanical suit swiveling around. “She only breached the door three seconds ago.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, looking at them in confusion. “We spoke for a few minutes at least?”

      “No.” Marty shook his head as he came toward me. As he did, he opened his cockpit and jumped out, landing next to me. “Check your time records.”

      “Fine,” I said, turning back to my throne. “Display video of the interaction.” Only as I watched it, I realized they were right because, on the video, both she and I appeared to be moving at super speed.

      “You’re right,” I said after I’d watched the three-second clip ten or so times. “And that’s great news.” I turned, smiling at my friends as I settled into my throne. “It means I can become even more powerful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Curious about what happens to Roger next?

        Find out soon!

        


      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read my next Pen novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you.

      Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll probably never know about my next books, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Roger, Skye, and the gang. That’s rather terrible.

      There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Group. I always announce my new books in both those places as well as interact with fans.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page (or clicking this link) and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.

      If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Roger, Skye, and the gang on their next adventure.

      Also, there are some Litrpg Facebook groups you could join if you are so inclined.

      LitRPG Society

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Litrpg

          

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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