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      The transformation of the man that came through the door to my office fascinated me. A year ago, Tommy Lutz reminded me more of a pug with a foul attitude than a person. Now, however, my once red-faced, overweight, conniving coworker strolled through the door looking fit, confident, and happy.

      “Hey, Bennett! Got something for you,” Tommy said happily. He walked a thick envelope over to my desk and laid it down. I picked it up, broke the seal, and glanced inside.

      “Thank you for making my afternoon better,” I told him. “This is the contract I was waiting for.”

      “I figured it must have been something important, being that you called down to the delivery department four times to see if it had arrived yet,” Tommy laughed.

      “How is it going down there?” I asked him, looking up from the envelope. An excited smile crossed his face.

      “The new procedure changes are in place, and the system is running like a dream!”

      His enthusiasm was refreshing. It was this time last year that Tommy got himself demoted to a bicycle messenger position at 14Tech after pirating custom gaming software that I had developed and trying to pass it off as his own. Since then, he’d changed drastically, as I’d hoped he would. He developed an admirable work ethic, and we eventually promoted him to department Director. The messaging department was an in-house service created in support of an application that the company had developed years ago.

      Being that Tommy was a programmer himself, he had re-coded the app and made improvements to department functions that resulted in a twenty percent profit increase. I was proud of his achievements and made sure to let him know that every chance I got.

      “You’re a miracle worker, Tommy!” I told him, reaching out to shake his hand. He gripped my hand firmly and nodded.

      “I’m grateful for the opportunity to work those miracles!” Gratitude flashed in Tommy’s eyes. In one way or another, he often managed to show appreciation for my decision to demote him, instead of firing him and pressing charges for his theft. He spun around on his heel and headed back towards the door. Just before leaving, he glanced at me over his shoulder. “Will you be at the club this weekend for a round of golf?”

      “Frisbee golf, maybe,” I joked with him. “I’ve decided that traditional golf should be left to our more seasoned partners if possible.”

      “I keep forgetting to thank you for having the club install the frisbee golf course.” Tommy chuckled. “It has made those weekend business meetings a lot more enjoyable.” Tommy was closer to my age than that of most of the decision-makers in the company, who were well into their thirties at least.

      “A purely selfish decision, to be honest,” I told him, grinning to myself.

      “Selfish or not, it was a good one,” Tommy replied as he turned his head back around. He waved his arm in the air to say goodbye and left my office.

      After that, I pulled the contract out of the envelope and flipped through the pages to make sure everything was there. Satisfied that the document was complete, I headed over to my boss’s office, three doors down the hall. His door was open, so I tapped on the doorframe as I walked in.

      “Got a second?” I waved the packet of papers in front of me as Jack Richards looked up at me from behind his desk. As far as bosses go, Jack was the best anybody could hope for. His six-foot, one-inch height and a full head of dark hair contributed to his commanding presence, but he had an easy smile that he often used to his advantage in business situations. Within the past year, our relationship had morphed into one more recognizable as colleagues then employer-employee.

      “I’ve got a full minute for you if those papers are what I think they are,” Jack answered jokingly.

      “A minute it is, in that case!” I told him. He took the papers from me and quickly flipped through them as I took a seat in front of his desk.

      “Everything’s in order?” he asked without looking it up.

      “Yep,” I replied. “And just in time for Sven and Asher’s visit.”

      Sven and Asher were our main investors for an artificial intelligence project we’d developed over the last year. It was always a pleasure when they came to check on their investments as they both were fun-loving, polite gentlemen. We’d presented them with the opportunity to invest in a new project under development, and they were coming in to look it over more thoroughly. The contracts were for them to sign once they agreed, which was our main goal for their visit. They would most certainly be joining us at the club this weekend, where I had first met them last year.

      My mind drifted back to that fate-changing day. Jack had lost his normal caddy, so he had requested that I fill in. At the last minute, his caddy showed up, and I joined the golf game instead. It was there that I had exposed Tommy’s plagiaristic offense with the help of two special guests who had accompanied me to the club.

      “Any progress on the new system glitch?” Jack’s voice snapped me out of my reminiscing.

      “The rogue code was located this morning so, yes,” I responded. “I don’t have a fix yet, but progress is progress, right?”

      “Hey, I’m happy as long as we have new developments to report to them.” Jack chuckled, still thumbing through the pages.

      “Fear not, they will leave the frisbee golf course with smiles on their faces,” I commented humorously. Jack was an older gentleman and preferred traditional golf, so we had struck a deal to alternate which game we played for business meetings. It was my turn to pick the game.

      Jack glanced up at me and rolled his eyes. “Every time I am on that course, I feel as though I am back in college.”

      “Every time you are on that course, I feel as though you are back in college because you get schooled!” I teased him.

      Jack stood up and pointed to the doorway with mock anger on his face. “Shut up and get out, you cocky prick!”

      I stood up, laughing loudly at his ruse of being offended.

      “Now Jack, no tantrums on the course this weekend,” I replied, playfully shaking my finger at him.

      “You’re not the boss of me!” Jack crossed his arms in a huff and exaggerated a frustrated expression. It only lasted a second, however, before the two of us busted up laughing.

      “You are correct about that,” I chuckled back as I started walking toward the door. Something on the wall to my left caught my eye. After a closer look, it turned out to be a shallow shadow box with an antique golf club mounted inside. The club had obviously been treated well. It was a driver made of lightly stained wood that shined as though it had been freshly polished. I looked back at Jack and pointed to the box. “That new?”

      He smiled proudly and walked around his desk to stand in front of the golf club.

      “Just had it mounted yesterday,” he replied. “Who says charity auctions have to result in useless purchases?” Jack was an avid golf fan, which was one of the reasons he wasn’t all that into frisbee golf.

      “Yeah, I’ve picked up a few decent items from those things here and there,” I agreed with him. “Good find.”

      “Thanks. Now, get out of here before I decide to swat down your frisbee with it on Sunday,” he joked.

      “Alright, alright,” I conceded, resuming my walk toward the office door. “See you Sunday, Jack.” He was already back at his desk, going through the contract again. He gave a distracted wave as I walked out the door.

      I made my way back to my office to get my keys and jacket. It was a little earlier than I normally left work, but I had a date to get ready for, and I determined not to be late this time. The downside of loving my job was that it was very easy for me to get caught up in it and lose track of time. After locking up, I headed for the main building entrance, and a moment later, I was getting in the back of a dark blue sedan.

      “You’ve interrupted my nap,” the balding, older man sitting behind the steering wheel said. “Will you be making this on-time exit from work a habit?” His voice was serious, but the twinkle in his eyes gave away his amusement.

      “Glen, you and I both know that spending less time at work could never be one of my habits. In fact, next week I will make a point of being extra late so you can catch up on your sleep!” I exaggerated.

      One of the perks of my promotion had been the opportunity to hire my own personal driver. Glen was a cabby at the time, and we’d just experienced a gas-station robbery together. His cool demeanor and impeccable professionalism, as well as a good sense of humor, had made us fast friends, so I offered him the job.

      “Deal,” he laughed. “Home?” He confirmed his assumption of our destination.

      “Yes, sir,” I told him.

      He turned his attention forward, and we began the ride home. While we often conversed while he was driving, that day, traffic was heavier than normal, so he was intensely focused on the road, which resulted in a silent ride. I looked out the window and watched the buildings come and go as we passed by. The car slowed to a stop to wait for a traffic light to turn green.

      I recognized the two buildings to my left. More specifically, I recognized the small alley between the buildings. The last time I was in the alley was just over a year ago when I was in a rush to finish my bike deliveries so I could get home early that day. A thrift store truck pulling out the other side of the alley had a bag fall out of it, which resulted in me wrecking my bike. It was after that wreck that I discovered the glowing box that would change the trajectory of my future, as well as my perception of the world around me.

      Just then, the car started to move forward, bringing me back to the present. I glanced up at the rearview mirror to see Glen grinning as he looked back at me. Although he did not know the entire story of how being in that alley changed my life, he knew it was a special place for me. I nodded back at him, and he returned his attention to the road.

      The rest of the ride went quickly, and soon, Glen pulled the car up in front of my house. Regardless of having purchased the house six months ago, I still felt like I was being dropped off in the wrong place occasionally. As I climbed out of the car, I remembered the tiny, rundown apartment I used to live in. The two-story Tudor in front of me could have fit eight of that apartment inside it. Before going in, I bent down and looked back in the car.

      “You coming?” I asked Glen. He would be driving me to my date within the next hour, so I knew he wouldn’t be leaving the property.

      “Nah,” he replied as he leaned his seat back and closed his eyes with a smile. “I'm going to finish that nap you interrupted.”

      “Sweet dreams,” I told him, shaking my head as I closed the door. I turned and headed for the entrance to my house. The moment I stepped into the stone-tiled foyer, I was greeted the same way as I was every day. Two beautiful women came rushing down the stairs from the loft and threw their arms around me.

      The first was a tiny, porcelain-skinned spitfire whose huge aqua eyes were often mesmerizing. She had flowing, dark purple hair accented by a single black streak. It had grown longer since we'd first met and now draped down over her full, perky breasts. Her outfit of choice tended to be crop tops and miniscule pleated skirts that accented each and every curve a man could hope to see. Her name was Servilia, and she was the first magical being I’d met.

      The second woman was a complete contrast to the first. Her name was Andolyn, and she stood a good six inches taller than Servilia. Her skin was smooth and tan, which made her bright, light-grey eyes, accented with tiny blue flecks of color, all the more striking. Her hair was the lightest shade of blonde with a bright purple streak and nearly reached her round, firm buttocks. Despite her generous curves, it was her long, slender, shapely legs that always caught my attention. The ass-hugging shorts she liked to flit around in made them all the more noticeable.

      As the two of them squeezed me tight, I inhaled deeply. They always smelled of lilacs and orchids, and the scent never failed to be intoxicating. I felt myself relax as they released me, stepped back, and I exhaled.

      “Hello, ladies.” I smiled at them. “Good day?”

      “Yes!” the two of them replied in unison. They stepped to my sides, and each looped an arm through mine. As they smiled up at me adoringly, I knew what the next words I was going to hear would be. Andolyn, whom I called Andi for short, squeezed my arm tightly.

      “Vila and I were curious, have you decided on your second wish?” she asked excitedly, referring to Servilia by her nickname. Then the two of them stepped back in front of me and looked up at me with wide eyes, waiting for my answer.

      “No, ladies,” I started. “I have not decided on my second wish. At some point, you will realize that when I do, you two beautiful genies will be the first to know!” I joked with them.

      I still often found it unbelievable that they were real. Regardless of how much time passed, I was grateful for each and every day for the good fortune that had brought them into my life. I had been in that old alley when I’d found that glowing, tattered wooden box and my journey with the two feisty, exotic genies had begun. Regardless of going my entire life thinking that genies were supposed to be inside lamps, these two had been housed in an old pocket watch I'd found inside the box. They had explained to me that while their existence as genies started with a lamp originally, the lamp continually morphed into items that were better suited to each of their masters. For me, that object was a money clip.

      The item within which they lived was not the only unique characteristic the two of them possessed. After centuries of various masters making horribly selfish and impulsive wishes, Andi and Vila had made the decision to allow me to preview any wish I was considering making. Typical wishes that I’d grown up hearing about, like those granting people endless riches, love, or un-earned success, turned out disastrous results that, once they showed me the consequences, led me to make an entirely different kind of wish.

      My first wish had been that I would have the ability to improve anybody's life that I came in contact with. By making what the universe considered a selfless wish, my life continuously improved in correlation with how much good I put out into the world. This afforded me the benefit of earning what I had either through opportunity or reciprocity.

      The house I was standing in was proof. The first thing I'd done after making my wish was to help a young gas station attendant calm his panic and fear after a robbery we’d been involved in. He’d said he was lucky to have had me around, so I’d bought him a lottery ticket. That ticket turned out to be a sixty-million-dollar winner, and he had promptly gifted me half of his winnings for the act of kindness I’d shown him. That was just the beginning.

      Since then, the genies had been at my side, forging my new life with me. Their only request was that I allow them to stay free of the money clip whilst I went about my days. Even though they loved the worlds created for each of them inside it, spending hundreds of years there had left them with the desire to take a vacation. It was an easy request to satisfy because although they constantly created accidental havoc, they were caring, daring, and adoring, all characteristics that made life more of an adventure than a chore. Regardless, since my first wish, I hadn’t come upon a situation that made me think another wish was necessary to get by. That day was no different.

      I brought my thoughts back to the present and started up the curved grand staircase that led to an oversized loft. My bedroom was just off the loft, and I needed to get ready for my date. The girls accompanied me and went about laying out clothing options for me while I showered. When I finished with my shower, I picked out a dark blue pair of jeans, a grey t-shirt, and a steel-grey button-up to wear over it.

      As soon as I got dressed, Andi and Vila switched from walking around on legs to floating around with soft trails of purple and blue mist following them. They whirred around the room, putting the unselected clothes away while I ran a comb through my sun-bleached, light brown hair.

      Changing from a passive bike delivery boy to an assertive, confident man within the past year had left me looking at my full height of six-two instead of a bad-postured, meek computer nerd. I owed it all to the two energetic hurricanes swirling in the surrounding room. When I was convinced that my hair was in place, I turned and held my arms out so that the girls could inspect my appearance.

      “How’s this?” I asked them as they exited the closet. The two of them floated over and circled around me, examining every inch. Andi brushed the shoulders of my shirt and tugged my sleeves down while Vila tousled my hair and straightened my collar.

      “She’s going to throw you on the tile and rip your clothes off the minute she walks through the door!” Vila said cheerily.

      “Vila!” Andi scolded playfully. “Bennett isn’t just some piece of meat for a nice girl like Lottie to take advantage of!”

      “Sure, he is!” Vila shot back. “A smart, kind, chiseled specimen of a man that is only suited for a woman who appreciates his sexiness and remarkable ability to make them scream out in--”

      “Vila!” Andi yelled at her again. “Shush! While you are not wrong, Bennett has to be going. You spouting off at the mouth like that is just making me want to be the one taking advantage of him right here on the spot!” Vila made a fast swirl around my body, being sure that her soft trail of mist rubbed across the crotch of my jeans. My reaction to her was instantaneous, and my jeans got tighter. Andi noticed my growing erection and pulled Vila away by the arm.

      “Look what you’ve done!” she told Vila. She floated behind me, wrapped her arms around me, and slid her hand across my bulge. “This is what happens when you can’t control yourself, Vila!” She wrapped her mist around my leg and continued to massage me under the ruse of pointing out my erection to Vila. I held my breath and tried to stay focused, but the friction of her hands resulted in me letting the air flow out of my lungs in a low moan.

      “Ladies, I have to be--” Words were hard to form as the throbbing in my pants became more prominent. Vila’s eyes flashed mischief and desire as she floated in front of me.

      “Andi,” she said, looking behind me as she came closer, “there’s no time to waste. We have to make sure he’s ready to go on time.”

      “I agree,” Andi answered and began unbuttoning my jeans.

      In one swift motion, she had my jeans and boxers on the floor around my feet, releasing my throbbing cock from its fabric prison. Vila floated down and immediately rubbed her velvet-soft cheek against me as she cradled my sack in her hands. Her touch sent a shockwave of sensation through me, and I leaned back on Andi to keep my balance. Andi ran her hands up under my shirt and across my chest as she leaned her soft lips close to my neck and ran her tongue gently up to my ear.

      “This is the only way you’ll possibly make it on time,” she whispered seductively. Her hot breath on my neck sent shivers down my back as I exhaled again.

      She moved her hands down my body, and I gasped as she wrapped her soft palms around the base of my cock. I looked down just as she directed me through Vila’s waiting lips. The sight of Vila’s seductive eyes looking up at me, and the maddening pleasure of her plump lips sliding up my dick made the pressure build in my loins. Andi’s mist floated between my legs, replacing Vila’s hands as it began pulsing around my sack.

      The sensation was warm and soft and added to the pleasure coursing through me. Vila increased her suction and kept her tongue hard against the underside of my shaft as she started to move her mouth back and forth faster and faster while Andi’s hands stroked me at the same time. The sight of the two of them pleasuring me so enthusiastically turned me on even more, and my cock started throbbing harder. Vila grabbed onto my hips so she could force me into her mouth with more force, and I took hold of the back of her head.

      “Mmm,” she uttered from her throat as she sucked me in. Her moans got louder as I built close to my breaking point.

      Andi pulled one of her hands away from my shaft, and I felt her press up against my back. Her hand slid between us, and I realized she was now standing instead of floating. Her hand found her soft folds, and she rocked her hand back and forth against her clit in rhythm to Vila’s mouth hungrily sucking me off. Andi’s tits pressed hard against me, and the wet sound of her fingering herself told me she was nearing climax quickly, which made me throb hard between Vila’s lips.

      “I’m ready for you,” she purred next to my ear.

      All I could do was nod to let her know how much I wanted to cum inside her. Vila pulled her hot mouth off my cock and moved to the side as Andi stepped in front of me and bent over. Her pussy was dripping with readiness. I grabbed her hips and forced my cock into her hard. She squeezed around me, and I knew I was at my breaking point. I felt her warm folds slide down my shaft as I pulled out and slammed into her again. Vila lay on the floor, also having traded her mist for legs, arching against her hand as she pleasured herself at the sight of us. Andi tightened around me as she started to climax, and it was more than I could take.

      I slammed my cock deep inside her, pulling her hips to me as the first spray of hot cum exploded out of me. She screamed out in ecstasy the harder I pounded her. The pulsing of her cunt pulled shot after shot out of me as I released my load into her, grunting hard with each powerful thrust. As I drained myself into her, Andi’s screams were accompanied by Vila yelling out as she made herself cum.

      When the three of us fell into the soft, throbbing state of relaxation that comes after an orgasm that powerful, Andi laid face-down on the floor beside Vila, and I laid on top of her, still pulsing inside her. I reached over and gently massaged Vila’s wet opening, using her own juices to lube my fingers. I softly slid my fingers down her clit, into her, and back up again. She let out a gentle moan as she started to squirm. Each time I slid my fingers inside her, she arched up a little further, and I could feel her passion building. My cock hardened inside Andi a little more with each of Vila’s moans.

      Soon I began pumping in and out of Andi, now slippery with my cum, in time with my fingers entering Vila. Andi responded by raising her ass up to me each time I slid deeper in her. The pressure built quickly within the three of us, and the myriad of sensations peaked simultaneously. Vila grabbed my hand and pushed my fingers deeper just as Andi’s pussy squeezed around my cock. The three of us came together, even more intensely than the first time.

      The throbbing in my shaft built and exploded again and again as I basked in the pleasure of both girls cumming on me. My grunts mixed with their screams until finally, the three of us were spent. We each exhaled and relaxed into the gentle pulsing of aftershocks caused by each other's touch.

      Vila was the first to get up, followed by Andi and me. The three of us jumped in the shower real quick, and ten minutes later, I was standing in front of my mirror once again. That time I decided not to ask for the girls’ fashion advice. Once I was satisfied that I was presentable, I hurried downstairs to the front door. Vila and Andi followed and made sure I had everything I needed.

      “Coat?” Andi asked.

      “Check,” I replied.

      “Money clip?” Vila chimed in.

      “Check,” I said again.

      “Charming smile to dazzle her with?” Andi tossed in as a joke.

      “Always,” I told her. I opened the door and hurried to the car where Glen was waiting for me. I turned back as Andi and Vila pushed the door shut while waving goodbye. Glen sat his seat up as I climbed in.

      “How was your nap?” I asked him jokingly.

      “Ten minutes longer than it was supposed to be,” he answered with a knowing tone in his voice.

      “See?” I started. “I told you I wouldn't be making a habit of being early!” Glen laughed as he started the car, and we pulled away from the house. A short, twenty minutes later, I was in a theater pulling out a chair for the raven-haired, sapphire-eyed beauty who gave me the privilege of her love.
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      Lottie Harris was the girl I had pined for all throughout my high school years. We had lost touch since graduation until one of my delivery routes randomly led me back to her. We'd been dating for the past year, and each time I saw her, I wanted to see her more. Her family owned a local accounting firm, Harris Tax Service, which she had recently taken over and expanded. If there was such a thing as the full package, Lottie was it. Time spent with her was never boring, and I was consistently grateful that she shared hers with me.

      “Are you going to tell me what type of show this is?” she asked me with mock frustration as a quiet waitress set our dinner plates in front of us.

      “Nope,” I replied simply.

      “Not even a hint?” she prodded.

      “Nope,” I repeated haughtily. She crossed her arms and pretended to pout.

      “Well, regardless of the show, at least the food looks good,” she commented, giving up on her line of questioning.

      The plate in front of her had a beautiful filet of roasted tilapia surrounded by a variety of steamed, green vegetables. The presentation was appetizing, to say the least, and my meal was no different. I had ordered chicken parmesan with angel hair pasta. The aroma of the marinara sauce reminded me that I had waited too long to eat.

      “I was pleasantly surprised to find a theater house above stand-up comedy standards that offered a full menu during a show,” I told her as I wound noodles around my fork. My first bite of pasta confirmed that my meal was as good as it looked. The noodles were perfectly al dente, and the garlic oil they were tossed with was flavorful without being overpowering. I looked over as Lottie cut into her tilapia and took a small bite.

      “How is it?” I inquired.

      Lottie started nodding her head until she swallowed her bite.

      “It's excellent!” she replied happily. “We just may have to ask whether or not the kitchen staff for this evening works elsewhere in the city.”

      “I never would have thought of that,” I marveled. “You realize that you are the smartest person I know, don't you?”

      “Yes,” she answered without missing a beat. “Regardless of me being so smart, I still don't know what we are here to see. Are you sure you don't want to tell me?” She batted her long black eyelashes at me in an exaggerated attempt to make me buckle.

      “We are back to the word of the evening, I see,” I laughed at her. “Nope.”

      “Fine then. I will sit over here and proceed to pout until the show starts in that case,” Lottie shot back sarcastically.

      “I'm good with that,” I started, matching her sarcasm. “You are just as beautiful to look at when you are irritated with me as you are any other time, so I win either way!”

      “Bennett Alex Anders!” she shouted in a whisper. “You are impossibly frustrating some days!” Her tone was curt, but her eyes were laughing.

      I shot her an innocent smile and went back to eating. A few bites later, the overhead lights in the theater began to dim, and the small lamp in the middle of our table started glowing so that we would have enough light to continue eating while the show started. We turned our chairs slightly so that we had a better view of the stage just as the heavy velvet curtain separated. Nobody was on the stage, however. Over the intercom system, a voice started whispering frantically.

      “He’s not ready! What are you doing? Close the curtain!” the voice said. The curtain began to close as the audience started looking around the theater.

      A different voice took over the whispering. “Okay, okay. Open it. You can open it now.”

      “Make up your mind already!” the first voice scolded.

      “Oh, shut up and open the curtain before we both get tossed into the stage alley!” the second voice retorted.

      It was clear by then that the banter was meant to be the comedic opening for the show, and a hush of soft laughter made its way around the theater. The curtain opened once again, and the stage was no longer empty. There was a white-haired gentleman dressed in a black and white tuxedo, standing directly on center stage.

      Once the curtains were completely pulled back, he bowed deeply to the crowd. He began speaking, but nobody could hear what he was saying. He acted as though he finally realized a sound issue and started patting around his suit as though he was looking for something in one of his pockets. Then a look of relief came over his face as he held his hand up in the air and shook it once. A puff of smoke surrounded his hand, and when it cleared, he was holding a microphone. The audience started clapping while they laughed at his antics. He held the microphone to his mouth and waited for the theater to quiet down. Lottie turned her head toward me and smiled.

      “You brought me to a magic show?” It was a statement of surprise more than a question.

      “Of course! I figured the two of us might escape adulting for a little while!” I answered her humorously. Lottie started laughing quietly and shaking her head.

      “It amazes me how perceptive you can be without even trying! It's been a long week, and this is perfect!” she complimented my choice. She turned her attention back to the stage as I silently admired the perfection that was her smile.

      By the end of the first act, I realized I spent more time looking at her reactions than I had to the show. She looked happy and relaxed, and I adored the fact that she enjoyed the same type of childish fun that I did on occasion. We had finished our dinners by the time the lights came up, and our waitress quickly cleared our table. The intermission was short, and the show started again just as we received our after-dinner drinks. The same white-haired man appeared on the stage and began speaking into his microphone.

      “As you all are aware,” he started, “I never entertain an audience without a certain level of audience participation!” Excited whispers spread through the theater. “It is very hard to choose somebody to help me with this next demonstration, however. Therefore, our fantastically talented lighting crew will be making the selection for me this evening.”

      His dramatic pause lasted just long enough for the crowd to get jazzed up. Everybody wondered if they would be the one to be chosen to go on stage.

      “Now!” he continued. “Whoever is in the spotlight will become the highlight of this show!”

      The loud thud of a spotlight being turned on echoed through the theater. An instant later, the light shone brightly on Lottie. The crowd erupted in applause as she began looking side-to-side in disbelief that she had been chosen. When she was satisfied that she would be the one going on stage, she started clapping like an excited little kid.

      “I've always wanted to be the one chosen for a secret magic trick! Did you set this up?” Lottie whispered to me as she slowly stood up out of her chair.

      “Absolutely not,” I answered her honestly. “You are going to be magnificent, though!” Just then, the magician's assistant showed up next to our table to escort her to the stage.

      “This way, miss,” the young man said, holding his hand out to gesture her down the aisle.

      Lottie leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before heading towards the stage. I sat back in my chair and prepared myself for a bit of entertainment I had not planned on. The assistant led Lottie onto the stage and introduced her to the magician.

      “Let's hear a round of applause for Miss Eleanor Harris!” the magician boomed into the microphone. The crowd started hooting and hollering their encouragement. “Eleanor, are you ready to defy the laws of nature?” He thrust the microphone in her face for her answer.

      “I have been ready since the first card trick I saw as a child!” Lottie said confidently, turning towards the crowd.

      “Good! Then this should be a cinch for you!” the magician announced.

      “What will I be doing?” Lottie asked, getting straight to the point.

      “You will be enjoying a leisurely dangle from a burning rope. As long as I unbind myself from my own burning rope on time, you will have no fear of plummeting to your death!”

      Every person in the theater seemed to inhale loudly at the same time, including me. I had been expecting her to be sawed in half or made to disappear from a box. The thought of fire and falling did not settle as well with me. It did not seem to affect her in the least, however.

      “I hope you are good at what you do!” she jested with the magician. “The talent you've shown so far tonight indicates that I will be walking off this stage alive!” Lottie waved her arm out towards the crowd to induce applause for the magician.

      The theater roared with excitement. Never before had I seen a magic show participant so engaged with the process. I felt butterflies in my stomach, seeing her smile up there.

      “We shall not wait a moment longer! Carl! Lower the ropes!” the magician called out.

      Two large ropes descended from the ceiling. The assistant went about tying one of them around Lottie’s ankles. He then moved on to the magician and wound the rope in a figure-eight, binding both the magician’s arms and legs. Next, Lottie and the magician laid down on the stage and were slowly pulled into the air, upside down. The ascent stopped when the two of them were hanging approximately thirty feet in the air.

      My stomach tightened when I noticed that there was no air pad underneath them, and no safety harness attached to either one. They had not closed the curtain to set up the trick, so I couldn't see how a secret safety device of any sort could have been put in place. I took a deep breath and told myself that there was no way any show could actually endanger an audience member's life. That internal pep talk didn't calm my nerves at all. A large stopwatch descended from the ceiling behind Lottie and the magician, indicating that there would only be sixty seconds for the magician to free himself and save Lottie from plummeting to the hard stage below.

      “Set the timer!” the magician called out dramatically. A large click echoed through the theater as the red hand on the timer moved into place, pointing towards the top of the clock. “Light the ropes!” Without seeing how it was done, both ropes started flaming. “Begin the timer!”

      The theater went silent as the timer began to move through the seconds indicated on the clock. Ten seconds passed as the magician twisted and buckled, trying to free himself. Twenty seconds passed, and it seemed he had made no progress. At thirty seconds, the crowd started to whisper anxiously. At forty seconds, my body turned cold with fear. Fifty seconds passed, and I saw no way for him to reach Lottie, even if he somehow escaped his own bindings. Fifty-five seconds ticked by. At fifty-nine seconds, the glass in my hand shattered under my grip. As the clock rang out at sixty seconds, I watched the fire burn through both their ropes.

      I stopped breathing as Lottie started to fall. The weight equal to that of a boulder slammed into my chest just as a massive plume of orange smoke shot out of the stage. The entire crowd, myself included, leapt out of our chairs. The food I had eaten began to travel up my esophagus to escape the tightening of my stomach. Just before it reached my throat, the smoke cleared. Both the magician and Lottie were standing, arm-in-arm, in the middle of the stage.

      I could see the people around me clapping and cheering, but I heard nothing except the pounding of my own heart. It wasn't until Lottie smiled and bowed for the audience that the crowd noise slowly started becoming audible again. The roaring cheers became clear only after she was escorted off the stage and started walking down the aisle toward me. I didn't wait for her to reach the table before running down the aisle and taking her in my arms. No, I picked her up and held on to her as tight as I could without causing her discomfort. I buried my face in her shoulder and silently thanked the universe that she was okay.

      “Well, it's good to see you, too,” she laughed once I had set her back down. She took me by the hand and led me back to our table. After we were both seated and I still hadn't let go of her hand, she looked over at me with a concerned expression.

      I stared at her, and even though I opened my mouth to say something, words would not pass the fear that still remained in my throat. Lottie moved her chair closer to mine, took hold of my other hand, and let me stare at her without saying a word. I don't know how long it was before my voice started working again, but once it did, there was only one phrase I could get to come out.

      “I love you,” I croaked hoarsely. Her eyes softened, and a slow, sensual smile lit up her face. I had never told her that I loved her before.

      “I should have orchestrated a near-death experience sooner,” Lottie whispered playfully. She leaned in and softly kissed my lips. “I love you, too.”

      We sat there, holding onto each other for the remainder of the show. Every time I looked at her, I saw a vision of myself down on one knee, hoping with everything in me that she would let me make her my wife.

      By the time the show had ended, my blood pressure had returned to normal, and I could finally form complete sentences. Never letting go of her hand, I led her out of the theater and back to where Glen was waiting for us in my car. Once the car door was closed, she turned to me and raised an eyebrow.

      “Would now be a good time to tell you that you are bleeding?” she said softly.

      “What?” I wasn't sure I had heard her correctly.

      “Your hand is bleeding,” Lottie reiterated. I looked at the hand that was not holding hers, and there was no blood. I glanced back up at her, confused. She slowly raised our intertwined hands and pulled them apart. Both were smeared with blood.

      “Oh, shit!” Through the blood, I could see a gash in the middle of my palm. “I wonder how the hell that happened.”

      “I imagine it was from the glass you shattered while I was on stage,” she said softly. I stared back into the gorgeous blue of her eyes.

      “How did you know about that?” I was certain the glass had been cleaned up before she made it back to the table.

      “The attendant told me on our way out when she saw the blood on both of us,” she informed me light-heartedly.

      “Jesus, woman. Only you could possibly distract me from something as noticeable as bleeding!” I told her, feeling myself relax finally.

      Lottie giggled quietly and glanced up toward the rearview mirror. “Glen?”

      “All ready for you,” he replied as he handed something over the seat to her, a small first aid kit.

      “How did Glen know to have that ready?” I was back to being confused.

      Lottie brought her eyes back to mine and shrugged her shoulders playfully.

      “Magic,” she whispered loudly. “I can't very well send you home damaged! Vila and Andi would freak!” I rolled my eyes at her as she began cleaning up our hands and getting them bandaged. When she was finished, she leaned over and kissed my bandage. “All better.”

      She slid up next to me, and I held her close for the remainder of the ride back to her house. As we pulled in her driveway, Lottie sat up and turned toward me.

      “Are you sure you can't come back to my place?” I asked her. I knew she had to give a volunteer lecture at a nearby community college early in the morning, but I was still hopeful that she would say yes. She put her hand on my leg and slowly slid it up my thigh. I instantly felt a stirring in my loins.

      “If my presentation didn't start at six tomorrow morning, we would already be at your house,” Lottie answered seductively.

      I took her face in both my hands and kissed her hard. When we separated, she was breathless.

      “You are maddening, you know that?” I teased her.

      “Yes, sir,” she agreed mischievously. She kissed me again before we separated, and I got out to open the car door for her. I held her against me for a long minute before stealing one last kiss and then watching her walk into her house.

      When I got back into the car, I was suddenly exhausted. I heard Glen chuckling from the front seat.

      “What are you laughing at?” I pretended to be irritated.

      “The look on your face,” he replied without hesitation.

      “What's so funny about it?” I shot back.

      “I've seen it in the mirror before,” he commented.

      “Oh, yeah? When was that?” I challenged.

      “The day I decided I would be putting a ring on my wife's hand,” he answered nonchalantly. My mouth fell open in surprise.

      “Man, you can't be serious right now!” I started. “Did the magician back there show you how to read minds, or what?”

      “Nah, I've just been around for a while. I think it's great. You two are a good fit for each other,” he told me as we pulled back out onto the street and headed home.

      I sat back in my seat and stared out the window, not seeing the world outside. I had never considered marriage as part of my life plan. But now that it was floating around in my mind, it brought a certain level of terror with it. I remained lost in my thoughts until the car stopped. My vision came back to me, and I saw that I was home.

      “Thank you for hanging around for tonight,” I told Glen as I got out of the car.

      “You're welcome,” he said back with a smile.

      “Now, I don't want to see your face until Monday!” I joked with him.

      “No chance of that! I have plans for a wild weekend of supervising new landscapers that my wife hired,” he informed me, rolling his eyes.

      “Good deal,” I laughed at him. I reached in my pocket and pulled out my money clip. I peeled off a fifty-dollar bill and tossed it on the seat beside him. “Grab her a little something special on the way home, and maybe she'll let you off the hook!” I would have handed it to him directly, but he was in the habit of refusing tips since I had hired him on full time. I waved, turned, and walked towards the door to my house before he could protest.

      As I turned the knob and opened the door, I was suddenly very aware of how satisfyingly tired I was. I was most certainly looking forward to a long night’s sleep.
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      I sank down in the seat of my car when I saw Bennett and Lottie come out of the theater. I was parked across the street from them but did not want to take any chances on them seeing me. Not yet, anyway. They climbed into the expensive sedan that Bennett bought for his personal chauffeur to use. Regardless of having a personal driver, he also owned several of his own vehicles and not the cheap kind like what I was stuck driving. The way that kid threw around money made me sick. He didn't deserve the money in the first place.

      If it had been me who had gotten my hands on a winning lottery ticket, there's no way I would be sharing the money with anybody like that Clarence kid did with Bennett. As it was, I shouldn't have had to worry about money at all, but thanks to Bennett, my inheritance had been lost. At least I took care of that idiot kid who split the lottery winnings with him. Talking him into investing in my little video project had been a breeze, and I planned on making him squander every last bit of cash he had left.

      Bennett’s car pulled away from the curb and out into traffic. I envisioned myself slamming the gas down in my own car and turning out directly in front of them. With any luck, I could cause an accident that did enough damage to pull Bennett’s life apart. A warmth grew in my chest, thinking of him down on his knees in despair. While I'd had similar scenarios play out in my mind over the past year, that was not the way I was going to get back at him. I had something much better planned.

      I started reviewing my plot silently as I pulled my own car onto the road. My destination wasn't far, and it was late enough that nobody should be around when I got there. It was pitch black outside, and the moon seemed to be nowhere in the sky. The darkness almost made me miss my turn. At the last second, I slammed on my brakes and cranked my steering wheel to the right. My car disappeared into an alley between two tall buildings, and I knew that nobody would see me from the street. I turned the engine off and stepped out. There was a slight breeze, but it wasn't even strong enough to cool the warm night air.

      I walked around to the trunk of my car and opened it. Reaching in, I opened a small metal locker and pulled out a folded cloth. I closed the locker again and laid the cloth on top of it. As I gently unfolded the material, I exposed what looked like a very old necklace made of dangling strings. Indeed, the artifact was old, but it was not a necklace. It was an ancient quipu and one of the first ever found. Quipus were some of the earliest known devices used for mathematical reasons. While there were very few people that would have any interest in it, it was of great interest to me.

      I smiled smugly to myself. It had been a cinch to convince Lottie to lend it to me. She was under the impression that I would be using it for a documentary film I'd convinced her I was making. She had absolutely no idea the power she was handing me. It wasn’t magical, but it was power nevertheless.

      However, the quipu was not what I needed right now. It was the blanket it was wrapped in that would be serving my purposes tonight. While the blanket looked like nothing more than a tattered cloth, it was actually made with gold. It had something else in it, also: remnant magic. The archaeologist who had shown up at my doorstep last year had absolutely no idea what he had in his hands. All he knew was that he traced the artifacts, ones he discovered during a volcano dig on the complete other side of the world, to me through some intricate genealogy that I had no idea existed. That man had changed my life without even knowing it.

      Another interesting fact about the blanket was that the gold was not the valuable part. It was the thin, worn-down strands of material drapped around the gold that was of interest. That material came from a different blanket that had covered an old witch on her deathbed as she performed a spell. That spell, like all powerful magical acts, left a tiny bit of itself behind, which settled in the blanket.

      Now, I had the threads from that blanket and fully planned to use the magic they contained.

      I held the blanket in my hand, closed my trunk, and walked slowly around the car, feeling my way through the pitch blackness with one careful step at a time. I had waited for two weeks for a night this dark. As I focused intently on the fibers rubbing against my fingers, I stared into the darkness before me.

      It had taken me hundreds of hours of spying on Bennett to figure out that this alley was special somehow. If I was correct, the blanket should confirm my suspicions. All magic naturally wanted to connect, so even a tiny bit of magic could reveal more. It could also simply reveal the location that magic had previously been.

      I moved ahead slowly, straining my eyes, staring into the black air in front of me. About thirty steps down the alley, I thought I saw something. It was so faint at first that I thought it possible that my eyes were playing tricks on me. However, as I walked forward, it became clear that I indeed saw something. It was an extremely faint, glowing line in the shape of a box. It was so faint that even when I reached it, it was barely visible. I knelt down beside it and watched it dance in place, satisfaction coursing through my veins.

      I had been right. Magic had been here, and I was certain it had something to do with Bennett Anders.

      I squeezed the blanket a little tighter as I stood up and felt my way back to my car. I had done enough research to know that a magic footprint as faint as the box outline meant that more powerful magic had been kept inside it. While the container itself would possess some magical properties, whatever was inside it was what I would be looking for. When I reached the trunk of my car, I opened it, carefully wrapped the quipu in the blanket, and put it back in the metal box.

      I was fully entitled to the smile that crept across my face. None of the players in the game I was orchestrating knew who I was. Somehow, by fate or by fortune, even in close proximity, my identity had never been revealed.

      When I was back in my car, I turned the engine over and slowly drove through the alley to the street on the other side. There were no cars on the street, and I felt safe in the knowledge that I had not been seen. There were only a few things left to do before I would be able to make my true transformation and destroy Bennett Anders at last.
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      I was back in the meadow, following four hooded figures who were hurrying towards the river. The difference this time was that I knew I was dreaming. In fact, I had been having this dream occasionally for the past year. I looked up ahead and saw the genies splashing around in the water of the river. I felt a familiar panic rise up in my gut. The people in the hoods, my boss, the girl I was in love with, and two women I did not know, could not be allowed to reach the river. Otherwise, the genies would be exposed.

      As I did every time I was in this dream, I tried to run towards them but ended up going back to walking because somehow, in that crazy world, walking was faster.

      Everything played out as it always had right up until a beautiful woman in blue stopped me from reaching out and taking hold of Lottie’s cape. In every dream before, she immediately put her hands to the ground, and I watched my world be sucked in. This time, she was different. Her expression was more serious, and she pointed behind me. I turned just as Andi and Vila started floating toward the four hooded figures.

      “No!” I called out, trying to warn my genies to stay away since they were wearing their trails of mist, instead of legs.

      The woman in the blue dress put her hand on my arm. “Shh,” she said softly.

      Suddenly I could not speak. I stood there, horrified as my genies started swirling around four humans that were not supposed to know they existed. Then my dream started to go back to normal. The woman put her hands together, lowered them to the ground, and everything around me flowed into them as she grew to huge proportions. She held her hands to her lips, and I watched her scatter my world with her breath.

      I expected to be standing alone on a sea of white tile after the woman had destroyed everything, but that is not what happened. This time, the woman, back to normal size, was standing with me. Her presence startled me, and I took a step away from her. She tried to say something, but once again, I could not understand what. She reached out a hand and tried to touch me. I stumbled backward, trying to get away from her, but I ended up falling on the tile.

      She reached her hand down, almost as if she was going to help me up, and at that moment, I felt myself being pulled from sleep.

      I blinked my eyes open and squinted against the bright light flowing into my bedroom. One of the girls had apparently opened my curtains. I sat up and took a moment to shake off the dream. I’d had it so many times that it hardly bothered me after I woke anymore. After I swung my legs off the side of the bed, I took a moment to stretch before standing up. I had gotten the sleep that I had needed and was wide awake. I only paused to throw on a pair of flannel pants and a t-shirt before heading downstairs. The enticing aroma of frying bacon and fresh-cooked pancakes greeted me at the bottom of the staircase. I made my way to the kitchen where the girls were floating around the stove.

      “Bennett! Happy Saturday!” Vila greeted me. “Come right over here and sit down!” She sped over to me and looped her arm through mine, leading me to the dining room table.

      This section of the house had an open floor plan so I could easily observe what was going on in the kitchen from where I sat down. When I was settled, Vila got busy loading the table with platters of food. When she set down the last one, she reached to the middle of the table and took a napkin out of the holder. She promptly wadded it up and threw it at Andi.

      “Hurry up and get over here,” she barked at Andi. “Do you think Bennett is going to wait all day to eat breakfast?”

      “I'm going to light this napkin on fire and throw it back at you!” Andi snarled back. “He needs syrup for his pancakes if you weren't aware. I am making it for him since you forgot to!”

      “I didn't forget to!” Vila huffed back. “You were supposed to do it all along, but you decided that today was a good day to wear your slow pants!”

      “The fact that you would say that when I don't even have legs on shows that you deserve the title of ‘slow’ today!” Andi shot back snottily. She stuck her nose up in the air, satisfied with her retort.

      Vila’s face turned red, and I saw her reach for another napkin.

      “Ladies!” I said before she could grab it. “Nobody is slow, and I appreciate you both for making me breakfast. Vila, have a seat with me. Andi, take however much time you need.”

      The girls glared at each other for a moment before complying. Vila switched from mist to legs and sat in the chair to my right.

      “Of course, I will come to sit with you,” she said dramatically in Andi’s direction in an attempt to taunt her further. Her remark earned her another dirty look before Andi took the syrup off the stove, switched to walking, and made her way to the table. She sat down on the other side of me after putting the syrup in the middle of the table.

      “What would you like to start with? We skipped the eggs today because you've eaten them every day this week, but we do have fresh blueberry muffins that I made,” she informed me, aiming her sarcastic attitude at Vila.

      “I think the bacon that I made would be a better choice to start with,” Vila interjected, glaring at Andi. “After all, you don't want to start your day with too much sugar. Some of us know that your health is better off without it.”

      Seeing that it would take a little more than subtle placating to calm the girls’ breakfast competition, I reached across the table and took both a blueberry muffin and two strips of bacon and put them on my plate.

      “Both will be perfect, ladies,” I said calmly. “What will each of you be having?”

      “Pancakes,” they said in unison, as I had expected. For some reason, pancakes were their favorite breakfast food.

      “Andi, what kind of syrup did you make this morning?” I asked her.

      “Raspberry,” she replied.

      “Vila, aren't raspberries your favorite berry?” I pointed out.

      “They are,” she responded quietly, slowly looking over at Andi. “Did you use actual berries?” Her tone softened as a slight hint of excitement entered her voice.

      “I did!” Andi answered with sudden enthusiasm. “I picked them myself and got only the ones that were the size you told me they should be.”

      “The medium-large ones?” Vila squealed.

      “Yes!” Andi confirmed.

      “Here, Let me try it! Try it with me! I bet it's fantastic!” Vila hurriedly loaded her plate with pancakes and poured the warm raspberry syrup over them. Before she took a bite, she helped Andi fill her plate with pancakes as well. The two of them sampled the syrup together. As they did, both closed their eyes and moaned at how delicious it had turned out.

      “That just couldn't get any better!” Andy gushed.

      “It's better than bacon!” Vila added.

      “But only because you told me which berries to use!” Andi told Vila. The girls continued on with their evaluation of the syrup and with complementing each other.

      I sat back in my chair, ate a piece of bacon, and enjoyed their entertaining banter. Some days it felt like I had my own live-in comedy cast. When they had exhausted all topics concerning syrup, the two of them looked over at me. Then they looked at each other and back to me.

      “Something's different about you,” Andi said suspiciously. “Vila, don't you think something is different about him this morning?”

      “Most certainly,” Vila answered without breaking her gaze. “What do you think it is?”

      “I'm not sure,” Andi started. “I'm pretty sure I have seen it somewhere before, though.”

      “Me too! I just can't seem to put my finger on where I saw it. Do you have any idea?” Vila asked Andi. I leaned forward slightly and looked at each of the girls.

      “I am right here, you know,” I pointed out.

      “Shh,” Vila said to me. “We'll figure this out. No need for you to worry about it.”

      I considered commenting again but knew that once those two locked in on a topic amongst themselves, there was no getting a word in edgewise.

      “It kinda looks like when you met that one prince,” Andi began. “You know, the one that was chasing that girl through the fields. What was his name?”

      “Oh! I think I know who you mean. Shoot! What was his name?” Vila tried to remember. The girls had taken to staring at each other instead of me.

      “Charles?” Andi suggested.

      “No, wrong time,” Vila answered. The two of them sat there, staring at each other without really seeing themselves while they tried to remember. Suddenly, Andi hit the table with her hands.

      “Henry! That was it!” she cried out.

      “Yes! Henry! He was so taken with that girl! Ah, shoot! What was her name?” Vila puzzled.

      “Mary!” Andi yelled joyfully.

      “Yes, again! Henry and Mary!” Vila agreed. Both girls looked relieved that they had solved their own mystery, but something occurred to me just then.

      “Wait a minute,” I started. “Henry and Mary? And you said Henry was a prince?”

      “Yeah, real nice guy,” Vila answered me.

      “I may not be the world's greatest history buff, but Mary wasn't perhaps a Princess of Scotland, was she?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Actually, I believe she was, now that you mention it,” Andi told me.

      “You knew Mary, Queen of Scots? And King Henry?” I asked them, astonished that they were not more excited about the fact.

      “I guess we did,” Vila piped up nonchalantly.

      “But that still doesn't tell us why Bennett looks like Henry did that day,” Andi puzzled. The two of them fell into silence while I marveled at their lack of excitement about knowing a historically famous couple. They just sat there looking at each other quizzically until Vila snapped her fingers in the air with a flourish.

      “I’ve got it!” she yelled. “Henry was engaged to Mary when you met him! He used to chase her everywhere!”

      “You are brilliant, Vila!” Andi complimented her. Suddenly both of their faces turned serious, and they slowly directed their gazes at me.

      “Bennett?” Andi said slowly, as though she was afraid I was going to run away if she spoke any faster.

      “Yes, Andi?” I answered her just as slowly. Both she and Vila leaned towards me until they were only a foot from my face.

      “Did you happen to ask Lottie any important questions last night?” she whispered.

      “I don't think so,” I whispered back.

      Vila scooted her chair closer to me so she wouldn't have to lean so far forward to whisper. “Are you sure? I mean, really think about it. You didn't perhaps ask her anything future-altering?”

      “I'm certain. What are you two getting at?” I whispered again as I sat back in my chair to create some distance between us. Never before had I felt so interrogated.

      “Well,” Andi tried to look unconcerned. “it's just that Henry was engaged when he had the same look about him that you do this morning. That look was not there when you left last night.”

      At last, I connected the dots to what the girls were insinuating.

      “Oh, no. I don’t look the same! I’m not engaged if that is what you are asking me!” I was no longer whispering. In fact, my voice was getting louder with each word.

      “Well, If you aren't engaged, then you must be thinking about being engaged!” Vila piped up.

      “I don't know what you're talking about,” I replied shortly. Heat rose up my neck, and I knew that soon my flushed face would confirm their suspicions. I had no desire to speak about getting engaged at that specific time, so I stood up and started walking towards the kitchen.

      “Oh, you do too!” Vila insisted. “Tell us! When are you going to ask her?” The girls jumped up and followed me into the kitchen.

      “They are going to look so adorable at their wedding,” Andi gushed to Vila.

      “I know, right? I wonder how he'll propose!” Vila wondered breathily.

      I realized I had to figure out a way to shut down their commentary again, or there was no way I was going to get out of the conversation.

      “No engagement. No wedding. No more talk of it! What I would like to talk about is a possible second wish,” I said loudly enough to make sure they heard me over their own conversation.

      They both stopped talking instantly and focused intently on me.

      “A wish?” Andi asked to confirm she had heard me correctly. It had been quite a while since I had asked about a wish.

      “Yes,” I assured her, seeing that my redirection tactic had worked to my benefit.

      “Wow! Okay,” Vila said to me. “What did you want to know exactly?”

      Secure in the fact that I’d derailed all this future marriage talk, I went back to my chair and sat down.

      “I would like to see what the consequences would be for wishing to be able to see into my future,” I told them.

      “That is certainly one we have granted before,” Vila replied as the two of them walked around to stand behind me.

      “Do you have any specifications to go along with that? Such as, only wanting to see into the near future, or to be able to see your entire future?” Andi asked for clarification. Her voice didn't express any specific tone that would tell me her opinion about the wish.

      “Let's stick to seeing one to two years ahead for now,” I said.

      Without another word, the girls squeezed my shoulders, and suddenly I was sitting on my bed upstairs. My entire body started tingling with excitement. I closed my eyes, and a vision of Lottie bursting into the room came to me. She was smiling bigger than I had ever seen before as she threw herself into my arms. I hopped to my feet and spun her around the room in celebration.

      “This is fantastic!” I said to her, joy coursing through me.

      “I have something fantastic to tell you too! You go first!” she said when I put her down.

      “You’re pregnant! We are going to have a baby girl!” I shouted with the excitement of a fireworks show. Her mouth dropped open, and her eyes stared up at me in disbelief before she smiled again.

      “How did you know? I haven't told anybody yet!” she laughed back at me. “I wanted you to be the first to find out!”

      “I just know! And I couldn't possibly be any more excited about it!” I picked her up again and spun her around the room one more time. “I've already scheduled a prenatal pampering day at your favorite spa for you. I want you to be as comfortable and happy as possible. Anything you want, it's yours!” I was drunk with love, joy, and motivation for the journey she and I were embarking upon.

      “I can't believe that you know already! You are absolutely incredible, you know that?” She slid her arms up around my neck, and our lips met. It was the most passionate kiss the two of us had ever shared.

      Just as our mouths separated, I felt pressure on my shoulders and found myself standing outside the door of my house with Glen. It took me a moment to catch up with the sudden switch, but when I regained my focus, Glen was telling me not to worry.

      “It's vitally important that you do not drive to the airport today,” I said to him. “I'm telling you. I have a bad feeling about you going out there.” It dawned on me that I knew a trip to the airport for Glen would result in a horrific car crash that would take his life.

      “Man, driving to the airport is no less dangerous than driving across the street to a gas station!” Glen retorted as he laughed.

      “Promise me you won't go,” I demanded of him. He shrugged his shoulders and rolled his eyes at me.

      “Fine, I won't go,” he conceded. “I still think you’re nuts, but I won't go.”

      “Thank you!” I told him as I patted him on the back while we walked to his car. I felt the girls squeeze me again.

      “I'm telling you, you've lost your marbles!” Glen laughed.

      I looked around and realized that I was having a completely different conversation with him. The same topic was at hand, however. That time I’d had a vision of him getting into a different crash on his way to drop off his wife's dry cleaning.

      “Seriously, Glen. Just give me her clothes, and I will take them for you,” I pleaded with him. “I will have them back before you go home tonight.”

      “Good lord, man! Fine, but only because you were right about a crash happening on Airport Road last month,” he gave in at last. “Not that there was a guarantee I would have been part of that crash, but I'll give you this one just because. I never cease to be amazed by the coincidences that happened in your life!”

      Relief flooded over me while the two of us walked to the car for me to get his wife's clothes. Then I felt the familiar pressure on my shoulders and was once again standing back by my front door, having yet another conversation with him. That time I could not hear what we were saying before the girls squeezed my shoulders again. I simply knew that the two of us were arguing.

      The girls kept flashing me through conversations with Glen, and I watched our demeanors change. In my mind, I knew that each time, I was warning him not to go somewhere because I had seen him being involved in a car accident. The difference was that with each conversation, Glen appeared to grow more impatient and eventually angry with me. Finally, the girls stopped flashing me forward, and I was standing on the curb, and Glen was walking towards a taxi that had just pulled into the drive.

      “I don't know when you became such an over-controlling asshole, but what I do know is that I miss the kid that used to be a trusted friend,” Glen yelled back over his shoulder at me.

      “Glen, wait!” A horrible sense of loss grew inside my chest as I tried to follow him into the drive, but I felt my shoulders being squeezed once again, and I was standing just inside the door of Lottie’s office suite.

      It took me a moment to adjust and get my bearings again. A few deep breaths later, I felt an incredible urge to run to the back, find Lottie, and start spinning her around the room again. I knew she was pregnant again, this time with our third child. Just before I took one step, I heard voices from behind one of the cubicle partitions on the other side of the reception counter.

      “That is incredible news!” I recognized the voice as belonging to one of Lottie’s closest girlfriends.

      “I’m so happy that my girls will finally be getting the little brother or sister they’ve been begging for!” Lottie's voice rang out with laughter and joy.

      “How did Bennett react?” her friend asked. “As excited as he was for your first two, I can only imagine how over the moon that he must be for this one!”

      “Oh, I haven't told him yet,” Lottie answered. The excitement in her voice trailed off slightly, replaced with a hint of shame and uncertainty. My heart pounded in my ears as fear swelled inside me.

      “Wow, really? Why not? Not that I am complaining about being the first to know, of course!” Her friend’s voice changed, as well. I recognized a distinct tone of caution in it as being one that was usually heard shortly before needing to comfort someone.

      “Oh, I know he will be as excited and happy as I am,” Lottie started explaining herself. “I really just wanted someone to share in my surprise with me. I love Bennett’s enthusiasm, and I’m not complaining about the way he treats me by any means, but he just always already knows somehow. I end up feeling like it’s his news to share instead of mine. Does that sound selfish of me?” By the end of her explanation, tears were running down my face.

      Not only had I robbed her of a massive joy that she deserved, but I had also done it twice already. The result was not only her need to turn to someone else to feel celebrated properly, I heard the guilt she felt for doing so. I opened my mouth to say something, but they whisked me back to my chair at the dining room table just before the girls let go of my shoulders.

      “What the hell was all that?” I yelled at them with all the fear and dread inside me exploding out with my words. Vila and Andi slowly walked around me and took their seats at the table. They each had sympathy and concern in their eyes. Their concern didn’t calm my anger. “That wasn’t a wish preview. That was me fucking up my relationships with two of the most important people in my life!”

      “Take just a moment and realize that right now, you are upset about a vision, not anything real,” Andi whispered softly.

      I glared at her for several moments before taking a deep breath and processing what she said. As the rage inside me settled, I leaned my elbows on the table and put my face in my hands.

      “What you envisioned was an example of how seeing the future causes people to try to change it,” Vila began to explain quietly. “One of the most complicated aspects of a wish like that is that it is always accompanied by the assumption that you have the ability to control the future, instead of just knowing it.”

      “Also,” Andi added, “the future is a concept, not an absolute. You see it. You try to change it, which causes you to see a different version which you try to change again… and so on. Most people end up depressed and forlorn because an ability they thought would give them some sort of control actually ends up ruining them by showing they have an absolute lack of control.”

      I lifted my head to look at her. As complicated as their explanations were, they made sense.

      “Next time that I ask about a wish that you know has horrific consequences, feel free to simply tell me,” I told them. “I trust the two of you enough to take your word for it. I feel as though I just lived an entire lifetime of sadness and disappointment.”

      “Ah, but warnings aren't nearly as powerful,” Andi began, “and are often disregarded, eventually. Vila and I thought long and hard about how the best way to make you give your wishes additional consideration would be before we concluded that merely telling you not to make a certain wish would have less of a chance of being effective.”

      A memory of my mother telling me not to touch a hot stove flashed through my mind. She had warned me that I would get burned, and for a while, I heeded that warning. One day, however, I convinced myself that I could touch a hot burner fast enough that it wouldn’t burn me. I was wrong and ended up with my hand bandaged and painful for a week.

      Until that moment, I had considered myself to be a daring little kid, regardless of the consequence. The genies’ preview changed my outlook.

      “I understand that,” I replied. “Let’s just move on with today, knowing that I will not wish to see the future!”

      Both the girls giggled at me and then stood up.

      “How about we move on with today, starting by getting you into your game room for your appointment with Carson?” Vila suggested cheerily. I had lost all track of time and was nearly late for my standing Saturday gaming session with my best friend who lived in Australia.

      “I think I’ll tell him I can indeed predict the future and that it has shown me that I will whip the crap out of him today!” I joked as I stood up and headed to the other side of my house.
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      Andi and Vila hovered in the doorway hours later as I said goodbye to Carson and logged off our game. I normally never saw them until after I emerged from my game room somewhere between Saturday afternoon and night. That day, it was closer to night time.

      “Hey, girls, everything okay?” I asked them as I set my controller to charge. They glanced at each other and then looked at me with nervous smiles.

      “Well, you see…” Andi’s voice trailed off. She looked back to Vila. “You tell him,” she whispered.

      Vila started fidgeting with her hands and shifting her weight from one leg to the other. “Breakfast was a little crazy this morning, and then we were trying to figure out about Henry and Mary, and then we were talking about your wish…” Vila started rambling.

      “Spit it out, ladies,” I told them, crossing my arms and tapping my foot with exaggerated impatience.

      “As it turns out, we forgot to mention that you have plans this evening,” Andi finally revealed.

      “I didn't make plans this evening, what are you talking about?” A small shiver crept down my spine. They were up to something, and it was always a toss-up whether or not it would turn out to be something I approved of.

      “We kind of signed you up to attend a ghost tour tonight,” Vila spat out quickly. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she took a half step behind Andi.

      “A ghost tour?” I asked curiously. “Why would I go on a ghost tour?” They never ceased to surprise me, but a ghost tour was a bit of a stretch from their normal surprises.

      “Remember the charity dinner we went to last month to benefit art programs for local schools?” Andi asked me.

      “Yes, I remember,” I said cautiously.

      “Well, the nice man at the table next to us was telling us about this amazing theater that is supposed to be haunted,” she continued. “He was in the process of getting the permits allowing him to host tours to raise money for building renovations.”

      “It sounds like he needs investors, not tourists,” I replied as I turned off my console. When I started walking towards the girls, they both walked backward out of the room, away from me.

      “You see, he doesn’t want to renovate the building for profit,” Andi tried to explain. “He wants to fix the theater so that young, new artists can perform there again. The theater itself used to be one of the places where new playwrights had the opportunity to have their work seen. Several famous plays began on that stage.”

      “That is all well and good,” I told her. “I still don’t see how I’m getting roped into one of these tours.” I continued to walk toward them, and they continued to back away. Their nervousness began to amuse me. Here they were, two very powerful, magical beings, and they looked as though I was about to bring the world crashing down around them.

      “Well, the man was having a bit of a difficult time getting decent crowds to participate in his tours. So, we just thought that with your glorious reputation for supporting local charities, that if you attended, it might give his cause a little better traction,” Vila piped up, tossing in a bit of flattery. The two of them had backed themselves all the way into the foyer, and up against a wall, literally. I strolled over to them and stopped about a foot in front of their faces.

      “So, you are pimping me out to a man I’ve never met, for a cause I know nothing about, so that my name may be used to raise more money for a building I’ve never been to?” I asked them in the most serious voice I could muster through the amusement I was feeling.

      The girls stared up at me, eyes wide and speechless. They both opened their mouths to say something, but neither of them could get anything out. They glanced at each other and then back to me and finally simply started nodding their heads. I stood there for another long moment, creating as much awkwardness as I possibly could for them. Just as their faces showed the beginning stages of panic, I stepped back, shrugged my shoulders, and gave them a mischievous grin.

      “Sounds good,” I said quickly, as though it was of no consequence at all. It wasn’t until I busted out in full-on laughter that the two of them realized that I was messing with them. The moment they did, however, both of them lunged forward and started swatting at my arms.

      “I can’t believe you made us think that you were so mad!” Vila cried out, beginning to laugh herself.

      “I was sure you were going to send us right back into your money clip and not let us out until you finally decided on another wish!” Andi added loudly.

      “Girls! Girls! Calm down now. It’s all in good fun!” I barely got the words out through my laughter as they continued to pummel me lightly. A few moments later, I stopped my laughter suddenly, and I acted as though I was choking up. I threw my hand up in front of my mouth and gasped dramatically.

      “Wait a minute, did you really think I would send you back into the money clip? I can’t believe you would think such a horrible thing about me! And here, this whole time, I thought you knew that I was a better friend than that!” I began pretending to sob.

      Both girls stopped hitting me, and their mouths fell open.

      “Oh, no! No! Of course, we know that you would never do that to us! I didn’t mean it!” Andi started backtracking her statement.

      “But… but that’s what you said,” I whispered through fake sobs. “I just don’t know if I could possibly go now. I’m much too upset!” The ridiculousness of my statement made both girls stop and put their hands on their hips. They finally realized that I was still screwing with them.

      “Bennett Alex Anders!” Vila yelled at me. It was the second time in two days that a woman had to use my full name against me. My pretend torment instantly turned back into laughter.

      “You two can be so incredibly gullible sometimes!” I told them, having trouble getting the words out between howls of laughter.

      The girls looked at each other and nodded once. They immediately turned back to me, reached out, and simultaneously punched me in each shoulder.

      “Go get dressed, you insufferable slug!” Andi yelled at me. “And you’d better come down looking snazzy because a photographer will be there, and I won’t have you looking like the miscreant that you are!” Both girls stood like disapproving statues, each with one hand on her hip, and the other pointed up the stairs to the bedroom.

      “Okay, okay!” I laughed back at them. “I’m going! How long do I have to get ready for this thing, anyway?”

      “Twenty minutes,” they answered me in unison.

      “See you in twenty!” I called back to them as I skipped up the stairs, basking in my success at aggravating them.

      When I reached my bedroom, I stripped and jumped in the shower. Eighteen minutes later, I came back down the stairs, dressed and ready to go. The girls paused for a brief moment to evaluate my outfit. I had opted for light blue jeans and a casual, blood-red button-up. When it came to taking photographs, I had learned a few things in the past year. Since it was nighttime, and I was certain that the lighting would be dim. The lighter colored jeans would do well to make sure my bottom half didn’t fade into a dark background. I’d chosen the red shirt simply because I thought it was a great mood color for any haunted place, and it didn’t hurt that I looked fantastic in red. At least that is what Lottie told me every time I wore it.

      My clothing choice passed inspection, and the girls shuffled me out the door to the car. Out of the three cars I owned, they had chosen the cherry-red Mustang. Vila must have been the one to pull it out of the garage since Andi, for some unknown reason, disliked driving. I held the doors open for each of them before taking my seat behind the wheel. I didn’t drive much myself since most of the places I went had something to do with work, so Glen took me. I found myself looking forward to driving the three of us to that evening.

      It took us approximately thirty minutes to reach the address the girls had given me for the theater. When we arrived, I parked the car against the curb in front of a large sign sitting on an easel. The sign read “Dare to ‘PLAY’ with ghosts?” and had a large black arrow pointing toward the side of the building.

      The street was dark, and there was very little traffic, but it still made me feel better that there was a parking attendant keeping an eye on the cars in front of the theater. The three of us got out of the car, and the girls immediately walked up on the sidewalk and stared up at the front of the building. When I caught up with them, I could understand why they were staring.

      We were standing directly in front of the main entrance to the theater. The doors were boarded up, but I could still see that at one time they must have been magnificent. They were three times larger than a regular set of doors, and both were arched at the top. Individually carved stones set outside the door frame added to the grandeur of the entryway.

      The rest of the front of the building was built with oversized, red bricks that seemed to stretch endlessly up into the night sky. On each side of the front, between the doors and the edge of the building, massive columns were recessed into the brick and stretched all the way from bottom to top. I had been in Victorian mansions where the columns weren’t even that large. There were vines carved along the columns, but they didn’t have leaves on them. Instead, there were vintage-looking drama masks where leaves would normally be. The finish on all of the masks, and the columns themselves, was peeling and cracked. In some places, entire chunks of stone had fallen away.

      Regardless of the damage and dirt that covered it, the front of the building was breathtaking and still in good enough shape that its potential to be restored to greatness was apparent. If I’d had any doubts about whether or not to lend a hand towards its renovation, they were gone. The three of us just stood there and stared until I heard footsteps approaching us. I looked to my right just as a smiling young gentleman wearing a black suit walked up to us.

      “She’s easy to look at, isn’t she?” he commented, tipping his head toward the building face.

      “She makes it very easy to imagine what she once was,” I replied, glancing back to the building.

      “My goal is to one day restore her and end the need for people to use their imaginations in such a manner,” the man added.

      I turned to him just as he held his hand out to shake.

      “Lance Wenlow,” he introduced himself. I shook his hand and took note of his being younger than I expected.

      “Bennett Anders, it’s nice to meet you,” I replied. Lance had a firm grip and a pleasant demeanor about him.

      “Yes, Bennett, I’m familiar with several of your philanthropic endeavors. I truly appreciate your attendance this evening,” he said sincerely. “I apologize for the unconventional manner in which you’ve ended up with us tonight. Andi called me less than an hour ago and announced that you would be arriving shortly.”

      I shook my head and couldn’t help but smile. I had to give Andi and Vila props for their maneuvering. They’d said they had made plans for me, not that I was actually scheduled to be somewhere. I hadn’t picked up on the slight difference.

      “Regardless of how, I am happy to be here,” I told Lance. “Will the explanation of your plans to renovate be explained during the tour, or should I attempt to pry some details out of you beforehand?”

      “No need to talk your ear off twice,” Lance chuckled. “I’ll explain everything as we move along.”

      Vila and Andi stepped to my sides, and Lance nodded his head towards each of them.

      “Lance! It’s so good to see you again!” Vila said cheerily.

      “Vila, Andi, it is good to see you both as well,” Lance greeted them. “Thank you for lending support to my little adventure here.” Whereas most men I’d met when the girls were present would be instantly distracted by their beauty, Lance maintained an optimal amount of professionalism and returned his focus to me. I instantly liked him.

      “Show us the way,” I told him. I was actually looking forward to the tour by then. Lance spun around, and we followed him around the corner of the building to a small group of visitors waiting for the tour to begin. There were only nine people, aside from us, participating in the tour.

      “I’m so excited to see the ghosts!” Andi squealed quietly beside me.

      “Me too!” Vila echoed. It was fun to see how much they looked forward to the tour. I lean down so that I could speak to them without being heard.

      “How many of these tours does Lance do every week?” I asked them.

      “Five, I think,” Andi answered. “Why do you ask?”

      “This building is going to take well over a million dollars to fix up. With only five tours a week, it will take Lance years to raise that kind of money,” I replied.

      “Yes, it will,” Vila said sadly. “Lance realizes that, but his heart is set on it. That is why Andi and I thought that your being here may help his chances of speeding up the process a little bit.”

      “Have there been any reviews about the quality of the tour?” I whispered.

      “Only a few, but they were all very positive,” Vila informed me. I straightened back up, knowing that I wanted to help the man that reaches goals. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and sent a short text message.

      “Who are you texting?” Andi whispered, waving her hand for me to put my phone away.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I told her, exaggeratedly waving a hand back at her.

      “Shush, you two! The tour is starting!” Vila scolded us quietly.

      Sure enough, just as we quieted down, Lance stepped in front of our small crowd and began his introductory speech.
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      “Luna Bell is a name that is seldom heard in conjunction with famous playwrights and their most successful productions,” Lance began, sounding official and informative. Then his voice grew louder, commanding attention. “Yet… a good number of those productions were first seen inside this building behind me!” He trailed off as he raised an arm to direct the group’s attention to the large stone wall behind him. He forcefully dropped his arm and then slowly held his fingers up to his chin. His expression became thoughtful, and he continued.

      “Why would the creators of those productions,” he continued, gaining volume and power in his tone, “the ones who had their first taste of recognition and celebration within those walls, hide the fact that their journey to fame began right here?” He spread his arms wide in front of himself and stepped aside, revealing a small, tattered wooden door behind him. “Follow me through this door as we seek to understand…”

      The group members whispered amongst themselves with excited anticipation that grew with each of Lance’s words. He reached down and slowly turned the doorknob, pausing for dramatic effect before pushing the door open. He stepped inside and disappeared into the dark for a moment. Then, only his face reappeared into the light, staring at us. He jerked his head up, signaling that it was all clear to follow him in.

      One by one, the tourists hesitantly stepped through the doorway, holding their lanterns out in front of them to light their way. The girls and I were the last ones in. We found ourselves standing in a large, square room with a ceiling so low I could touch it without even fully extending my arm.

      The crowd had fallen silent as they strained to see around them. The only light was from the now-eerie glow of lanterns. Small clouds puffed up around our feet with each step we took as we walked through sixty years of settled dust. Broken, fallen wooden stools were littered about the room. The only other piece of furniture present was a long, sagging wooden table on the wall to our left. It was like the past had just swallowed us, and goosebumps instantly covered my arms. The only indication that the room had been seen within the last six decades was the footprints left by those who had attended the tour before us. Even those, however, added another level of creepiness of the room.

      Once everyone had moved to the middle, Lance stopped and turned to face us just as a faint creaking sounded out behind us. Everyone turned around in time to see the door we’d recently passed through slowly closing. As soon as all eyes were riveted on it, the door slammed shut, causing each and every person there, myself included, to jump back and let out a mild yelp.

      “Fear not the door,” Lance said softly. “It is merely ensuring you stay long enough to learn the truth…” His voice trailed off again, and I found myself admiring his command of intonation. He knew just how to raise and lower his voice to enhance the eeriness of the tour.

      Once we all had calmed ourselves and refocused on him, he continued the speech he’d started outside.

      “What is the truth, though?” he asked the crowd in a whisper. He waited for everyone to shake their heads before continuing, adding volume to his voice. “It has been rumored that fear is what caused the successful to be silent. Ahh, but what did they fear, you ask? Were they scared that misfortune would befall their productions?” He spun around, held his arms out wide, and began nearly yelling. “Were they worried that patrons would flee for fear of reliving that horrible, fateful last act?” He stopped spinning and crouched forward, facing us as his voice pitched low and ominous. “Or were they simply terrified that the spirits of those involved in Luna’s tragic final production would seek them out…? Perhaps looking for a taste of the fame they never had a chance to experience themselves?” He trailed off as he stood straight once again.

      “You’ll have to let me know what you think the answer is after our little adventure through the past concludes. The only thing I know is that you will leave here and go about your lives, changed in ways you can’t imagine…”

      Lance turned around and walked to the far wall of the room where he pointed out two panes of glass that were so filthy, none of us had seen that they were there. They looked to be just another part of the wall.

      “Welcome to the box office!” Lance bowed deep as though he spoke for the room itself. “The last play-goers to look through from the other side of this glass had no idea they would be attending Luna’s final production.” He moved to his right and took hold of a doorknob that, once again, none of us had seen. As he pushed open a door, even smaller than the first, he lowered his voice. “They had no idea they were picking up tickets for a first-row seat to the gruesome deaths of five cast members.”

      As the people of our group whispered their shock and awe, we started moving toward the door until a middle-aged woman in the center of our group screamed.

      “Look!” she yelled and pointed to the box office windows.

      Our eyes snapped back to the windows. There, through the dirt and grime, were faint, glowing images of faces stopping to look in, and then moving on. The illusion created the feeling that the last theater attendants were still there, purchasing their tickets. As quickly as they had been spotted, the faces faded away, once again leaving only dirty panes of glass to see.

      “Oh my God, did you see that?” Vila whispered loudly to me as a group around us chattered excitedly amongst themselves.

      “I did,” I answered her. “It’s a nice touch.”

      “It sounds like you’ve already discounted the possibility that the faces are real,” Andi joined in, looking disapprovingly at me.

      “Not completely, but don’t forget, my mind sways more towards the logical than the theatrical,” I reminded her.

      “The fact that you just said that to a genie makes me worry a little bit about your mental health,” Andi whispered back as she rolled her eyes at me.

      She did have a point. I’d seen more magic in the past year than most ever do, yet I was quick to dismiss even the smallest notion that I had just seen real spirits. I didn’t have time to analyze the concept before Vila tossed in her own eye-roll and began pulling us both by the arm.

      “Come on. We’re moving,” she urged the two of us.

      Lance led us through the door and out into an enormous reception hall. “Please, take a moment and acquaint yourselves to the grandest foyer you will ever see,” he instructed us.

      Our group broke apart, and most people paired off to go explore. The room was indeed as magnificent as Lance made it sound. Even through dust and decay, the intricately carved moldings and beams had a commanding effect. The walls were covered with peeling wallpaper that had stripes and roses intertwined on it. The crumbling plaster walls beneath the wallpaper somehow added an aura of strength to the room.

      Directly in the center of the room, a large circle, approximately fifteen feet in diameter, was roped off. While nothing was on the floor between the ropes, I looked up to the three-story-high vaulted ceiling to see a huge, crystal chandelier still hanging. The intricacy of its design was something to be marveled at. Large glass droplets, surrounded by strings of glass beads hanging from gold wires, arranged in cascading patterns, gave the eyes something they could stare at for hours. Even covered in cobwebs and grime, the chandelier enhanced the level of luxury in the room.

      “You can’t find them made like that anymore, wouldn’t you agree?” Lance’s voice startled me. I hadn’t heard him walk up beside me.

      “You are correct about that,” I agreed. “Is it only decorative, or does it light up?”

      “It’s decorative, but you should see the pictures of how the other lights in the room would make it sparkle,” he answered. His voice had a level of nostalgia in it that, had he been closer to seventy years old, would have made me wholeheartedly believe that he had seen it firsthand.

      “You really love this place, don’t you?” I observed.

      “Yes, sir,” was all he said.

      “Is there a particular reason why? Or, do you simply have a strong admiration for historic buildings in general?” I had to admit, the passion he exuded was noticeably higher than any other philanthropist I’d met.

      “I am a lover of education.” A bright smile formed slowly on Lance’s face. “What better thing is there to learn from than the past? The past that is not found in history books that is.” He laid his hand on my shoulder briefly and then walked away before I had a chance to agree with him. He strolled to the back of the room and stood in front of a large row of double doors that lead into the theater.

      I looked around for the girls. They were admiring one of the columns across the room while happily whispering to each other. They both looked up at me at the same time and attempted to look serious as they came back to join me.

      “What are you two up to?” I asked them cautiously. They only tried to hide giggles when they were planning mischief of some sort. The genies looked at each other, and both of them shrugged their shoulders before turning back to me.

      “Lance has put so much work into this project,” Vila started.

      “Between the permits, and licenses, and the inspections, and the petitions…” Andi added.

      “Plus, now that your name will be associated with the project…” Vila continued, twisting her foot around on the dusty floor.

      “We thought it would be a good idea to help him a little bit,” Andi concluded.

      They both looked up at me with wide eyes and falsely innocent smiles. Between the rambling, the fidgeting, and those up-to-no-good grins, red flags were popping up all over my mind.

      “No,” I said flatly. “Absolutely not.”

      “But it’s just a few little additions to the--”

      “No!” I whispered harshly. “Just let Lance do things the way he’s planned!”

      “It’s kinda already too late.” Vila put her head down and looked up at me under her long lashes.

      “What do you mean by ‘it’s too late’?” A familiar sense of the need to prevent a pending disaster began to grow in the pit of my stomach.

      “It’s really nothing to worry about at all,” Andi attempted to reassure me in a soft, flirty voice.

      “I swear if you girls--”

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Lance’s voice cut me off. “It is time.”

      Everybody in the room stopped what they were doing and moved to congregate in front of him. To my surprise, he seemed to be staring directly at the girls and me. Vila tugged on my arms once again, and regardless of my desire to stay and force them to tell me their plan, I followed them towards the crowd. When everybody was within earshot had quieted down, Lance put his arms straight up in the air and then spread them wide as he bowed deeply once again.

      “It is time to move forward with our adventure, whilst simultaneously taking a walk through the past,” he boomed. He then put his head down and lowered his voice. “Those who have come before us have claimed to have been greeted by more spirits than any other building in this city.” He looked up quickly and shouted. “But! What each of them has failed to be able to tell us, is whether they’d witnessed the ghosts of mere audience members past…” Lance’s dramatic pause had each person in our group leaning forward, anticipating his next words. He delivered them in a deathly chilly whisper. “Or those of the cast whose fate was sealed the moment they walked upon the stage.”

      He then spun around without hesitation to open the theater doors. As he turned the brass handles, a soft rattling sounded out behind us. Suddenly, the group’s attention, as well as Lance’s, was no longer on getting into the auditorium. Everybody turned around just in time to see dust falling from the ceiling in the middle of the room. As we followed the sound, we all looked up, and gasps could be heard echoing throughout the room.

      The chandelier was shaking. Its delicate glass droplets and beads clanked against each other with growing force. The vibration began to spread down the walls and into the floor.

      I glanced back at Lance and discerned from the look on his face that the shaking was just as much a surprise to him as anyone else in the room. Then I turned my focus to the walls and floor. Regardless of the shaking, the plaster was not chipping further, and the dust was not disturbed anywhere other than from the chandelier. I slowly glared down at the girls.

      “For real?” I hissed at them.

      “What?” they replied together, innocently.

      “Stop it before you freak these people out, and they run for the hills,” I demanded.

      “This is exactly the kind of thing they came here for. Look, they love it,” Vila whispered as she nodded her head towards the group.

      I looked over and was surprised at what I saw. While everybody looked terrified, they all had an expression of awe and curiosity mixed in with their fear. Also, nobody was running away. In fact, the only person who looked truly at odds with what was happening was Lance. Before I had a chance to make another argument to get the girls to stop, the shaking receded, and the room was silent and ominous once more. Then I nearly jumped out of my skin when the group started unexpectedly clapping.

      “I don’t know how they do that, but it was fantastic!” one woman commented excitedly.

      “Look! The chandelier is completely still again! It’s not moving at all anymore!” another gentleman pointed out.

      Lance remained by the doors, regaining his composure before the group turned back to face him.

      “Let that be a warning to all who still want to pass through these doors!” he yelled out. I had never seen somebody recover and adapt that quickly. Not only had he played it off to be part of the tour, but he’d also made the whole chilling experience associated with the audience.

      Vila and Andi stood in front of me, and both turned around and flashed ‘we told you’ smiles.

      “Alright, alright,” I whispered, rolling my eyes at both of them. “So, you got lucky. Now, behave yourselves!”

      Instead of acknowledging my instruction, they simply smiled even bigger and turned back around just as Lance pushed the theater doors open. He slowly led us into the blackness beyond. As we passed through the doors, a cold breeze blew by, making the group shiver and hold their lanterns close.

      “Be mindful to stay close,” Lance instructed. “A special path has been laid out for us so that the darkness doesn't lead us down an unexpected stair.”

      After my eyes adjusted, a row of dimly lit string lights on the floor became visible. They gave off just enough light to show a path without detracting from the total blackness surrounding us. Even with the combined glow of our group’s lanterns, I could only see ten feet in any one direction. Our group followed Lance at an agonizingly slow pace forward through a break in the rows of seats on either side of us.

      “Twenty-thousand guests were in attendance the evening of the tragedy,” Lance started, sadness and despair emanating from his voice. “Twenty-thousand people stood and applauded for a scene that was not written into the play.”

      A chill shot up my spine. Although I did not know the theater's full history, Lance had eluded to an accident during a show several times. However, the idea that nobody in the theater had initially realized the horrible truth in what they saw hadn't crossed my mind until that moment.

      “If you listen closely, occasionally the audience’s applause can still be heard,” Lance suggested softly.

      The next instant, a nearly inaudible sound of applause began floating through the theater. The group stopped walking and listened intently. They were looking all around them and holding out their lanterns in hopes of possibly seeing the spirit of one of those clapping guests. Just as the sound began to fade, their hopes were unexpectedly realized.

      A flash of blue light burst throughout the theater, illuminating every seat. In front of each one, an applauding crowd member stood, eyes riveted toward the stage. The brightness of the blue light faded quickly, and the theater slowly turned dark once more just as the sounds of applause receded. I’d seen Lance jerk when the light occurred, letting me know he had no hand in its creation. He did not miss a beat, however.

      “You must be an exceptionally perceptive group for the patrons to reveal themselves to you in such a way!” he complimented the group.

      I looked at Andi and Vila, still in front of me, but this time, they did not turn around. No doubt, they knew that I was simply waiting to give them another disapproving look. Even though the tourists loved their antics, I was concerned that Lance might not be able to continue recovering from their surprises. I was starting to regain hope that perhaps they’d done all they were going to do by the time we made it through the rest of the seating area and down to the stage without further incident.

      I was wrong.

      Lance led us up the side stairs onto the stage and began to tell us more details about the gruesome deaths that had occurred there. “Hold your lanterns up high!” he commanded the group. “What do you see?”

      I joined the participants in raising my lantern and looking up at the ceiling. All that was up there were some rickety old beams and cracked platform wood. The participants started describing what they saw, and Lance let them finish before continuing.

      “What may look like normal catwalks and beams are, instead, elements that led to disaster!” he cried out, sounding frightened himself. He raised his arms overhead and fell to his knees, gazing at the ceiling in dramatic agony. The dust he'd fallen into plumed around his legs.  “It was those platforms that failed in the final scene, during which the cast was preparing to be lowered onto the stage in unison to symbolize the coming home of angels innovatively.”

      He dropped his hands to his sides and slumped over, looking at the floor. As he did so, a loud cracking came from the ceiling above, where the attention of the tourists was still riveted. Screams echoed out through the auditorium as splinters of broken wood fell down from the ceiling directly towards our group. Each of the thirteen members, including myself, threw their hands over their heads and ducked.

      Instead of being pummeled by pieces of broken beams, however, the falling splinters suddenly faded away just before they reached our heads. Lance had looked up just in time to see the chaos and duck himself. When the clatter quieted, he was the first to stand up.

      “Perhaps it is too dangerous for us to continue?” he offered up the option to the crouching guests. He had his hands held to his heart as if to calm his own terror in a dramatic fashion that would’ve made even Scarlett O’Hare proud of his performance.

      “No!” a young girl cried out, quickly getting to her feet.

      “Keep going!” a different girl shouted.

      By the time everybody was standing once again, it was perfectly clear that nobody wanted to leave. Andi and Vila came to stand by my sides, each looping an arm through my own.

      “They loved it,” Vila gushed in a whisper. I just stared at her. Thirteen people were just in fear of their safety, and she couldn't be happier about it.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I scolded as quietly as I could. “You could have given somebody a heart attack.”

      Andi started giggling. “Don't worry, they all signed waivers before they walked through the door!” she replied as though it was ridiculous for me to be concerned about anyone else in the room.

      “I didn't sign a waiver!” I pointed out, my heart rate still elevated from the fake close call.

      “You're different,” Vila chimed in. “We know you can handle it! Besides, it is almost over anyway. As fascinating as this place is, there are really just the three rooms plus the dressing area to see.”

      Andi’s head whipped around to stare at Vila. “What if there were more?” she asked her, a level of mischief in her voice beyond any I’d heard before.

      “Yes!” Andi replied without hesitation.

      Before I had a chance to say or do anything, Vila raised her hand and snapped her fingers. Andi wasted no time running over to the back of the stage.

      “Where does this go?” she yelled.

      “Where does what go?” Lance inquired curiously. He strolled over and looked down where Andi was pointing. Just to her right was a steep ramp leading down into darkness.

      I put my head down and took a deep breath. It was already too late for me to stop whatever the girls had planned next.

      “Let’s find out, shall we?” Lance asked the group.

      My head shot up. Could he be serious? The first thing that crossed my mind was that it would be a huge liability for him to take people into an un-vetted portion of the building. When he started motioning for people to follow him down the ramp, the girls came skipping back up to me.

      “You are going to end up getting him sued!” I said a little louder than I intended.

      “Bennett, don’t you know by now that we wouldn’t do something like that?” Andi purred. “The entire building has been inspected and cleared. If anybody were to go somewhere and get hurt, the liability would be on the inspection company. Plus, Vila already went down there. It’s totally safe.”

      “When did Vila go down there?” I asked, trying to wrap my mind around what she told me.

      “When we were all standing here talking a moment ago,” Andi replied as though I should have known.

      “But we were doing what you just said, standing here!” I pointed both hands down toward the floor for emphasis. It was clear that my concerns were not being shared.

      “Oh, my darling Bennett,” Andi cooed and cuddled up against me. “Haven’t you noticed that we genies can work quickly by now?”

      “Yes, but--”

      “Come on, you two! We don't want to miss this!” Vila interjected, once again tugging on me.

      The three of us began walking toward the ramp as I was sure I would get a headache if I had to roll my eyes even one more time that evening. By the time we reached the bottom, the entire group was stopped and looking to Lance for further direction.

      I had to admit, I was intrigued to find out how he'd handle yet another little side trip.

      “There have always been rumors of a secret basement in the Luna Bell,” he began, speaking as though he were telling a secret of the utmost importance. “Before this day, none was ever found.” He turned his back to the tourists and carefully stepped forward, speaking to them over his shoulder. “It was said, by those who were paid to be quiet, that when the cast fell from the catwalk, their fall did not end on the stage.”

      He stopped suddenly, spinning around so quickly that his lantern rattled as though it was going to fly off its handle.

      “Instead!” he whispered so forcefully that the group leaned back away from him. “They broke through the stage and met their demise in a secret cellar that isn't found on any of the building’s blueprints… this cellar!”

      The group members gasped and immediately started holding their lanterns out to look around them. The room itself was only as wide as the stage above it but seemed to stretch out in front of us for a good distance. As people hesitantly walked around, the only things there were stone walls, dust, and a row of decaying wooden cabinets.

      A middle-aged man walked up to the cabinets and started reaching to open one just as the door to it, and all the other cabinets began opening and closing on their own. The man hollered out and hopped backward. The rattling from the cabinets was loud and unexpected, and everyone in the room jumped with fright.

      “Quick!” Lance yelled. “Escape is our only option!” He stood at the base of the ramp waving his arm in a huge circle as an attempt to herd the people back up onto the stage.

      Vila was the first to the ramp. “We must have made them angry!” she called out, pausing just long enough to turn and make certain everybody heard her. The entire group was already on their way to following her.

      “Quick! Before we’re trapped!” one woman yelled out, hustling onto the ramp. Similar remarks were heard until everybody was out of the basement. Lance was the last one up the ramp.

      “This way!” he commanded as he moved around the group toward the side of the stage where he began leading them down the stairs. As soon as we were all at the bottom of the stairs, he stopped and turned to face us. “Take one final, fast look around! The spirits may never let us back in here again!”

      Without giving anyone a chance to really look around, he took two steps forward and pushed open a small door. Without instruction, the guests ran out the door, many of them screaming. Vila, Andi, and I followed, and suddenly, we found ourselves outside again. Lance was the last one out. He pushed the door shut behind him and leaned against it, chest heaving as though his breathing was labored. It only took a moment for him to ‘calm’ himself, however. The man was certainly made for acting.

      A full minute passed while group members clutched their chests and exclaimed their terror to each other. Although everybody had experienced the same thing, they felt the need to recount it to each other. The girls and I stood nearby, observing their reactions to the tour. A moment before I would have started to worry that perhaps the girls had made it a little too over-the-top, one woman stepped forward toward Lance and grabbed both his hands.

      “That was, by far, the BEST tour I’ve ever been on!” she told him in a voice loud enough for all of us to hear it. Her statement received an instant response from the crowd. Everybody there started clapping and cheering and echoing her sentiment.

      “Yes! I want to do it again!” an older man piped up.

      “I want to bring my brother! He has to see this!” another group member shouted. Lance straightened up and stepped away from the door, a grateful smile on his face.

      “I appreciate each and every one of you for joining me this evening. My assistant has a special gift for you as you return to your cars. You will find more information about this beautiful venture, about my plans to restore it to its former glory, and a registration sheet to send in, should you like your name to be added to a VIP list for free tickets to the first show produced after its renovation.”

      The gratitude in Lance’s voice was genuine. I could also tell that he had not noticed the small camera crew filming from about ten feet away. As soon as the rest of the tourists finished saying their goodbyes and wandered off to return to their cars, I approached Lance and held out my hand. As he reached out to shake, I turned my head and whispered so that no one else would hear me.

      “Turn slightly to your left, but keep your eyes on me while we chat for a moment,” I told him.

      The man didn't question me at all, not even through the look in his eyes. He took hold of my hand, and the two of us turned so that the camera would have a clear view of me congratulating him on an amazing production. I made certain to reference his end goal, and he took the opportunity to showcase what his project would mean for not just himself, but the entire city. When we were done talking, he tipped his head to Vila and Andi, who were standing nearby, to acknowledge their part in getting me to the tour. Once the cameraman lowered his camera, Lance shook my hand again, this time out of gratitude.

      “I can’t tell you how much your support means to the Luna Bell and to me,” he said. “Anytime you need seats filled at one of your functions, you be sure to count me in.”

      “I appreciate that, Lance, and I guarantee the girls and I will be back for another tour. You’ve done something amazing here,” I complimented him.

      “I have to ask, how is there a camera crew here?” he replied.

      “Andi and Vila have never steered me wrong,” I started. “When I saw how excited they were and how genuine you were, I made a quick request before we started the tour.” Lance started nodding his head and smiling.

      “Thank you again,” he told me. There was a look of relief and happiness in his eyes.

      “Of course,” I said, turning to leave.

      “Be sure to get your gift bag on the way out,” he reminded me as the girls, and I started down the alley toward the street. I waved back to acknowledge that I'd heard him, and the three of us returned to the car. As soon as we were all in, I started the engine and looked beside me to Andi.

      “How much are we donating?” she asked me.

      “Fifty-thousand and make sure the press knows about it. I want his tours booked out for months,” I answered without hesitation.

      Both she and Vila started clapping and squirming in their seats.

      “We just knew you’d love it!” Vila squealed happily.

      “You were right, I did love it,” I replied calmly.

      “Now, before you get upset with us for our tiny additions to the tour, we just want to say--”

      “I have no need to be upset, you've created a big enough consequence all on your own,” I interrupted Andi gently.

      “What’s that?” she asked curiously. They both had apparently felt as though they were in big trouble, which made me laugh to myself.

      “You are going to have to be there for each and every tour,” I chuckled. “Otherwise, how will they all be as entertaining as this one was?”

      The girls stopped clapping and looked at each other with mouths dropped open.

      “I can’t believe you made us do that, Vila!” Andi hissed. In true Andi-Vila style, the bickering began.

      As for me, I just smiled and enjoyed driving us home.
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      Waiting for those stupid ghost tours to be over was always the biggest downfall of going to the place I’d hid my artifacts. I had to sit in my car until the tourists left and then wait another half hour for that Lance guy to clear out. The spot in the basement of the Luna Bell was worth the irritation of waiting for, though. Nobody knew it was there, and it wasn’t on any building blueprints.

      I took a swig out of the bottle of whiskey lying on the seat next to me and watched as cars began to pull away from the curb in front of the theater. It wouldn't be long until I could sneak around back and get in through a hidden stone door I had found six months ago.

      I’d had a long night and got lost looking for my car. I eventually ended up in the alley behind the building. My bad luck at cards that evening had resulted in my being drunk. A small crack in the asphalt caused me to trip and fall against the wall of the building. When I got myself up to continue the search for my car, I saw that my weight hitting the stones had dislodged a strip of grout. When I looked closer, the grout line was slightly wider than those of the stones around it. It only took me a few minutes with a sharp rock I'd found nearby to knock out the rest of the grout.

      When I pulled on the stone, an entire panel swung open. Behind it was a small, wooden door, only large enough to crawl through. I decided not to go through the door because I didn't have a light with me, and also, I figured there was no way it could lead two anywhere secret. After all, the building used to be a famous theater. So, I had gone home and passed out for the evening.

      It wasn't until a week later that I first went through the tiny door. Initially, I went back to look for it, thinking that I had possibly imagined it in my drunken state. It took me an entire five minutes of searching before I found the false-stone panel that covered it. Even with the grout removed, the panel blended into the real stones almost flawlessly. I had to kick the wood door to get it to open that first time and was greeted with a face full of dirt when I did.

      After the dust settled, I'd stuck my head in to see if the opening led to stairs or a ramp, perhaps. What I found was a steel ladder, anchored to stone, not unlike the ones found in sewer systems inside manholes. I crawled down the ladder and ended up standing in two inches of dirt that had settled over a concrete floor. I was in a hidden basement of the Luna Bell.

      For the next three days, after nightfall, I went back and examined the room. I could not find any other entrance into or out of it. The lack of other footprints in the dirt told me I was the first one who'd been down there in who knows how long. Regardless of its obvious abandonment, I still did not feel safe that nobody would find it until I went to the county clerk’s office and pulled the blueprints for the building. The basement was not shown on them. It was then I decided to make it the hiding place for the magical artifacts I was acquiring.

      I'd dismantled one of the wooden cabinets and created a false top for it so that I could hide my items inside. The more time that passed, the more confident I became that nobody was going into the room. I wasn't going to take chances, however. I found a tattered wooden milk box at a thrift store that looked like it could belong in the basement and took it down with me the first day I left my treasures behind.

      Each time after that, when I arrived in the basement, I would push the dirt from the floor into the box with my foot. Then, before I left, I shook the dirt out of the box, back onto the floor, as I backed up toward the ladder. The process made it so that I never left any footprints behind. I'd stand on the ladder until the dirt settled, and I was satisfied that nobody would be able to tell that a soul had been in that room within the past decade or longer.

      I kept the box across the alley, pushed up against a fence, and covered by some bushes that grew there. Each time I went into the alley and got the box to begin my climb into the basement, my pulse raced a little. Just the knowledge that I’d found somewhere the rest of the world didn’t seem to know about was thrilling, and I enjoyed the buzz I got from it. I was looking forward to feeling that same buzz as soon as this next group of tourists cleared out.

      The anticipation of the excitement for entering the basement was stopped short when I saw Bennett Anders and those girls of his walk around the corner of the building with Lance. They were chatting as though they were old friends. I knew Lance wanted to restore the building, but he was just a small-time dreamer, and I was positive it would take him twenty years to raise enough money to do so. So, what was Bennett doing there?

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled up the way they seemed to always do before I hit a setback in my plan. I couldn't care less what Bennett was up to. It was simply the fact that he was in such close proximity to my deepest secrets that caused such a nervousness inside me.

      I concentrated on slowing my heart rate by breathing deeply in and out as I watched Bennett say good night to Lance. Once he left, calmness began to flood over me again. Lance went back around the building, as was typical for him to do after a tour. I watched the street and the front of the building intently to be sure that Bennett did not return. I fully restored my composure by the time Lance appeared again. He got into his car and drove away, leaving the building empty once again. When his car disappeared out of sight down the street, I started my own vehicle and drove around to the back of the building. After parking close to the fence where I kept my milk box, I got out and went about getting into my hideout.

      At the bottom of the stone ladder, I immediately began to kick dirt into the milk box. When it was full, I set it to the side and turned around. My heart nearly stopped, and the air in my lungs was forced out rapidly as my entire body tensed up in fear. I had been so focused on my ritual filling the milk box that, until that moment, I had not seen the footprints scattered everywhere across the basement floor. Not only had someone found my hiding place, but an entire group of people had been there.

      My entire body was frozen, except for my eyes, which I used to scan the room. I looked over every inch as my heart pounded loud in my ears. I had to make sure nobody remained in the basement. A full five minutes passed before I calmed down enough to move. I needed to know how they got in. Careful to step in the existing footprints, I slowly explored the room, following them to the opposite side.

      That is where I found the ramp leading from the basement to the stage above. I walked up the ramp just far enough to peer into the auditorium. The room was completely black and totally silent. I was certain no one was there but was uncomfortable in the knowledge that if there were somebody present, there’s no way I’d be able to see them.

      I ran back down the ramp and skidded to a stop in front of the wooden cabinet, holding my treasures. I didn’t care about making new prints any longer. I reached to the top of the cabinet and looped my finger through the small hole I drilled in the false top. Panic made me pull so hard that the wooden panel went flying across the room. I frantically felt around in the small compartment, dreadfully certain that somebody had taken my artifacts. Tears were already flowing down my face from the frustration coursing through my veins when my hand touched a rope.

      That first wave of relief was so intense I started crying even harder. I pulled the rope out and clutched it to my chest as though it was life itself. Then I returned to search for my other items. Good fortune had not let me down as it had so often before. All four items, the rope, the quipu, the blanket, and my precious spellbook, were still there. I clutched each of them as I pulled them out. When I had all four, I fell to my knees and sobbed.

      It took ten minutes for me to pull myself together and return to my feet. When I did so, anger replaced my relief as the sense of having been violated swept over me. I walked back over to the ramp and stared at it. There was no way it had been there previously. I had searched the ceiling to be certain there were no drop-down ladders or staircases. It wasn’t possible that I had missed an entire ramp.

      I clutched my blanket hard and stared at the ramp. In no time at all, the ramp began to glow.

      “I knew it!” I yelled out loud. The ramp hadn’t already been there. It had been magically created. The only thing different about that night was that Bennett had attended the tour. I had no doubt he was associated with the magic somehow.

      I snorted knowingly and spun around. I needed to get out of there as fast as possible to avoid being seen in the event that somebody returned. I was not going to test my good fortune further. My artifacts would have to remain with me until I found somewhere else to hide them. By the time I had crawled back up the stone ladder and out into the alley, however, I had changed my mind and decided to keep them with me permanently.

      After all, it would not be long until I would no longer need to hide them. Most importantly, I had what I needed to perform the spell necessary for me to visit Bennett in person without fear of whatever magic he was involved with being able to detect my own.
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      My senses began to stir me out of sleep. I laid in bed and slowly recognized the feeling that my attention was being drawn to something. Then, the soft chimes of an instrumental version of a classic Irish tune became recognizable in my ears. The sound grew louder, and I realized it was the doorbell. Andi had programmed the bell to sound like one of her favorite childhood melodies. I had never woken up to the sound before but realized it was actually a pleasant way to be coaxed out of sleep.

      As the bell grew to its full volume in my ears, I blinked open my eyes and stared at the ceiling for a moment. I sat myself up just as the sound dissipated. Only then did it occur to me that the doorbell most likely meant that a visitor was at my house. The realization spurred me into climbing out of bed and wandering into my closet. I was looking for a suitable pair of pants when Vila skipped into the room.

      “Bennett! I'm so happy you are already up!” she chimed. “You have a very exciting visitor!” As she traded her legs for mist, she quickly floated into the closet with me. She flipped hangers full of clothes back and forth rapidly until she found a shirt she apparently wanted me to wear. “This will go perfectly with those pants.”

      “Who is this exciting visitor?” I inquired while I got dressed.

      “He's a movie maker!” she answered. Her voice had gone up an octave with her enthusiasm.

      “Why would a movie maker be here?” I racked my brain, trying to remember if I had an appointment I had somehow forgotten about.

      “I didn't ask him for too many details, but he is most certainly excited to meet you!” Vila explained as she swirled around me. I swatted at her trail of mist jokingly as it was a humorous hindrance to the completion of my task of getting dressed. I gestured to the other side of the room and laughed.

      “If you want me to get these pants on, you'll have to swirl over there!” I informed her.

      “Oh!” she replied, laughing at herself as she flitted to the other side of the room and swished her mist back and forth underneath her. Seeing her that excited rubbed off on me, and I quickened the pace with which I pulled my shirt over my head.

      “So, what is this guy’s name?” I asked her as I pulled a sock on.

      “You know what? I totally forgot to ask him! I heard the word ‘movie’ and became so happy that you are going to be famous, I rushed right up here to get you!” she replied as she clapped her hands.

      “Did you leave him standing on the porch?” I joked.

      Vila’s eyes got wide and moved back and forth as though she was trying to remember where she had left him. Then she took a deep breath and smiled.

      “Oh, no. I did not leave him on the porch. I took him into the kitchen and had Andi make him some coffee while he waited,” she remembered.

      I recognized a great opportunity to kid with her a little bit. I held my mouth straight and raised an eyebrow at her.

      “So, you were so certain that I'd want to be famous, you just assumed I would be alright with being woken up to speak with this man I've never met?” I asked her. She wasn't fooled by my mock-seriousness.

      “Yes! Yes, I was! Even if he didn't want to make you famous, you've never turned down a meeting that could have even the slightest possibility of opportunity associated with it,” Vila shot back, crossing her arms in defiance. I couldn't help but laugh. She was not wrong by any means.

      I stood up, now dressed, and turned toward the doorway. She floated toward me, waiting for me to walk out of the room so she could follow. I quickly turned and stared at her.

      “What?” she asked, nearly bumping into me.

      “Aren't you forgetting something?” I commented sarcastically.

      She started looking around the room with a perplexed expression. Then she looked me up and down, shrugged her shoulders, and shook her head.

      “Nope, I'm all good. Let's go!” she answered with confidence.

      I cleared my throat and looked down, looked back into her eyes, then looked down again. She finally followed my gaze and realized what I was referring to.

      “Ha!” Vila called out, breaking into laughter immediately. “I suppose legs would be more appropriate!”

      “Ya think?” I joked.

      As her mist became legs once again, she put her hands on her hips and gave me a disapproving stare. Then she shimmied her shoulders and put her nose up in the air like some snobby aristocrat.

      “I do think!” she huffed, “and I'm very happy that I noticed!”

      “Good lord, woman!” I scolded humorously. “Take me to the man who is going to make me famous already!” A huge smile instantly transformed her face from faux-indignance to massive happiness.

      “Yes, sir!” she called out as she stepped around me, grabbed my hand to turn me around, and pulled me out of the room. The two of us made our way down the long, curved staircase and into the kitchen.

      Andi was sitting at the counter with a gentleman whose back was turned toward me. Both had a steaming cup of coffee beside them. Andi looked up as I entered the room and shot me an amazing smile.

      “Here he is!” she told the man who immediately turned around and stood up.

      My first impression of him wasn't the best. Although he had a pleasant enough expression, his blonde hair was in disarray, and his brown eyes were small and bloodshot. His usually wide nose was red on the end as though he’d been out in the cold. He was a short man, about five-foot nine-inches tall and rather round through the midsection. I walked over to him and held out my hand to shake. He had a firm grip and looked me directly in the eye.

      "It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Anders. My name is Dave Klerik," he introduced himself as we shook hands.

      "It's good to meet you, Dave," I responded. I let go of his hand and gestured toward the dining room table. "Come on over and have a seat."

      "Thank you," he replied. He picked up his coffee cup, and the two of us made our way to the dining room. Andi had a cup of coffee before me in a matter of seconds. She and Vila went into the kitchen and pretended to be preparing breakfast. In reality, I knew they were simply eavesdropping, and it made me chuckle to myself. I took a sip of my coffee and set my cup back down before looking up at Dave.

      "What brings you here today?" I asked him bluntly.

      "I do apologize for the suddenness of my visit," he started. "I am not in the technology industry, and therefore, getting past your secretary at 14Tech wasn't possible. To be straightforward, I am here to talk to you about your being involved with a documentary I am filming." His face had become serious, and I could tell from the tone in his voice that what he was speaking of was very important to him.

      "Yes, my assistant is a very efficient gate-keeper, I'll give you that," I told him. "Tell me some more about this documentary." As soon as the words left my lips, it looked as though the weight of the world had been lifted from Dave's shoulders. He took a deep breath and sat back in his chair.

      "The film is designed to inspire the common human to use their resources and future success to add value to the world," he began. "You see, I believe that money has a bad rap. People are programmed to view those with money as the enemy. In actuality, money just makes us more of what we already are. If you are an asshole, pardon my language, before you gain riches, then you will be a bigger asshole once you are well off. Of course, vice versa applies as well. To that end, my film will be showcasing successful 'rags-to-riches' philanthropists in an attempt to change the average person's perception of the wealthy."

      His explanation sounded rehearsed but genuine. He did have a point. Everything from mass media to dime-store comics portrayed money as an enemy quite often.

      “That's an interesting point of view,” I agreed. “Why the interest in me?”

      As much as he had a decent idea, there was something about him that bored me to no end, so I decided to get straight to the point. My question seemed to make him a little nervous as he adjusted himself in his chair before answering.

      “It is no secret that you have had fast and furious success,” he started.

      “Beyond that, what you have done with the money that has come into your life is marvelous. From the business fund that you set up to help the families from that unfortunate scam last year that lost so many people their livelihoods to the real estate business model that you created for the apartment building you used to live in, your propensity to help others through riches you've acquired is inspiring.” He opened his mouth to go on, but I stopped him.

      “How is it you know about my apartment building?”

      Last year, after learning how a wish to increase the luxury of my surroundings would go awry, I had developed a program that allowed me to upgrade the units of the apartment building where I used to live while freezing the tenants’ current rent prices at the same time. The purpose was to allow lower-income individuals to live in better environments without the fear of money-hungry real estate investors moving in to develop the entire area into upgraded apartment living that the working people in the area would not be able to afford. I had been certain, however, to not have the details of my program published publicly. My curiosity was piqued by this gentleman having knowledge of what I had done.

      “The ownership papers are a matter of public record, but as for the details, very simply put, I am an expert at researching topics I'm interested in. There are more ways to find out information than just reading what the press publishes... or, in your case, does not publish,” Dave answered.

      His explanation made sense, but his attitude had shifted to one of almost smug satisfaction. It seemed that he realized my evaluation of his demeanor because he quickly put a smile on his face and continued in a more enthusiastic manner.

      “Mr. Anders, the basic premise comes down to this,” Dave explained. “You are a shining example of how money can be used for good. In addition to that, your desire to continue working regardless of not needing to has the potential to show people what living a life of desire can look like for them. You have donated, offered service, continued to work on software that is intended to make others’ lives more enjoyable, and have remained a pleasant individual to spend time with, according to not only public opinion but also to anyone I have ever bumped into who knows you. Add to that, you being self-made, and you become the brightest example of what I am trying to show the world with this film.”

      His sudden gushing of compliments made me uncomfortable. It wasn’t because he was wrong, but because my desire to be recognized for those things was non-existent. Just as I opened my mouth to refuse my participation, he sat forward in his chair and continued.

      “Just to be clear, the film would not require any participation on your part. I am not creating it using an interview format,” he rushed to explain. I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms.

      “What sort of format are you using, in that case?” I asked cautiously.

      “I am using objects to portray the change,” he said. “Let's face it, everybody already knows who you are, and if they don't, once they see the documentary, they will go look you up and see verification of the good you've done, which I will outline for them. What I believe will make a stronger impression is showing people how you used to live. For example, the table we are sitting at right now is obviously expensive, handcrafted, and would only be available for purchase by a very wealthy person. However, I've heard it rumored that you used to have a table and chair set that you bought secondhand and refinished yourself. That set is what I would like to showcase in my film.”

      In this second commentary, he no longer appeared smug. I couldn't imagine how he had heard about my table, but I imagine if I asked him about it, I would get much the same answer as I did when I asked about my apartment building. My mind suddenly flashed to the recurring dream I’d often had. I couldn’t actually see the images from the dream, but a weird sense of familiarity washed over me. I shook my head to bring myself back to the present and refocused on Dave.

      “To be clear, you want me to lend you the table and chairs I refinished?” I asked him to be certain that I understood exactly what his request was.

      “Yes,” he answered instantly. “Also, if you happen to have a picture of what they looked like when you purchased them, that would be fantastic as well.” He didn’t say it outright, but I got the feeling that he already knew that I did, indeed, have a picture of what the set looked like before I fixed it up.

      “Well, Dave, I’m surprised you haven’t brought it up yet, so I will ask outright,” I replied. “Aside from what you feel your documentary will do for the ‘common’ human, what benefit do you feel I would get from agreeing to lend you these items? Don’t get me wrong, I don’t need a single thing, but it is atypical for someone to ask a favor without offering a benefit, and I’m curious why you thought I would say yes.”

      I figured if he knew so much about me, that he should also know that the philanthropic endeavors I participated in weren’t the same as blatant handouts, regardless of the currency. Even the tenants in the apartment building I remodeled had been required to put forth effort during the process so that they valued the meaning of the project and were able to take a higher level of pride in their homes.

      “Ah, I’m happy you asked,” Dave responded. “I am offering participants in this project the option to have a percentage of any advertising revenue gained from it, donated to the charity of their choosing. The benefit to you is having a passive avenue for furthering your current philanthropic endeavors.”

      His answer was one I hadn’t expected. It was more aligned with my values than most offers I was approached with. I picked up my coffee and took another drink. I looked over the rim of my cup to see the girls staring in my direction. Both of them were silently jumping around with excitement. I could see nothing in their demeanors that indicated they were concerned or cautious about my moving forward with participation in the documentary. I set my cup down and looked back at Dave.

      “Alright. I’ll lend you the table set and the picture,” I told him. He instantly smiled and his face flushed with joy, or relief, I wasn’t sure which.

      “I am very happy to hear that!” he replied. He stood up and held his hand out to me. I followed suit and shook his hand. “Thank you!”

      “Where shall I have them sent?” I wanted to make sure he realized I would only have professionals handling the transport of my furniture.

      Without hesitation, he reached into the front pocket of his slacks and pulled out his wallet. He opened it up, removed a business card, and held it out to me. I took the card and placed it on the table without looking at it. He correctly interpreted my action as an indication that our conversation had come to a close, and it was time for him to go. He pushed his chair in and turned to leave. I followed him out into the foyer and opened the door for him. Just before stepping out, he faced me and smiled once more.

      “I will send over paperwork by courier so you will have documentation for this. The packet will contain a form to fill out so you can indicate which charity you would like your proceeds to go to,” he informed me.

      “Very well,” I replied. Just then, a question that crossed my mind earlier came back to me. “Hey, you said it was ‘rumored’ that I had the table and chair set. Where did you hear that?”

      “Another participant in the film asked if something like that would be a good fit for it,” he started. “She didn’t mention you by name, but when I had told her that I planned on visiting you, she smiled brighter than I can describe with words. I just assumed it was you she was speaking about.”

      “Who, may I ask, is this other participant?” Being that I had not heard about the documentary prior to my conversation with this man, I was curious about who was involved that I knew.

      “Lottie Harris,” Dave said nonchalantly. Without another word, he turned and walked out the door. He had a bounce to his step that reminded me more of a child who’d just gotten away with sneaking a candy bar than a man who’d just furthered his career.
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      “Ladies!” I called out after I closed the front door. “Now that our little, unexpected visitor is gone, it’s time to get ready to go!” Andi and Vila appeared in the foyer with questioning looks on their faces.

      “We are going somewhere?” Andi asked. “But we haven’t even talked about your movie debut!” I smirked at the two of them and headed toward them on my way to the staircase.

      “You mean my old table’s movie debut? That can wait. Besides, you two heard everything that was discussed from your nosey perch in the kitchen!” I smacked the two of them on their rears as I walked between them. They each let out a little “whoop” and swiveled around to follow me.

      “Well, we just couldn’t help but overhear. The kitchen is so close to the dining room and all,” Vila defended their eavesdropping.

      “Sure, of course. That’s it,” I called over my shoulder as I climbed the stairs with them in tow.

      “Where are we going exactly?” Andi asked again.

      “We have investors to dazzle at the club with a leisurely game of frisbee golf. You remember Sven and Asher, right?” They had met them several times, but I enjoyed irritating them by insinuating their memories weren’t perfect.

      “Of course, we remember them!” Vila shot back defensively. My jest had hit home, and I started chuckling. The three of us walked into the bedroom and started getting ready. While I was in the shower, the girls got dressed and laid out clothes for me.

      After toweling off, I examined what they wanted me to wear. Although they had impeccable taste, their habit of laying my clothes out still seemed unnatural occasionally. I’d been dressing myself for years before I met them, but now, I rarely made my own clothing selections. I’d wondered on occasion if I should ask them to stop, but two things always came to mind when I did. First, it did come in handy sometimes to not have to worry about what to wear. Second, I was nearly certain I would be robbing them of joy in a way if I were to request they stop.

      So, I put the thought out of my mind and began dressing. They’d chosen a new pair of joggers and a t-shirt made of slick, breathable material. Had we been playing golf, they would’ve dressed me a little more professionally, but frisbee golf was different. One needed to be able to move a bit easier. Sven and Asher preferred less formal wear, so the outfit was perfect, as usual.

      When the girls came out of the closet, both looked stunning. They were dressed in barely-acceptable length shorts and flowing tank tops that hung invitingly off their breasts. They spun around for me, waiting for approval.

      “You both look like you stepped out of a fashion photoshoot,” I told them as I walked over to them. I kissed each on the cheek as I ran my hands down their sides, over their waists, and around to their perfectly-shaped asses. I gave each a squeeze and then turned around, putting both elbows out for them to loop their arms through so I could escort them out of the house. The three of us paraded out of the bedroom and down the stairs like I was presenting them at a party.

      By the time we reached the bottom of the stairs, our parade had turned into a joke. It started by Andi sticking her nose up in the air as though she was the queen receiving her subjects. Then, Vila began doing the ‘princess wave’ to an imaginary audience. By the time we reached the bottom, all of us were laughing so hard that I slipped on the last stair and nearly fell on my face.

      “Ladies and gentlemen! May I present Prince Grace!” Vila called out to the non-existent audience.

      “Thank you, thank you,” I boomed in a faux-regal voice. “Please, enjoy the festivities, but remember, the bottom stair is for my tripping-pleasure only. The rest of the palace is yours to fall all over!”

      The three of us busted up laughing with Andi laughing so hard that tears started rolling down her face.

      “If you’d ever said that in the royal court when I was a girl, you surely would’ve been thrown in the sanitorium and deemed insane!” she said between hysterical giggles. Andi had been an Irish princess in her life prior to becoming a genie, so she was versed in all things royal.

      “Are you certain that isn’t where I truly belong anyway? After all, I am in my upper twenties playing pretend with my two magical friends, aren’t I?” I pointed out, struggling to breathe through my laughter.

      “Now that you mention it, yes!” Vila yelled. She grabbed me by the arm and started pulling me towards the kitchen. The moment we passed through the doorway, she stopped and turned to face me.

      “Now we are in the sanatorium. Welcome!” she cracked up.

      “Feels like home!” I replied, unable to stop laughing. Andi, who was still standing in the foyer, was howling so hard she had to bend over and put her hands on her knees to catch her breath while even more tears flowed down her face. The three of us laughed our way to stomach-aches before we calmed down enough for regular speech. When we could breathe without chuckling, Vila pulled me back into the foyer and over to Andi.

      “Well, ladies, I am now making my official request for a day pass from the sanatorium with the intention to attend a regal match of disc-golf,” I announced, bowing deeply to the two of them. They both started giggling again but were able to hold it together.

      “So granted,” Andi decreed.

      “You shall only proceed under the guard of two mandated chaperones, however,” Vila added. “Do you agree to our terms?”

      “Yes, masters,” I answered. The title of ‘Master’ had become an inside joke with the three of us because when I first discovered the girls, they referred to me as Master. The term felt so far out-of-character when applied to me that I’d asked them to call me anything but that. When I began calling the two of them Master on occasion, they humorously understood the reason for my original put-off of the term.

      “In that case, away with us!” Vila announced, and we headed out the door. The red Mustang was still sitting in the driveway, and I was excited at the opportunity to be behind the wheel again. Once we were in the car and headed off to the club, I made a mental note to give Glen more paid time off so that I could enjoy the pleasure of driving more often. The trip was not a long one, and when we pulled into the club, I flashed back to the first time I’d been there. I hadn’t even owned a vehicle at the time. The girls had brought me by way of magic. My reminiscing reminded me of something else they’d done that had turned out to be an extremely beneficial bit of magic.

      “Hey, can you two tame the heat a bit? The last time I was here without you I just about melted, it was so hot,” I asked as the valet drove away with my car. That first day had been a scorcher as well, and the girls had merely snapped their fingers and created an invisible, air-conditioned atmosphere around me.

      “Of course,” Andi replied cheerily. She proceeded to cross her arms and nod her head dramatically, just once. I instantly felt cool air surround me. That didn’t stop me from shooting her a disapproving look.

      “You can’t do that!” I hissed at her as we started up the stone steps to the club’s entryway.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean!” she responded with mock-indignation. Of course, she did know what I was talking about, but I decided to spell it out for her.

      “Your whole ‘I Dream of Genie’ routine is going to get you found out one day!” I whispered harshly. She smirked back at me.

      “It’s perfectly harmless fun for magic that is invisible,” she started. “Anyone who sees it will simply be reminded of a ridiculously inaccurate, ancient TV show and get a laugh out of it. Besides, most people weren’t even born yet when the show was airing!”

      “Your job is not to entertain the world around us!” I argued, realizing that she really didn’t see any danger in her playing around. I was about to toss more reasoning her way when Vila stepped in the conversation.

      “Andi, he’s right. Stop it.” I was surprised at the drop-dead seriousness in her voice. It was so commanding that Andi nearly shrunk back.

      Vila caught my shocked look and explained further. “There is a way to see invisible magic. I’ve only known one person who could do it, but it can be done. If anyone else were to acquire the skill, they could see it too.”

      Andi looked instantly apologetic and nodded her acknowledgment. It was the first time I’d seen either one of them take an order from the other. It was the first time I’d seen either one give such an order, in fact.

      “Who did you know who could see magic?” Andi asked Vila quietly. She was controlling her tone so that Vila would know she was asking her for information, not questioning her, per se.

      “Gisele,” was Vila’s response. Her voice was forcibly even, and she offered no further explanation.

      Andi and I both knew to whom Vila was referring. Whereas Andi had been a princess before becoming a genie, Vila had been a slave. Her only caring human connection had been with an elderly woman, a slave also, who had raised her like a granddaughter. The woman, Gisele, had also been a witch. She was the one who created the original genie’s lamp just before she died as a way for Vila to escape death by her captor. Gisele’s intention had not been for Vila to be trapped in the lamp, but she was unable to finish her spell before death came to claim her. She had, however, created Vila’s dream world inside it. That was the reason Vila, and later, Andi, both loved their homes inside their magical container.

      I stopped just short of the door into the club to make sure the girls had a chance to reset and dispel any darkness that crept into their moods. I looked at Vila as I lightly slid my arm around her waist and hugged her close.

      “Are you alright?”

      Vila stared straight ahead for a long moment, her eyes blank as she retreated into her memories. Then she blinked, shook her head slightly, and looked up at me with a bright smile.

      “Of course!” she replied as though nothing had just happened. She stepped away from me and hugged Andi. Neither of them said anything, and by the time they released each other, both were back to their bouncy, joyful selves. They turned to me, linked arms with each other, and stood, waiting for me to lead them into the club. Their change in demeanor was so quick that it took me a second to catch up.

      Finally, I shrugged, grinned at the two of them, and we headed inside.
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      Just to the right of the club’s reception desk, Jack, Tommy, Asher, and Sven were lounging in a waiting area. I was surprised to see them. There had never been a time I had not arrived before they did when we’d scheduled a game together. The receptionist waved us through, and the girls and I approached them.

      “Did I get the time for our meeting wrong?” I asked Jack as I shook hands around the group. Jack looked over at Tommy.

      “No, we figured we’d play a bit of a joke on you, though. You kept showing us up by arriving before us, so we agreed to meet a half-hour earlier just to get your panties in a twist.” Jack laughed as all of them stood up. “Consider it payback for making me play this ridiculous game!”

      “Ah, I see! Too bad you didn’t place a bet on arrival time, you could’ve won yourself a change of game!” I teased. Jack dropped his head in mock-defeat.

      “Touche, touche,” he muttered. He lifted his head, smiling, and reached past me to urge Andi and Vila forward.

      “Ladies, it’s great to have you join us today,” Jack started. “You remember Sven and Asher, yes?”

      “Yes, of course,” Andi said graciously as Sven took her hand from Jack and bowed slightly to greet her. He repeated the gesture with Vila.

      “It is an honor to have you here with us,” Sven told the girls. Asher followed suit with his greetings. Then the girls each hugged Jack and Tommy as they said ‘hello.’

      “Now that we have confirmed that nobody has amnesia, let’s get this game started!” Jack chuckled at his own joke as he made his way out of the seating area, and the seven of us started down the long hall to the caddy room.

      Jack was very particular about who caddied his games. When he saw his preferred assistants, Len and Jess, he strolled up and shook hands with each of them. He was in the habit of tipping them generously before his games, as well as after. It was because of the unusual respect and consideration Jack showed that Len and Jess went above and beyond to make his outings at the club the most comfortable possible. The three of them chatted while the rest of our group met our caddies for the day. I’d once overheard a group of caddies chatting about how they liked getting frisbee-golf assignments because they didn’t have to lug around heavy golf bags. The comment made me smile, knowing that I’d made their jobs easier.

      “Ladies,” Tommy said as he turned to Andi and Vila. “Will you be playing today? I only see caddies enough for five of us.”

      “Sweet of you to ask, Tommy,” Andi replied. “We prefer to cheer you all on and silently judge your form from the sidelines today.” She tossed a good-humored wink at Tommy, and he tipped his head in acknowledgment while he chuckled. Jack cleared his throat loudly to get all our attention.

      “Ready to head out so the ladies can gossip about how ridiculous we all look?” Jack joked.

      While so many comments regarding Andi and Vila could be mistaken by an outsider as chauvinistic and rude, all of us knew they were in good fun and that the girls enjoyed the humorous nature of them.

      “Yes, boys,” Vila piped up. “Be certain to impress us out there, or we may have to take our gossip to the Lady’s Luncheon this afternoon!”

      “No pressure, though,” Andi followed up, smiling innocently.

      “Wow.” Sven lowered his head dramatically. “If there ever were a situation where the outcome could be predicted as a certainty, then the chances of us getting out of here with our reputations intact in the eyes the ladies of the club is zero!”

      Andi and Vila both started nodding their heads just as dramatically as Sven had lowered his.

      “Yep!” Andi agreed as she giggled.

      “Alright, alright,” Jack interjected. “Let’s get on with our embarrassment then!”

      The seven of us headed out to get our game started.

      The first half of the game turned into an instructional session. Tommy and I coached the other gentlemen on proper form for throwing discs while Jack, Sven, and Asher begrudgingly made attempt after attempt to land a throw. By the eighth hole, all of us had given up, and at a suggestion from Andi and Vila, we changed the objective of the game. Instead of getting the discs in the baskets, we would stand and throw from the same spot and celebrate the person’s disc who landed the furthest from the intended target.

      The rule-change served two purposes: decreased frustration for the golfers in our group, and Tommy and I quickly losing the lead in the score. It also elevated the amount of laughter our group had as a whole as we made our way through the course. It wasn’t until the fourteenth hole that business was brought up. Sven made his throw, and his disc bounced off the basket and fell straight to the ground.

      “Hey, that reminds me of the program Asher and I are considering funding,” he said. We all knew he had brought it up in good humor, but his remark opened the door for me to explain the details of the project as it had advanced since their last visit.

      “You aren’t far off, Sven,” I replied with a chuckle. “However, we now know which disc is continually bouncing off the basket.” The expression on his, and Asher’s faces told me that they followed my metaphor, which was a relief. Nobody likes a failed joke.

      “Which disc is that?” Asher asked. It was time for me to bring the conversation around to a more serious tone, however.

      “Last time we spoke about your participation, we knew that there was code being changed inside the program somehow. Regardless of how many times we reprogrammed to our specifications, the code would morph. I’d never seen anything like it,” I started, being certain to stick to terms they would understand. “Just a couple of days ago, we identified the exact line of code that is repeatedly changing. Now that we know what is changing, we have systems to observe and hypothesize about how to keep it from doing so. The experiments have already begun and are being run twenty-four-seven.” Sven and Asher nodded slowly as we walked to the next hole. Jack stepped up for his shot and paused, looking back at the two of them.

      “As simple as identification may sound, gentlemen, let me frame it for you for perspective’s sake. Have you ever read Mission Earth by L. Ron Hubbard?” Jack asked. He waited while Sven and Asher looked at each other and shook their heads. When the two of them returned their attention to him, Jack continued. “Imagine over twenty-six hundred pages of single-spaced type. That is what Bennett’s team had to read through and test to find one line of code.” Jack threw his disc and waited for it to land before turning back to his investors.

      “I thought games were usually limited to around two-hundred-thousand lines of code?” Asher asked.

      Jack nodded to me to jump back in.

      “Most are, but our program isn’t a game,” I started to explain. “It manipulates information from custom gameplay and compiles it into an entirely new, one-hundred percent personalized code sequence so that an individual has access to an original game that is designed for them alone.”

      “How is that different from what the original program does?” Sven asked me.

      “Whereas the original program pulled from existing games to combine them into a personalized gaming experience, this new software will write all-new, completely original gaming code for the user. This allows us to cut royalty payments to the companies whose code we use with the original program, upping our profit margins by millions.” As I stepped up to take my shot, I whispered quickly in Tommy’s ear so that no one else could hear. I threw my disc while Sven and Asher processed the information. When I turned around, Tommy stepped up next to them.

      “So, Bennett, please clarify something for me,” he started. He was staring intently at me. My pulse sped up a little, and I mentally crossed my fingers. “You’re basically saying that the artificial intelligence of your program will be able to ‘read’ my preferences, remember my actions, and reactions, while I play existing games... and then it will make me my own game that appeals to those personal preferences?”

      Tommy had basically just outlined the future sales pitch in the form of a question so that I could present the benefits of the product in a more sexy manner. I shot him a grateful nod.

      “Yes, Tommy. That is what I am telling you,” I answered him, exaggerating my agreement with his list of benefits.

      “And all you have to do to move the project forward is continue code-testing an already-identified line of code?” Asher jumped in with his own question. My idea had worked, and Tommy had pulled off his part flawlessly. When I whispered to him, I had told him simply, “Ask an audience question.” My intent was for the two of us to make Sven and Asher feel more comfortable asking questions. I felt they were hesitant occasionally when their question would make it clear they weren’t programming experts.

      “Yes, exactly,” I confirmed for Asher.

      “Give us a moment,” Asher told me as he and Sven walked a few paces away to discuss the information amongst themselves. The sidebar wasn’t unusual for them, and it gave Jack, Tommy, and I a chance to regroup.

      “How quickly do you think you can get that line to behave itself,” Jack asked me in a hushed voice.

      “I’ll make it happen sooner rather than later. We’ve over-delivered on every project those two have funded for us, and I don’t intend to stop now,” I replied. I looked at Tommy and made a point to shake his hand while Jack was watching.

      “Thank you, Tommy. Your question was perfect,” I told him. Jack looked at the two of us and tilted his head.

      “You two planned that?” he asked, sounding more surprised than I expected.

      “Of course,” Tommy chimed in. “You don’t think Bennett would leave a sentence uttered out here in the hands of chance, do you?”

      “No, you’re right, Tommy,” Jack agreed. “I should’ve known.” Jack smiled and patted me on the back. I couldn’t let him give me all the credit, though.

      “The question was all Tommy,” I told Jack. “I simply asked for an audience question because I knew I could trust Tommy to come up with a good one.”

      “That he did,” Jack patted him on the back as well. “Way to think on your feet!”

      “Thank you, Jack,” Tommy replied quietly. He shot me a smile full of gratitude before the three of us broke apart to receive Sven and Asher, who were returning from their private conversation.

      “Count us in,” Asher said as he approached us. Without another word, he took a disc from his caddie and stepped up to take his shot. That is just how he and Sven operated. Once they were satisfied with our ability to deliver as promised, they made a decision, and let us get to work. It was quite possibly the most pleasant investor relationship any corporation could ever have.

      The rest of the game was played out in good humor and lots of laughs. Andi and Vila decided to try a shot each. Both landed their discs in the baskets, and the mischievous looks on their faces convinced me they had ‘helped’ themselves out. Upon stunned looks of disbelief, each was quick to point out that, unfortunately, their ‘beginner’s luck’ meant they lost due to the rule changes.

      While my colleagues’ astonishment didn’t dissipate, at least their egos were kept intact. After the last hole was played out, the seven of us returned to the clubhouse. Our caddies were tipped and had departed with our equipment when we walked down the long hall and back to the entrance once again. Sven and Asher confirmed that they would be in town for the next week, and we set the appointment for them to come in and sign the contracts. We all walked out together and went our separate ways as the valets brought us our vehicles. It wasn’t until I was back in the Mustang with the girls that the joy fully set in.

      “Woohoo!” I shouted. Andi and Vila jumped in their seats. They started laughing and then started counting backward from five.

      “Five, four,” they called out.

      “What are you two doing?” I asked, shaking my head at their randomness.

      “Three,” they continued. I rolled my eyes and dismissed their weirdness as some game I wasn’t made aware of the rules for. My mind immediately drifted back to the benefits 14Tech would reap from the contract I’d just helped land.

      “Two,” they continued, now in the background of my hearing. I was consumed by the overwhelming need to fix the coding issue with the new program. The faster I could get it done, the more time we’d have for practical testing. I decided that I needed to get started right away.

      “I’m going to drop you two off and head into the office to work on the code,” I told them both. They started laughing hysterically. “What?” I asked, surprised at their reaction. As far as I knew, I hadn’t said anything particularly funny. Vila, who was sitting up front with me, reached over and put her hand on my arm as if comforting me.

      “Darling, that only took you until the count of two to decide,” she laughed.

      “To decide what?” I still wasn’t sure what they were so amused by.

      “To get straight to work on the coding,” Andi chimed in. “The second Sven and Asher said they were in, Vila and I predicted that it would take you less than five seconds to decide not to wait until tomorrow to go in and get started.”

      “You did not!” I replied, knowing full well that they most likely did. The countdown had been their way of humorously pointing out that I was a workaholic, basically. I rolled my eyes at the two of them but couldn’t help but grin. They were right, after all. I felt their eyes on me still, so I straightened up in my seat and tipped my chin up in defiance. “Shut up! You don’t know me at all!”

      The giggling lasted all the rest of the way home.
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      After dropping the girls off at home, I drove straight to my office. The building was empty, aside from the cleaning staff. As I unlocked my office door and stepped inside, I felt my mind kick into programming mode. My eyes drifted over to the right side of the room, where my computer station was set up. It was my favorite part of the elaborate office I’d earned with my promotion. The room was set up in sections. There was a demo area with a coffee table, chairs, and a couch I'd added, as well as a meeting area with my desk and office chairs. The suite even had its own bathroom with a shower. It felt like an entire office building in one room to me.

      I walked to the computer station, complete with a hydraulic desk and multiple CPUs set up, and turned on the machines. While they were starting up, I dropped my keys and money clip on my meeting desk and kicked my shoes off. It had always been a habit, or more like a superstition, of mine that I programmed better with no shoes on. Someone told me once that it must be an energy flow type of thing, but all I knew is that when I didn’t take my shoes off, I’d find myself thinking about my shoes more than the program I was working on. Once I was shoeless, I returned to my computers and sat down. I leaned back in my chair and stretched my arms out in front of me, feeling the muscles in my shoulders relax. I put my noise-reduction headset on and took a deep breath. Then I pulled my chair close to my keyboard and dove in.

      Moments later, code was flashing before my eyes. When I saw it, however, I didn’t see lines of various characters on a screen. I saw functions that the lines performed. I saw how the functions interacted with each other. I’d considered going directly to the line of code that was malfunctioning but decided on an alternate course of action. Instead, I was going to go through the entire program, function by function, to be certain no other factor was acting as an unintended outside influence, causing the issue. Soon, I was envisioning the program in terms of multi-dimensional gears perpetually interacting.

      They’d twist and turn and bend around each other as they caused other gears to do the same. As I examined the gears, they started to group together to form small machines. The machines interacted with each other seamlessly, always spurring other machines into action. As I passed each machine off as functional, it would group together with other cleared systems and slowly create a larger machine.

      In my mind, the machine took on the form of a molten, mercury box with electronic pulses flowing through and around it. When smaller machines combined with the box, they would melt into the smooth, silver surface, and the box would expand. Once the box had absorbed as many similar machines as it could, another box, connected to the first by only a single point at the corner, would begin to form. As the number of boxes increased, the group as a whole became smaller, so they were all in my line of sight at all times as I checked and rechecked new gear systems forming above them.

      Soon, the number of boxes became so vast that they started to look like a single sheet of flexible steel with squares pressed into it. When the boxes turned into that image, I paused my examination. I liked to be able to see the boxes individually. I had to check the image off as sound and operational, so I could clear it and create more room in my peripheral vision.

      After clearing the metal sheet, I blinked and looked around me. To my surprise, I saw people passing the skinny window located next to my office door. I pushed my chair back and stood up. Both my knees made popping sounds as my legs straightened, telling me I had been sitting for longer than I’d realized. I ran my hands over my face and stretched. I visited the bathroom and was returning to my desk when more people walked by my window. I couldn’t imagine what they would be doing there. The building was never occupied on a Sunday, and it had been empty when I came in. I was beginning to think that I had perhaps forgotten about an event when I walked to my door and opened it. I stood and stared. The entire office was full of staffers. One of the new interns paused as she walked by.

      “Good afternoon. Can I get you anything, Mr. Anders?” she offered sweetly. I tipped my head and looked at her for a long, awkward moment. She didn’t budge, and neither did my confusion.

      “Carol! Leave him alone!” a stern voice echoed down the hallway. Carol jumped and turned. Jack was walking swiftly toward my office. He completely ignored me, took Carol by the shoulders, and gently guided her away. “Mr. Anders is not to be disturbed by anyone. In fact, I’m going to task you with making certain nobody goes near his office today. I mean, absolutely nobody,” Jack told her in a calm and soothing tone as they walked off. My confusion about the office being full disappeared. It was no longer Sunday. Furthermore, according to Carol’s greeting, not only was it no longer Sunday, it was afternoon on some other day. Jack started walking back to his office. He completely avoided even looking at me.

      “Jack,” I said as he passed my door. He stopped and very slowly turned around. He looked at me but didn’t say a word. “Where am I?”

      “Four o’clock, Monday,” he stated quietly. “You won’t be bothered again.”

      “She wasn’t a bother, she was polite,” I stuck up for Carol.

      “Regardless, you have my word,” Jack reiterated and quickly walked away. I let him go, and I retreated back into my office. I closed the door behind me. I had been reviewing code for approximately twenty-three hours.

      “No wonder my knees are complaining,” I said aloud to myself. Cranky knees or not, I went directly back to my computer desk and sat down. I placed my headset back over my ears. I had the fleeting thought that I should give the headset company an endorsement of some kind. Their product worked so well that they kept out the noise of an entire company working for nearly an entire day.

      I brought up the first line of code, beginning where I had left off, and started inspecting again. In no time, I was back to creating gears and machines and molten silver boxes in my mind. I had cleared another metal sheet and was almost finished creating a second when I came to the rogue line of code that was causing the function issues. I paused, cleared the metal sheet anyway, and sat staring at the singular line that was keeping me from reaching a new level of artificial intelligence operation. Each pixel of each character jumped off the screen at me while I explored, poured over, and scrutinized it. The code was sound in and of itself, yet somehow, it managed to rewrite itself when the program was tested.

      My frustration began to grow when the pixels started to fade back into whole letters. I knew my brain was forcing me to take a break. I didn’t want to stop, but I’d been in the profession of programming long enough to know that there was no getting away from brain-fry. The only solution was to surrender to taking a break.

      I slowly stood up, ignoring the creaking that had spread from my knees to my lower back. Nothing hurt, my body just didn’t want to move after being stationary for so long. I walked at turtle-speed across my office to the bathroom. My legs were shaky and felt unstable. It was as if the muscles in them had atrophied. All of my body’s temporary ailments were familiar. Several jobs I’d had when I first started out in programming left me feeling just like that, but it had been a while since I’d pulled an all-nighter.

      After using the bathroom, I walked to the window by the door and peered out. The office was buzzing around just as it had been the last time I’d been out. I opened the door and stuck my head out. A nearby secretary looked up at me and then averted her eyes. She picked up her phone, dialed an extension, and spoke softly to whoever answered while occasionally looking at me from the corner of her eye. I was still staring at her, wondering why she wouldn’t look directly at me when I heard Jack’s voice from down the hall.

      “Hey there,” he said just loud enough for me to hear him. After sitting in silence so long, all the office sounds around me were magnified, and his voice nearly faded into them. Before I had the mind to answer, he was standing in front of my office door. I took a step back and opened it just wide enough for him to enter.

      “Hey, Jack,” I finally replied. I heard my own voice, and it sounded foreign to me. I suppose my vocal cords weren’t used to being still for so long, either.

      “I understand fully that you can’t be disturbed while in the zone, but I was about to come down here and interrupt you anyway,” he said, walking over to the couch and plopping down. “You look like shit.”

      “You look dolled up enough for the two of us,” I replied. Jack chuckled and pointed to the chair across from him.

      “Why don’t you have a seat for a minute,” he suggested in a directive manner.

      “I’ve been sitting all night, and I think I’ll stand for a minute,” I told him.

      “All night?” His face tilted, and he raised an eyebrow at me. He stood and walked over to stand directly in front of me. “Bennett, nobody’s seen you since Monday afternoon when we last spoke. It’s Wednesday morning.” He looked at me as though I was a patient in a hospital who needed walk assistance.

      “Wednesday?” I echoed, confusion clouding my mind. “That can’t be. That would mean I was down for a day and a half after we talked last.” I’d tried to calculate the number of hours in my head but couldn’t.

      “Hence the reason I was about to come in here after you,” he said. He gestured once more to the couch. “Sit. You can stand up and walk after you’ve had something to eat. I assume you haven’t eaten since Sunday night?” I tried to remember, but my brain didn’t want to focus on food either. In fact, it seemed my mind refused to focus at all. So, I decided to trust Jack and made my way to the couch.

      “I found the rogue line,” I told him when I sat down. He sat across from me, a concerned look crossing his face.

      “We knew where it was, remember?” he asked. I could tell he was starting to worry that I wasn’t sane, or something along those lines at least.

      “I know we had it mapped, but I wanted to see it,” I tried to clarify.

      “Feel free to answer me later if you’d like, but what were you doing with it for the past two and a half days?” he replied.

      “Oh, I wasn’t working with it. I did an inspection of the code preceding it. I ran into the line in question just before my brain shut down,” I told him. I attempted to chuckle at what I thought was a mildly humorous quip, but it came out more like a snort.

      “Okay, okay. We’ll talk about it later. I didn’t realize what you were doing. No wonder you look like you just ran across the Serengeti without water for a week!” Jack said. He stood up and went to my meeting desk. He picked up the phone and dialed.

      “Who are you calling?” I wanted to know. I didn’t feel up for other people being around me just then.

      “Andi,” he whispered while the phone rang. “She gave me extremely clear instructions that I was to contact her and Vila when you came up for air. I’m positive they’ll have food here in a flash, is my guess.”

      “You don’t know how right you are,” I whispered back, more to myself than to Jack. He turned away suddenly.

      “Andi, it’s Jack. Bennett is ready for lunch,” he said into the phone with a light laugh. “Oh, you are? Great. See you in a minute.” He hung up and returned to sit with me. “They are already here. Just came in the lobby. She said she was going to make you eat whether you’d popped out or not.”

      I managed a smile for him. Andi was a convincing liar, apparently. No way was she and Vila already on their way. They were magically zipping themselves over, no doubt. Before the thought had completely made it through my mind, there was a slight tap on the door, and it opened. Andi and Vila came in a flurry of activity.

      Without even acknowledging Jack’s presence, Vila went straight to the coffee table in front of me and pulled it closer to where I was sitting. She cleared off the decorative centerpiece and opened a bag she’d set down nearby. Soon she had the table covered with plates of bite-sized food. Andi, meanwhile, walked straight into the bathroom with a garment bag and proceeded to knock around in there for a while, although I couldn’t see what she was doing. As though they’d timed it, Andi came out of the bathroom, Vila finished setting up the table, and the two of them sat beside me on the couch, staring at me.

      “Hello, ladies,” I said in a sarcastically formal tone. Jack smirked.

      “Hello, ladies,” he echoed.

      “We’ve brought enough for both of you,” Andi stated flatly.

      “Eat, and then we’ll be on with the niceties,” Vila instructed. The two of them sat back on their cushions and continued to eye Jack and me.

      Jack shrugged and leaned forward. He grabbed an empty paper plate and began filling it with the tiny-sized food. Andi had made olive pinwheels, cut up green onion lunch wraps, mini-meatball sandwiches, and toothpick vegetable skewers.

      I was mildly surprised when he handed the plate to me when it was full. I took it from him, and he started dishing up his own plate. It took a few slow bites to get my stomach to recognize that it no longer needed to be in starvation mode, but when it finally did, the coffee table emptied quickly. I ended up eating so fast that I barely tasted what I was putting in my mouth. When I finally set my empty plate down and looked up, three sets of eyes were on me.

      “Feel better?” Jack asked.

      “Yes,” I confirmed. The girls stood up, and both offered their hands to help me up. “Am I going somewhere?”

      “Straight to the shower,” Vila informed me. I looked down at myself and shrugged. I hadn’t seen any of my clothes that wrinkled since I was in college and would leave baskets of laundry for weeks without folding or putting anything away. I took the girls’ hands and stood. They led me to the bathroom. I turned before closing the door behind me and looked back at Jack.

      “I’ll catch you up to speed when I get out,” I told him.

      “Let’s chat tomorrow, actually. I have a thing with the family this afternoon. My mother is in town,” he replied. He stood and headed to the door, stopping short. “I don’t condone you wasting away at your computer, but I swear, if you fix the issue before Sven and Asher leave this week, I’ll send you to Barbados, all expenses paid!” He laughed at the part of his own joke that was contradictory, but I had no doubt he was serious about the trip.

      “No wasting away, got it?” I chuckled and retreated to the shower.
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      Once I was showered, I dressed in fresh clothes Andi had hung in the bathroom for me. My body seemed ten pounds lighter after washing the past two days off. Standing for a period of time was good for my overly-stiff muscles as well. When I returned to the office, I felt somewhat like myself again. Andi and Vila were sitting in the chairs opposite the couch. The couch now had a light comforter and pillows arranged on it. Both girls looked up at me with concerned eyes when I entered the room.

      “I’m better, don’t worry,” I told them before they could ask.

      “You still need sleep, though,” Vila nearly whined. My glance immediately went to my computer desk. Andi stood up and stepped between me and it.

      “No,” she said flatly.

      “I really do feel better. I owe it to both of you for making me take a second and refresh my senses. I’ll just be a little while,” I tried to reassure them. Andi walked around the couch and stood directly in front of me.

      “No.” Her face was completely void of any expression, so much so that it was creepy. She stood without moving a muscle and stared up at me with her bright grey eyes.

      “Really I--”

      “NO!” she had barely moved her mouth, but the word came out three times louder than it had the first two times. I suddenly envisioned her standing in front of an army, in full royal dress, commanding them to stop. In my imagination, there was no way her army would dare defy her orders. In real life, there was no way I was going to either.

      “Fine, I’ll wait for a few minutes,” I conceded. “But then I really do have to finish up.” Andi stepped aside and smiled as though she hadn’t just thrown the hard ‘no’ in my face three times. I rolled my eyes at her whip-like demeanor change and went to sit on the couch. Before I was all the way down, Vila was at my side. She pulled back the comforter and fluffed the pillow.

      “I’m not going to sleep, Vila,” I notified her. “Just break time is all.”

      “Shall I start reciting the effects of insomnia on the human body? We figured you’d respond just as you are, so I made sure to have them handy,” she replied sweetly.

      “You do not need to do that. I’m not an insomniac. I sleep just fine. It just so happens that I can’t sleep right now,” I responded sternly.

      “Memory issues, mood changes, risk for diabetes, high blood pressure--”

      “What are you doing?” I interjected.

      “Weight gain, poor balance, low sex drive, increased chance for accidents--”

      “Vila! Stop it!” I told her loudly.

      “When you lay down, I’ll stop! Hallucinations, mania, bipolar mood disorder—”

      “Fine!” I conceded for the second time in a matter of minutes. “I’ll lay down, but I’m not going to sleep! You don’t understand. I have to finish what I was working on!” Vila smiled at me the same way Andi had as she pulled the blanket over me once I was horizontal on the couch.

      “That’s better,” Vila cooed as she tucked me in. She kneeled down next to me and started gently squeezing my legs from thigh to foot in a rhythmic pattern. Andi knelt with her and began the same type of pressure treatment on my arms.

      “That feels great, girls, but you really don’t have to—” Just then, Vila took hold of the arch of my foot and squeezed. The relaxation flowed over my body like a warm bathtub full of water.

      “Oh, wow,” I muttered.

      Andi did the same thing to my hands, and I noticed, beneath the relaxing nature of it, that my hand was sore. I hadn’t even realized it, but it made sense. They’d seen a lot of action in the past few days. I felt my eyes closing against my will as each muscle in my body released all of the tension it was holding. I began drifting in and out of consciousness as the rhythm of their hands lulled me to sleep. Just as I felt myself about to fade into the darkness of a deep, dreamless sleep, a question popped in my mind that I needed to be answered right away for some reason. I snapped my eyes open and turned my head towards the girls.

      “I have a wish I’d like you to show me,” I said.

      They both jumped and squealed a little. They’d had their eyes closed and hadn’t seen my eyes open.

      “It can wait until after your nap,” Vila said, almost in a whisper. Her voice was soothing, and I almost agreed with her, but not quite.

      “It really can’t,” I replied. “I’ll still lay here, not moving, just relaxing. I just need to see if this particular wish would be a blessing or a curse, as it seems I am usually surprised at the outcome.” The girls looked at each other, and Andi shrugged.

      “What do you want to see?” she asked in just as soft a voice as Vila had used.

      “What would happen if I wished to have the ability to communicate directly with electronic devices? It would be like me taking my consciousness into the machine or network. Does that make sense?” I looked from Andi to Vila.

      “It makes sense,” Vila answered. “It’s a very interesting wish being that we haven’t been released since technology like yours was created.”

      “Does that mean you can’t show me?” I hadn’t considered that fact.

      “We can show you,” Andi assured me. “Just relax and close your eyes.”

      I followed her instructions, and I felt the girls’ hands on my shoulders, and then a slight squeeze. I began to feel like I was falling through a pitch-black tunnel. I was gaining speed and could feel my hair being blown back as I fell. The sensation was exhilarating. Then I was standing in my office. The sudden change was startling, and I almost lost my balance and fell. When I regained my balance, I took a look around, thinking perhaps the girls had tried and failed at my request. When my eyes reached my computer desk, however, I knew they hadn’t.

      I was looking at myself. I was sitting at my computers, wires trailing off my temples that hooked into one of the towers under the desk. I saw myself as I would look if I was able to go into a computer with my consciousness. I looked at the computer screens in front of me. As if in a dream, I couldn’t actually see the code on the screens, but I could feel what it was doing, what it was accomplishing. I had created the most advanced form of artificial intelligence the world had ever seen by being able to fuse myself with the technology. My heart started racing as my excitement built. I lifted my foot to take a step towards myself, but when my foot reached the floor again, I was walking onto a stage, this time as myself instead of watching myself.

      Again, the shift was startling, but I had developed the ability to get the hang of going with the flow when previewing wishes. I walked across the stage and looked out at the crowd. There were thousands of people in the audience, cheering and clapping. At the microphone at center stage, I stopped and faced them. That’s when I caught a glimpse of several items set up behind me. I looked back and saw all manner of machines sitting in front of display boards and screens highlighting their uses.

      The first showed an elderly woman wearing a belt that, when she walked, sent out tiny wires in formations and positions that kept the woman balanced and confident. I knew in my mind that the woman’s mobility had previously been limited and had previously only been achievable by the use of arm-support crutches and canes. In the video, however, the belt was reading the electrical impulses from her nervous system and sending out wires to specific locations on the ground surrounding her feet to compensate for the lack of correct signals. The woman looked so incredibly happy as a little boy, presumably her grandson, ran and jumped into her arms, and she was able to maintain her balance and hug him tight.

      By the time I turned back to the crowd, I had tears flowing down my face. I had made that woman’s freedom possible with my new tech ability. Instead of saying anything into the microphone, I turned and held both arms out to my side, directing the audience’s attention to the display. The crowd roared. I turned back the microphone and opened my mouth to say something, and suddenly, I was in a private jet, holding a phone to my ear.

      I couldn’t make out exactly what the person on the other end of the line was saying, but again, I felt what they were talking about. I had developed an intelligence program that was being used by the world for surgical purposes. The image of the machine it was associated with flashed through my mind. It was a multi-armed unit used for surgeries on humans and animals in need. Doctors would connect with the machine via wristbands that sent wireless signals to the program, which operated the arms. The program allowed for micro-precision in the surgical procedure with the added benefit of human intuition and education. It solved the problem of human error during surgery but kept intact the humane connection and intuition needed for such procedures. I had basically created the perfect surgeon. The voice on the other end of the phone was informing me that the eighth ‘surgically impossible’ brain tumor removal had just been successfully completed.

      I filled my lungs with air and held it in as joy flooded over me. When I exhaled, I smiled. I hung up the phone and turned to look out the airplane window.

      When I looked where the window should’ve been, I was suddenly in my house. I was in my gaming room, but it had been changed. It was now another computer workstation. I was watching myself again, connected to wires, working within a network. I heard a light buzz to my right and looked over. On the wall was a clock, and the hands on it were spinning around and around, marking the hours flying by.

      I looked back at myself, unmoving, hooked to the computer, then back at the clock. Twenty-four hours passed, then thirty-six. I was still sitting there. Forty-eight hours sped by, then seventy-two.

      I felt a shiver begin to creep up my spine as I stood watching that version of myself. I could see my weight decrease, and my skin started to pale. I glanced at the clock, then back, and saw an IV had been hooked to my arm. I knew it was because I hadn’t had food or water for days.

      Then I blinked, and a skinny, ghost-version of me was standing up out of the chair finally, and Lottie was helping me. She was sick with worry, and tears were on her cheeks. She walked me out of the room, distraught with concern for my health. I opened my mouth to tell her it would be okay and that I wasn’t going to let that happen, but no sound came out, and I found myself sitting at a long conference table, alone, facing a panel of important-looking men and women dressed in business suits.

      I was back to looking through my own eyes at a gentleman speaking into a desk microphone at me. As with the other scenarios, I couldn’t hear the definition of his words but knew what message he was conveying. The grouping of people across from me was a regulatory committee, and they were concerned with my level of access to networks that spanned the world. They felt that my unusually high level of obsession with working inside the network was creating the possibility for dangerous mistakes.

      What they were trying to politely convey was that they felt I had too much power over the world’s intelligence systems. They were thanking me for the incredible work I’d done in bringing artificial intelligence to its magnificently developed level, but they were also prohibiting me from entering the networks again. They claimed my mental capacities were compromised due to failing health from long periods of time spent working inside systems.

      Rage coursed through me. I had done so much good with my developments. How could they ban me? What’s more, is they were presuming they could actually stop me. I was on the brink of so many more huge developments that would further science and technology that there was no way I was going to stop working.

      That is when the first malicious thought entered my mind. I saw a vision of shutting down the artificial intelligence systems those pompous-ass, short-sighted, suits relied on for their everyday comforts. The machines and devices I had gifted them through my hard work and intelligence would no longer work for them. Then they would see what they were ridding the world of by trying to stop me. I stood up and slammed my hands on the table in front of me, and the scenery changed once again.

      I was in the corner of a hospital room. On the bed in the room was a frail, ashen, skeletal-looking version of me. Wires were still attached to my head and led to a CPU tucked away by the wall. Multiple IVs were in my arms and legs. Various robotic-looking machines were stirring about the room, tending to gently moving my limbs to attempt to keep atrophy from destroying what little muscle was left on my body.

      “He’s gone,” I heard a soft voice whisper on the other side of the room.

      I whipped my head to my left and saw Jack and Lottie standing in the doorway to the room. Jack put his arm around Lottie’s shoulders as she turned to leave. She projected sadness and resentment from her expression in a magnitude I’d never imagined. Jack looked back over his shoulder at my pathetic form lying in bed. He was full of anger aimed at me, as well as concern for Lottie.

      When he turned his head back around, he refocused his attention to comforting Lottie as they walked away, and the door closed behind them.

      I couldn’t accept what I was seeing. There was no way I’d end up like that. The only thing left to care for the shell on the bed were the machines it had created. Cold, metal, unfeeling things were what I was going to die surrounded by. The disbelief in my mind was so prominent that it was like seeing a bad movie that was so unreal in premise you desperately wanted out of the theater and to get your money back.

      I rubbed my hands over my eyes, thinking that perhaps there was some positive part of the horror I was watching and that I was just missing it somehow. When I took my hands off my face, I was lying on the couch, looking up at Andi and Vila. I had returned to reality. As I sat myself up slightly, I looked at both of them. Sadness coursed through my veins.

      “Is that really what would happen? There’s no way it could turn out different?” I asked them quietly. They shifted to sitting on the edge of the couch beside me and looked solemn.

      “Unfortunately, no, there is no other scenario,” Vila answered gently.

      “But I did so much good.” I held onto the disbelief. “So many people were being helped. How did I lose sight of that?”

      “You didn’t lose sight of that at all,” Andi replied. “You let it completely take you over. You became obsessed with it.”

      “The more you helped people, the stronger that need became,” Vila took over the explaination. “You became terrified that you would die before solving the world’s problems, even though the world never expected you to solve them.”

      My mind sat in emptiness for a moment. I had never heard of being too helpful before, much less considered that it could lead to such dire consequences. Images of what I’d just witnessed floated through my mind.

      “The idea of humans and machines working as one has always intrigued me,” I told them. “I never stopped to consider that they, so vastly different at the core, were meant to be completely separate.” The words barely escaped my lips when a clear picture of the rogue code in the AI program I’d been working on flashed through my mind. I sat up with such a quickness that both girls leaned back, startled.

      “What’s wrong?” Vila asked as she leaned forward again and put her hand on my arm. I glanced down at her hand, then looked up at her face.

      “Absolutely nothing is wrong! I just figured out why my program isn’t working!” I nearly yelled. I threw the comforter off of myself and stood up.

      “But you--” All I had to do was look at Andi to stop her protest about me needing more rest.

      “I’ll be fine, I promise! This shouldn’t take nearly as long as I’ve spent already,” I told both of them. They exchanged a curious look with each other, and they both stood up.

      “We’d like to help, in that case,” Andi stated plainly.

      “If you let us, however, it will mean that you would have to take some time off after you finish whatever it is you are about to do,” Vila added.

      “Why? What do you want to do to help?” I wasn’t sure whether I should be worried or excited.

      “We’ll grant you sleepless sleep,” Andi started. “Simply put, we will lend your mind and body the benefits of being fully rested. The catch is that you actually would have to catch up on sleep afterward.”

      “For example,” Vila jumped in. “If you end up programming for another twelve hours, you will have to sleep for those twelve hours, in addition to the sleep you already need.” The two of them looked up at me with helpful eyes, and a warm wave of gratitude welled up inside me.

      “That would be amazing. Thank you so much! And, yes, I promise I will sleep it off after, no arguments!” I was bursting with eagerness to get back to my computers by then.

      “We’ll hold you to that,” Andi replied. The two of them smiled at me, and Vila raised her arm and snapped her fingers.

      I felt an energy surge start at my feet and wind its way up my body. I half expected to see myself glowing when I looked down, but everything looked normal. When the energy made it to my head, it was as if a thick fog had been blown out by a coastal wind. My mind was sharp again. My eyes didn’t feel swollen as they had before. I felt better everywhere.

      “This is amazing!” I yelled out. Over-excitement had taken over at that point. I picked both Vila and Andi up and hugged them tightly to me while I spun in circles. Their laughter rang in my ears. When I put the two of them down, they continued giggling while I bolted over to my computer desk. Less than ten seconds later, I had the world drowned out with my headset, and I was deep inside my program that I didn’t hear the girls tidy up the office and leave to go back home.

      It seemed like a matter of minutes before I pulled my headset off again. I jumped up from my desk and turned around to say something to Andi and Vila, but they weren’t there. I couldn’t wait to tell them what I’d figured out, but I needed to get the information to Jack too. I ran to my office door and swung it open.

      “Jack!” I yelled as I rushed out and turned to head to his office. “Jack!” I was half the distance I needed to go when he opened his office door and stuck his head out.

      “Bennett?” He seemed confused or scared. I didn’t have time to worry about which.

      “Jack!” I said again as I reached him. “I’ve got it!”

      “Got what?” he asked worriedly.

      “The program! The program works!” I grabbed him by the shoulders and made sure he was looking me directly in the eyes. “The program is corrected. It works!” His expression made an agonizingly slow transition from worried to shocked.

      “You’re certain?” he asked, trying to keep himself from getting too excited for some reason. He was a cautious man by nature, so I should’ve expected it from him.

      “Yes! Come with me!” I let go of him and turned back toward my office. The two of us nearly sprinted to my computer station. I ran the test I’d been using to show the program’s efficiency for him. Up until then, Jack had only seen the program fail the test at the exact same operation each time. While he watched that time, however, the test wrapped up, and beautifully expected results showed.

      “You’re kidding me,” he whispered, astonished. “Run it again!” I ran it again, and again the program performed perfectly.

      “It was a conceptual miscalculation, not a technical one, to over-simplify,” I told him. He stared at the screen.

      “It’s showing an additional two-hundred-thousand lines of code here,” he said curiously, pointing to the monitor.

      “Yes, it does,” I confirmed for him. “We were trying to get the AI system to assimilate the client information, analyze it, format it, and re-write the new, custom game. We needed to take some of the responsibility, the creative responsibility, off the AI’s plate. It was failing because it wasn’t sure the new game it was creating would satisfy the user.”

      “And the new code?” Jack didn’t sound like he was grasping what I was getting at.

      “The new code is an entirely new program that is now linked to the AI but operates separately. The AI collects, analyzes, and formats the information and then passes it on. The new program, a relatively simple game-writing program, takes the information and plugs it into certain parameters to do the actual creation.”

      Jack tipped his head this way and that, and then looked at me. “Have you tested the end result?” I could hear excitement start creeping into his voice finally.

      “I haven’t played a newly-created game yet. I figured you’d want to do that with me.” I smirked up at him.

      “Hell yeah, I would!” he shouted.

      “There’s one more thing.” I purposely downgraded the excitement in my voice to make Jack think something may be off. “Instead of a solidified end product, or basically an entirely new game that needs an entire data set to make changes to an existing game, the adjacent program can be fed new… informational tweaks… let’s call them. It can adjust the end product as needed to customize it even further instead of having to rewrite the entire thing.” I sat back in my chair and reveled at the mix of emotions that morphed across Jack’s face. When he comprehended that I was messing with him a bit, he punched me in the arm.

      “Dammit, Anders! I worry enough for the both of us! Don’t do that!” he laughed as I held my arm. He was significantly older than me, but the man wasn’t weak by any means.

      “Ha! Okay, okay! Just don’t hit me again, you ogre!” I joked. I typed a few commands onto my keyboard and stood up. “Ready to do this? I used the information you volunteered for program testing.”

      Each of the individuals involved in its development had allowed the AI to monitor them for a length of time and collect the information needed to write them a game. I’d had Jack’s on file and figured it would be more fun if he could play his own custom version. The two of us made our way over to the chairs near the coffee table and turned them toward the huge TV screen on the wall. As we prepared to play, Jack looked at me, shaking his head.

      “How the hell did you come up with the fix?” he puzzled.

      I smiled at him and shrugged. “I was reminded that sometimes, melding two completely different types of ‘brains’ just doesn’t work. Now, our program has two brains.”

      When Vila and Andi had shown me the disastrous vision of trying to merge a human mind and a technical one, the solution had come to me. A human brain is creative by design. That is why computers came about in the first place, to take over the analytics that humans weren’t as adept at doing. So, why would we force a program to be both innovatively analytical and creative at the same time? The old saying ‘it takes two’ couldn’t be truer, in that case.

      “Yeah, what you just said,” Jack joked at his own lack of following my reasoning. “Let’s get going. Being that this is my game, I wager I’m going to kick your ass right about now!”

      “Said the businessman to the programmer who just made the game work!” I shot back as the ‘start’ screen came up on the TV. Moments later, Jack and I were at war with each other inside a brand new game written based on his own biometric feedback. I truly felt like I was being made part of history somehow.

      We played a flawlessly-presented game for three hours before calling it quits for the night. When we shut it down, the two of us stood up and stretched. While Jack went to the bathroom, I got my money clip and keys from my desk and then shut down my computer station. The windows were dark, so I knew it was night outside. When Jack returned, he had the biggest smile on his face I’d ever seen from him.

      “You did it, Anders,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “And in less than five days!” I looked out the window and then back at him.

      “What day is this?” The last time I’d seen a human, it was Wednesday morning. I had assumed it was Wednesday afternoon when I’d gone to get Jack.

      “It’s Thursday night,” he laughed.

      “Oh, shit!” I called out. “Andi and Vila are going to kill me! I told them it wouldn’t take me long after I figured out what was wrong!”

      “Don’t worry about them. I’ve called them a couple of times to report that you were still alive,” he tossed in as he headed towards the door. He stopped and glanced back at me just before he left to get his own things from his office. “By the way, you look a thousand times better than the last time I saw you, and I know you didn’t get any sleep. What are you on?” His question was half-joking, half-concern.

      “Your turn not to worry,” I assured him. “I’m not ‘on’ anything. I guess the adrenaline from figuring it all out is the best fuel ever. I’m sure I’ll crash soon.”

      “You’d better. I don’t want to see you in here tomorrow,” Jack replied sternly.

      “Sven and Asher are leaving, though,” I protested. “I want to make sure they see this before they’re gone!” The worry on Jack’s face turned into mischief almost instantly.

      “They aren’t leaving. I spoke with them and guaranteed them they would be very happy if they were to extend their trip a few days,” he informed me.

      “When did that happen?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Two days ago,” Jack laughed.

      “What if I hadn’t finished?” I asked. I was truly surprised that Jack had, in essence, promised them results before I had any to show.

      “It’s called faith, Anders,” he replied with a shrug. “Now, go get some sleep!” He walked out of my office without another word.

      I decided to take his advice. I shut down my office, walked to my car, which had been parked for four days in the garage, and drove home. The girls wouldn’t even allow me to recount the details of my success to them before forcing me straight into bed.

      I fell asleep instantly… and stayed asleep for more than two days.
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      I snapped out of sleep as though someone had flipped a switch from ‘off’ to ‘on.’ I felt fantastic. I started wiggling my arms and legs as I sat up, reveling in how energized I was. As I headed for the shower, I wondered if the extremely refreshing result of the sleep I’d had was associated with the magic the girls used to keep me awake. Perhaps it was from having solved a huge programming mystery. Whatever it was, it would sell for millions if it could be bottled and sold. Fifteen minutes later, I wandered down the stairs and into the kitchen. I was surprised to see both Jack and Glen at the dining table with Vila and Andi.

      “Restaurant opened early today, huh?” I joked with them.

      “Yay! You’re up!” Vila hopped up out of her chair and ran to pour me a cup of coffee as I found a seat at the table.

      “What are all of you up to in here? Jack, are you making house calls now?” I tilted my head and tried my best to look as though it were a serious question.

      “I do!” he played along. “But only for people who make things that will retire me early.”

      “In that case, welcome to my home,” I laughed as Vila sat my coffee down and took a seat. “Hey, Glen,” I said, turning my attention to him.

      “Are you all rested up?” Glen asked me.

      “Ah, did you miss me this week?” I teased.

      “Hell no! I had a full week of unexpected vacation!” he shot back, acting as though he’d won the lottery.

      “Glad you got some ‘me’ time, Glen,” I laughed. “Hey, wait. Did I call you to tell you I didn’t need to be taken anywhere?” I’d just realized I didn’t remember talking to him.

      “No, and thank goodness!” Glen said dramatically. “I like it when you don’t call me because then I get to talk to the lovely Vila or the gracious Andi!” He looked at the girls and winked.

      “Forever the lady’s man, eh?” Jack chimed in.

      “I’m sorry,” Glen replied slowly. “Did you say something? I was busy admiring the beauty in the room.” He turned his head as far toward Jack as he could without actually taking his eyes off Andi and Vila. The five of us broke out laughing. When we calmed down, Jack looked over to me.

      “I just figured I’d come to check in on you today since I won’t see you tomorrow,” he said.

      “Why would I see you on a Sunday anyway?” I asked. Jack put his head down and started shaking it slowly.

      “Bennett, today is Sunday,” he informed me, chuckling.

      “I thought today was Saturday!” I replied. I had completely mistaken the length of time I’d been asleep. Perhaps that is why I felt so good.

      “We talked to Jack about another day off. You still need to take it easy for a bit. You really put yourself through some stuff with that coding marathon of yours,” Andi told me. I opened my mouth to protest, but Jack interjected first.

      “I agree with them,” he said. “Sven and Asher can’t meet until Tuesday anyway. You can remote in for anything you need.” He crossed his arms and sat back in his chair, a clear indicator that he would not be seeing me in the office tomorrow.

      “Alright, I’ll stay home,” I responded. His mouth dropped to the floor.

      “That was a hell of a lot easier than I thought it’d be!” He uncrossed his arms and picked up his coffee cup to take a drink.

      “Meh, why argue? Between you and these two, I have very little say in where I go anyway,” I joked, tipping my head in the girls’ direction.

      “Aren’t you just funny,” Vila piped up, sticking her tongue out at me and then smiling. I sarcastically blew her a kiss and turned back to Jack.

      “So, what’s going on tomorrow that I need you to come here and tell me on a Sunday?” I asked, still uncertain what he was actually doing in my house.

      “I needed to drop those off,” he answered, pointing to a large, thick envelope sitting on the table that I hadn’t noticed before.

      “What is it?” I reached over and slid the envelope in front of me.

      “The tech dynamics of the contract needs updating now that you changed the program. It should be easy enough, but nobody else can do it,” Jack explained.

      His presence made more sense now. The program details were proprietary, and Jack, although an executive for a technology company, didn’t trust technological communication for newly developed programs. He had a typist, with an actual typewriter, on the payroll to draft the secret portions of contracts and such. The woman made a good living working just for 14Tech as she had to type thousands of lines of code into those contracts. It wasn’t until the tech reached the market that he ever let anything like that be put into a communications system, but by then if someone tried to steal or duplicate it, they’d never get away with it.

      “I’ll remote in and get the screenshots. I’ll have Glen drop them to you when it’s done,” I assured him.

      “Good deal, I appreciate that,” he replied. I turned to Glen, realizing I still didn’t know why he was there either. Andi must’ve guessed what I was thinking because she piped up before I could ask.

      “We sent Glen to get Jack shortly before the time we predicted you would be rolling out of bed,” she said. “Also, yesterday, we made sure Carson knew you wouldn’t be making your Saturday appointment.”

      “Those two have quite the sixth sense, don’t they?” Glen chuckled.

      “You have no idea,” I answered. Vila and Andi blushed, to my surprise. Jack started to stand up.

      “I’d better be--” He was cut off by the loud dinging of cell phones. There were five in the room, each of us had one, and they all started an emergency broadcast message notification at the same time. We each looked at our phones. It was a natural disaster area notice.

      “Vila, turn the TV on,” I told her as the five of us headed across the room to the kitchen where a thirty-six-inch flatscreen was mounted on the wall. Vila found the remote and turned it on.

      “Behind me, you see the remnants of just one of the nearby locations, the city of Pilouwa, where an unprecedented thirteen tornadoes touched down last night without warning,” the newsman on the TV was saying. “Three of the tornadoes were classified as F4s.”

      The five of us stood and stared. There was barely anything to look at behind the newscaster. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he was in front of an abandoned lumber yard. As the cameraman panned around, however, a horrific sight was to be seen.

      A few houses were left with a wall or two barely standing, but most were completely destroyed. People, still in their nightclothes, were wandering the aftermath in shock, or huddled together, sobbing. Children were clinging to their parents or having adults help them look for their parents who were missing. Mothers were screaming to find their kids. I could barely comprehend what I was seeing. Tornadoes never touched down in our part of the country. I put my hand up, pointing at the screen.

      “Jack,” I said.

      “I’m already on it,” he replied. He walked swiftly back over to his chair at the dining table and picked up his jacket. Glen put down his coffee cup and did the same.

      “Start with any housing arrangements needed to get those people a place to stay and get back to me with a number. I’ll wire it in 14Tech’s name,” I called to him as he rushed out the door, Glen right behind him. I waited until I heard the door close and then turned towards the girls.

      “Can you take me there so I can see exactly how much aid these people are going to need?” I asked them.

      “Where did Jack go?” Andi asked without answering my question.

      “He has contacts at the office that will help get relief efforts started faster. He knows I’ll donate, but he’s going to get on the horn with as many of our clients as possible to request that they do so too,” I told her.

      “You two planned all that in under ten words?” Vila asked, confused at the lack of conversation needed for Jack and me to be on the same page.

      “Yep. Now, can you take me there?” I repeated.

      “It’s best that you don’t actually go. You would stick out like a sore thumb there. We can show you what’s going on, though,” Andi answered.

      “Good. Do it,” I told her.

      The three of us walked to the living room, and I sat down. The girls sat on either side of me on the couch, and Andi snapped her fingers. Suddenly, we were standing in the middle of the disaster. Or, at least, our consciousness was.

      The devastation stretched on for as far as I could see in any direction. Pilouwa had a population of about fifteen thousand, and not a single home was left standing. The emergency response team had managed to set up a few medical areas where injured people were lying on gurneys, sitting on tarps, or spread out across folding tables. Some were suffering from bumps and scrapes, while others very clearly had life-threatening injuries. There were a few clusters of people here and there working frantically to search the rubble for missing people or people who they could hear but not see. I started to go towards one group, but Andi took me by the arm.

      “You can’t help like this,” she reminded me.

      True. I was only seeing what was happening.

      “Let’s go back,” I told her. In an instant, we were back on the couch, and I opened my eyes.

      “That is so terrible,” Vila whispered.

      “There were no tornado shelters in this area of the country, so nobody was spared the danger,” I told her. “We are going to help them, though.”

      “Tell us what to do,” Vila said eagerly.

      “Can you create a way to get a wifi signal and phone service to the area without the tech needed to do so?” I asked her.

      “It’s possible, yes,” she answered slowly.

      I adjusted my question. “I guess the better question is, ‘Will you?’”

      The girls didn’t normally use magic for such large situations. A bit here and there was of no consequence if done discreetly, but something as big as a magical internet connection may be too much to ask. She looked at Andi and slowly nodded.

      “We’ll need to see the entire area you want to be connected,” Andi pointed out.

      “Grab my laptop and meet me at the dining table. I’ll be right in,” I told her. She and Vila disappeared out of the room, and I looked at my phone, still in my hand. I dialed, listened to the other end of the line ring, and then be picked up.

      “Lottie Harris,” she said.

      “Lottie, it’s Bennett. Did you see?” I asked her, skipping the small talk.

      “I did, it’s awful,” she replied.

      “I’m working on some things to help those people out,” I told her. “Can you spare a few hours? Nobody I know is better with social media than you.” For being a tax accountant, Lottie had an online presence that nobody would ever suspect.

      “I’m setting up a client list to solicit for donations. As soon as it’s ready, I’ll leave it for the team and head over,” she answered. “Should be about twenty minutes.”

      “You’re the best, you know that?” I said into the phone.

      “Yep, you make sure I do,” she answered sweetly and then hung up. I stood up and walked to the kitchen. The girls had my laptop set on the table and a fresh, steaming cup of coffee sitting next to it.

      “Thank you, ladies,” I said as I sat down. I pulled up a map site and zoomed in on the affected area. “Here is the damage. That would mean the internet is down for that specific site, as well as several miles around it.” I looked up at the two of them. They were hovering over my shoulder, watching as I showed them how big the disaster area really was.

      “Okay,” Vila said. “You are going to have to send us inside the money clip for us to do it.”

      I was not expecting that at all.

      “Why?” Not once since I’d met them had they asked to go into the money clip, not for anything.

      “The worlds inside the clip are made of pure magic,” Vila explained. “It will help us make the signal stronger and more stable. We could do it on our own, but it would be very draining. It’s just a drop in the bucket from our homes, however.”

      I hadn’t thought of magic as being draining. Sometimes it seemed the girls were doing little magical things all day long, and they were never affected by it. I could understand the need for more power to pull something of this scale off, though.

      “How long do you need to be in there? How will I know when to bring you out?” I asked, feeling weird about them going. I knew logically they wouldn’t really be gone, but it was disturbing all the same.

      “We’ll only need a couple of minutes. Set a timer for five, and then call for us. That will be plenty of time,” Andi answered. She almost looked excited.

      “Five minutes it is,” I replied. I pulled the money clip out of my pocket and set it on the table next to my phone. I set a timer on my phone and looked up at the girls.

      “Andi, Vila, please return to your homes until I call for you,” I told them.

      The sentence felt un-authentic because, in my mind, my house was their home. Regardless, my statement worked as intended. The girls’ legs turned into mist, and they grasped hands. The tip of their mist trails was the first to go into the money clip. At that point, I remembered that I never really saw them come out of the coin they were in when they came into my life. It was a very strange night when we’d met, and my pulse started racing as I saw their return home take place.

      A force pulled them in and shrunk them at the same time. The money clip glowed and shook on the table as they got smaller and smaller. Then they were gone, and the clip returned to normal. My eyes immediately moved to the timer, and I pushed ‘Start.’ My plan had been to do some research while I waited for the timer to go off, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the seconds, counting down to when I could call them out again.

      I tried to imagine the place they were in. Vila had talked about a river once. I wondered if that’s where they’d gone to pull more magic from. The time seemed to tick by at a turtle’s pace as my eyes began shifting from the timer to the clip and back. Finally, my phone started beeping.

      “Andi, Vila, return to me!” I yelled louder than I’d intended as I slid my fingers across the clip. The phrase sounded cheesy to my own ears, but hey, I’d never summoned them before. Well, not on purpose anyway. I had been mostly asleep when I’d accidentally rubbed the coin they were in initially. Then it occurred to me. I hadn’t needed to say anything at all. I didn’t say anything the first time. Running my fingers over the coin was all it had taken for them to appear.

      The clip immediately began to shake. It very gradually emitted a golden glow, and when the shine was at its brightest, a purple ball of light shot out of it. Then a blue one followed. The lights started whizzing around the room like wild pinballs, bouncing off of anything in their way. They got bigger and bigger until finally there was a nearly blinding flash of color.

      I shielded my eyes against the brightness with my hand for a moment. When I removed my hand a moment later, Andi and Vila were floating in front of me with magnificent smiles on their faces. Both still had a light glow around them that was fading as they returned to normal.

      “How was your vacation?” I asked them jokingly, trying to hide my nervousness about their being gone.

      “It was SO GREAT!” Andi burst out. “When we are in the clip, we tend to stick to our own worlds for the most part or in a smaller area where our worlds overlap. I’ve never been on a full tour of Vila’s world. It is absolutely beautiful! I got so many ideas for redecorating my own world!” Her excitement was stunning and comical. She made it sound like she’d been gone for weeks.

      “I’m so happy you liked it! I’ve wanted to show it to you for centuries!” Vila clapped her hands and bounced up and down in the air.

      “Why haven’t you?” Andi asked, sincerely surprised at Vila’s comment.

      “I really don’t have a logical answer for that,” she said, tipping her head curiously as if she was mentally asking herself the question again.

      “Well, I can’t wait to go back! And you are welcome to come to visit my realm any time you’d like!” Andi chimed. She threw her arms around Vila, and the two hugged tightly. I was reminded of the girls in the halls of my high school after summer break when they were seeing each other for the first time in months. The image made me smile.

      “Don’t go making too many vacation plans,” I started. “That was the longest five minutes of my life!”

      “Awe,” they echoed in unison. “That’s so sweet of you!”

      “Hey, you should come to see it too!” Andi suggested. Vila nudged her on the arm.

      “He can’t,” she whispered, shooting me a sidelong glance.

      “Oh,” Andi replied quietly. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Understandable. I don’t think we’ve ever met a human we’d even consider showing it to. At least, I haven’t, but the magic was designed to hide us from people, for the most part,” Vila told her.

      “That’s unfortunate,” I interjected. “I would love to see both your homes.” They floated over, and the two of them wrapped their arms around my neck.

      “It was great to be there, but we are happy to be back here with you!” Vila clarified.

      “I’m grateful you are back!” I told them both. They let go, traded their mist for legs, and sat down on either side of the table.

      “Let’s test that network,” Andi said, nodding her head towards my laptop.

      “Good idea,” I replied. Working with a high-profile tech company had its privileges in that I had access to network testing capabilities. I reached forward and fired up the first test, then the second, and finally, a third. I sat back and waited for the results to ping back. All three came back with a strong signal report.

      “All the dinging is good, yes?” Andi asked as she listened to my computer.

      “It is great! You ladies did a perfect job!” I complimented them. “Now, we have to let them know about it!” Nobody would expect the network to be up and were most likely using private hotspots for any connection they could get. I hopped over to my search engine and looked up the contact information for the news station covering the disaster. I grabbed my phone and dialed. A call center agent answered on the third ring.

      “Hi there,” I started before the agent could even introduce themself. “This is Bennett Anders with 14Tech. I need you to get some information to your newscaster on-site where the tornado destruction is.”

      “I’m not sure we can--”

      “Yes, you can,” I interrupted him. “We have just restored the internet access and phone signal to the area, and they need to be informed immediately so those people can start contacting their families!” There was a long pause on the other end of the phone.

      “How did you do that?” the young man asked, disbelief ringing in his voice.

      “I don’t have time to tell you the details, just get the information out,” I barked. Guilt instantly swelled up. “And come by 14Tech whenever you are free next week, and I’ll show you some of the amazing ins and outs of technological capabilities if you’re interested,” I added to make up for my crankiness.

      “That would be amazing!” the agent said enthusiastically. “I’ll get the information out right now. My apologies, what was your name again?”

      “Bennett Anders,” I repeated.

      “Perfect, thank you!” He was so excited, even though I was certain he didn’t know who I was, that he hung up before saying goodbye. Andi and Vila started laughing.

      “You just made that kid’s day, you realize that?” Andi giggled.

      “Hey, on the off chance that he’s not working newsroom phones with the intention of going into broadcasting as a career, maybe he’ll pursue tech that he may not have otherwise had a chance to pursue for lack of exposure,” I replied.

      “It’s always reassuring to see your first wish still hard at work!” Vila winked at me.

      She was right. I often didn’t actively remember my wish to make people’s lives better. Just then, the doorbell rang, and the first thought in my mind was about how my day was about to get better. I walked to the door and pulled it open.

      It was Lottie. The sun was shining off her raven black hair so brightly she looked like she had an angelic glow about her. She had on a low cut blouse and flowing skirt that showed off her shapely legs. She pushed her sunglasses up on her head and smiled up at me with the most magnetic eyes I imagined were possible for a human to have.

      “Hey there, you,” she greeted me flirtatiously.

      I leaned down and kissed her instead of telling her hello. When I went to stand back up, she grabbed me by my shirt and pulled me back to her lips. Feeling her soft mouth on mine, all I could think of was that one day I would do this, and when I stood up, she’d be my wife. When we finally did separate, I took her by the hand, led her in the house, and closed the door behind her. She looped my arm around her and cuddled up to my side with her arm around my waist as we walked to the dining room to coordinate relief for a lot of people who needed our help. I was the luckiest man in the world.
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      When I woke up that Sunday around noon, it was the first time I’d felt completely in control of my destiny. Power coursed through my veins. I threw my blanket off and stood up out of the old cot that was my bed. Soon I would have the most luxurious bed money could buy. I looked down at my hands. They were the hands of a king-in-waiting. I was one giant step closer to bringing my plan to completion. When I was done, no one would dare challenge my power.

      I walked to the tiny kitchen in my shabby apartment and clicked on the television while I made coffee. A newscaster was reporting a phenomenal tornado event that happened the night before. The images on the screen were incredible. Buildings leveled, people displaced, destruction everywhere. There were small groups of crying survivors on their knees, praying for a miracle to put their lives back together. I felt a warm tingling in my stomach, and a smile spread across my face.

      When the idea to test the ferocity of the power I’d accumulated up to that point came to me, I spent quite a while deciding the best way to do so. Destroying an old building, collapsing a bridge, and blowing up a powerplant all came to mind first. Then I’d heard the wind outside my apartment window, making the trees rustle, and the idea came to me. There couldn’t be a greater demonstration of power than to control the most powerful force known to man; Mother Nature. I spent hours pouring over my spellbook, combining phrases and studying techniques for the magic I was going to wield. I had such a mastery over the information that I never had a doubt I could put the proper spell together. I simply needed to perfect the process in my memory, so I didn’t have to be distracted, looking things up while trying to perform the magic. Finally, late into the night, I was ready.

      I had collected my artifacts and laid them around me on my living room floor. I would only actually need to use the blanket, but having them all present only added to my power. In front of me, I had prepared a two-liter soda bottle by filling it three-quarters full with distilled water. There were a variety of herbs needed for the spell, so I had put them in separate dip cups I’d stolen from various restaurants over the years, and laid them in a circle around the soda bottle.

      I turned off all the lights in the apartment except the tiny one above the stove, which shed just enough light for me to see the herb dishes I would be pulling ingredients from. I cut a piece of string to twelve inches, and laid it next to the soda bottle, spread out straight towards the west. Once everything was in place, my heart started racing. I’d thought when the moment came that I would be nervous, or anxious, or scared even, but I wasn’t. Just the thought of what I was about to do was exhilarating. I knew that if it worked, my larger plan was well within my grasp.

      I started the spell by lightly waving the blanket in the air over the soda bottle while visualizing the winds to the west stirring violently. I put the blanket to the side and one-by-one, started adding the herbs to the soda bottle. When there was only one left, thistle, I picked the bottle up by the neck and started swirling it around. An incredible sense of impatient anticipation flashed through me as I saw the whirlpool form in the liquid inside. I swirled faster and faster until the whirlpool reached all the way to the bottom of the bottle. Then I set the bottle down, quickly added a pinch of thistle to the water, and picked up the blanket again. I wadded it up in my hands and started moving my hands in a circle over the bottle. I concentrated on my thoughts of the wind, and suddenly, in my mind, I saw gathering clouds. More clouds rolled in as the wind whipped faster as I circled my hands more furiously above the bottle.

      The blanket began to glow in my hands, and a connective energy started moving through my hands and down my arms. When it reached my chest, I knew it was time. I threw the blanket straight up in the air, recited the spell I’d written, then caught just one corner of the blanket on its way back down. When the glowing blanket straightened out, it was centered over the soda bottle, and a lightning bolt of pure magic thundered down into the bottle. It went all the way to the bottom of the whirlpool, out the bottom of the bottle, to the string, and shot to the end of it. The blowback was so great it knocked me onto my back, five feet away.

      I scrambled to my knees and looked at the bottle. The whirlpool inside it slowly reversed itself and, instead of going down, started to spin up towards the top of the bottle. Soon it exited the mouth of the bottle and wound itself toward where the end of the string lay. When it was directly over the end of the string, a jolt of electricity struck the string, and the funnel closed down around it. The string was pulled inside the funnel. As soon as the last bit of string was out of sight, the funnel lit up like a shorted-out transformer and then blew apart. Water splashed everywhere, and the apartment went dark again.

      I scrambled to turn on the light and then went back to my magic circle. To my surprise, everything was in the exact same place. The only difference was that the string was gone, there was water on the carpet, and the bottle was empty. I picked up the bottle to examine it, and when I did, a shock shot through me, and I could see the result of my spell in my mind. The massive funnel cloud descended from the sky, and the tornado touched down. Elated excitement filled me as it wreaked havoc on everything in its path. When it was done, it simply vanished.

      I fell to my knees and cried tears of unadulterated joy. I had done it! I had commanded nature and her wrath. It was beautiful.

      When the tears stopped flowing, I wiped my eyes and looked at my circle once more. It was time to tuck my precious artifacts away once more for safekeeping. I reached over to pick up my magical rope when I realized something. All of the herb dishes still had herbs left in them. A slow satisfaction crawled across my mind as I made the instant decision to use them up. I took the bottle to the kitchen and poured more distilled water into it. I cut another piece of string, and I returned to the circle. I sat the string and bottle down, taking my seat behind them once more. It turned out I had measured out quite a bit more herbs than I’d needed because I completed the spell a total of thirteen times before the dip cups were empty.

      The TV changed to a commercial break, and I blinked myself back to the present. I looked at the coffee cup in my hand and decided I was thirsty for something else. My entire body was buzzing with anticipation of my next magical act. It would be performed very soon. I reveled in the feeling as I pulled a glass from the cupboard and filled it with vodka. I took a sip and reached for the TV remote. I flipped the channels until I found another one reporting on the horrible incident, as they called it. I put my vodka to my lips again, drank, and then looked at my glass. I knew I would be upgrading the contents of my cup to a much more expensive brand in no time. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed a number I’d saved quite some time ago. I continued to drink while the line rang. Soon, the other end picked up.

      “Jack Richards,” he answered.

      “Hi, Jack, this is Dave Klerik. I was calling to see if tomorrow would be a good time to swing by and pick up the item we’d discussed last week,” I told him in my professional-filmmaker voice.

      “Yeah, sure, Dave,” Jack told me. “I have to go. It’s crazy around here. Just swing by whenever.”

      “Thank you, sir. See you tom--” Jack had already hung up. That was okay, though. I had what I needed: an appointment to pick up my last artifact. I chuckled as I set the phone on the counter and turned the TV volume up.

      “The citizens of Pillouwa owe a debt of gratitude to the nearby technology company, 14Tech. The company leaped into action upon hearing of last night’s events and has already begun coordinating food and temporary shelter efforts. 14Tech is footing the bill for residents to be housed, and through some new type of technology we have yet to learn more about, they have restored wireless internet to the area so that survivors can contact their extended families.”

      The newscaster had a look of sympathy and appreciation on his face that made my stomach turn. That must have been why Jack had to get off the phone so quickly. No doubt Bennett had a hand in covering that housing bill. I wasn’t too concerned, however. I smiled at the thought that it wouldn’t be too long before Bennett wouldn’t be able to worry about saving the unfortunate any longer.
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      By the time the final donation number for the day had come in, and I’d transferred the money to the Pillouwa relief fund, it was well past time for dinner. Lottie, Vila, Andi, and I had worked all day from the house while Jack coordinated efforts from the office. We’d managed to get through to some of the teams on site of the disaster to get a first-hand account of what they needed most, and we could hear the sadness in the background. While it felt good to be able to help, the process left all of us emotionally drained. We decided the easiest solution to the dinner issue was to order in, so we chose a local Chinese restaurant and phoned in for delivery. Twenty minutes later, a young gentleman showed up with our food, and we sat to eat. None of us spoke until we had enough food in our stomachs to at least stop the growling that we were making fun of before our food arrived. After General Tsao’s chicken, crab-cheese wontons, and the best hot-and-sour soup I’d ever tasted, I sat back in my chair, took a deep breath and let it out.

      “I guess a good way to shut all of us up is to just starve us for a while and then let us loose on take-out,” I joked. Lottie swallowed the last bite of her chicken lo-mein and nodded her head.

      “No doubt! I haven’t been that hungry in a while,” she agreed. “Great pick on the restaurant.”

      “Vila is the one who suggested it. She’s been wanting to try it for a while now,” I told her. Vila smiled and started to nod, as well.

      “We walked by it that once, and it just smelled so good!” she chimed in.

      “Yeah,” Andi started. “And Vila and I haven’t Chinese like that for at least two-hund--”

      “For at least two hard, long months,” Vila jumped in. I stared at Andi. I couldn’t believe she’d almost slipped up like that. She recovered quickly, however.

      “I just love it so much. Definitely one of my favorites. If I go too long, I swear I get cranky,” she laughed. Her laugh sounded natural enough, but I could tell she was apologizing to Vila with her eyes.

      “I’m a fan of Chinese, but Italian food is where my weakness lies,” Lottie added. She hadn’t caught on to the girls’ silent communication.

      “What is your favorite dish?” Andi asked. She wanted to do anything to steer the conversation far away from Chinese food at that point.

      “Hands-down, fettuccine chicken Florentine,” Lottie answered.

      “That’s one of mine too,” Vila interjected. “The last time I ordered it, though, there was a recall on spinach, and no one was serving it.” She pretended to pout, and Lottie giggled.

      “I have to say, you girls look just radiant today,” Lottie complimented them both. “What’s the change?” Vila smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

      “Maybe because we are planning a trip home,” she answered. Andi’s head whipped sideways to stare at Vila in disbelief.

      “That’s fantastic!” Lottie replied. “Where’s home?”

      “Ireland,” Vila answered without hesitation. Andi’s mouth dropped open.

      “I’ve always dreamed of going to Ireland. Tell me what it’s really like, not all the touristy-stuff!” Lottie got excited like a little kid waiting to hear a fairy tale. I crossed my arms and got comfortable. I was interested to hear Vila’s answer as well. Not so much because I’d never thought I’d hear either girl speak of home to anyone other than me, but because Andi was the one from Ireland and she didn’t look at all like she knew what to say at the moment. Vila smiled innocently.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ve heard it’s beautiful and that even on rainy days, the whole country is green like you’ve never seen before,” Vila started. “I grew up on a small farm, and one of my favorite pastimes was picking wildflowers. Andi has some pretty entertaining stories from her home, though. She should be the one to tell you about it.”

      I was seriously impressed. Vila had managed to, technically, not say a single thing that wasn’t true while lying by implication at the same time. I looked over at Andi, who was struggling to recover from her surprise.

      “I, um… well… let me think,” Andi stumbled over her words. She took a deep breath and recouped before continuing. “What they say is absolutely true. What you don’t hear often is how inconvenient it is to roll down hills as a child when they always seem to be wet!”

      “Oh, no!” Lottie replied, laughing.

      “Yeah, and then I’d get in trouble for being wet and have to change clothes. But that made no sense because then I’d be told to go feed the pigs and you can imagine that wasn’t a clean job! So, there I’d be, in trouble again and changing clothes… again!” Andi was really laughing at herself by that point.

      “So, you grew up on a farm too?” Lottie asked.

      “For the most part,” Andi answered. Her eyes went a little blank as she thought of her life after leaving the farm. “I moved to a more populated part of the country later. I just remember my, um… house… being so cold all the time in the winter. I swear the place didn’t have any insolation.”

      “Was it really a construction issue? What was your house made out of?” Lottie was genuinely interested in getting all the details.

      “Stone,” Andi replied. “It was a very old house.”

      “Aside from the cold part, I think I’d love having a stone house. They are so pretty, or at least the ones I’ve seen. Plus, I think I’d feel like I was living in a castle,” Lottie said and started laughing. I held my breath for a moment while Andi’s face flushed.

      “You should definitely visit the castles when you go. Now, they are seriously under-insulated but more beautiful than you can imagine,” Andi reminisced without Lottie knowing it. “There is one I was in that had the most beautiful tapestries, and a maze of hidden tunnels like you’d only expect to find in movies.”

      “It sounds absolutely fantastic!” Lottie said dreamily. She shifted her attention to Vila. “Did you get to see castles too?” Vila smiled at her as she slowly shook her head.

      “No, I didn’t. My grandmother is the one who raised me, and she was rather old. We didn’t travel really,” Vila recalled, once again not being untruthful. If I ever needed a lawyer, I realized Vila would’ve made a great one.

      “If I ever book a trip, I’m bringing you two with me!” Lottie commented, truly loving the idea.

      “Sounds like a plan.” Vila smiled at her. Lottie looked to Andi for her agreement as well.

      “Yes, of course,” Andi answered sweetly. She let out a long breath and grinned as best she could without showing Lottie how awkward she felt. Lottie glanced over to me.

      “You can come too,” she joked.

      “Anytime!” I replied. The thought of traveling together was quite appealing once I started thinking about it. That is one thing I hadn’t done much of since acquiring my millions. “When do you want to go?”

      “When it is summertime. I read that the sun is up almost all day and night!” Lottie said excitedly. She turned to the girls. “Is that true?”

      “It is,” Andi answered. “Doesn’t get dark until after eleven at night sometimes. It makes for fun outdoor dinner parties with too much courmi flowing!” She started laughing but stopped short when she saw Lottie’s eyebrow raise.

      “Courmi is an old word for a local alcoholic drink,” Andi clarified quickly, realizing her mistake of using a vintage term.

      “See? That is the kind of cultural knowledge one should know before visiting another country!” Lottie laughed. I figured it was time to let Andi off the hook, so I sat forward and scooted my chair back.

      “How about we go enjoy our own summer out in the backyard?” I stood up and leaned to put my mouth next to Lottie’s ear. “I hear there is an amazing hammock out there that is perfect for getting all wrapped up in,” I whispered.

      She looked up at me with knowing eyes. “Sounds like a great plan,” she replied shyly, glancing at the girls. “Are you two going to--?”

      “We have a lot of things to get done before tomorrow, so we’re going to call it a night,” Andi interrupted her. When Lottie looked down to get her napkin off her lap, both Andi and Vila winked at me. I smiled and rolled my eyes at them before pulling Lottie’s chair back as she stood up.

      “It was really great to see you two without us all being super busy,” Lottie replied. “Thank you so much for sharing your stories about your home with me.”

      “Of course, anytime,” Vila answered, trying not to laugh under her breath. She knew she was going to get an earful from Andi as soon as Lottie and I were gone, so she was taking every last chance to get her shots in.

      “Goodnight, ladies,” I told both of them as I took hold of Lottie’s hand.

      “Goodnight,” Andi and Vila replied in unison.

      Lottie and I walked back to the foyer and past the stairs to a set of sliding glass doors leading to the back yard. The doors opened to a pinewood patio that had stairs going down to a perfectly manicured lawn. To the left, there was a swimming pool and hot tub, and to the right, I’d set up lawn games like horseshoes and corn-hole. Directly in the center were two large oak trees, and a two-person hammock was strung between them. I had inserted a circle of glow lamps into the ground surrounding the trees, making a perfectly romantic setting for warm nights like that one.

      “Hammock?” I asked.

      “Most certainly,” Lottie answered, pulling me down the patio stairs. When we got to the trees, we both kicked off our shoes, and I held the hammock steady for her while she laid down. Then I carefully laid next to her, doing my best to make sure I didn’t tip the entire thing over and have both of us land on the ground. It didn’t seem to matter what quality a hammock was, the chance of ending up looking like a cartoon character getting ejected from one always seemed to exist.

      Once I was in, I pulled her close to me. I reached up and tipped her face towards mine and kissed her softly. When I pulled away, she smiled without opening her eyes, so I kissed her again.

      “Thank you for all your help today,” I whispered between kisses.

      “I’ll do it again tomorrow if we can end up right back here,” she moaned. She wrapped her arms around me, and I felt my entire body respond to her closeness. My mouth left hers and traveled to her neck, and down her throat, playfully kissing, licking and suckling.

      “Mmm,” she breathed out and pushed herself against me.

      I carefully pulled her on top of me and continued caressing her neck with my tongue. She ran her feather-soft lips over my ear and slowly pressed her pelvis against mine. Upon feeling my bulging erection through our clothes, she moaned even louder. Her sounds made me crazy with wanting. I ran my hands up under the bottom of her shirt and slowly pushed it up over her head. She was wearing a red, lacy bra that invitingly pushed her tits together.

      I took hold of her waist and pulled her body up as I pulled her bra down. As I lowered her breast into my mouth, I danced my tongue around and flicked it back and forth across her nipple before gently sucking her further into my mouth. She arched her back as a shiver ran through her.

      “How do you make me so hot and wet so easily?” she whispered breathily as she wrapped her legs around me, pressing into me even harder.

      “I want you ready for me to slide my cock up into you whenever I feel like it,” I groaned against her breast. My words, and lips, made her arch even more, and the hammock started to swing gently.

      “Just know that when you do slide into me, I’m going to squeeze my pussy so tight on you that you won’t be able to stop yourself from cumming.” She started to rhythmically grind against me.

      “You think so, do you?” I pushed my hips up into her crotch, and she sucked her breath in. “We’ll see about that. I think you’re going to mount me, and it’s going to feel so good, you never want my cock to leave you,” I grunted.

      I reached around her back and unlatched her bra, letting her full, smooth breast fall against my face. I breathed in her sweet scent and ran my tongue between them. She sat upon me, let her bra drop off, and unbuckled my pants. I lifted myself as she pushed them just low enough for my cock to be freed. I cupped her breasts in my hands, rolling her nipples between my fingers. She closed her eyes and let the little shocks of pleasure course through her. She ran her hands down my chest and across my stomach, slowing just before reaching my crotch.

      “I think you deserve a good riding,” she teased as she encircled me with her hand. The jolt from her touch made me grab onto her hips.

      “You’re damn right, I do,” I said as I sat up and pulled her chest to mine. “Are you going to ride me hard, or slow?” I slid my hand over her round ass and lifted her skirt.

      “I want to ride you hard,” she moaned as I looped my finger around her thong.

      “Then you won’t be needing these,” I whispered. I ripped her underwear off and threw them aside. I pulled her forward and delighted in her pussy lips, sliding up against me. She spread just a little, and I felt the heat from her juices rub against my dick. I put my mouth to her other breast and sucked hard on her nipple. She squealed out in delight and gripped my shoulders, digging her nails in.

      “I want you inside me,” she pleaded, sliding herself up, ready to lift her hips and mount me.

      “You are going to have to wait,” I growled against her skin. I looped my arm around her leg and softly slid my fingers between us. She was throbbing and wet as I massaged her nub, making her jolt with shocks of desire. I sucked harder on her breast, and just as I slid my fingers inside her, I lightly bit her nipple.

      “Oh, fuck,” she called out, grabbing the back of my head. Her reaction made my groin tighten, and I felt my want for her building. I slid my fingers in and out of her gently while she rocked herself against me. The motion of the hammock was adding to her pleasure as I brought my mouth to her lips. She kissed me hard, and I parted her lips with my tongue. I slid my fingers in and out faster and felt her juices flow freely over my hand.

      “You are going to do me the pleasure of cumming now,” I whispered in her ear. I pushed my fingers into her and felt her folds throb as she started to orgasm.

      “Not fair,” she called out as the first wave shot through her body. She dug her nails into my back, arched her neck, and screamed out as she rocked up and down on my hand. Every delightful tightening made my cock throb as she came. As her body calmed, her chest heaved up and down, pushing her breasts against my chest. I slowly pulled my fingers out of her and licked them, tasting her wetness.

      “You taste amazing,” I told her teasingly when she looked into my eyes. She bit her lip and pushed me back. I laid down, and she fell on top of me, running her hands up my chest. Her hair brushed against my face as she suckled on my neck and started to slide her dripping pussy against me. The smooth friction made my dick pulse with raw desire. She began rocking forward and back as she licked up and down my neck. We swayed side to side as she slathered me with her cum, continuously sliding further up towards the head of my cock. She lifted her head and looked directly into my eyes.

      “I said, I want to ride you like you deserve,” she said, a spark in her eye. She slid herself forward, and I felt the head of my cock move up against her hot opening.

      “You did say that, didn’t you?” I teased her.

      “That is exactly what I’m going to do, dammit,” Lottie told me. She leaned her mouth down and ran her tongue up my neck. As soon as she was at my ear, she put her hands on my chest and tilted her hips. Then she pushed down hard, sliding my cock up into her. I grunted at the force with which she took me, and with the lightning bolt of pleasure that shot up into my groin. I breathed in slowly to keep myself from cumming as she smiled down at me. She pulled up slowly and then slammed down onto me again.

      “Holy shit, woman,” I called out as I felt myself almost reach my breaking point. She repeated the move again. She sat up so I could see her glorious breast bounce in the moonlight as she lifted herself up and pushed back onto me. As she started moving faster and faster, she grabbed onto my hips so she could shove my cock up in her harder and harder. I assisted my pulling down on her hips.

      Each time I pounded into her, I grew closer and had to concentrate more to keep from finishing. I could see her desire building again as she rode me. She arched back and let out a loud moan as she grew closer to climax. When I saw her bite her lip, I knew it was time. She bounced hard up and down once more. When her hips met mine, I sat up and held her down tight on me, forcing my cock as deep into her as possible.

      I growled into her chest as her pussy throbbed, and I exploded my first shot of jism inside her. Every muscle in my body tensed against the power of my climax. She pulsated around me, pulling the cum out of me as I emptied my load over and over. Her screams made my pleasure even greater as I ground up into her, our bodies rocking together as we orgasmed. When I was finally drained, I held her there, enjoying the light aftershocks of her body throbbing on mine. We breathed hard and clung together tight, intertwined while a calm washed over us.

      Finally, I laid down, and Lottie laid on me with me still inside her. I kissed her neck, and we dozed off together as the gentle rocking of the hammock and our sexual exhaustion lulled us to sleep.
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      I woke up to a kiss on the forehead. I opened my eyes, and Lottie was standing over me, already dressed. We’d moved into the bedroom sometime in the middle of the night.

      “What time is it?” I asked her, realizing I hadn’t set my alarm clock.

      “It’s six. I have an international client coming in whose hours are ridiculous, so I have to go,” she whispered. I acted like I was going to hug her goodbye, but I wrapped my arms around her instead and pulled her down on the bed with me.

      “They can wait!” I pretended to pout. “Tell them they messed up the day and aren’t supposed to come until tomorrow.” She flipped her hair to the side and laid her head on my chest.

      “If only business was that easy,” she giggled. “I’ll do it if you tell Sven and Asher they can’t come until next week.” She peered up at me from under her long, black lashes.

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it,” I conceded. “Will I see you later?

      “Unfortunately, not tonight. I’ll check my schedule and let you know, though. Do you have plans for the week?” she asked, hope in her eyes.

      “I believe I am free for the most part. I’ll ask the girls and let you know for certain. Did I tell you about the ghost tour they scheduled for me without my knowledge?” I asked. I planned on going back and thought perhaps she might like to go.

      “No,” she laughed. “What was that about?”

      “The short version… guy renovating an old theater he’s in love with… guy making money to renovate said building by offering ghost tours… Andi and Vila thinking I could help guy get more people to the tours. That’s about it,” I chuckled and held her tighter to me.

      “So, how much did you end up donating?” She knew me too well.

      “What makes you think I donated anything?” I asked, acting shocked that she would assume.

      “Because between all the guy information, you said nothing remotely indicating that you didn’t like the guy or the tour for that matter,” she smiled knowingly up at me.

      “Yeah, you’re right. To tell you the truth, I did really like the guy,” I chuckled. “And the theater is going to be amazing when it’s restored. Do you want to go see it with me?”

      “You want to go again?” she asked.

      “Of course. It was a good time,” I answered, thinking of all the little extras Andi and Vila had added.

      “In that case, I’d love to,” she told me. She wiggled around in my arms to try and get closer even though there was no way she could unless the blanket between us was removed. “I have to go, babe.”

      “I know,” I said, but didn’t move.

      “No, really, I have to go.” She was laughing and trying to be serious at the same time.

      “I already said, ‘I know,’ didn’t you hear me?” I played coy.

      “Ah, I see,” she said slowly. “Let me go.” I instantly released my hold on her.

      “Better?” I asked innocently.

      “If I had time, I’d beat you with a pillow!” she laughed. She climbed off the bed and moved her body as far away from me as she could get while still being close enough to kiss me goodbye one more time. I kissed her back and watched as she sauntered towards the door. She stopped and blew me another kiss before she left. I pretended to catch it and hit myself in the forehead with it, which made her laugh her way out the door.

      I laid in bed for a few more minutes before finally getting up to shower. While the hot water was spilling over me, the previous day’s event crossed my mind. I wondered how the people involved in the tornadoes were doing. At least I knew they had somewhere to sleep last night. I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that thirteen tornadoes touched down in one place, never mind the fact that the place hadn’t ever seen a tornado before. It seemed surreal. Tornadoes were notorious for being fast and unpredictable. As advanced as science was, it had still failed to find a way to predict them in a considerably timely manner. In Pillaowa’s case, there was not even a clue that they would need to contemplate having a warning system. Then another thought popped into mind. What if there was a way to warn people? Furthermore, what if there was a way to warn them and make certain they cleared out before disaster struck? I turned off the water and grabbed my towel. I was suddenly in a hurry to get downstairs and find the answer to my questions.

      When I got to the kitchen, it was surprisingly empty. I called out for the girls just before I heard them giggle from across the foyer. I walked myself to the living room and saw the two of them sitting on the floor with a chessboard between them. Andi had the knight game piece in her hand and proceeded to slam it into Vila’s pawn so hard the pawn went flying across the room. The girls giggled even louder.

      “I didn’t know either of you played chess, and I certainly didn’t assume it would be so violent if you did!” I laughed. I sat on the couch in front of where they were playing and leaned over to watch more.

      “Of course, we play chess, silly!” Andi commented.

      “It is an ancient game, after all,” Vila added.

      “Yeah, ancient. That’s why Vila had to teach me. She was around when they thought it up!” Andi teased her.

      “You just called me old!” Vila squealed in mock-offense. “Look who’s talking, Miss ‘I was already old before I became a genie!’”

      “At least I was out of a training bra!” Andi shot back, sticking her chest out and her nose in the air.

      “I am not that young! And my chest is bigger than yours, anyway!” Vila protested and stuck her chest out as well.

      “In your young little dreams, maybe!” Andi countered.

      “You just dream of getting your youth back so you can look anywhere near as good as I do!” Vila tried to stick her tongue out at Andi, but she was laughing too hard. Andi turned and looked at me.

      “You see, the only reason Vila plays chess and tries to get a checkmate is because she missed her opportunity to sidle up next to a rich royal because she wasn’t of marriageable age yet when she was sent to the lamp,” Andi said to me, joking with Vila.

      “Excuse me,” Vila huffed. “I was most certainly well over age! Marriageable age was like twelve where I was from!” Andi opened her mouth to reply, but nothing came out. She tilted her head and looked up out of the corner of her eyes. She looked back to Vila and shrugged.

      “You have a point there,” she said before busting up laughing again. “It was twelve where I was from too!”

      “Ladies, ladies,” I added myself to the conversation. “Let me assure you that neither of you is too old. Neither of you is too young. And, both of you have amazing chests!”

      “Aww, that’s sweet!” Vila said sarcastically. “But thanks for taking her side!”

      “What?” I wasn’t tracking with her thinking suddenly.

      “You said Andi has an amazing chest. Andi said she had an amazing chest too! You’re taking her side!” Vila crossed her arms and pretended to pout while trying her best to keep a straight face.

      “No! He took your side!” Andi called out. She looked at me and scowled sarcastically. “You said she wasn’t too young. She said she wasn’t too young! You took her side!”

      “Umm…” I knew they were messing with me, but technically, neither was wrong. The two of them took to staring directly at me, waiting for a tie-breaker response until they couldn’t keep their laughter in any longer. They started laughing so hard they rolled backward on their backs and were holding their stomachs.

      “You should’ve… seen… your face,” Andi said when she could catch her breath between laughs.

      “He looked… like he wanted to… run away!” Vila could barely talk through her laughter as well. I stayed stiff as a board and fell sideways onto the couch, grabbed a pillow, and covered my head. The girls laughed even harder.

      “Stop… have to stop,” Andi tried to talk.

      “My face… hurts,” Vila was still failing to speak also. I stayed hidden like an ostrich with my head under the pillow until they had calmed enough to breathe properly. Then I lifted the pillow slightly and peeked one eye out.

      “Is it safe? I heard hyenas,” I joked.

      “Yeah, it’s safe,” Andi giggled. Both she and Vila were still breathing hard, trying to completely catch their breath.

      “Are you sure?” I asked again, peering one out at Vila.

      “Yes, yes. You can come out. Just watch out for flying chess pieces!” she answered. She promptly picked up her Rook and smashed it against Andi’s.

      “Aww, I totally didn’t see that coming!” Andi protested, mockingly upset with herself. I came out from under the pillow and sat back up. I started to stand, but Vila reached out and grabbed my hand.

      “Where are you headed? You aren’t going to the office today, remember?” she asked.

      “Oh, I’m just going to go grab a cup of coffee. I’ll be right back,” I told her.

      “You had a question you were going to ask us, didn’t you?” Andi predicted.

      “What makes you think that?” I tried to skate by without admitting I was indeed going to ask them something. They both stared at me once more. Then they turned to each other, noses in the air.

      “Andi?” Vila asked sarcastically.

      “Yes, Vila?” she answered, equally sarcastic.

      “Are you a magical genie?” Vila continued.

      “Why, yes. Yes, I am,” Andi replied.

      “As a magical genie, can you sometimes just know things?” Vila tilted her head to make her question as over-the-top ridiculous as possible.

      “Yes, again! You are so smart, Vila!” Andi retorted. The two of them looked back at me with straight faces, and each lifted an eyebrow.

      “Okay, I get it! What is it with women knowing everything about me today?” I asked rhetorically. “I had another wish question.” They jumped up and came to sit on the couch with me.

      “Those kinds of questions can’t just wait!” Andi scolded me. “What did you want to see?”

      “I was wondering what it would turn out like if I wished I could have very certain superpowers,” I told her.

      “What kinds of superpowers?” Vila chimed in.

      “The kind that would let me predict weather patterns in time to help people in danger, and also the ability to get them out of the path of destruction.”

      “Like flying around, picking them up and moving them?” Vila asked for clarification.

      “No, more along the line of mass telekinesis to induce them to move, even if they didn’t know why until later,” I tried to explain. The girls traded glances, and then both nodded their heads. Without another word, they grabbed my shoulders, I closed my eyes, and they squeezed. When I opened my eyes, I was still sitting in my living room. I looked at each of them.

      “Are we waiting for something?” I asked.

      “Yep, we are waiting for…” Andi started.

      “Three, two, one,” Vila said.

      Instantly my body started tingling like I had just eaten a candy bar made of straight caffeine. The feeling intensified until suddenly, a vision came to me while my eyes were still wide open. There was a massive earthquake happening somewhere, and I was scanning the earth to find it. I was searching Asia, and I simply knew it was going on far away somehow. I concentrated and tried to determine if the feeling was coming from any one direction.

      It was. It took me less than another split second to locate it. The earthquake was happening deep below the ocean floor, just off the coast of California. I saw a crack form in the ocean floor, and dirt heaved up into the water. Then the earth on one side of the crack dropped down two feet. The moment I saw the earth move, I snapped back to see my living room.

      “That was trippy!” I yelled out, my body still tingling. I attempted to stand up, but both girls grabbed my hands and pulled me back down.

      It was a good thing they did because my vision changed again. I was floating on the water in the middle of the ocean suddenly. If I hadn’t known it was an ocean, I felt like it could’ve been no different than lazing around in a pool. Then something changed. Energy surged underneath me, and the water started to move and carry me with it. It was like a slow-moving wave pool at first but built quickly. Next thing I knew, I was vertical in the middle of a tidal wave.

      The bottom of the wave kept getting further and further out from under my feet until I was at least one hundred feet in the air, with water at my back. The adrenaline rush was unmatched by anything I’d ever experienced in life. My heart pounded in my ears, my chest heaved, and my face flushed. The higher I got on the wave, the more incredibly free I was. I was continually pushed through the air faster, which added to the thrill. I closed my eyes and let the power of the water soak into my skin and was almost drunk with it. Then I opened my eyes.

      Unexpectedly, I saw something in the distance. My mind focused instantly, and it was as though I was looking through a telescope. The vision in the distance was San Francisco Bay. I looked beneath me. I was now closer to two-hundred feet in the air on the wave. The reality of the perilous situation started to sink in. The wave was an enormous tsunami headed straight for San Francisco. A jolt of panic shot through my chest so hard I doubled up, squeezing my eyes shut against the pain. The pain subsided almost as quickly as it came, and I opened my eyes. I was in my living room once more. I shot up off the couch and turned to the girls.

      “California is going to be underwater!” I yelled. I frantically looked all around me, but I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. “What do I do?”

      “Sit back down,” Andi replied calmly. In fact, her response was so overly-calm that it was eerie. I slowly made my way back to the couch and sat.

      “Now what?” I was trying my best not to sound impatient.

      “Close your eyes,” she instructed me.

      I closed my eyes. It took a few seconds, but soon, I could picture San Francisco, as well as all the other places that would be devastated by the tsunami. Tiny rays of light start to beam up out of them and arch towards me. I was somewhere in the sky. The thin rays grew closer to me. I reached out my hand, and they arched into my palm. Once each beam touched my hand, it turned into a tiny dot of light. Dozens of dots of light turned into hundreds. Hundreds turned into thousands, and they just kept coming. It seemed as though hours went by while I floated in the sky, collecting tiny light spots on my hand. Finally, the last one came.

      The sky around me fell dark now that there were no more beams traveling to me. I don’t know how I knew to do it, but I closed my hand around the lights and started speaking.

      “You are all in danger. You have to leave for high ground immediately. If you can fly out of the state, fly east as fast as you can. Tell everyone. A tsunami is coming in less than a day and will destroy you and your homes if you do not leave NOW!” Then I opened my hand.

      The light dots instantly started moving in the opposite direction, as beams, once more. Several more hours passed as all the lights arched their way back to where they’d come from. I sucked in a huge breath and held it for a moment before letting it out. My job wasn’t over, however. Even with a full day’s warning, and the knowledge of impending disaster, there was no way everyone would get out in time. They needed more of just that… time.

      I blinked and was once again on my couch.

      “I have to slow the wave down,” I whispered. Terror struck me suddenly. I hadn’t wished for the power to do something like that.

      “We expanded your wish for you just a little,” Vila told me as though reading my mind. “Just concentrate.”

      Once again, I closed my eyes and waited for my new powers to tell me what to do. Then I was back on the top of the tsunami, this time holding my hand out in front of me like I had when I was in the sky. That time, however, beams of light that were so tiny they were hardly visible started arching out of the water and landing in my hand. There were millions of them, and they didn’t seem to be slowing down. For hours, they just kept coming. Then they stopped, all at once. I closed my hand and pictured every living organism within the water.

      “Go back,” was all I said, then I opened my hand again.

      Instantly, the wave was pushed back with a force I imagined would be similar to the stop brakes at the bottom of a rollercoaster. Every living thing in the water had started moving in the opposite direction of where the wave was traveling, and it created enough friction to slow the water. The wave didn’t diminish in size. It just slowed down. That is what I needed it to do. Having gotten the hang of my transportation method by then, I blinked myself back to my living room.

      “They have another two days to evacuate,” I told the girls. “That should be enough time, hopefully.”

      Andi reached her hand into the air and snapped her fingers. The next thing I knew, the TV was on, and the news was reporting on the tsunami. It was also reporting the mass psychic phenomena that caused everyone in California to have knowledge of their impending danger.

      “It looks like you’ve managed to save a lot of people,” Vila commented. There was something in her voice that warned me I might not be done with the vision.

      “So, why is nobody here, including me, all that excited about it?” I asked her. “I’m not done, am I?”

      “Nope,” she said and snapped her fingers. The TV began flipping through news stations at an unbelievably fast pace. Then it would pause just long enough to hear a headline.

      “January seventh, thirty saved by a message from the ‘unknown.’”

      “March eighteenth, Omaha tornado deaths down by eighty-four percent due to reported ‘psychic message.’”

      “November twenty-first, prediction of a lightning strike saved thousands of acres from being burned.”

      The headlines continued, reporting for years into the future. Then the TV stopped on a single channel and played one last headline.

      “The National Weather Service Special Sciences division has been secretly working on a way to pinpoint the energy waves causing the so-called ‘psychic’ messages that have saved thousands from natural disasters. Today, they believe they have a location from which the energy is being emitted. Stay tuned as we go live to their location.”

      My heart skipped a beat when the doorbell started playing Andi’s favorite Irish melody. “They aren’t here, are they?”

      I jumped up and ran to the window, barely opening the curtain to peer out. The entire drive was packed full of news trucks, camera crews, and reporters.

      “They are, indeed,” Vila answered. “They don’t know it’s you just yet, though.”

      “That will take them what, half a second, to figure out if they get in here?” I was genuinely scared. I was no longer free. Flashes of being locked up and experimented on crossed my mind, one after another. “What should I do?”

      “You can choose what to do. Did you think of simply walking out and letting yourself be studied?” Andi asked.

      I stared at her until I realized she was serious.

      “No! Why would I do that? I don’t have any actual super-powers! They all came from you!” I yelled.

      Neither of them said anything back, and then it hit me. If I were to be studied, whether voluntary or not, eventually, the scientists would be led back to the girls. They saw the realization in my eyes, and Vila raised her arm. She snapped her fingers again, and the three of us were back on the couch, one last time. The girls jumped off the couch and sat back down on the floor with their chess game.

      I remained where I was, blinking at them.

      “Well, that didn’t go as planned,” I said to them, curious as to why they weren’t phased at all.

      “Sure, it did,” Vila replied.

      “How so? If nothing else, it proved that humans can’t accept that something might simply be good for them, and leave it at that!” I was a bit worked up by then.

      “Humans have always been that way, though,” Andi explained. “It goes in cycles. The only difference is that most of the things they discover, dissect, and make new innovative creations with, are naturally occurring. Your abilities were not naturally occurring, in the general sense of the term.”

      “So, if I had been born with the ability, it would’ve been different?” I understood where she was coming from about humans destroying new discoveries to make better of them, but this was different somehow.

      “It would be different. There would be a cause that would eventually be figured out as part of your DNA, or a mutation, or something. Because we spelled you with the ability, they wouldn’t have anywhere to trace the ability to,” she replied.

      “Except for us, that is,” Vila added.

      “I realized that was the case at first, but now I’m wondering, how would they have connected it to you?” I needed to know because if scientists couldn’t really trace the power to Vila and Andi, then I needed to ask myself if all those lives would be worth saving even if I did end up a guinea pig.

      “If they found a way to trace the power to you, it wouldn’t have been long before they refined their technology and were able to detect us, most likely,” Andi answered. “As of right now, only magic can sense magic. If that were to ever change, humans would be destroying magic all over the place, trying to figure it out.”

      “And it can’t be ‘figured’ out the way science is understood currently. The magic would simply end up destroyed or torn apart and ineffective,” Vila said, bringing together the missing link in my mind. It wasn’t that it couldn’t have turned out good for science to figure it out, humans just weren’t advanced enough yet to have developed the right kind of science to make anything useful out of what they would find.

      “You two seem so calm about it all,” I commented after thinking the concept through a bit more.

      “We knew you wouldn’t jeopardize us. There wasn’t anything to get worked up over,” Andi replied happily. “It was pretty awesome being up on that wave, though, wasn’t it?” She smiled slyly and looked up from the floor at me.

      “I can’t even tell you a rush that was!” I answered excitedly. “If I could bottle that and sell it, it would make my lottery money look like pocket change!” It was the second time I’d discovered something priceless that the world would love that week. The three of us laughed at the thought. I leaned back onto the couch, suddenly a little worn out. It was most likely from the mix of adrenaline and fear. I had just experienced a lot of both in a very short time span. I pulled my phone from my pocket and looked at the time.

      “That took five hours?” I yelled, not meaning to. “Those things usually take like, I don’t know, a minute or two!” The girls chuckled a little as Vila bashed one of Andi’s chess pieces.

      “Some things take a little longer to create the full experience for,” Vila told me.

      “Dammit, Vila!” Andi cried out. “You weren’t supposed to notice I had moved him there!”

      “It’s as you said, Andi. I was around when the game was invented!” Vila taunted her lightheartedly. “You shouldn’t have thought you could beat me!” The two of them continued on with their good-humored banter while I relaxed and watched their antics.

      I knew I would have to go get the 14Tech contract changes taken care of before the next day, but for right then, I was enjoying watching the girls bicker and destroy a chessboard.
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      The next morning, I was at the office, with the edited copy of the contract sitting on my desk. Jack had paid his typist double-time plus a handsome bonus and two days paid time off to get them done overnight. Sven and Asher scheduled their visit to the office and sign the papers before they flew out of the country.

      I flipped through the pages, checking for little nuances to make sure everything had been typed up correctly. In all the years I’d worked there, I had never heard of Jack’s typist ever having turned in even one mistype of any kind. Sometimes, I’d joke that Jack should have her studied to make sure she wasn’t a computer herself, but after my trip down wish-vision lane, I thought twice about that joke now. When I had finished checking everything I needed to, I walked the contract down the hall to Jack’s office. After I knocked on the doorframe, I walked in his open door.

      “Got something for you.” I waved the contract in front of me.

      Jack stood up and reached his hand out to take it from me. “Everything in order?” He had his serious face on, which wasn’t uncommon for huge signing days like today.

      “You know it is,” I answered.

      He flipped through the pages, and when he was at the signature pages, he took a moment to mark the blank lines with arrow stickers. I sat down across his desk from him while he did so. When he’d finished, he glanced up and finally smiled.

      “Ready to make a few million?” Jack asked.

      “Yes, sir,” I laughed. “What time are they coming in?

      “They’ll be here right after lunch,” he answered.

      “Why don’t I have the girls bring us our lunch here? I know you won’t be leaving to get food,” I joked with him. Jack had a habit of neglecting eating when something as big as the new program contract being signed was about to happen.

      “Probably not a bad idea,” he agreed.

      “Hey, what are you doing right now?” I had an idea that I believed would make Jack’s day a little less stressful.

      “Going through this pile of gorgeous papers a few more times, and wishing our meeting would commence,” he replied with a chuckle. He knew as well as anyone else how he got at this stage in the process.

      “You reviewed the contract twice, then I did. It is in order. I have a different plan for the rest of the morning. Interested?” I offered.

      “What plan?” He stopped flipping the pages for a moment.

      “Let’s play the game,” I suggested.

      “Right now?” Jack sounded like I’d just suggested inviting a firing squad into the office.

      “Yes! Right now! Why not? You know that pile of papers is perfect. If you don’t believe your reviews or my review, then you sure as shit should believe your typist’s. When was the last time she made a mistake with even a single letter of the alphabet?” I shot back at him.

      Jack stared at me for a moment and then sat back in his chair, contemplating my offer.

      “Alright,” he answered after taking an unusual amount of time to make up his mind. The two of us headed straight back to my office, taking the contract with us. There was no way that stack of papers was going anywhere that our eyes couldn’t see at all times.

      Jack got settled into one of the chairs facing the flatscreen on the wall while I called Andi to see if they would bring lunch in for us. She knew that Jack’s favorite sandwich was corned-beef with swiss, so she promised me she would make him the best one he’d ever tasted. When the lunch menu was set, I hung up and joined Jack. We waited while the game loaded, and the ‘start’ screen lit up.

      “Is this mine, or yours?” he asked me.

      “It’s yours. You have the most recent data since you re-ran the program while I was sleeping on Friday,” I told him, only mildly sarcastic. “I finished my test a while ago, so I want to retest before I try my game.”

      “You are going to fall flat on your face, Anders,” he taunted me.

      The game finished loading, and we started playing. It was different from the last one I had played with him. There were some similarities, of course, but I was enjoying the changes the AI had picked up from his new test. It was a war game, but the scene was set in a jungle. We made our way through, gunning down enemies and dangerous beasts as we went.

      We were going to fight each other eventually, but we had to work together to get out of the jungle first. We ran into a forest fire, a den of poisonous snakes, and some man-eating trees before we finally found ourselves in an open field. There were a few boulders scattered about the field, and we split up and hid behind separate ones.

      We were at odds at that point. Whoever made it to the ship docked at the river a few hundred yards down would be the winner of that level. We dodged from this boulder to that one, firing at each other. The two of us found ourselves making a run for the same boulder, and Jack changed direction. I squared up to him as he aimed his weapon at me. We were in a stand-off. A split second before either of us could pull the trigger, we froze as the game announced a special obstacle.

      This put our plans to kill each other on hold. The sky in the game opened up, our surroundings turned dark, and a spotlight shone down in the middle of the field. Something descended from the light, and then the hole snapped shut. The environmental light slowing grew brighter, and when the field was fully lit again, I dropped my controller.

      Standing in the field where the spotlight had left her was the woman in blue from my recurring dream.

      “You alright?” Jack asked, looking over at me, but I only stared at the screen. I tried to convince myself that I couldn’t possibly be seeing what was right before my eyes, but trying to blink her away wasn’t working. Jack leaned toward me and waved his hand in front of my eyes. “Earth to Bennett.”

      “Um, yeah. Yeah, I’m alright.” I stumbled over my words. “Have you seen that character in a different game you were playing at any time?” I was trying to reason my way to an explanation of how someone from my dream would be in Jack’s game. Perhaps I had seen her in a game at some point and didn’t remember, and that inserted her into my dream.

      “No, not another game,” Jack explained. “Strangely enough, I saw her in a dream. My wife has me doing this dream journal thing, so I drew her after. That’s the only way I can think of that the AI system could’ve gotten a hold of her.” No sooner had the words left his mouth than dread caused my throat to tighten.

      “No way,” I called out, not meaning to. My mind had turned into a rat maze, trying to decide whether or not I should tell him that I’d seen her too. I wasn’t sure how to explain away my over-reaction to seeing her, however.

      “Is there something wrong with the character?” he asked. Caution had taken over Jack’s voice, and I knew he was beginning to worry that I had discovered something wrong with the program.

      “No,” I started. I didn’t see a way out. “The game and the character are fine. It’s just that I’ve seen her too.” I slowly turned my head to look at Jack. He had nearly no reaction at all, other than a sigh of relief that everything with the game was okay. I began to think that maybe my over-reaction was just that.

      “Isn’t that interesting?” he said in an eerily calm tone.

      “I’d say so,” I agreed. I couldn’t help wanting to know more about the dream Jack had seen her in. What if it had been the same dream I’d been having? “What happened in the dream you saw her in?”

      He blinked at me a couple of times before answering. “Nothing especially memorable, really. She just kind of shows up here and there. Usually, she is standing off to the side like she is a spectator in whatever dream I just happen to be having.”

      “You mean to tell me she has been in more than one of your dreams?” Cold chills covered the entirety of my body.

      “Yeah, probably about three or four different dreams.” Jack set down his controller and turned in his chair to face me more straight on. “Don’t tell me you’ve seen her more than once too… have you?”

      “I have, actually.” I couldn’t decide if I should tell him any more details. No explanation I came up with in my head seemed it would come out of my mouth correctly. I decided to pass the weirdness off as best I could. “Hey, maybe it’s just because we’ve been working so closely on this whole project. We probably just both saw the same woman out and about one day and thought she was hot, or something.” I forced a chuckle and hoped it didn’t make me sound as nervous as I was.

      “Hmm. Yeah, you could be right, I guess.” Jack pondered the proposed explanation for a moment. “I’ll have to tell my wife about it later and see what she says. She’s into all that dream-meaning stuff. It’s like a little hobby of hers. I think it’s a little interesting in terms of psychology, so I do what she asks me to.” Jack shrugged and turned forward towards the game again.

      “Yeah, let me know what she says,” I added nonchalantly. “And stop hijacking my dream girls, got it?” I attempted to lighten the mood with a ridiculously lame joke, and to my surprise, Jack started chuckling.

      “Whatever, Anders. Now can we get back to you getting your ass whooped?” He nodded his head towards the flatscreen and raised a faux-impatient eyebrow at me. I turned towards the TV and nodded as well.

      “Never gonna happen, boss man,” I retorted as our game resumed. I let out a deep breath after a few moments, thankful that I had been able to redirect the conversation to a lighter place. It took a full fifteen minutes before the chills dissipated, however. After that, though, I got lost in the game again. Jack and I played for another three hours until the girls showed up with lunch.

      “You boys hungry?” Vila asked as she popped her head in the office, taking our attention from the game.

      “Sure are,” Jack replied happily. He looked over at me and shrugged. “We’ve probably tested this for long enough for one day, don’t you think?”

      “Agreed,” I laughed. “Let’s eat.”

      Vila came the rest of the way in, but before Andi could follow, Jack stood and pointed back out the door.

      “Let’s eat in my office. More table space. Plus, we’ll be demo-ing the game here later for Sven and Asher and wouldn’t want food all over the place, now would we?” Jack smiled at his own quip, and the four of us walked down the hall to his office after he grabbed the contract off my desk to take with us.

      Once we were set up to eat, the four of us dug into the sandwiches the girls had brought. Jack’s eyes rolled to the back of his head when he took the first bite of his. He mumbled various compliments unintelligibly until he’d finished chewing and swallowing his bite.

      “That is the best corned-beef sandwich I’ve ever tasted!” Jack looked back and forth between the girls. “Which one of you is responsible for this?”

      Andi’s face blushed slightly. “That would be me,” she answered, raising her hand a couple of inches in the air.

      “Miss, you are the finest sandwich maker this side of the world, I swear!” he complimented her dramatically.

      “Thanks, Jack,” Andi answered. He went back to eating and continuously making random sounds, showing his appreciation for her handiwork with his lunch.

      “You two nailed it with these.” I gestured towards my own sandwich that I had just set down in order to wipe mustard off my face. My favorite had always been turkey and pepper jack, and that is exactly what they’d brought me.

      “We’re glad you both like them,” Vila replied. When we had finished eating, the four of us relaxed back in our chairs for a few minutes before Jack finally stood up.

      “Sven and Asher are going to be here any minute. We should take a few and get back in a business frame of mind,” he mentioned.

      “Solid idea,” I agreed with him. “Ladies, thank you so much for bringing us an amazing lunch.”

      “You’re welcome!” they replied in unison. They started packing up empty Tupperware while Jack and I moved over to his desk. He began thumbing through the signature pages of the contract once more, checking that he’d labeled all the lines correctly. Then there was a knock at the office door.

      “They take ‘after lunch’ very seriously,” Jack chuckled, assuming Sven and Asher were the ones at the door. He got up, walked to the door, and pulled it open. He opened his mouth to joke about their promptness but stopped short. It wasn’t Sven and Asher. It was that dumpy little Dave guy that had come to my house to get my table and chairs.

      “Hi, Jack,” Dave greeted him. “You’d mentioned I could stop by today. Is now a good time for you?” Jack, not one to be rude if at all avoidable, opened the door a little wider to let Dave in.

      “Now is fine, but I only have a minute,” Jack told him. “It’s right over here. How long do you need it for?” Jack walked to the shadow box hanging on his wall that had his new antique golf club inside.

      “Not long at all. A week maybe?” Dave answered. He’d been so honed in on Jack that he hadn’t noticed the girls standing there watching him or me. When he finally did look over to me, he jumped back. “Oh, jeez!”

      “Hi, Dave,” I said, trying not to laugh at his reaction.

      “Hi, Dave,” Andi said from the other side of the room. He spun around like he’d been stung in the back and stared at her and Vila.

      “Oh, hi there,” he mumbled, trying to calm his jumpiness. “How are you all? Good to see you again.”

      “You guys know each other?” Jack asked, a bit surprised.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “Dave here borrowed a table and chairs from me for his documentary. How do you two know each other?” My palms turned clammy as the words came out of my mouth.

      “He asked if he could borrow my golf club for the movie,” Jack replied. “Small world!”

      “Yeah, small world,” Dave interjected. The way he shifted his eyes all around the room made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. The sense of familiarity I’d had when he’d come to my house returned. Andi and Vila joined Jack and Dave in front of the golf club.

      “What do you need the club for?” Vila asked innocently. There was something a little too pleasant in her tone. She had a definite reason for wanting to know.

      “Same as the table Bennett is so generously letting me use,” Dave replied, taking a small step away from the girls as they got closer.

      “I’m surprised you are profiling two gentlemen from the same company,” Andi commented, reading my mind.

      “Well, yeah,” Dave started, swallowing hard. “When the best are together in one place, what can a guy do? Am I right?” His wavering little laugh reminded me of old TV sitcoms when a character had been caught in trouble and was about to bolt. I saw that Jack was getting impatient, and I didn’t want his mood off when Sven and Asher finally did arrive.

      “Do you need help with that?” I asked Jack, walking over to join them.

      “Yeah, grab that side,” Jack nodded his head towards the side of the shadow box closest to me. “It’s not heavy. It’s just hanging on two sets of bolts and is a pain to get down.” The two of us lifted it off the wall and handed it to Dave.

      “I will be extra careful with it, Jack,” Dave said. “I really appreciate you letting me use it for the film. I probably won’t even need to take it out of the shadow box with how beautifully you have it mounted.”

      Jack let out his breath. He liked the idea of the club staying in the shadow box.

      “Please do be careful. Do you need assistance getting it to your car?” Jack asked him.

      “No, I’m okay. As you said, it’s not heavy,” Dave replied.

      “Alright, there you go. I’ll be contacting you next week to return it,” Jack informed him, leaving no room in his tone to imply he would offer an extension to his one-week timeline.

      “Perfect, thank you,” Dave said. He nodded to the four of us and turned to go. He made a show of going slowly and extremely carefully through the doorway. When he left, Jack looked over at me.

      “Odd fellow, that one,” he observed.

      “You’ve got that right. Weird, though, I swear I know him from somewhere,” I said.

      Andi and Vila looked at each other and then over to me.

      “Funny that you mention it. He seemed familiar to us as well, even when he came to the house, but we can’t put our finger on ever having met him before,” Vila added.

      “All I know is he’d better bring that golf club back in pristine condition. The insurance I have on it probably wouldn’t extend to cover legal costs for an assault charge!” Jack’s joke was humorous, but there was a strong undercurrent of violent intent that I’d never heard from him before. I made a note to never play a prank on him that involved anything golf-related.

      “It’ll be fine, Jack. Let’s get back to making you feel more comfortable about this meeting coming up,” I told him.

      Jack nodded his head and returned to his desk. The girls gathered their lunch supplies and walked quickly to the door.

      “Good luck, gentlemen,” Andi chimed as they walked out.

      “Thank you for lunch,” Jack and I replied. The girls were gone before we finished our sentence, however.

      “Guess they didn’t want to take up any more of our time,” Jack joked.

      “Yeah, they are good about not being clingy when ‘men are at work,’” I said, making air quotes. Both girls, at one time or another, had recited that phrase to me.

      “Now, where were we...?” Jack stared down at the contract pages.

      “You were about to hand that over,” a deep, booming voice said from the office doorway. Both Jack and I jumped and looked to the door just before Sven and Asher broke into laughter for startling us.
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      Vila and I had been around long enough to know not to ignore hunches, especially when more than one person felt the same one at the same time. We left Jack and Bennett and walked quickly down the hall to the elevator, just as it closed with Dave inside. He hadn’t seen us, however.

      We looked at each other and silently agreed to take the stairs. We rushed down and reached the main floor before the elevator did. The two of us stood to the side of a large pillar in the center of the entranceway to the building and waited to see which way Dave would go. If he’d parked, he would be heading to the garage, but if he’d taken a cab, he’d go out the front door.

      Apparently, he’d parked because he exited the elevator and immediately walked to his right, headed towards the parking garage door. Vila nudged me in the back, and the two of us slowly walked out from behind the pillar, paying close attention at any sign of him turning around. We did not want him to see us.

      As we followed him through the hall to the garage door, I tried, once again, to pinpoint exactly why Dave felt so familiar. The first time we’d met, I got a slight sense that perhaps we’d met before, but when we were all upstairs in Jack’s office, it was like meeting someone who I’d spent a considerable amount of time with at some point but had forgotten. The biggest issue with that was I knew for a fact I’d never spent any time with him. I knew Vila felt something very similar.

      Dave pushed the garage door open with much less care than when he’d left Jack’s office. We waited for the door to close, giving him a chance to get a few paces into the garage before we pushed it open, taking care to be silent about closing it behind us. Dave was standing behind an old beat-up car about five spaces down.

      Vila and I darted behind a car parked in a handicapped spot right next to us to avoid being seen. We leaned out just enough to get a clear view of what he was doing.

      He opened the trunk of his car and put the shadow box holding the golf club inside. But then he stayed leaning in, handling something else for a couple of moments. But we couldn’t see what it was. Finally, Dave stood up straight, closed the trunk, then turned around to lean on the car. He wiped the sweat off his brow and let out a deep breath.

      A smile crept across his face that made him look more smug than happy. He stood up away from the car and started hopping from one foot to the other. His arms were up, and he shook his shoulders. Basically, he was dancing badly to no music. His motions got more energized the longer he danced.

      I looked at Vila, and she opened her eyes wide at me. “This guy is nuts,” is what her face was telling me. We both were struggling not to laugh out loud at the man.

      Dave danced like that for a full three minutes before finally calming down. When he was back to normal, he cleared his throat and straightened his clothes. He looked around, so Vila and I ducked back behind the car. We waited until we heard him walking before peeking out again.

      He appeared to be headed to get in his car when he stopped, turned around, and went back to the trunk. He popped it open again and leaned in. We could hear some sort of metal scraping, and I hoped that whatever it was, it wasn’t anywhere near Jack’s shadow box. Then Dave’s body went stiff, and he stopped moving completely for a full ten seconds.

      Vila grabbed my arm. We both felt oddly exposed. There was no way he could’ve heard us, though. He slowly straightened up and started scanning the garage with his eyes. The deliberately slow pace at which he examined every corner and parking space was strange, to say the least. Once again, Vila and I had to duck back behind the car to avoid being seen.

      We listened for movement from him before we dared look again. It was a long time before we heard any. Finally, the scraping metal sound from the trunk gave us the cue to peer carefully out from behind the car once more.

      He was just standing up out of the trunk. Dave closed it, quickly rounded the car to the driver’s side, and swung the door open to climb in. We heard him start the engine, and the vehicle began backing up. A few moments later, Dave drove the car out of the garage.

      Vila and I stood up and traded confused looks. We didn’t dare say anything for fear of being heard, even though it didn’t seem anyone was around. Originally, Glen had driven us to the building, but we wanted to get somewhere we could talk freely as fast as possible. So, we headed back inside the building and found the nearest restroom. After checking for occupants and seeing we were alone, the two of us locked ourselves in a stall. Vila raised her hand and snapped her fingers, taking us back to Bennett’s house instantly.

      “I can’t be the only one of us that found that weird,” Vila commented once we were at the house.

      “Oh, you aren’t,” I agreed. “How could he seem so different from when he was here last week?”

      “I was wondering the same thing!” Vila’s voice was loud and pitchy. She was getting frustrated that she couldn’t figure out why Dave gave off such a strange vibe.

      “Other than being weird, though, he didn’t seem… I don’t know… bad?” I pondered. “I just haven’t decided if he feels quirky-weird or suspicious-weird.” The two of us plopped down on the couch in the living room.

      “I feel the same, but there was one other thing,” Vila replied. “I got the incredible sense that there was no way in hell either of us should use magic around him.”

      “Oh my God, you are right!” I hadn’t identified that I felt the same way. When the words came out of Vila’s mouth, however, I completely agreed with her.

      “Has that ever happened to you before?” she asked me.

      “No, never, but neither has anyone felt so familiar that I’d never met before,” I answered.

      Vila flopped back on the couch and crossed her arms. She let out a long breath and sighed.

      “You know,” she started. “Between our little tiff at the club about magic, and our trip home, and talking about home with Lottie… I miss Gisele. She had all the answers. If a question was asked, she would know the answer. I wish I could ask her a few right now.” She looked down at the floor in front of the couch.

      Vila didn’t get sad very often. I’d maybe seen her melancholy three times total since we’d met. I felt for her. I often missed my mother, but I had a feeling it was worse for Vila. Gisele had taught Vila what it was like to be loved in a situation that rivaled horror stories. Even with the lighthearted way Vila made fun of her owner when she talked about him, her human life still sounded dark and miserable.

      It was totally different when she talked about Gisele, though. The woman left an impression so loving that I had no doubt she was the reason Vila had the light in her eyes that she did. I leaned back on the couch next to her and put my head on her shoulder. There wasn’t a single thing I could do or say that would make her feel better. We sat like that for a few minutes, and then, as she tends to do, Vila shook off her memories and returned to her usual self.

      “Feel like playing chess until Bennett gets home?” I asked her.

      “That sounds perfect,” Vila answered. She smiled at me and then the two of us moved to the floor.
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      My head was a bit fuzzy when I first opened my eyes. The brain-fog was, no doubt, from the margaritas I’d had with Jack, Sven, and Asher the night before. After Jack and I had taken Sven and Asher to my office to demo the game, they ended up staying and playing for two hours. When they finally quit, it was back to Jack’s office, and the pens came out.


      Ten minutes later, the contract was signed, we’d all shaken hands, and Asher insisted on a celebratory cocktail. The original plan was to go out, but Sven wanted to play a couple more rounds of Jack’s game, so we sent one of the secretaries out for booze, and commenced with our celebration in my office. Glen showed up to see if he would be taking me home, so we invited him to stay, and he joined us. One cocktail turned into four.


      By the end of our little party, it was nearly midnight. All of us ended taking cabs home, or back to their hotel, in Sven and Asher’s case. I’d gotten home and went straight to bed as Vila and Andi laughed at my slightly slurred recounting of the celebration.


      I’d learned years ago that the best way to stop a pending hang-over was a shower and a ton of water. I sat up in bed and swung my legs off the edge. Other than moving a little slower than normal, I felt fine. I thanked the universe for sparing me a headache and went to take a shower.


      Miraculously, or more like genie-aculously, there was a tall glass of ice water sitting on the counter when I stepped out of the shower. I emptied the glass in one chug and refilled it. After a total of three glasses, I put the cup back down on the counter and dried myself off. I wandered back into the bedroom, and my clothes were laid out on the bed for me, as usual. A few minutes later, I was dressed and walking into the kitchen. Andi and Vila were floating around the kitchen, leg-free.


      “Good morning, Mr. Jose,” Andi laughed.


      I grinned back at her. I wasn’t under any false presumption that I wouldn’t be thrown several teasing remarks before I had to leave for work.


      “Good morning, ladies. Thank you for the water and clothes,” I replied and winked at them both.


      “Coffee?” Andi asked, holding an empty cup up in the air.


      “Yes, please,” I replied. Andi set to pouring my coffee as Vila pulled something cinnamon-scented off the stove. The two of them floated over together and set both my coffee and a delicious-looking plate of French toast down in front of me.


      “Salt on the rim of your coffee?” Andi asked innocently. I rolled my eyes and put my head down. She set to laughing at me.


      “Syrup?” Vila asked.


      “Yes, please,” I repeated. I wondered if the short questions were on purpose. Vila whizzed back into the kitchen and returned with syrup.


      “This is a black maple. It goes best with the coffee Andi brewed this morning,” she informed me.


      “You two are too good to me,” I told them. I started in on the French toast as they hovered nearby. I looked up at the two of them when I took a sip of my coffee, then slowly lowered my cup. They stayed right where they were, staring at me.


      “Can I help you?” I inquired, chuckling.


      “Nope,” Andi said happily and continued to stare.


      “Are you sure?” I asked sarcastically.


      “Yep,” Vila piped up. When they hadn’t moved after another bite of my French toast, I put my fork down and looked from one to the other.


      “Ladies,” I started. They blinked at me wide-eyed, like they had no idea what I was going to ask. “Is there a reason you are hovering over me like hummingbirds near a honey-feeder?” They glanced at each other and started laughing. They both traded their mist for legs and sat down. “Do you want to fill me in on what is so funny?”


      “It’s nothing really,” Andi laughed.


      “Yeah, we were just trying to tell if you were going to be cranky or not,” Vila added, giggling.


      “Why would you think I was going to be cranky?” I had no idea where their logic came from most of the time, so I don’t know why it shocked me when I hadn’t expected their answer.


      “The last four masters we had all liked to drink,” Vila began. “While you don’t drink at all like they did, every single one of them was always cranky the day after a party.”


      I took another drink of my coffee and put my cup down.


      “So, under the assumption that hungover people can be cranky, you hovered over me, which would make some non-hungover people cranky, to see if I was cranky?” I tried to follow their train of thought.


      “Exactly!” Andi chimed. “We were going to place bets, but deep down, we both knew you wouldn’t be cranky.” The two of them were smiling at me with their elbows on the table, and their faces held in their hands.


      “Why do I feel like I’m being studied as we speak?” I asked them, looking from one to the other.


      “We just find it fascinating!” Andi replied


      “What? What do you find fascinating?” I took the bait.


      “What alcohol does to humans,” she answered matter-of-factly.


      “What do you mean? You’ve drunk before. What’s to wonder about?” As soon as I said it, I realized I’d never seen either one of them actually take a drink of alcohol. They must have known what I was thinking because they simply stared at me without answering.


      “You must have drunk before you became genies, right?” I couldn’t imagine they’d never taken a drink.


      “Nope,” Vila said.


      “But, Andi, you talked about dinner parties with that old word for alcohol when Lottie was here the other night.” I tilted my head and raised my eyebrow, certain I’d caught her in a fib.


      “I said there were dinner parties with alcohol. I didn’t say I drank any of it. I was the queen-in-waiting, I wasn’t allowed to have alcohol,” Andi responded. She shot me an amused look that made it so she could have left all the words she’d said out and replaced them with a loud duh.


      “Vila, you weren’t a princess,” I stated.


      “Nope. I was a servant,” she laughed. “You think that if a princess can’t get a drink, that a servant would be handed a bottle to guzzle?” She was making fun of my lack of knowledge of their human lives as well.


      “I’m beginning to see why all the hungover people you’ve known were cranky.” I shook my head at the two of them. “They were all with you when they were hungover!” I joked.


      They started giggling and stood up from the table.


      “Where are you going?” I asked out of curiosity.


      “All the way over there to the kitchen,” Andi said dramatically.


      I rolled my eyes at her and went back to eating. I wasn’t going to beat them at a game of wits at that time, that much I knew. When I was done with breakfast, I took my plate to the kitchen. The two of them were huddled over a box on the floor. I tried to see inside, but they were in the way. I set my plate in the sink and leaned against the counter. Whatever they were looking at had them so distracted that I wasn’t sure they even heard me come in the kitchen.


      “Whatcha doin’?” I asked in my best ‘I caught you’ voice. The two of them jumped up and turned to face me. They instantly slid together so that I couldn’t see behind them.


      “Nothing. Just a little cleaning and such, you know…” Vila trailed off, her eyes darting around the room. I crossed my arms and stared at her. When it was clear she wasn’t going to look at me, I turned to Andi.


      “Another ‘is he cranky’ game?” I asked her.


      “Well, no. Not really. I mean, I love that you aren’t cranky, and if you could just hold on to that for a little longer, the whole morning will go incredibly smooth. Then you’ll be off to work, and we’ll be here just--”


      “Andi!” I cut her off. I’d never heard her ramble like that before. “What’s in the box?”


      Andi stared up at me for a long, awkward moment. Then she threw her arms up in the air.


      “Oh, why not?” she said, more to herself than me. She stepped aside and pulled Vila with her so I could see the box.


      It was glowing. At first glance, other than the glow, it simply looked like a box with the top cut off, so I bent down to look closer. It was then I saw what they were trying to hide. The bottom of the box was covered with newspaper shreds and huddled in a corner was a tiny, extremely ugly, baby bird. There was a small ball of light, radiating heat, floating in the corner above the bird. I glanced up over my shoulder at the girls as I stood up and kept my gaze on them as I turned to face them.


      “Have a new friend, do we?” I asked them straight-faced. I hadn’t quite decided if I should mess with them about it.


      “It fell out of its nest in the tree in the backyard. We found it under the hammock last night just before you came home. We couldn’t just leave it out there…” Andi was rambling again, and I was trying my hardest not to chuckle. “So, we thought that if we could just keep it warm for a little while that maybe we could put it back in its nest but then we watched all night, and its momma bird never came back, and well, we couldn’t just put it back then because it would surely starve…”


      I couldn’t stand the run-ons any longer and finally broke out laughing. Andi stopped talking and went back to staring at me. Vila, however, decided she would continue the over-explanation that, for some reason, they felt I needed to hear.


      “We think it is a baby robin, and it doesn’t make any noise. They don’t take too long to get big and learn how to fly, and if we keep the paper changed every day, there’s no smell to the box. Even the heat ball we made for Chester is super low-glow, so it won’t disturb anything at night…” She hardly took a breath and was making me laugh even harder.


      “Chester?” I burst out. “Chester? You named the thing Chester?” I’m not even certain why the name was so funny to me. Perhaps it was just the goofy nature of it when associated with a bird that they were acting like I was going to throw out in the cold. I walked out of the kitchen and back to my chair in the dining room, still laughing.


      Neither Andi nor Vila said a word. They were staring at me like I’d gone mad, however.


      “Is that why you wanted to see if I was cranky?” I asked, chuckling but finally able to control my laughter.


      “Well, yeah, kinda…” Andi answered, looking at Vila. I had no idea why anyone would get mad at two soft-hearted individuals trying to save a baby bird, but the two of them were sure worried that I would be.


      “Of course, I don’t care if you have a bird!” I hollered over to them louder than I intended.


      “You don’t?” They asked in unison.


      “No! Why would I?” I crossed my arms and sat back in my chair, still chuckling.


      “You’ve never mentioned getting a dog, or a cat, or any kind of pet, really so we weren’t sure you even liked animals,” Vila spilled out.


      Andi hit her in the arm. “Not that we think you don’t like animals, we just weren’t sure if you would be ok with them in your house,” she clarified, certain I’d take offense to what Vila had said.


      “Ladies, I do not have a problem with animals in the house,” I started. “Assuming they are not wild rats or giraffes, I’m fine with it. I actually think it's sweet that you rescued the little guy. Chester, is it?” They both broke into smiles that lit up the room.


      “Yes, Chester!” Andi replied excitedly. “When I was young, before I went to live in the castle with my mother, we used to find abandoned or injured animals all around the property where I lived. Birds were my favorite to try to help, though. They are just so tiny and adorable!”


      “Adorable?” I wasn’t sure how a scraggly, naked head with a twig body was considered adorable, but I knew girls tended to like most things in miniature form when it came to animals.


      “Yes! He’s so tiny and cute!” Vila chimed in.


      “Why Chester, though?” I had to know.


      “Chester was the name of one of the birds I was able to save when I was young. I thought the name might bring good luck!” Andi answered happily.


      “Well, alright, then. Welcome to the family, Chester,” I said dramatically.


      “Oh, thank you!” the two girls cried out together. They ran to me and threw their arms around my neck with so much enthusiasm that they nearly knocked my chair over.


      “You’re welcome,” I laughed as they released me, making sure I wasn’t going to fall over. As soon as they were sure I was out of tipping danger, they ran back to the kitchen and disappeared behind the countertop. I could hear tiny, high pitched whispers as they cooed to comfort Chester.


      I shook my head to myself and stood up. It was about time for me to be getting to work. My faculties were back to normal, mind-wise, which I was grateful for because Glen wouldn’t be driving me to work. He was tasked with taking Sven and Asher to the airport this morning. I felt my pocket for my money clip, phone, and keys, then headed towards the foyer.


      “Goodbye, ladies. Thank you for breakfast, and the side-splitting laughter!” I called out to their backs. They both put their hands up to wave goodbye backward but didn’t turn around.


      It was truly adorable how smitten they were with such an ugly little thing. I continued into the foyer and out the front door. It was unseasonably warm outside, reminding me that I did, indeed, have a door that led to the garage from inside the house and that I should use it when pulling my own vehicles out. That way, I wouldn’t fry outside needlessly.


      By the time I got the garage door open, I was already sweating. I climbed in my Mustang, and put the keys in the ignition, starting the engine. I was just about to put the car in gear to back out when my phone rang. I fished it out of my pocket and slid my finger across the screen.


      “Bennett Anders,” I answered.


      “Bennett, hello! It’s Dave Klerik.”


      An instant sense of ugh came over me.


      “Yes, Dave. How can I help you?” I was hoping to get the man straight to the point. I’d had a great morning and didn’t want him to bring me down with his weird energy.


      “I’m calling to tell you that I found something in your table,” he said excitedly.


      “You found something? Like a scratch or something?” I asked impatiently.


      “No, not a scratch. It’s really rather incredible!” He was so jazzed up, I was certain he hadn’t noticed the irritation in my voice.


      “What did you find?” I asked flatly.


      “It’s really hard to describe. Can you meet me? Or I can bring it to the office if you’re there?” he offered.


      “No, I’m not there. I was just starting my car to go, though,” I answered. I didn’t want him at the office again, and I knew Jack wouldn’t be happy to see him either.


      “Oh, okay. Well, do you want to come here on your way in then?” Dave’s voice had changed suddenly. It had gone from excited to satisfied-sounding, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.


      “Where is ‘here,’ Dave?” I asked cautiously.


      “Beside the old Thrift ‘n’ Save. It’s one of the locations I’m filming at. Plus, I find a lot of old, fun stuff in thrift stores. It adds to the ‘rags-to-riches’ feel of the film,” Dave rambled until he was out of breath.


      “Fine, I’ll swing by, but are you sure you can’t just tell me what you found?” I was seriously dreading seeing the man.


      “I’m sorry, Bennett, I have to show you. See you real soon,” Dave said.


      My blood ran cold at the change in the tone of his voice. It was pure freaking evil. The line disconnected, and I dropped my phone on the seat beside me like it was contaminated just from talking to him through it. As I stared at it on the seat, my vision changed, and I saw a flash from my recurring dream. It was the part where the four hooded figures were walking towards Andi and Vila, who were playing in the river. Lottie, Jack, Gisele, and the woman I didn’t know.


      I watched the woman, and when her cape swayed to the side slightly, I saw the hem of her dress. It was embroidered with gold thread, and I figured out who she was. Only royalty wore gowns like that. It was Andi’s mother. I studied the figures as they continued walking. There was something I was missing about my dream. I believed it meant more than it seemed, especially after finding out that Jack had seen the woman in blue as well.


      Then it struck me. I wasn’t just having the dream at random. It was a warning.


      In the very recent past, this Dave person had managed to visit Lottie, Jack, and myself, acquiring items from each of us. Vila had talked about Gisele being able to sense magic. The girls were magic, and they were about to be found out. All of us were in the dream. The only person whose connection I couldn’t pinpoint was Andi’s mom, and it dawned on me that I didn’t even know her name.


      What I did know is that recently, she’d been very forefront in Andi’s mind. Even though she didn’t talk about her mother directly that when she talked of home, it was clear she was thinking of her. The woman in blue had been trying to warn me that when the four figures made it to the genies, my world would be destroyed.


      Dave was at the center of it all somehow.


      I reached for the door handle and the keys at the same time. I had to go back inside and tell Andi and Vila about the conversation I’d just had, the horrible malice I’d just heard, and what I’d figured out. I didn’t know how to stop Dave yet, or even exactly what he was up to, but there was no way in hell he was going to hurt the people I loved.


      Just as my hands touched my keys and the door handle, there was a flash of blinding red light. I felt myself violently pulled from my car. The light was so bright that I couldn’t see, and then some unseen force threw me so hard that it was as if I was flying through the air. The sensation changed to that of falling a split second before I slammed into something.


      My back hit something hard, and my head whipped backward. A sharp, searing pain stabbed through my skull a split-second before I passed out.
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      I didn’t even care that I’d let my ‘filmmaker’ façade down when I was talking to Bennett on the phone. He’d told me everything I needed to know. He was alone, and he wasn’t in his home or office. That also most likely meant that whatever magical item Bennett possessed, it wasn’t with him. I was sure it was a box of some kind.

      More importantly, I heard his voice change with his last question. He’d known something was off, but it was too late. I intended my call merely to locate him. I hadn’t lied about where I was, though. I was standing next to the Thrift ‘n’ Save, staring up at the name painted on the side of the brick building. It also happened to be the location of the alley where I'd found the remnant magic glow I was certain was associated with Bennett.

      On the off chance that Bennett’s strange way of helping people, whether they asked for it or not, was magical, I’d already spelled myself to ward it off. I couldn’t be influenced while I carried out my plan. I turned from the building and walked to the table I had set up on the other side of the alley. It was Bennett’s table. Of course, I hadn’t really found anything inside it, but I was rather proud of myself for thinking the lie up as a way to force a conversation with him.

      The table was prepared for my next step. I’d scraped a few shards of wood off the table earlier, and they now sat in a cast-iron pot set in the middle of the tabletop. My artifacts, four in all, were laid on the corners of the table, surrounding the pot. I had been pleasantly surprised to find that the quipu had remnant magic in it. Originally, I had collected it and Jack’s golf club merely as items to connect to the most important people in Bennett’s life. The quipu was ancient, however, and whoever made it either had magic surrounding them or was a practitioner of magic. It simply added to the power I was now able to wield at my whim.

      I lit a match, whispered a spell, and threw the match into the pot with the wood shavings. At first, it looked like the match was going to go out before the wood caught fire, but at the last second, a splinter caught flame. The shavings flared as though they’d been soaked in lighter fluid. Black smoke rose into the air.

      Just before the fire went out, I swirled my hand through the smoke and chanted the last line of the spell. The smoke turned red just as the flames died out. It started twisting around itself and rising higher into the air. When it passed above the top of the buildings, it flashed and sped off in the direction of Bennett’s house. Now, I had nothing to do but wait. I sat in one of Bennett’s chairs that I’d brought along for just such an instance.

      I pondered exactly what to say to him when he arrived. There would be plenty of time to reveal his mistakes to him if I wanted to. I wouldn’t be completing my spell work to undo the fabric of his life right when he arrived. I only decided to summon him early to induce some of the torment that his actions had led me to feel that past year. Despite all that, I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell him anything. Maybe it would be more satisfying to see him watch his life crumble in front of him and not know why.

      It was a hard decision, but I decided I would tell him. It would hurt him so much more if he knew that he was the reason for his own downfall. Seeing his loved ones turn on him one-by-one, knowing it was coming, knowing he was responsible, would break him down even further. I couldn’t stop smiling at the thought.

      After all, he’d ruined my entire future in one fail swoop. It was only fair I returned the courtesy.

      I thought back to the day my dad’s lawyers had visited. They told me that my parents were in jail and that their assets had been frozen. The cheap bastards barely gave me enough to live on as it was. At first, when I’d call the lawyers to get updates about my parents’ case, they were polite and answered my questions, but then they became short with me. Each time I called, they were ruder and more impatient.

      One day, the receptionist told me that my calls would no longer be received by the lawyers at all and asked me to stop calling. When I’d screamed at her, she threw a fit and yelled at me. She told me the stop order came from my parents, that they were the ones that didn’t want me to know anything.

      I’d slammed the phone down and pictured my parents’ faces. Even from prison, they were treating me like shit. They’d give the world to my ex-wife and my asshole stepson, but not me. Finally, one day, a letter came notifying me that their trust had been dismantled and used as restitution payment. That meant I would get nothing. My entire inheritance disappeared. My parents weren’t going to leave the money to me, anyway. That was why I had drafted a false Last Will and Testament to use when they died so I could inherit the money. They had scammed away millions of dollars, and because of Bennett, I wouldn’t see a single cent of it.

      The smile disappeared from my face as the memory floated through my mind. The same day I talked to the rude receptionist, I had been ready to go confront Bennett in person and show him who he had messed with when a knock came at my apartment door.

      It was the archaeologist.

      At first, I thought he was a solicitor and was about to punch him in the face, but then he said he had some things to give to me. Our visit was short, but he’d left the blanket, the rope, and the book, along with some tall tales of magical folklore. He’d even tried to get me to let him keep the stuff for science’s sake. I tossed him out and threw all the stuff he gave me under the bed, thinking it was all useless junk in the beginning.

      Then, about a week later, I saw a glow coming from where I’d put them. When I retrieved them, the book glowed ever-so-slightly. It did that just that once, but that was all I needed. I became obsessed with learning what I had actually been given. While the process of digging for information seemed to take forever, the more information I uncovered, the more a plan started to form. It took me longer than it should have to start looking into where the stuff all came from, or more accurately, who it all came from.

      The archaeologist had talked about a lineage that led him to me. It turned out that hundreds of years earlier, a man had been banished to an unknown island, unknown at the time anyway. There was no record of how he got there, but there were stone drawings showing he’d managed to start a family with a woman on the island. When they found his body, he had been clutching the book, the rope, and the blanket. Nobody could figure out how none of the items had disintegrated. They would have kept them to study but, because there was a traceable lineage, they had to give them to me. It was magic that had kept them from disintegrating, plain and simple.

      After my research was complete, I originally just wanted to get back at Bennett. Then, knowing what I’d learned about magic, I realized that he had magic in his life too somehow. The signs all added up. I wasn’t able to be one-hundred percent certain though until the day I used the blanket right there in that same alley to uncover the remnant magic. When I was sure, however, I could feel the power within my grasp. By destroying the magic in Bennett’s life, I would absorb it into myself. Then I would use a spell from the book to solidify my powers, and the result would be me becoming a full-powered warlock.

      The rest of Bennett’s distress would just be the revenge-icing on the cake.

      My smile returned as I sat and thought of how brilliant I’d been in figuring out all the pieces. I lifted my arms above my head to stretch, and when I looked up, the red smoke had started to dive back down into the alley.

      I jumped to my feet, my heart racing as I focused on every twist and movement the red cloud made. I wanted to be able to recall every moment of Bennett’s demise perfectly in my memory. The smoke rushed down between the buildings, creating a gust of wind as it approached. It formed into a fat funnel, and just before it touched the ground, something flew out of the bottom. I nearly cried tears of joy as the smoke dissipated, and Bennett’s limp body slumped against the side of the building he’d just been slammed into. My summoning spell had worked perfectly.
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      Andi and I spent the morning sitting and talking to Chester after Bennett left for work. The poor little bird would’ve most likely died if my genie hearing wasn’t so acute. We had fallen out of his nest, and I really wasn’t sure how he survived the landing. However, nothing appeared broken, and we’d gotten him to eat ground-up worms from a pipette.

      I had high hopes for the little creature. We’d even moved him into the living room while we played chess. Our chess tournaments came and went over the years. We’d play for a week or two, and then not again for a decade or so. It had actually been three decades since we’d played that time, so we were having an extra good time. We had to modify our game so as not to scare Chester, though. The feel of it was entirely different when we weren’t allowed to destroy each other’s game pieces physically.

      We were just setting up a new game when my phone rang. I answered it to hear a familiar voice on the other end.

      “Hi, Vila, it’s Jack,” he said politely.

      “Hey, Jack. How are you?” I greeted him.

      “I’d be doing a little better if that housemate of yours was here,” he said. He put a lift in his voice to sound humorous, but it didn’t cover up the stress I heard.

      “I’m not sure I understand, Jack,” I replied.

      “I’m looking for Bennett,” Jack stated plainly. Chills ran up my spine.

      “He left here hours ago,” I told him. “He’s not there with you?” I sat up on my knees. Andi was listening to the conversation, and her face reflected the dread that was settling in my stomach.

      “No, he’s not. Did he say anything about going somewhere else first?” Jack’s voice had shifted from irritation to concern.

      “He didn’t say anything to us other than he was going to leave for work,” I answered. “So, where the hell is he?”

      “I have no idea, Vila. He’s driving himself today, right? He sent Glen to drive Sven and Asher. Can you tell me what car he drove?” Jack asked quickly.

      “Give me just a second. I’ll go look.” I pushed the ‘hold’ button on my phone, so I wouldn’t accidentally hang up while Andi and I bolted out the front door. We turned the corner of the house on our way to the garage and stopped short. The garage door was wide open.

      “What the hell?” Andi called out. Bennett had never left it open before.

      After the initial shock wore off, Andi and I ran towards the open door. It was like getting punched in the chest when we saw that all of Bennett’s cars were still inside, and the Mustang engine was on. I pressed the button to get Jack back on the line.

      “He’s gone, Jack!” I yelled.

      “What do you mean, Vila,” Jack asked very calmly.

      “His car is running in the garage, and he’s not in it. All the other cars are there too!” I continued to yell.

      The line was silent for a long moment before Jack said anything else.

      “Stay there, I’m coming over,” he finally said. He hung up, and I looked at Andi.

      “Where could he be?” I cried out to her.

      “What I want to know is why I can’t hear that car running?!” she yelled back to me.

      We both went silent. I couldn’t hear it either. I saw the exhaust coming out of the tailpipe, and the way it vibrated, but I didn’t pay attention to the fact that I couldn’t hear it. The two of us slowly approached the car. Only magic could do something like that, and we were both afraid to touch it.

      “We have to leave it on,” I told Andi in a much more mellow voice. Getting hysterical was only good to feel better for the short term. We needed answers now. “We don’t know what kind of magic this is.”

      “How can magic be here at all?” she asked, carefully walking around the car to peer in the windshield.

      “I don’t know, but I think I have a way to find out,” I told her. “We have to go back in the house. Come on.”

      The two of us ran inside, leaving the car running in the garage. We’d have to make some excuse to Jack as to why we left it running, but I wasn’t concerned with that right now. What I was concerned with is that we needed to use a little magic ourselves, and we needed to do it before Jack showed up.

      “What are we doing?” Andi asked breathlessly when we were in the house, and the door was closed behind us.

      “I need you to do a memory-reliving spell on me,” I told her, “and I need it to be a deep one.” Her eyes grew big, and her mouth dropped open momentarily.

      “Vila, I can’t do that. Not by myself!” she answered, almost frantic-sounding.

      “Yes, you can,” I said softly.

      “I’ve never done anything even remotely that significant without you. I don’t know if I’m powerful enough to pull it off without being in the money clip!” she cried out.

      “You have to try. Bennett has the clip with him wherever he is, so we can’t go home,” I replied. I kept my voice low to try to calm her down. “Andi, think about it… The money clip is with Bennett… We don’t know where he is…” I stood still as Andi caught on to what I was trying to tell her. I didn’t want to say it outright because she was already panicking.

      “Oh my God, what if someone else gets the clip?” She had barely whispered the thought as it terrified her so much.

      “Let’s make sure we find him before that happens. Now, you know what to do, and I know you can do it,” I told her. It was an agonizing thirty seconds while I watched every emotion save happiness cross Andi’s face. Then she looked up and tipped her head towards the stairs.

      “I’ll do it in the bedroom. It has the most of Bennett’s personal items in case we need them,” she said, turning to run up the stairs.

      I followed behind her. None of the personal items in the bedroom would be of any use for the spell I needed her to cast, but I think it just made her feel better to think of his things being close. When we got to the room, we both crawled up on the bed. We laid flat, side-by-side, and held hands. She rolled her head to the side to look at me, and I turned towards her as well.

      “I’m right here, just send me backward a bit. You’ll do great,” I whispered.

      “What will happen if something goes wrong?” Her brow wrinkled, and her lip started to quiver. A single tear rolled out of the corner of her eye.

      “Nothing will go wrong, Andolyn. I promise,” I lied. I knew if she got me under the spell but couldn’t get me out, or was interrupted for some reason, I’d be stuck in whatever time and place that I was reliving. She didn’t know that and most certainly didn’t need the added stress. I had no doubt that she was powerful enough to perform the magic I was asking her to, just as long as she could concentrate hard enough.

      “Are you ready?” she whispered.

      “I am,” I whispered back.

      Andi squeezed my hand, and the two of us looked straight up at the ceiling. We took a deep breath and closed our eyes as we let them out. A soothing, fluid warmth began to wash over my body. It was like a warm blanket of smooth, soft gel pressing lightly on my muscles, inducing them to relax. The more completely I was engulfed in the warmth, the more stress drained from my mind.

      I remembered that my mind is mine to control. I had to respond to my situation instead of reacting to it. When I was fully encased in the warm pressing comfort, I sent my mind backward in time. It was effortless. Andi’s magic was powerful, so much more so that either of us realized. That added a significant amount of ease to my journey because what I hadn’t mentioned to Andi, was that I had to go back into her memories.

      I accessed her memories through her magic without her having to guide me actively. The strongest connection I knew to her memory of being human was through the world I had built her the day she became a genie. I took myself back to the moment she saw it for the first time. I was a spectator with access to her emotions, basically.

      Andi stood at the bottom of a hill so green that it could only be in Ireland. I saw myself standing with her, explaining what it meant to be a genie. I had chosen to create her a place as familiar as possible to negate some of the shock. She looked out over the meadow before her with confused eyes.

      I wanted to help my past-self comfort her better, but that is not what I was there for. I needed to know what she felt. I closed my eyes and concentrated on tapping into her emotions. Confusion was the strongest, and I let it wash over me. Wonder was next. It was her first time experiencing magic, and while most would choose to reject it for lack of the capability to believe, Andi embraced it. She examined every tree, blade of grass, and ray of sunshine with a mind so open, you’d think she was a child.

      Then the fear came springing forward. It was the emotion I was waiting for because behind that fear was something I needed to know. When the terror sprung on her, she turned in circles, looking for her mother, whose health was failing. Then I felt what it was I was waiting for, hoping for: familiarity.

      The instant between Andi’s mind being flooded with fear for her mother, and the moment my past-self took her back to her mother’s side in the castle bedroom, I felt the same familiarity I had when that scumbag Dave was present. I closed my eyes and concentrated on what Andi was feeling the moment she saw her mother again. Relief, gratitude, love… and then a tiny flash of fear again.

      I opened my eyes and watched as Andi scanned the castle bedroom and finally figured out the connection I was hoping to. The familiarity wasn’t coming from Andi’s emotions regarding her mother. It was coming from her thoughts of her evil uncle, the one who’d just tried to kill her. He was the one who’d controlled me before Andi’s mom managed to get ahold the coin I was in, take possession of me herself, and wish her daughter to safety. The only place I could guarantee her safety was in the coin with me. That is how Andi ended up being a genie.

      Once I recognized Andi’s uncle as being the one associated with Dave, I focused on the memory of my interaction with him. At the queen’s request, I had sent him so far away that he wouldn’t be able to travel back in his lifetime. When I’d done so, I had felt the evil in him. It twisted inside him like an oozing plague. In real-time, all I remembered was that he was evil, but as I was reliving the memory, I recalled how that evil made me feel. In a much smaller way, it was the same way I felt around Dave. It came across as familiarity because my mind had melded it together with my memory of that entire day.

      I stood in shock, watching the rest of the memory unfold as realization prickled all through me.

      Dave was related to Andi’s uncle, somehow.

      I snapped myself out of my shock and regained my focus. I needed to go back and tell Andi what I’d remembered. I concentrated on the warm feeling that got me sent to the past, and I began to float to the present. That’s when I felt someone take hold of my hand. It startled me, and my first reaction was to struggle because I thought someone was touching my physical body, the one lying next to Andi on Bennett’s bed. Then I realized I was being pulled further into the past.

      I turned my head, and an old, weathered hand had a hold of mine. Joy flooded my senses, I closed my eyes, and I let myself be pulled.

      When I opened my eyes again, I was sitting in the dirty slave quarters that I’d lived in as a human. Across from me was a frail, tiny figure wrapped in a blanket, smiling at me with bright eyes. My face got hot, and the tears poured out. All thoughts of returning to Andi disappeared as I stared at the woman who’d raised me.

      “How am I here?” I scooted forward and threw my arms around Gisele’s neck. She chuckled and hugged me tightly. I couldn’t let go even to let her answer my question.

      “I wanted to see you. That’s how you got here,” she laughed. “It took you longer than I’d expected to try to mess with your memory magic.”

      “I was afraid to do it by myself, and until Andi absolutely had to, she didn’t feel able,” I replied.

      “Child, sit back so I can look at you,” Gisele told me gently. I finally let go of her and leaned back. “How is Andi?”

      “She is… Wait. How do you know about Andi?” I hadn’t made Andi a genie until several hundred years after I’d been one myself.

      “Just because you don’t play with memory magic doesn’t mean that I don’t,” she whispered mischievously as she winked at me.

      “You can see my memories? Even the ones from after… After you spelled me into the lamp?” Gisele had used her last breath to perform the spell that saved me, but I still didn’t like to talk about it outright. Not even to her.

      “Yes, I can,” she confirmed. “You have seen quite a lot as a genie, haven’t you?”

      I nodded my head and took Gisele by the hands. I laid my head in her lap as I had done when I was young. She used to ask me to tell her about my favorite things in the world. Her voice was the most calming sound in the world to me, and I wanted to sit and listen to it endlessly.

      “Servilia, I need you to listen to me,” Gisele said softly. She tipped my face upward to make sure she had my attention. “You can find Bennett without the money clip.” Hearing Bennett’s name while in my past created an unbalanced feeling in my heart.

      “I want to stay here.” I hadn’t realized I was ready to stay back in that place until the words came out of my mouth. “Isn’t there a way to bring him and Andi here?”

      “You aren’t alive here, Servilia. You are just an observer. You can’t stay.” Gisele was calm but firm in her statement. “You have to go find Bennett.” She stroked my hair and wiped tears off my cheek.

      “Can you come with me?” I whispered, clinging onto the hope my words had stirred in me.

      “You know the answer to that,” she replied.

      I did know the answer, and it wasn’t one I wanted to accept. The strength in Gisele’s old voice pulled me out of my temporary self-pity, though. I sat up and cupped her face in my hands, putting our foreheads together gently.

      “What do I need to do in order to find Bennett?” The one thing I was sure of, regardless of how bad my heart ached to stay, is if Gisele told me I had to go, then I had to go. She’d never led me down the wrong path, and I owed her the respect of doing what she asked.

      “You are already doing it,” she replied. I leaned back and looked into her shining eyes for a long moment before understanding.

      “I find him through his memories, don’t I?” I asked for confirmation.

      She smiled, and my heart melted. I loved seeing her happy.

      “It won’t take near the power it took to get here,” Gisele told me, her voice stronger. “You need to do it quickly, however. He’s in trouble.”

      A tiny trail of panic shot up my spine. It instantly mixed with the heartache of knowing I had to leave.

      “Don’t I have just another minute? I’ve missed you more than I can say,” I whined quietly, looking down at our intertwined hands. Shame burned my cheeks for even asking. Gisele had raised me to be stronger than that.

      “Hug me, child,” she giggled. “I love you, and I am so proud of what you’ve done with your magic. You are truly my light. I didn’t get a chance to tell you before, but you are the best thing that I had in life, and now, after.”

      I sobbed at her words and clung to her tightly.

      “You are the reason for anything good in me,” I whispered through my tears.

      Gisele squeezed me gently and took my face in her hands. I closed my eyes as she kissed my forehead. I fought with my urge to hold on to her as I felt the warmth of Andi’s magic wrap around. I knew when I opened my eyes again, Gisele would be gone. As I was pulled into the present, I wept both happy and sad tears.

      I’d just had the best and worst moment in my life up to that point.

      I opened my eyes and turned my head to look at Andi. She was already looking my way. I reached over and hugged her tight. After my desire to stay with Gisele, I was surprised at the affection I felt upon seeing her. She hugged me back, and the two of us sat up together as Andi wiped tears from my face that I didn’t realize had transferred into reality.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, concern apparent in her expression.

      “I am. I’m better than okay,” I told her. The strength that Gisele had instilled in me returned, and I was determined to make her proud of the person she’d molded me into. I slid to the edge of the bed and stood up. “We have to do the memory spell one more time.”

      “Vila, I don’t know--”

      “You just sent me centuries in the past, Andi,” I interrupted her gently. “You can most certainly send me back a couple of hours.”

      “A couple of hours?” she asked, confused.

      “I got a little tip while I was away. I know how to find Bennett without the money clip,” I told her excitedly.

      “Really? How?” she squealed happily.

      “By going into Bennett’s memory,” I informed her.

      “How are we going to do that?” Andi didn’t know that I’d been in her memory, or that it was even possible.

      “The exact same way I was just in one of your memories.” I waited for understanding to show in her eyes.

      “You visited one of my memories?” she asked, astonished.

      “Yes,” I started. “Technically, I was there too, but it had to be yours so I could feel what you were feeling.”

      “Why?” She raised a confused eyebrow at me.

      “Because I recognized something about Dave. I’ll give you the details later, but the short version is that he is related to your uncle,” I spouted. I was a little more anxious with every minute that passed.

      “What?” she yelled. I wasn’t positive if she was just shocked or angry.

      “I know it’s a lot to digest, and you don’t even know the half of it. However, we need to go meet Jack, find some reason to send him off somewhere, and do the spell again,” I rushed to tell her.

      “Send me away to do a what?” a shocked voice said from the doorway beside us.

      Andi and I froze in place. Neither of us had heard Jack knock or come in the house. We definitely hadn’t heard him come up the stairs calling to us. Whatever magic Dave had done to the garage must have spread to the whole house. Andi stood up, and we turned slowly to look at him.

      “Jack,” I said shakily.

      “A spell? Did I hear you right?” he asked curiously. A thousand scenarios ran through my head about what to tell him. Only one felt right, however.

      “Yes, you heard me correctly,” I said, and the feeling of relief that ran through me told me I’d made the right choice. I walked confidently over to him and took him by the shoulders, looking him squarely in the eyes. “You’ll need a lot more information than you have now, I understand that. I will fill you in on every detail you could possibly want to know, and some you probably don’t. However, if you will help us first, we can get to Bennett faster and have a better chance of getting him out of whatever trouble he is in. Can you do that?”

      Jack stared unblinking at me.

      “Yes,” he said flatly.

      I took a step back. I hadn’t expected him to answer nearly that quickly.

      “Yes?” Andi echoed him.

      Jack looked past me and nodded to her. “Yes. What do you need me to do?” He acted as though he was presented with unknown magic every day. As baffled as I was, I didn’t have time to marvel at his unusual open-mindedness.

      “We need you to simply make sure nobody comes in this house,” I started. “We can’t hear the way we normally do. Hence you making it up here without us knowing.”

      “Is that all?” he asked, unphased. His acceptance of instruction in such weird circumstances was almost eerie.

      “For now,” I replied.

      “I’ll wait at the bottom of the stairs, in that case,” he said. “How long do you need?”

      “Not long. We’ll come down when it is done,” I told him.

      Jack turned and left the doorway. The only visible sign that he was a mortal who’d just discovered magic was the slight stiffness with which he walked. I shook my head in confusion as I walked back to the bed. I looked at Andi. She was horrified that we’d been discovered.

      I patted her cheek and smiled. “Don’t worry about him. I’ll do that. You have work to do,” I said lightly. I crawled back up on the bed and laid down. I patted the bed beside me for Andi to resume her position as well. She climbed on with me and laid down. As I grabbed her hand to resume the memory spell, I couldn’t help but giggle just a little.

      I was going to have a great amount of explaining to do before all of this was over. Andi, Jack, and Bennett were going to have miles of questions, no doubt. Gisele’s smiling face drifted across my mind, and I felt her strength. Just as I expected to feel the warmth of Andi’s magic again, I felt my legs turn to mist.

      “What’s going on?” Andi’s legs had turned too.

      “I don’t know!” I yelled out. Suddenly, both of us were being pulled away.
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      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been unconscious when I finally opened my eyes. A stabbing pain jolted through my head, and I remembered hitting it on something. As my vision began to clear, fuzzy shapes and dark colors surrounded me. I definitely wasn’t in my car any longer.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath and held it. I needed to clear my head. A horrifyingly present sense of danger enveloped me, and I needed my faculties to face it. When I opened my eyes, my vision was still coming into focus, but it had improved. I tipped my head down and could tell I was sitting on broken asphalt.

      I stared at a single rock until it became clear. Then I looked at a crack a little further away from the rock and stared until that became clear. Slowly I worked my eyes further from me, trying to regain acute vision. When I felt I could see well enough again, I tipped my head back up. Directly across from me, there was a table. It was still a little blurry but not too bad. I couldn’t make out exactly what was on top of the table, but I realized quickly that it was my table.

      I kept blinking until, at last, my vision cleared completely, and the table came into full focus. There was a brick wall behind it, and strangely enough, Jack’s golf club was one of the items on top of it. I turned to get an idea of where I was, but the pain in my head intensified, so I stopped moving. I slowly touched the back of my head, and my hand came forward with blood on it.

      “What the hell?” I moaned to myself. It was then I found out I wasn’t alone. Footsteps sounded in front of me, and I raised my eyes. I could only lift my head high enough to see two legs standing in front of my table.

      “Ah, you’re alive,” a disgustingly cheery voice said. I didn’t have to look any further to know who was speaking. It was Dave Klerik.

      “Where am I?” I asked.

      “Oh, you are in the alley where you found the magic box thing,” he answered happily.

      I hadn’t expected him to reveal to me where I was, much less refer to magic. My attention to the pain in my head instantly switched to the overwhelming need to deny any knowledge of magic.

      “What box?” I muttered. I put my hand on the ground to push myself up on my knees.

      “Of course, what box?” Dave mocked. “You aren’t going to fool me, Bennett. I know you have a magic box.”

      I continued to struggle to get up, still not able to move my head more than a few degrees in any direction without searing pain.

      “You’ve lost your mind, Dave,” I hissed at him.

      “Oh, good! You know who is going to ruin your life! I was afraid I was going to have to go to the trouble of introducing myself.” The sarcasm in his voice was mixed with a tone of madness.

      I finally got to my knees and tried one more time to lift my head. I was able to get it high enough to see his face. His eyes were bloodshot, and his skin was splotched red. He had an evil grin that was more ugly than scary.

      “What the hell do you want, you psycho?” I spat out. I started to pull my foot forward with the intention of attempting to stand, but he kicked it back, and I nearly fell over again.

      “Oh, no, you don’t. You aren’t going anywhere,” he laughed. He walked to the table and picked up a piece of rope. He returned, pulled my arms behind my back, and tied my hands together.

      When he appeared in front of me, I tried to move my leg again, but it wouldn’t budge. In fact, I couldn’t move my body either. The only mobility I had was in my arms and neck, but my arms were tied.

      “What did you do?” I demanded, struggling but unable to move.

      “Don’t you mean, ‘what did you do, psycho?’” he mocked. “Do you really think I would have gone to all the trouble to summon you here just to let you walk away? I’m not stupid!” His voice continually elevated in pitch as he spoke.

      I took a deep breath and calmed the swirling confusion in my mind.

      “Dave,” I started calmly. “Why am I here?”

      “’Why am I here?’ ‘What’s going on?’ ‘What box?’” he screeched. “How about you shut up and listen instead of peppering me with pointless, lame questions!”

      My first instinct was to spit in his shrewd little face, but I couldn’t tip my head up quite that far.

      “Okay, Dave,” I said, keeping my calm. “I’m listening.”

      “Good!” he spat out. He went to the table and leaned against it, crossed his arms, and laughed. “I knew you had no clue what you did, but deep down, I think I hoped you’d have some inkling of it.”

      “Of what?” I asked, forgetting my intent to listen.

      “Shut up!” Dave stood up and screamed. “Shut up, or I’ll kick that broken head of yours right back into the wall!”

      The man was insane with rage. I didn’t say anything for the simple fact that I was, indeed, at a temporary disadvantage. He slowly leaned back against the table and took a breath. When he spoke again, his voice had returned to a normal volume.

      “You ruined my life, Bennett. You and whatever that magic box did, ruined my life,” he seethed. “Your little mix up with the deliveries last year cost me my allowance, my inheritance, and my family. Sure, they didn’t like me much, but at least they weren’t in jail!”

      I had an idea about what he was referring to, but I decided to let him rant instead of asking for clarification.

      “Then suddenly, there you were, Mr. Fancy House, with your millions, and your perfect girl, and your chummy boss, just living it up like nobody else in the world mattered!” Dave knelt down and looked at me on face-level. “You didn’t even care that I didn’t have two pennies to rub together. I’d saved my allowance for months to draft the fake Will, but thanks to you, the government took all my parents money, so the Will is useless!”

      The pieces were starting to come together for me.

      “The Bakers were your parents?” I asked before thinking better of it.

      Last year, I had accidentally delivered an envelope from the Bakers to the district attorney’s office. It turned out the couple was under investigation for massive amounts of fraud and embezzlement, amongst other things. I’d known they’d had a grandson, but was under the impression he’d been raised by a single mother.

      “Oh, it’s coming back to you, is it?” he hissed.

      “I didn’t know they had a son. I only knew their grandson, Blake.” The name instantly enraged Dave.

      “That scummy useless bag of shit didn’t deserve anything! My parents treated him like royalty and me like dirt!” he yelled into the air as though trying to announce a public message.

      “Blake’s last name was Hudson, though. Is he your son?” I had begun ignoring Dave’s insane variations of voice.

      “Hell no, he’s not my son. And what is a last name, anyway? My last name isn’t Baker. Why does that matter? My mom had me before she married Bill Baker. My ex-wife had Blake before I married her. Somehow my mom and Bill decided that my ex-wife and her precious asshole son were more a part of the family than I was!” Dave was pacing back and forth now. He had stopped staring at me, so I took the opportunity during his rant to look around.

      I forced my head to turn through the pain. We were in the middle of the alley, not far from where I’d wrecked my bike the day I’d found the box. The watch the genies were in had been inside that box. Dave didn’t seem to know about the genies, though. He only mentioned the box being magical.

      I turned my attention to the table. I saw a pot, a worn piece of cloth, and what looked like a necklace sitting with Jack’s golf club. It was clear by the careful layout that Dave planned on doing something with the items, so I thought it best not to ask him about them and speed up whatever he had planned. For the moment, I was going to keep him ranting so I could devise a way out.

      “They still gave you money, though, right? Why would they do that if they didn’t consider you family?” I asked, hoping to keep him talking. It seemed the more enraged he got, the more he wouldn’t shut up.

      “Why did they give me money?” he repeated my question, laughing suddenly. “Because they wanted me to leave them alone. They wanted me to leave, period. You know, they even tried to get me to move out of the country? Offered to buy me a house and everything, those imbeciles.”

      “Why didn’t you take them up on their offer? It doesn’t sound like you were happy here.” I made sure to keep my voice low and calm, so he’d focus on my questions instead of feeling like I was questioning him.

      “Because fuck them! That’s why! They thought they could buy me out of their lives. I wasn’t going to let them get rid of me that easily!” Dave paced furiously and started muttering to himself. He was losing it more with every evil, nonsensical sentence he spat out.

      While he raged, I tried to look back at my hands to see what he’d tied me with that made it so I couldn’t move my legs. I couldn’t twist my neck that far, though. When my eyes came forward, I saw an outline through the pocket of my pants. It was the money clip. A flash of relief poured through me, instantly followed by fear.

      I was certain Dave didn’t know about the genies, and there was no way I was going to bring them here if that was the case. However, if he got his hands on my money clip, he would have control over Andi, and Vila.

      “Don’t even think of trying to get away, Bennett,” Dave hissed in my ear. I was so distracted by the money clip that I hadn’t noticed him stop his pacing to crouch down in front of me.

      “I just wanted to see what the hell you tied me up with,” I spat at him. I was done playing nice. If he wanted to feel sorry for himself, I was going to help him along.

      “You wish you knew the secret, do you?” he cackled. “Too bad, Bennett! You aren’t the only one who can play with magic!”

      “You’re a total nutjob, you know that?” I laughed at him. I plastered a dramatic frown on my face and decided to go for gold in pissing him off. “Poor baby Dave didn’t amount to shit and blames his thieving parents. Maybe if he plays with dirty ropes and people’s hand-me-downs, he can make himself feel like a man.” How good I was at mocking him shocked me.

      “You shut your fucking mouth! They are magic, and you know it! You have the magic box!” he screamed.

      “Does a sad little Dave pop out of the box when I wind the handle?” I continued hazing him.

      He spun around and punched me in the stomach. Even with all his might, he didn’t even knock the wind out of me. The more I saw of this man, the more pathetic and weak he seemed.

      “You know what, you arrogant prick? I was going to wait, but now I’m not!” he yelled as he stormed over to the table. “I was going to make you tell me where the box is, but I think I’ll just go to your house and find it myself!” He picked up the cloth from the tabletop and put it over top of my head. It was just large enough to drape over my eyes, so I couldn’t see anything above a few feet off the ground.

      “You aren’t going anywhere near my house, you fuck!” I hissed.

      “Who’s going to stop me?” he retorted snottily.

      I turned my head back and forth, fighting the pain in my head to get the cloth to fall off. My efforts weren’t working, though. I needed more time before he did whatever he had planned. He wasn’t magical himself, but he thought he had the ability to use magic, for some reason. I couldn’t imagine how, but I wasn’t in the position to test his abilities just yet.

      “You’ve lost your damn mind, Dave!” I laughed exaggeratedly. I heard him pick something up off the table and walk over to me. He began rubbing what felt like strings over my shoulders and chanting. It was the opportunity I needed to redirect his focus one more time. “Been practicing your Rosetta Stone, have you?”

      “You only wish you could have my power! Did you know that I was the one who caused the tornados? I was the one who controlled Mother Nature as I felt the need to!” His voice was dripping with self-satisfaction. “If only that punk archaeologist knew what he had in his hands when he showed up to my apartment… but he didn’t! Lost, found, lineage, stranger, I don’t give a damn! He handed me the answer to all my problems!” He continued rubbing the strings over my shoulders as he went down the rabbit hole of lunacy with his ramblings.

      I realized a very important fact right then, however. It was possible the items he had weren’t just pieces of junk. I hadn’t considered that they might have magic attached to them somehow. There was no reason for me to think he’d done any more than finding the possibility of magic somehow.

      After he mentioned the archaeologist, however, my mind changed. If an archaeologist had found something, there was a good chance it had been uncovered and very old. Dave had mentioned something about ‘lineage’ as well. Had the items been traced to him somehow?

      I needed to know where those things came from and what Dave thought he would do with them if I had any chance of getting loose. More importantly, I needed to know in order to keep the girls from in his possession, in case he figured any more details out. Since Dave had already made plans to go to my house, I changed my earlier decision and decided to bring the girls here.

      He already knew about magic. It was time to show him what real magic looked like.
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      Since I could hear people on the street lazily strolling by, I figured Dave had found a way to shield the alley from view. That being the case, I wasn’t sure calling for the girls would work. That might give Dave a heads up that something would happen, and I didn’t want him prepared at all. My only choice was to rub the money clip.

      I decided to start to act like I was squirming to get away from the strings he was rubbing over my shoulders. I threw my head from side to side, using the pain the movement caused as motivation to yell out at him. The aim was to get his focus jumbled. Meanwhile, I was straining with all my might to pull my arms to the side far enough to reach into my pocket. I let out a particularly high-pitched yell, and Dave paused for a moment.

      My antics were working. He went back to his chanting and started moving the strings again. I got my arms far enough to the side to hook one of my fingers on my pocket. The arm I used to pull burned with fatigue, and my opposite arm strained against the joint from being pulled too far at an unnatural angle. I didn’t have time to let either rest, though. I used my fingers to pull my hand into my pocket, but I couldn’t get my arms to go any further to the side. Instead, I started bunching the material inside my pocket up under my fingers to raise the money clip to me. It seemed like I worked at the material for hours before I finally felt the metal under my hand.

      Then I used the last bit of strength I had to rub one finger across the clip.

      Two balls of light, one purple, the other blue, shot out of the clip. The blue one narrowly missed hitting Dave. The light balls zipped around at an amazing speed, and I heard a sparking hiss as they bounced off the brick walls on either side of me. Dave’s feet jumped back and spun around. He took a step backward and tripped over a crack in the asphalt, forcing him to drop the strings on my shoulders so that he could catch himself.

      The lights stopped moving just above the ground beside the table, and they both grew so bright, that even though I was mostly shielded by the cloth on my head, I still closed my eyes. Dave fell on his back when he put his hands up to shield his eyes, and I heard his head hit the ground hard. The second the flash dissipated, I opened my eyes and saw Andi and Vila’s mist floating beside the table. I couldn’t see their faces, but I  didn’t have time to explain anything to them, anyway.

      “I wish to have the ability to see the complete history of any item I want, simply by touching it!” I yelled loudly, careful to speak every word perfectly. I immediately heard one of the girls snap her fingers.

      I looked over to Dave. He still had one arm up in front of his eyes and was holding his banged-up head with the other. He hadn’t seen the girls yet. Since I had made my wish before they had the chance to say anything, he hadn’t heard them either. I saw my opportunity to keep them a secret and mentally crossed my fingers in hopes that it would work.

      “Go home!” I yelled at the girls. If they could disappear before Dave uncovered his eyes, they would be safe. In less than a blink, they were sucked into the money clip, all evidence of their presence gone.

      Dave groaned as he rolled around on the ground. He slowly uncovered his eyes and timidly looked around for the lights. He looked at me, and his face morphed into that of an angry slug.

      “What the hell are you yelling about?” he screamed at me. He hoisted himself up, checking for injuries. When he felt the back of his head, I heard him wince audibly in pain.

      “Those little bumps on the head feel good, don’t they?” I mocked.

      “I don’t know what you’re so smug about. Didn’t you see that?” He was jumping all around. “It’s working, and you know it!”

      It took me a moment, but when I realized he thought the lights were a result of whatever spell he was trying to work, I started laughing hysterically.

      “You are the most idiotic imbecile I’ve ever had the comedic pleasure of meeting!” I shouted between laughs.

      “You’ll see who the imbecile is just as soon as I get my head bandaged!” he hollered as he walked to my left and out of view. I could hear him rustling around in something that sounded like a duffle bag. This was the chance I needed.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on one of the strings sitting on my shoulder. My sight went black, and images started flashing in front of my eyes. They were so fast I couldn’t actually see any one image. In less than a second, they stopped, and my vision returned to normal.

      I reeled for a few seconds, trying to figure out how this new wish had worked. I thought of the string again, and then I knew. The images had been implanted in my mind as memories. I could ‘remember’ everything about it. Actually, it wasn’t just a bunch of strings at all. It was an ancient mathematical device, called a quipu which Dave had gotten from Lottie. He thought it would just be a way to connect her to the spell he would do, but he realized later it had remnant magic. Huh, that was a new term to me.

      When I remembered everything I needed to about the quipu, I concentrated on the cloth on my head. The same massive flash of images occurred again. When it was finished, I accessed my memories and saw the history of the cloth in reverse. Dave used it to cause the tornados and see remnant magic in the alley. That is how he knew about the so-called magic box. It was part of a blanket that was centuries old. It was found with a dead man in a volcanic cave, along with a book, and a rope. The dead man was related to Dave somehow.

      Actually, threads from the original blanket had been worn so thin, gold could be wound around them, making a new way for royalty to have flexible ‘blankets of gold.’ The memories came at an amazing speed. It was almost hard to process how much information I knew about the blanket. Then the memories stopped at a scene in a dirty room. The threads were intact in the original blanket, and it was covering an old woman on a cot.

      I watched the memory unfold like a movie. The woman under the blanket was Gisele, and the scene was the moment she cast the spell that made Vila a genie. Then the memory disappeared, and I was left with the knowledge that magic had passed from Gisele to the blanket somehow.

      I was so shocked at what I’d seen that I didn’t hear Dave walk back over to me.

      “Nothing witty to say anymore?” he sneered. I opened my eyes, and his feet were directly in front of me. “Now, where was I?”

      He picked the quipu up and rubbed it across my shoulders again while he started in with his chanting. The blanket began to glow ever so slightly. It was only momentary, but it was hanging right in front of my face, so there was no mistaking it. A mild heat from the glow sank into my scalp. Dave must have seen the glow as well because he hooted in triumph.

      “Aha! You see that! Just a hop, skip, and a jump away from bringing you down, Mr. Bigshot Lottery Loser!” Dave yelled joyfully.

      My heart rate sped up at the possibility that he was correct. I closed my eyes again and concentrated on the rope that bound my hands. After the flash of images, I learned that the rope was connected to Andi’s mother. Part of it was made out of the same threads in the rope that Andi’s evil uncle had tied her mother with. I also saw the rope in the cave with the dead man, only I saw what happened right before he died as well.

      That was when the pieces began to fall together. I pulled my mind away from the memories just in time to feel warmth from the rope on my wrists. Dave’s chanting wasn’t what was causing the magic to emit from the artifacts. The magic I was using through the wish to see the items’ histories served as some kind of conduit to let their magic flow into me somehow. I didn’t have time to worry about how especially when I felt the rope go cold again. As I opened my eyes, I suddenly realized that I could move again.

      Dave hadn’t tied the rope very well. He probably thought, because it was magical, he didn’t have to. I slipped my wrists out, whipped the rope around Dave’s legs, and yanked. He tumbled to the ground.

      “How did you--?” he cried out.

      I pulled the blanket off my head and tossed it over to the table. Slowly, I stood up and looked down over Dave’s face.

      “There are a few things you don’t know about magic, Dave,” I sneered coldly. “Important things like how magic flows to magic.”

      “My spell was working! I saw the blanket glow!” he whined loudly, trying to make sense of the turnaround of power.

      “You saw the blanket glow as it generously lent me its potential,” I hissed, leaning over him, close to his ear. “The potential that I am able to do whatever I want with.”

      Confusion turned to terror on his face. It was the reaction I was going for.

      “Bennett, you know I’d never really hurt you, right?” Dave started backtracking quickly. “I was just upset because of my parents, and you know how family can be, am I right?” His eyes were darting around, and he was attempting to grin.

      “I know just how family is,” I replied. “And all of the things you have here belong to peoples’ families who are not yours. I’ll be taking them with me.”

      I stood up and walked to the table. Dave must’ve been absolutely terrified because he just laid on the ground where I left him. I had the rope and quipu in my hand. I set them down and picked up the book.

      It was the first time I’d seen it. It had been pushed too far back on the table for me to see it from where I was tied up. Then I concentrated, and in an instant, I knew the history of the book. I scanned it for a certain page I’d seen in my memory. When I found it, I set the book on the table, open to that page, and turned around.

      “Get up,” I yelled sharply.

      Dave’s entire body jumped. He looked to his feet and saw that he wasn’t bound. Hopping to his feet, he sneered at me.

      “You just made a huge mistake!” he yelled out. His voice reminded me of a wicked witch from a cartoon.

      I chuckled a little and crossed my arms. “Perhaps, or perhaps I want to tell you a little story. How much do you know about the man this book was found with?”

      Dave’s eyes shifted around and settled on the book. He looked up at me and shrugged sarcastically. “Quite a bit, actually. Otherwise, how would I have used his things to track your little box, you asshat?” He clenched his teeth in an attempt to look vicious. The result was more like a red-nosed balloon-face.

      “Did you know that he is in the book?” I tossed out at him and laughed as his eyes went wide.

      “I mean… of course… that’s the first… thing I knew…” he stuttered.

      “Ah, good. Then I don’t have to tell you how he got into the book, then. Do I?” I lowered my face and glared at him. Dave stood there, looking from me to the book and back. He put his hand up in front of himself and took a step back.

      “We don’t have to get all crazy about this, really,” he muttered. “We can just work things out. You know, shake hands, say sorry, call it a day?”

      “I don’t think I’m in the mood to shake hands,” I whispered as I walked toward him.

      Dave circled around me until he was standing in front of the table, his back facing the book, exactly where he needed to be. I closed my eyes, held my hands out to my sides, and concentrated. A sudden, wild wind whipped through the alley, and a pitchy wail came with it. I opened my eyes to Dave, cowering behind his hands. I looked to my right as a white funnel cloud twisted down to the ground beside me. It instantly vanished, along with the wind, leaving behind a woman in blue. She smiled at me, and I looked back at Dave.

      “A friend wanted me to show you something, Dave,” I said to get his attention. He peered out from between his arms and jumped back when he saw the woman standing beside me. The back of his legs hit the table, and he had to grab the edges to keep from falling backward.

      “Who… who is that?” he cried out, fearful tears welling in his eyes.

      “She brought something for me to show you,” I whispered nastily. I held my hand out to her, and she placed a box in it. It was the box I’d found Andi and Vila’s watch in. “Is this the box you were looking for all this time?” I held the beat-up old piece of junk out for Dave to see.

      “Umm, no. I think I was wrong all along about a box. Any box. I have no interest in boxes,” he spat out rapidly.

      “Well, Dave, it has an interest in you now,” I said. “Think about all the good magic can do in the world while you are away, and maybe one day, you’ll have a real chance at using magic the way it was intended.”

      Dave’s eyes grew four sizes as I held the top of the box toward him and slowly opened it. Once the lid was fully open, a silver beam of light shot out of it, hitting him directly in the chest. He fell back, but the table was there to hold him upright. The beam flowed into his chest and ever so slowly, began to come out the other side of him and arch straight down into the book.

      When the full power of it shone all the way through, a massive gold flash rushed out of the box and hit Dave. I marveled at the glory of magical processes as Dave shrunk to the size of a pen and pushed into the book. When he could no longer be seen, the end of the silver beam left the box and followed him in. Then the book closed, and he was gone. I shut the box and turned to the woman in blue.

      “I don’t know how a single bit of this worked, but thank you for your help,” I told her, handing the box back.

      “I don’t want that old thing. It’s just a box.” She laughed. “Yes, it had a little bit of remnant magic in it, but you only needed it as a portal.”

      “I’ll repeat, I have no idea how this works,” I chuckled. “I only know what I saw in my memory when Andi’s uncle did it to himself.”

      “That guy!” The woman rolled her eyes. “He made some miscalculations. You noticed in your memory that his body was found, right?”

      “Yeah,” I answered.

      “And you see that Dave’s body is nowhere here?” She gestured around the alley.

      “Yeah,” I repeated.

      “Andi’s uncle put his consciousness in the book without his body!” she roared with laughter. “How did he ever think he was going to get out?”

      Even operating from a place of ignorance, the whole thing sounded less-than-well thought out. I smiled while she calmed her laughing.

      “Who are you?” I had meant to sound a little less blunt, but once I asked, I couldn’t change the manner in which I had.

      “Let’s just say I am intention,” she answered promptly. I waited for a little more information, but it became apparent she wasn’t going to volunteer any.

      “How did you send me those dreams? How are you here now? Why did you visit Jack’s dreams too?” I’d only meant to ask one question, but once I started, I couldn’t seem to stop. She giggled at me.

      “I took notice of you after you made your first wish last year,” she started. “Only acts with honorable intentions mixed with magic are of notice to me, and your wish accomplished both. After that, we were connected. As for Jack, I needed to get your damn attention. I mean, come on, Bennett… the same dream for a year? Ya didn’t think to look a little deeper?” Her tone was full of playful mocking, and she had a point. Having learned about magical genies, wishes, and such, I probably could have taken closer notice. I shrugged my shoulders and laughed.

      “I appreciate your help,” I told her when my laughter had subsided.

      “I know you do,” she replied with a grin. “Time for me to be going.”

      “Just a few more questions,” I said as rapidly as the words would leave my mouth.

      “Maybe later, Bennett. You need to let those girls out, so they know you are okay,” she instructed. She winked at me and turned to walk away.

      For once, I was at a loss for words. As she sauntered off down the alley, the woman in blue slowly started to fade away. Just before she faded completely out of sight, she turned back to me.

      “By the way, Jack knows about Andi and Vila,” she said calmly.

      My heart leapt. How could that be? What was I supposed to do? Question after question bombarded my mind but wouldn’t come out of my mouth.

      The woman in blue smiled. “Don’t worry about him. Remember, I was in his dream too.”

      Then she disappeared, and I was left standing in the alley, my mouth open, staring at nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      I shook my head to bring my attention back to the things I needed to do. I reached in my pocket, pulled out the money clip, and rubbed it. Moments later, after another crazy light-ball show, Andi and Vila stood before me. They instantly wrapped their arms around me and squeezed tight. I held them close and felt gratitude flush through me. When they finally let go, they stood back, and each put a hand on her hip.

      “What the hell was that?” Vila popped off. I really couldn’t tell if she was upset or not.

      “Yeah,” Andi chimed in. “Why did you send us into the money clip?” They stood there, tapping their feet, impatiently waiting for an answer.

      “Dave didn’t see you when you came before. I sent you back so he wouldn’t know about you,” I told them matter-of-factly.

      They stared at me with straight faces, glanced at each other, and shrugged.

      “Okay,” they called out in unison. The answer was so simple it made me nervous.

      “Okay?” I asked.

      “Yep, okay,” Vila answered cheerfully. She spun on her heel and walked over to the table. Andi stood in front of me and smiled.

      “You know we were on our way to find you, right?” she asked, rather indignantly.

      “I did not know, but I assumed.” I flashed her a smile.

      “You interrupted our plans to find you with that little rubbing-of-the-clip act you pulled,” she replied, pretending that her feelings were hurt.

      I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her to my chest.

      “I’m sorry, Andi. Next time I’ll wait, magically tied up in an alley with a psychopath, for you to find me,” I gushed sarcastically.

      She pushed me back and whacked me in the shoulder. “Not funny!” she hollered humorously.

      “Kinda funny!” I said and dodged another swing. “Now, can we please get out of here?” I glanced over at Vila, who was studying the artifacts on the table.

      “What is all this stuff?” she asked. “I know the golf club and the table, but what about the rest of this stuff?”

      Andi and I walked over to her. I touched the pot to see its history because I hadn’t checked to see if it was magical yet. It turned out to be a regular pot.

      “The pot is a cooking tool,” I said dramatically. They both hit me in the arms that time.

      “For real, what is all this?” Andi echoed Vila’s question.

      “I think you’ll find this one particularly interesting, Andi,” I said as I handed her the rope. She took it from me and examined it closely before looking back up at me.

      “Why?” she asked, confused.

      “Because some of the same threads in that rope were in the ropes that your mother was tied with,” I told her. I had rehearsed the explanation in my head a few times while standing there because it didn’t seem like a good memory to bring up. However, she had the right to have anything connected to her mother.

      Andi looked back down at the rope just as it started to glow blue, and a tear fell down her face.

      “Blue was her favorite color,” she whispered as she smiled. She slowly walked away, staring at her rope. I turned to Vila.

      “I have something for you, too,” I said and held out the scrap of blanket. She almost looked afraid to take it from me. I lifted her arm and placed the blanket in her hand. It started shining instantly. It was bright white and twinkled. Vila smiled from ear-to-ear.

      “It’s the same sparkle she had in her eyes,” she said happily. “It’s from her blanket, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I answered. She clutched the cloth to her chest and then looked at it again. She wandered over to Andi, and the two of them explained their artifacts to each other. After several minutes, they came back, all smiles.

      “You girls ready to take me home?” I asked humorously.

      “Absolutely!” they answered at the same time.

      “We are going to have to get all this stuff back to the house, too.” I waved my arm over the table.

      “Hey, what’s that?” Andi pointed to the book.

      “That is a spellbook used by your uncle after he was banished. He put his consciousness inside it when he realized he was going to die before figuring out how to use the remnant magic in the items you are holding,” I explained. “You two are going to have to tell me what the heck remnant magic is, by the way.”

      “How about we get home first?” Vila chuckled. She looked at Andi and tipped her head toward the table. “You got this?”

      “Yeah, I’ll meet you two there,” Andi replied.

      Before I had a chance to ask, Vila snapped her fingers, and we were standing in my bedroom. I opened my mouth to ask about Andi, and then there she was, along with my table and all the items on it. She had even brought the chairs to the table which I hadn’t seen in the alley. When I eyeballed the chairs, she giggled.

      “One of them was in the alley, the others I had to make a pit stop and pick up,” she said.

      “How did you know where they were?” I asked. I honestly thought I wouldn’t see them again.

      “I magically conjured a genie who could use the power of her mind to see the location of lost items,” she shouted cheerily out as she spun around the room, dancing. She stopped suddenly and looked over at me.

      I just stared at her.

      She laughed. “I saw them in a car just outside the alley.”

      “Stick with the magical genie story. That sounds more interesting,” I joked with her. I turned around to ask Vila why we’d landed in the bedroom, instead of the foyer like we usually do when traveling Air-Genie, but Andi’s yelp stopped me.

      “Is that blood on the back of your head?” she screeched. I reached up and touched the back of my skull.

      “Yeah, I took a header to the brick wall somehow,” I said. Remarkably, it had stopped hurting. It must have been adrenaline.

      “My God, Bennett! Get downstairs so we can look at that!” Vila yelled when she made it behind me to look for herself.

      “It’s okay! Besides, why do we need to go downstairs to look at it?” Their logic wasn’t making any sense.

      “The first aid kit is down there, silly! See, your memory is already affected!” Andi said, half-serious, half-joking.

      “Fine, I’ll go, but only if you make coffee while we’re down there,” I said. I put my hands together in front of me like a beggar and mouthed, ‘Please.’

      “Of course, I’ll make you coffee!” she answered emphatically. “Let’s go!” I started toward the door, but Vila whipped around in front of me.

      “There’s something you should know before you go downstairs,” she said nervously.

      “What? Did Chester get loose or something?” I joked and tried to get past her.

      “Jack is loose down there,” she blurted out. “He knows about us.” She twisted her hands and waited for a response.

      “Good,” I said. “Let’s go fill him in on the rest of the day, in that case. Saves me a trip to the office.” Vila’s mouth fell open.

      “Umm…?” was all she could get out.

      “The woman in blue told me,” I said, laughing. Her face didn’t change, however.

      “Who is the woman in blue?” Andi asked.

      “She’s someone from…” I stopped my explanation. “You know what, let’s go see Jack because he needs to know who she is, too.”

      I pushed past Vila and started down the stairs. The girls trailed behind me.

      “Has this not been the weirdest freakin’ day of your genie-existence?” Andi asked Vila.

      “Times ten,” Vila answered her, dead serious. I smiled to myself as we made our way to the kitchen. The kitchen was empty, however.

      “Jack?” I called out.

      “In here!” I heard his voice from the other side of the foyer. The girls and I walked across to the living room. Jack was sitting on the floor with a box in front of him.

      “Chester! Oh, Jack, how is he doing?” Andi ran to him.

      “Is that his name?” Jack asked. “I’ve just been calling him ‘Little Guy.’”

      “Yeah, Chester is his name. He fell out of his nest in the backyard,” Vila confirmed as she sat next to Jack and Andi on the floor.

      “There was some food in the pipette, so I fed him. He seemed hungry,” Jack informed the girls.

      “That was very sweet of you, Jack,” Vila cooed. I walked over to the couch and sat down, dumbfounded. For a man who supposedly just found out about magic, Jack didn’t seem to be phased at all. So much so, that I wondered if he had forgotten somehow. Or, maybe it was too much for him, and he shut a part of his memory down. I was positive there was no way he could be that calm and know at the same time. Andi glanced up at me and started giggling.

      “We felt the same way when he walked in on us talking about getting rid of him so we could do a spell,” she said cheerily.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Yeah, Jack here is lacking any sort of ‘what the hell?’ response to weirdness, apparently,” Vila added with a smile. She winked at Jack, who finally looked over at me. He stood up and came to sit on the other side of the couch with me.

      “I figure it’s like this,” he started. “Who am I to determine what can exist, and what can’t?” He leaned back on the cushion and took a deep breath. He let it out and shrugged.

      “I guess I can see that,” I said slowly. Then I looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “But really? Nothing? No ‘you people are freakin’ insane,’ or ‘have you people lost your marbles’? Nothing?”

      “Nah,” he replied without hesitation. “Not worth the wasted energy!”

      I was nothing short of dumbfounded. I had accidentally knocked myself out when I discovered magic. Then it scared the crap out of me, twice, once for each genie, before I could bring myself to wrap my head around it. How Jack could be so nonchalant about it was a true mystery.

      “Okay, then,” I said, shrugging my shoulders back at him. “I guess there’s that!”

      “Actually,” Jack piped up. “Chester and I had a lot of time to chat, and something came to mind.” He looked over at the girls and winked mischievously.

      “What’s that?” I asked, shaking my head at his apparent familiarity with the ugly box-bird.

      “I’m just going to assume that the woman in blue who showed up in both our dreams is all mixed up in this somehow. Yes?” he asked casually.

      I felt, more than saw, Andi and Vila’s heads whip my direction. I peered out of the side of my eyes at them and waited for the interrogation I knew was inevitable.

      “You two saw the same girl in the same dream?” Andi huffed. “And you didn’t tell us?” Her lips pouted out, and her eyebrow popped up.

      “Wait… back up. What dream?” Vila asked, her voice climbing in pitch with each word. Jack smiled and crossed his arms as though he was about to enjoy a comedy.

      “I’ve been having this dream for a while,” I said calmly in hopes of diffusing the girls’ barrage.

      “Oh!” Andi hollered out. “So, same girl, same dream, more than once?”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “I’ve been having the same dream. Jack’s were different, and he only saw her a couple of times.”

      “Bennett Alex Anders! You’d think by now you’d know--”

      “I do know! Well... I know now!” I cut her off. “You have to remember, I’ve only been introduced to how magic worked a year ago. You’ve had centuries to figure it out!” I purposefully whined at them just a little bit, knowing they would do anything to keep me from being unhappy. My little ploy worked perfectly.

      “Andi, he’s right,” Vila chimed in. “Even I learned something new about magic today.” Andi’s attention switched from me to Vila instantaneously.

      “You did?” Andi tipped her head, confused. “I’ve been with you all day. How did you stumble across something new?” Just like that, my unintended indiscretion was forgotten.

      “I used your memory spell to visit one of your memories, instead of mine, right?” Vila prodded.

      “Yeah, you mentioned something about that, but then we had to--”

      “Well,” Vila interrupted her. “I saw Gisele while I was there.” Both Andi and I sucked in our breath.

      “Gisele?” I asked to be certain I’d heard her correctly. She gazed over at me, unseeingly. She was already picturing whatever experience she’d had earlier.

      “Yes. She pulled me from Andi’s memory into one of my own. The two of us were back in the slave quarters we lived in as humans,” she started explaining. “But she could talk to me. It was like we were both visiting the same memory, but she’d controlled the fact that we were both there.” She reached out and took Andi’s hands in her own. “She’s been visiting my memories the same way I visited yours. She’s kept track of my entire life. I’d never used memory magic before. She had been waiting for the day I did to see me in real-time.” Andi stared at Vila for a long minute before she was able to speak.

      “She could talk to you like she was really there?” Andi whispered. No doubt, she was instantly wondering if her mother could do the same thing.

      “She could,” Vila answered softly.

      “Do you think…?” Andy trailed off. Vila knew what she wanted to ask.

      “I don’t know if you can talk to your mom or not,” Vila whispered. “Gisele was a witch her whole life. She already knew how to use the magic. Did your mom know about magic before she saw your uncle use the coin when he’d taken her prisoner?” Andi lowered her head.

      “I don’t think so, but I’m not certain. My mother only came to visit me on the farm occasionally throughout my childhood, remember? My parents had to hide me because I was the only heir to the throne. We never talked about magic, though.” Andi sulked for a second but then perked up, excitement on her face. “Do you think Gisele would know of a way?”

      Vila smiled at her and reached her arms out. The two girls hugged tightly.

      “I’ll ask her the second I see her again,” Vila whispered in Andi’s ear. That was enough of a ‘yes’ in Andi’s mind to put her in an ecstatic mood. They separated, and Andi jumped up off the floor.

      “How soon can we find out?” she chirped. Vila giggled at her excitement.

      “Let’s get Bennett patched up and bring Jack up to speed on a few things, and then we’ll figure out a plan,” Vila told her.

      “Yes!” Andi hollered. She skipped towards the foyer with a brilliant smile on her face.

      “Where are you off to?” Vila giggled.

      “To get the first aid kit, of course!” she disappeared, off to the kitchen to retrieve the needed materials to dress my head wound. I shot Vila a grin and nodded at her.

      “Busy day while I was away?” I knew they were using magic to try to find me, but I’d had no idea it was to the level Vila had described.

      “Well, unscheduled disappearances tend to cause chaos around here,” Vila joked. “Right, Jack?” She got up off the floor and sat on the couch between Jack and me.

      “Looks that way,” Jack answered. “So, about that woman in blue…?”

      “Oh!” I chuckled at the ease in which our conversation had been sidetracked. “Her name is…” I realized that although I had asked the woman who she was, she’d never answered me. “Actually, I still don’t know her name. She only said that she was connected to good intentions aided by magic. People who fall into that category are who she appears to.”

      “Not to sound rude, but how does that connect her to you? Or me?” Jack asked. “To clarify, I know you have good intentions as a human, and magic in your life, but how does one ‘aide’ the other, in your case?” I knew he wasn’t trying to be offensive, but appreciated his effort to ensure my understanding of that. A thought came to me that hadn’t crossed my mind before that moment, and I mentally face-palmed myself.

      “Jack, you know that Andi and Vila can use magic, yes?” I said. He nodded his head at me. “They can’t just use magic. They are magic. They are genies, and therefore they grant wishes. Last year, I wished to be able to improve upon the lives of the people I interacted with. The good intentions behind that wish were what mixed intention with magic and made the woman and blue connect to me.”

      I sat back and waited, positive that the information would elicit a stronger reaction from Jack than he’d shown up to that point. He tipped his head to the side and looked up to the corner of the room behind me while taking in what I’d said.

      “Okay, that makes sense,” he said, looking back to me. “But, how does that connect her to me?” My mouth dropped open once again. I glanced at Vila and shook my head.

      “Is this guy for real?” I said, astonished. She chuckled and looked over to Jack, slapping him on the leg.

      “He is!” she said happily. “And quite the joy to have in the fold!” Jack smiled back at her.

      “Bennett, I may have the typical house, and family, and job, but that doesn’t mean I have the typically closed mind that so many do,” he explained. “I’d rather spend my time learning about magic that very clearly is real than spend any time questioning that it is so. I’ve always believed in taking what’s in front of me and rolling with it!”

      “If only I’d had your frame of mind a year ago!” I told him. “I was scared shitless by all this!”

      “You are also just under half my age,” he laughed. I nodded and laughed myself. The man was full of really good points.

      “Well, back to your question, I have no idea how the woman in blue is connected to you. What I do know is that she trusts you,” I told him. “She as much as pointed that fact out specifically.”

      “That’ll have to be good enough for now, in that case,” Jack replied. “If you find out more, be sure to let me know.” He was so casual and relaxed that I still wasn’t certain he wasn’t just in shock over the whole subject. Just then, Andi bounced back in the room with the first aid kit, and Vila stood to help her fix up my head.

      “After we get done here, how about a drink?” Andi suggested, giggling. Jack and I looked at each other, and both started nodding our heads.

      “To hell with eating, today calls for a toast,” I joked. Jack continued nodding in agreement.

      “One quick question,” he finally spoke. “I have a very perceptive wife. I’m not in the habit of keeping things from her. Hell, she’d probably analyze some dream I wrote in that journal she makes me keep and figure all this out. How many rules would I break by being truthful with her?” His face had turned deeply serious. It was the first concern any of us had seen from him.

      “You say she analyzes dreams?” Vila asked for confirmation.

      “Yes,” Jack replied. “She’s pretty spot on a lot of the time. Or, at least I think so. She’s how I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt that Bennett would get the coding completed in record time. That is why I had no problem telling Sven and Asher to wait a couple of extra days.”

      “Is her tendency to be open-minded as significantly developed as yours?” Andi asked.

      “One-hundred percent, yes,” he answered without hesitation. The girls were behind me, cleaning my wound, but that didn’t stop me from feeling them looking at each other in that silent communication way they tended to do.

      “How about this,” Vila started. “We are going to plant a dream or two for you. You will write them in your journal. Have her analyze them and let us know what she says. If she is as perceptive as you say, she’ll grow closer to actually asking you about magic soon enough. Then, bring her to us.”

      “That I can do,” Jack agreed. “Can you do it relatively quickly?”

      “Absolutely,” Andi piped up. “In fact, we’ll toss a dream or two her way, too. That way, she’ll be excited to learn more instead of just being baptized by necessity, so to speak.”

      “Perfect, thank you.” Jack stood up and stretched. “Hey, Anders. How about I get started on those drinks while these ladies work hard to put your skull back together? Where’s your booze?”

      “In the cabinet under the island in the kitchen,” I answered immediately. I wholeheartedly agreed with his plan. He promptly went to pour us some drinks just as Vila secured a bandage that she used gauze to wrap around my forehead to keep in place.

      “That should do it,” she chimed. She and Andi came to sit on the couch with me.

      “Thank you, ladies. I can only imagine I look like a war movie extra right about now,” I joked.

      “Nah, more like you forgot that Halloween is in October, not July,” Andi laughed.

      “Hey, there’s something about all this that I haven’t figured out yet,” I started after something from my history wish visions flashed through my mind. “What the hell is remnant magic?” Andi glanced at Vila.

      “You want to take this one?” Andi asked her.

      “Sure!” Vila replied. She turned to me and put her hand on my leg. “Now, this is going to be super complicated. Are you ready?” Her face was so deathly serious that I considered tabling the question for a later time. Instead, I figured, with all the other bombs dropped that day, now would be as good a time as any.

      “Okay,” she said. “When significant magic is used, a tiny bit of it will transfer to an item that is either directly connected to it or very nearby.” She lowered her head and furrowed her brow, changing her face from serious to concerned.

      “And?” I urged her to continue, waiting for the part I needed to handle.

      “That’s it. Are you okay?” she asked. She could only hold her concerned ruse for a few seconds before busting out in laughter. Andi joined in, and the two of them fell off the couch. I lowered my head and chuckled. I should’ve seen that coming.

      “You think that’s funny, do you?” I scolded sarcastically. I dropped down on the floor and started tickling both of them.

      “Stop! Stop!” they called out between laughs. They rolled around, trying to get away until Jack returned with our drinks.

      “Hey now!” he called out. “Watch Chester’s box!”

      We stopped to look at him, and all four of us busted up. When the laughter finally died down, we pulled recliners from the other side of the room near to the couch. The four of us spent the better part of the afternoon filling each other in on the details of the day, and in Jack’s case, magic in general. By the time Jack decided to go home, he and I were both buzzed, so we called him a cab. I walked him to the door and opened it for him.

      “See you at the office tomorrow,” I told him as we shook hands.

      “Oh, hell, no, you won’t!” he laughed. “I forgot to tell you I made other plans for us.”

      “What other plans? And, who is ‘us’?” I inquired.

      “Me and the wife, the girls, you, and Lottie are flying to Barbados tomorrow afternoon. You’ll need to get packed, so don’t bother with the office,” he told me as though it was a normal schedule alteration.

      “Barbados? As in the country?” I needed to make sure there wasn’t a hotel, or retreat, or park named Barbados because having a trip to a Caribbean destination planned for me wasn’t something I could wrap my mind around off the cuff.

      “Yep, the country. I told you about this,” he replied.

      “Not to be disagreeable, but you most certainly did not tell me we were going to Barbados tomorrow!” I responded.

      “Well, maybe not all the details, or other people, but I did tell you, remember? If you made the program work, I’d send you to Barbados…?” he said nonchalantly. I had forgotten he’d said that, most likely because I thought he was simply dramatic.

      “Yeah, my apologies, you did mention something about it. I didn’t think you were serious, though!” I laughed.

      “Kinda like that time I showed you an amazing office that you didn’t believe I was giving to you along with your promotion?” he joked. “You really should start believing in the good stuff a little more, Anders.” He turned and walked out to his waiting cab, laughing at his own joke all the way to the curb. His cab pulled away while I took a moment to let the idea of the trip sink in. Excitement bubbled up in my chest, and I slammed the door shut. I turned and ran for the living room.

      “Andi! Vila! Time to pack!”
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      One place I’d never been before was on a beach, and from where I was reclining on the coast of the Caribbean Sea, I’d been missing out. It was the most beautiful place I’d ever been to. The sand was white instead of tan, as I had expected. The sun made it sparkle so brightly that it appeared to have diamonds strewn throughout. It stretched for miles in both directions and was bordered by the most vibrant teal blue waters. As the water spread away from the beach, it grew darker until it looked like a midnight sky blanketed in a silver halo. I’d heard that the beach was breathtaking but hadn’t believed it until seeing it firsthand.

      I was lying in a slat-wood beach chair that sat low to the ground, just above the sand. Our group had a circle of the same type of chairs set up under a tall umbrella. Each chair had a small table with thin steel legs pushed deep into the ground to keep it steady. We’d decided to travel away from the resort we were staying in, so we had a large cooler full of snacks, drinks, and water, sitting nearby. Jack had hired one of the bellhops from the resort to tend to our every need while we lounged around, doing whatever we felt like doing.

      The girls were playing at the waterline, splashing each other and laughing endlessly. Jack and his wife, Lorraine, were strolling, hand in hand, down the beach. That left Lottie and I relaxing under the umbrella together. She was reading some seedy romance novel she’d found at a gift shop at the resort, and I was admiring the relaxed glow she had about her. She lowered her book and smiled at me.

      “You’re staring again,” she joked.

      “I’m not even looking at you,” I lied pathetically.

      “Oh, well, good. If you’re not looking at me, then I can take my swimsuit off, and you won’t notice!” She stuck her tongue out at me.

      “Nothing short of a lightning strike to the brain could keep me from noticing you without your swimsuit on. Let me assure you of that!” I stuck my tongue out back at her. She dog-eared her book and set it on her little table.

      “Want to go for a walk?” Lottie asked me after rolling her eyes.

      “I’ll go wherever you want me to,” I said, as mushy as I could sound.

      The two of us got up and strolled down the beach in the opposite direction Jack and Lorraine had gone. Lottie stepped close to me and slid her hand into mine. Her skin was warm as it brushed against my arm. My entire body tingled when I was next to her.

      We walked in silence, enjoying the salt air and the comfort of not needing to talk to enjoy each other’s company. Our feet squished into the hot sand with each step. I glanced behind us and was surprised to see the umbrella and chairs were out of sight. What seemed like five minutes by her side had gotten us far enough away from our perch on the beach that it was no longer visible to us.

      “Ever get the feeling you could spend a lifetime doing this and be perfectly happy?” I asked her.

      “Definitely,” she replied as she wrapped her arm around mine, cuddling in close. My heart jumped a little. It was the first ‘lifetime’ question I’d ever asked her. Although I hadn’t intended it to be a ‘feeler’ question, the moment she answered, I felt even more confident that I wanted to marry her. Courage surged through me, and I made the decision to ask her, right then and there. I stopped and turned to her, ready to drop down on one knee and not let another minute pass before making my intentions clear. However, when she saw me turn, she turned as well, putting her back towards me.

      “What do you see?” she asked. She’d assumed I’d spotted something I wanted to show her.

      “Nothing,” I chuckled. “Um, Lottie, turn around here.” She began to turn towards me but stopped. She held her arm out and pointed up the beach.

      “What is that?” she asked. She turned her head and looked at me, her eyebrow raised. I followed where she gestured with my eyes. About one hundred feet ahead, there was a large, raised mound of sand that looked completely out of place. It was flat on one side.

      “I’m not sure,” I answered. Her attention was far too gone for me to continue with the alternate line of questioning I’d had planned.

      “Let’s go find out!” she winked at me and started jogging toward the mound. I shook my head for a moment and chuckled to myself. I felt like I’d just lived out a scene in a comedy of errors.

      “Come on!” she yelled back, so I started jogging to catch up. When we reached the mound, we saw that the flat side was an opening. It was only a few feet in diameter.

      “Is it an animal’s burrow, maybe?” I asked.

      “I don’t see any tracks. I’m not an expert on animal habitats, though,” she answered.

      We got down on our hands and knees to crawl close to the opening. We were going to stick our heads inside with hopes of seeing what was inside. I reached in front of where her hand was and put my hand down. The sand immediately shifted, and we started slowly falling downwards.

      “Ahh!” Lottie yelled out. “Bennett!”

      I threw my arm around her body but couldn’t do much since I was going down with her. Suddenly, we stopped. Sand covered the two of us as we tangled up together. I looked around to see what had happened and determine whether it was safe to move.

      “Look,” I pointed above us. “The ground under us just sank a little.” We were still in front of the opening we’d found, we were just five feet lower than where we’d started. The black hole in front of us had gotten larger as well. It was more than big enough to crawl into. I glanced behind us and noticed a slant in the sand.

      “It looks like we’ve pushed down on some kind of ramp or something,” Lottie said with awe. I started brushing away at the sand under my hands. It didn’t take long before an old, warped board appeared.

      “A ramp is exactly right!” I told her. “Check this out!” She looked at the board and furiously started brushing sand away as well.

      “What the hell? This looks like it’s been here for centuries!” she called out. She looked over at me and smiled. “What did we just find?” Her excitement was contagious, and my heart started racing.

      “Let’s find out.”

      The two of us went back to brushing sand out from under us, exposing more of the old, wooden ramp as we went. It took us twenty minutes before we finally stood up and examined our handiwork. The ramp was close to ten feet long and seemed to disappear into the sand at the top. It sloped down at an impressive angle and led directly into what now looked more like a small cave. We stared at the black hole, both wondering if we were thinking the same thing.

      “Wanna go?” I asked quietly.

      “Hell yeah!” she answered enthusiastically. “It’s not every day you find some camouflaged hole in the beach!”

      “Let’s do it!” I took her by the hand, and the two of us walked down the ramp. We got down on our hands and knees and slowly crawled into the blackness of the opening. I went first, feeling my way around. Once I was fully inside, I stopped.

      “Keep going, I’m not in yet,” Lottie hollered forward to me.

      “I can’t see a single thing,” I yelled back.

      “Can you feel anything? I want to see!” she called out to me. I let out a small laugh.

      “You want to see pitch black?” I joked.

      “You’d better believe it!” she yelled, laughing. I started moving forward again, inching along as I felt out in front of me. I could feel my heartbeat in my throat and my breath shallow. I never would’ve imagined crawling in a small black hole could be so exhilarating. We moved along, feeling instead of seeing. Packed-down sand replaced the ramp underneath us by about twenty feet down. The slope gradually got steeper the further we crawled. Feeling around the walls surrounding me, I could tell the opening was broadening as well. Soon I couldn’t reach anything above me.

      “The hole is getting bigger!” I yelled behind me.

      “I know! I can almost stand up!” I looked back but couldn’t see her. I’d thought she’d be crawling still. I crawled another twenty feet and decided to see how big the hole had opened up to. I slowly stood up until I was completely upright. I lifted my arm. It was almost completely outstretched before I touched the top. Just then, Lottie bumped into me.

      “Well, hello there,” I said to her.

      “You didn’t tell me you were stopping!” she laughed. “I feel you are standing too.”

      “Yes, this is no longer a small opening in the sand,” I replied.

      “Keep going,” she instructed. The thrill had her breathing hard too. I put my arms out in front of me and slowly walked ahead. I stopped instantly when I felt a wall in front of me. I felt around, and the wall spanned the entire size of the tunnel. I turned to tell Lottie right as she ran into me again, this time with more force. She shoved me forward, and I turned my head to avoid hitting my face on the wall in front of me. However, instead of me hitting the wall, my hands pushed right through it. I fell forward, and Lottie landed on top of me. The wall had apparently been made of sand.

      “What happened?” she hollered.

      “You just pushed me through a wall!” I told her.

      “Did you just call me fat?” she yelled. She broke out in laughter as she crawled off me. Her laughter was cut short. “Do you see that?” I blinked as I got to my knees and stared straight ahead.

      “Yeah!” Directly in front of us was a faint blue light. It was more of a glow than an actual light. It got brighter as my eyes focused on it more. We moved towards it, and as we did, it got larger. Ten feet later, we stood with our mouths dropped open, staring at a cave of blue.

      “What is this?” Lottie breathed out in wonder. We were standing in a cave, thirty feet in diameter, and there were rocks hanging down from the ceiling and off the walls that were all glowing at varying intensities.

      “I have no idea,” I whispered. “Maybe stalactites?”

      “Those are usually only on the ceiling of caves, and multi-colored. This stuff is uniform, and everywhere but the ground!” Lottie answered.

      I looked down. She was mostly right. There were small stones of the blue rock littered on the cave floor. It looked like various sized chunks had fallen over time. I bent down and picked up the brightest one near me. It felt exactly like quartz but was three times heavier than I expected.

      “Feel this!” I said. She turned and took the rock from me.

      “That’s heavier than concrete!” she replied.

      “Have you ever read about anything like this?” I asked her.

      “Nope, never,” she whispered. “Maybe Jack, or Andi, or one of them has! Should we go get them?” Her excitement was mounting again at the idea of sharing a secret discovery.

      “Absolutely,” I agreed. She handed the blue stone back to me and headed back out the way we came. I put the rock in my pocket and followed.

      The trip back out the tunnel was a little easier than going in because we could see the light of day as we climbed toward it. It took less than two minutes to get out a hole that took us ten to get into. When we emerged, we both blinked to adjust to the brightness of the sun reflecting off the white sand. Lottie waited for me to get upright and grabbed me by the hand. She took off running, pulling me along behind her. The rest of our group was sitting in their loungers under the umbrella when we ran up, panting against the heat and exercise.

      “You guys… have to…” I tried to talk while catching my breath.

      “There’s a… hidden… cave…” Lottie wasn’t having much more luck speaking than I was. Jack lowered his sunglasses and raised a brow at the two of us.

      “You guys have too many pina coladas while we were strolling?” he joked.

      “No! We found something,” Lottie blurted out as soon as she caught her breath.

      “What?” Andi and Vila asked in unison.

      “A cave. We found a cave,” I added.

      “There are caves all over this island,” Jack replied. Lottie started shaking her head furiously.

      “Not like this one! You guys have to come to see it!” she said, looking around at everyone. She reached in the cooler, grabbed a bottle of water for herself, then threw one over to me. We both drank until the bottles were empty and set them on one of the little tables.

      “Here,” I said, reaching into my pocket. I fished out the blue stone and held it out for everyone to see. “The entire cave is covered in this rock!” The group leaned forward to examine the rock. Lorraine sat back first.

      “It’s a really pretty rock, but Bennett, it’s just a blue rock,” she said, sounding confused. I looked at my hand. The rock didn’t appear to be glowing as it had in the cave. Lottie and I looked at each other.

      “The dark, maybe?” she asked me.

      “Could be,” I replied. “Let’s see.” I closed my other hand around the rock and peered in between my fingers. The rock was glowing. “Yes! It’s the dark!” Lottie jumped up and down and clapped.

      “Now look, you guys!” she squealed, pointing at my hands. Andi hopped up first and put her face to my hands. She immediately stood up and flipped around to Vila.

      “You want to see this,” Andi told her. Vila got up and looked next. After she saw it, she looked back at Andi, and the two of them sat down without another word. I didn’t have time to analyze their strange reaction before Lorraine and Jack took turns peering into my hands.

      “Now, that isn’t normal!” Lorraine said loudly. “What is it?”

      “We have no idea, but you have to see the cave! It’s absolutely gorgeous!” Lottie called out.

      “Alright, alright, let’s go see this cave,” Jack agreed. Andi and Vila stood up. They were both smiling by then, which made me feel better for some reason. Lottie turned to start back to the cave, but I caught her by the hand.

      “What?” she asked as she looked back at me. The excited smile on her face, the shine of the sun off her tied-up black hair, and the energy she exuded was intoxicating to me. I dropped down on one knee and pulled on her hand. She stumbled forward, and I caught her, sitting her on my upright knee.

      “Lottie Harris, will you marry me?” I asked. I hadn’t planned on a public proposal, but I just couldn’t wait any longer. With her excitement and the surrounding beauty, I couldn’t stop myself. She stared at me, eyes wide with surprise. I held my hand up and presented her with the blue stone from the cave. It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that I didn’t have a ring for her. My heart pounded in my chest, and I couldn’t breathe, but I remained composed somehow. She picked the rock up off my palm and grasped it in her own.

      “Only if you’ll marry me back,” she answered. A dazzling smile lit up her face, and she leaned in to kiss me. The group of our shocked, but happy friends clapped and cheered behind us. When we parted, I took the deepest breath I’d ever taken, let it out, and kissed her again. Then she leaned back and bit her lip slightly.

      “Wanna go be all engaged and such in the cave we found?” she whispered excitedly, thumbing over her shoulder.

      “Yes, ma’am!” I called out. Lottie and I got to our feet and started running toward the cave, the others following us. When we made it to the entrance, Lottie went in first. Jack and Lorraine followed. I was going to bring up the rear. Just before Andi and Vila were headed in, they stopped in front of me.

      “A couple of things,” Vila started. “Congratulations on your engagement!” She bounced up and down and threw her arms around my neck. “We are so happy for you!”

      “I can’t wait to see how beautiful Lottie makes your wedding!” Andi added happily.

      “Thank you, ladies,” I told them. I was actually happy that they were there when I asked Lottie to marry me.

      “Next,” Andi said, in a slightly humorous tone. “Have you ever heard of the Legend of Lightning Stone?” She tipped her head while she waited for me to answer.

      “I can’t say that I have,” I replied. “Why?” She and Vila smirked at each other.

      “You’re gonna want to remind us to tell you about it later,” Vila said and winked at me. She and Andi darted into the cave, leaving me standing outside. I took a long look around at the sand, the water, and the sky. I smelled the salty air and felt the sun on my face. I slowly smiled to myself as the intoxication of my life flowed through me.

      First, I had completed innovative software programming, helped thousands of people after a disaster, thwarted an insane madman, and gotten the girl of my dreams to agree to marry me. Second, I was about to head into a secret cave with two genies that, according to them, had a legend attached to it. Lastly, I still had one wish left!
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